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Chapter 1 — My Apocalypse Had My Face

Eleven minutes after Free Heaven was born, Trevor's first charge beside his evil twin lasted one wingbeat.

Teeth closed between white wings and black-red. The breach threw them toward different skies, and a broken prison door spun past Trevor with a woman clinging to it. One wing dragged behind her. The other was gone.

He caught her beneath his lowest pair as the door vanished. She screamed when she saw his face and tried to twist free.

“Not him,” Trevor said, though the words proved nothing. He kept his hands where she could see them and spread the feathers beneath her as the breach spat them into Free Heaven.

They hit the west parapet sideways. Two guards helped the woman off his wings, and she staggered toward the guard post without looking back. Across the narrowing tooth, lavender eyes followed her escape.

Then the gap shut.

Thirty-two relays had spent the minutes before the charge arguing about sunrise colors. Damaris threatened the first person who called Trevor Your Cuteness. Trevor spent the rest learning that no door in Cathedral City fit eight wings. That left no time to plan for an apocalypse.

The mouth above Cathedral City widened. No thunder. Blue morning stopped inside a circle three miles wide. Nothing covered it. Someone had bitten the idea of sky out of the world and left teeth around the hole.

Every bell in the city rang inward as warm parchment filled Trevor's gold-star eyes.

UNIVERSAL ROOT BREACH

WORLDS IN PLAY // 2
HEIRS IN PLAY // 2
BORDER INTEGRITY // falling
QUARANTINE KEY // removed

OUTSIDE HUNGER // entering
FINAL EVOLUTION // GOD

Recommendation // survive the first bite

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 80
MIGHT 41 | AGILITY 62 | VITALITY 60
INTELLECT 53 | WILL 51 | PRESENCE 61
HP 706/706 | MP 704/704 | STAMINA 635/635
HOPE 1,410/1,500


“I preferred the congratulations panel with its tasteful halo animation,” Trevor said.

Damaris looked up from the east wall. Wind lifted the short dark hairs around her scar, and the rest of her did not move. Her flail rested against one silver shoulder. The scales on her breastplate still held black burns from the crowned war-body they'd killed under the city.

“You said we won eleven minutes ago,” she said.

“I was young then,” Trevor said, “and those eleven minutes were a formative era.”

The dark circle moved without coming down or touching the clouds under it. One edge came closer without crossing the space between. Half the western sun vanished behind teeth that should have been too far away to block anything. Each one was a strip of missing blue.

Other skies collapsed through the gaps in slow layers: green clouds, a red moon, then a city made of wet black towers. The last opening showed a blond angel with eight dark wings beneath a ruined gold cathedral.

Trevor forgot to breathe. The other angel was five foot one, petite, and unmistakably adult. Warm-blond hair fell past his knees in a shining rope. A black-sunrise halo hung above the face Trevor knew from mirrors, bad decisions, and one kiss through a broken timeline window.

Lavender stars opened in the other Trevor's eyes, but the tooth closed between them before either man moved.

“Thirty-two relays and thirty-two different prayers,” Adina said behind Trevor. “Every one of them saw him.”

Trevor's halo flared white-gold as the relay voices reached him. They did not become a choir. Free Heaven had no single throat and no crown able to delete a frightened person's disagreement. It did have thirty-two people speaking at once.

“The west wall says the hole ate gravity,” one relay called. Another shouted, “The south hospice lost its outside doors.”

“Relay Six refuses to leave first,” a third voice added.

“Relay Nine says Six can refuse after Nine drags their idiots out.”

“Something enormous has its tongue in the river.”

“Not a metaphor,” Petra added, because that was an important clarification.

None of the voices waited for a turn. Relay Three served the old Choir quarter, where half the residents still waited for a central order before fleeing. Relay Four covered the same roofs with people who had spent the revolution sabotaging Choir commands. Three wanted a marked route and a wing escort; Four wanted every household to choose its own landing square. Either plan could work. Without a center deciding which one counted, the two answers jammed the western air with people flying across one another.

“Three, can you mark the route without owning it?” Trevor asked.

“That is not what a route is,” Three answered.

“Petra, please rescue this definition for me.”

“That is what a boring route is,” Petra said.

Relay Four swore with real creativity. “If Three posts the marks, my people decide whether to follow.”

Three spent one breath on the decision before answering, “Accepted,” and two hundred flight lines untangled.

Relay Eleven had no wings. Groundborn humans, two disabled angels, and a goat that had gained a support class during the revolt helped run the hospice lifts. The western gravity failure had sent all three lifts sideways through the building.

“The goat is tanking the north cage,” Eleven said.

“Naturally the support goat is tanking it,” Trevor said.

“He would like healing now,” Eleven said.

“The support goat can formally request healing?”

“His name is Bishop, and you will respect the class.”

Naomi assigned one pane without waiting for Trevor. It cost her strength elsewhere. Relay Nine noticed and moved six of the hurt out of the sickroom before anyone asked. Relay Six, still refusing to leave first, sent every flyer it had to carry them. No command connected those choices, but they connected anyway.

That was the beautiful part of Free Heaven. Also the reason Trevor suspected it might kill him before lunchtime.

Damaris caught his gaze from the parapet after hearing all of it through the open relay. “You wanted every one of these people free,” she said.

“I wanted it with truly impressive sincerity,” Trevor said.

“They are going to be free at you very loudly.”

“Then I may have misunderstood the practical nature of leadership.”

“You understood the idea,” Damaris said. “You just thought understanding would make the practice easier.” Behind her, the river rose another hundred feet.

Trevor let the noise remain thirty-two distinct voices instead of flattening it into a command. He gave each relay the same three facts: the western bank was failing, no linked route could be assumed safe, and the mouth reacted to borders. From those facts, the relays built their own answers.

Some answers were clever. One involved Bishop the support goat biting through a lift cable. The terrible idea worked.

Trevor ran to the parapet as eight white wings opened from four living pairs along his back. The high pair carried lift, the two middle pairs handled control and shelter, and the low pair made the brutal little corrections that kept his petite body from becoming a holy lawn dart. Morning caught and gleamed along every gold-edged feather.

Below, Cathedral City's western river rose in a vertical sheet. A tongue slid through it: a mile of skinless pale meat, thick as the old cathedral nave and studded with black hooks. It entered the city through the river yet cast its shadow upward onto the clouds. Wherever it touched water, the banks forgot which side was land. Buildings leaned toward drowning streets, fish fell through stone, and three escape bridges twisted into loops with their undersides on top.

Trevor's tactical sight tried to label the impossible thing.

BOUNDARY TONGUE // HP NOT LOCAL

“That is rude,” Petra said from the parapet rail, one boot hanging over open air. The other Petra—the one from the black-wing world—never offered the same escape twice. His Petra still smiled like a road had told her a filthy secret.

“Can you map something that rude?” Trevor asked.

“Can you stab a breakup?” Petra asked.

“With enough preparation, spite, and witnesses.”

“Then yes, I can map it,” Petra said, and jumped.

Her route marks flashed at sixteen blue-white points around the vertical river. Twelve died at once, two landed inside the same place, and one connected the north bank to a staircase in Naomi's sickroom. Only the last route mark stayed gold.

“I found one surviving route,” Petra called through the relay. “It exists only when the tongue pulls back. Not one heartbeat before.”

When the western district buckled, Trevor jumped after her.

He fell two hundred feet before his upper wings caught air. The new body had enough power to launch him through a cathedral roof, and it did exactly that whenever he thought about anything but flying. He tucked his left low wing, rolled between two falling gargoyles, and landed on a bridge that believed it was a wall.

People clung to the stone above him—above according to them and sideways according to Trevor—because the black absence had bitten direction too.

Naomi knelt at the bridge's broken root with eighteen translucent panes orbiting her. Each pane held one injured person in a different pull of gravity. A baker lay flat against empty air while two adult angels hung sideways over the river. Captain Rell stood on a wall that had become his floor, holding a child by both wrists as the child's mother climbed down his armor.

The boundary tongue flexed, and every gravity pane cracked.

“I can hold twelve,” Naomi said, her soft voice making panic sound like tomorrow's weather. “You must pick the other six.”

“No, I reject that menu.”

“Trevor, the bridge is breaking.”

“That wasn't me refusing the math,” Trevor said as he opened Many-Voices Domain. “I was refusing the menu that pretended the math contained every choice.”

White-gold lines reached toward the eighteen panes and stopped one finger's width short. Naomi owned the sickroom rules around everyone in her care. Free Heaven would let Trevor offer power and never make her use it.

PROPOSED GRACE RELAY // 180 HOPE

PANES OPEN // 1/18

“You have eighteen seconds,” Naomi said. Her yes flashed through every pane because she owned the panes, not the people inside them.

Sixteen injured adults opened their panes. The mother let her pane glow for her child while refusing the link herself; she would ride with her daughter without joining it. Captain Rell refused because he was busy swearing at physics.

Seventeen threads joined Trevor while one stayed beautifully and dangerously dark, and Hope burned through his halo.

HOPE 1,410/1,500 → 1,230/1,500

When the boundary tongue struck, Trevor folded six wings around the accepted panes. The high pair braced against opposite gravities while his middle wings made a white shelter around Naomi and seventeen separate choices. His lowest pair stayed open because Captain Rell had refused the link. A sanctuary with no way out was a coffin with better marketing.

The tongue hit the bridge hard enough that stone forgot it was solid. Trevor fell into a wall, through a river, and sideways across three mornings at once. Hooks raked his lower-left wing until pain opened a red line from spine to feather tip.

HP 706/706 → 659/706

His sanctuary held, but Captain Rell did not; the man slipped from his impossible wall with the child still in his grip. Trevor reached for him, but Rell's no kept Grace Relay from taking hold, and the captain saw the gap.

“Not a no to rescue!” he shouted. “I am refusing the link, not your rescue!”

“Your specificity is deeply appreciated!” Trevor shouted back.

Trevor snapped his lowest right wing under Rell like a feathered ramp. There was no System link and no owner field. Flesh, angle, and the humiliating knowledge that Heaven's cutest siege weapon could still serve as furniture carried Rell instead.

Rell hit the wing, rolled down Trevor's back, and slammed into Naomi's last unlinked pane, where Naomi caught him without asking Trevor. When the tongue pulled back, Petra's gold route opened through its center.

For one beat, the tongue showed what passed for anatomy: it had no root and was merely a long bite attached to a mouth outside the world. Black hooks turned inward around a tube filled with swallowed borders: coastlines, bedroom doors, prison walls, the chalk circle a child had drawn around a toy and called mine.

The thing did not eat places; it ate the difference between one thing and another, which was when the System tried again.

BOUNDARY TONGUE

LOCAL HP // unavailable
ANCHOR // distinction between inside and outside
EARNED DAMAGE WINDOW // 00:00:01

What can hurt it:
— rescue something out
— imprison something in
— define what the tongue cannot be


“Damaris, judge it!” Trevor shouted.

She fell from the parapet like an armored answer with white fire trailing from her boots. Her flail spun once, chain singing, while Trevor poured sixty-four MP into the gold route Petra had found.

The tongue noticed her, and one black hook turned inside out to become a doorway shaped like Damaris's missing body. Through it stood the forge again: gold racks and a puddle where her first flesh had been deleted. The perfect false Damaris waited beside them, still offering to return without any of the parts that argued. Then the impossible hook spoke in Damaris's voice.

“Inside or outside,” it said. “Both words depend on a body.”

Damaris's fall stuttered as her rebuilt hand passed half an inch through the flail handle. The stronger Divine body she had chosen in the forge became translucent around its scars. The tongue was not attacking her HP; it was eating the border between Damaris and the place where Heaven had once kept her.

Trevor turned toward her. Every accepted Grace Relay pulled at his halo. Seventeen injured people still needed his wings, and Damaris needed the rest of him. Only the old Trevor would have broken formation and called the loss romantic. The current Trevor had seen romance turn into a boss mechanic too often whenever Heaven felt lazy.

“Junia, please stab the holy trap.”

“Already offended,” she called, running along the sideways bridge without a single link to steady her. Her dark braid snapped behind her as she reached the hook, drove her sword into the outline of Damaris's deleted body, and twisted.

No System connection formed because Junia had spent four wars learning how to stab cosmic rules without obeying them.

“Damaris Pike does not live in your archive,” Junia said. “Your mark lives in her past.”

The hook bucked, and Damaris became solid long enough to catch its chain around her forearm. “That sounded like something I would say.”

“It was a correction.”

“With a sword. I approve.”

Junia looked genuinely wounded by the compliment.

Adina's voice filled the relay before she could answer. “I have the city witnesses. Nine thousand four hundred and twelve people saw Damaris return. Four thousand and six saw her punch Trevor afterward. The second event has stronger recall.”

“Of course it does,” Trevor said.

Open Gospel spread from the clock tower in a broad silver pulse. It did not declare Damaris real. Adina had learned what happened when a church tried to vote a person into existence. Instead, the Gospel carried nine thousand separate memories of Damaris acting after the forge.

A baker remembered her demanding bread for the wounded, while a little girl remembered touching the edge of her new wing scar. Captain Rell remembered Damaris calling his evacuation plan “cowardly in the useful direction,” and Trevor remembered her breaking his nose.

The hook tried to swallow all nine thousand witnesses at once. Memories had edges, and it split on them from doorway to barb.

Damaris ripped her arm free. “I hate archive magic,” she said.

“The archive magic also hates you.” Trevor held seventeen panes while his lower wings shook. “You have built a meaningful relationship.”

“Put that in your harem notes,” Damaris said.

“Petra stole my harem notes,” Trevor said.

Petra's laugh came from inside the tongue. “I corrected the diagrams.”

“Corrected how?” Damaris called.

“You are on page one now.”

“I was already on page one.”

“Not with that drawing.”

Above her, the gold route flickered.

One second had become less than one. The tongue was eating sequence as it withdrew. Petra balanced on a stolen coastline inside the pale flesh, one boot on a cliff from another world. A hundred trapped doors opened and closed behind her without rooms.

“Route is collapsing,” she said. “Also, there is a beach in here with black sand and three suns. Very romantic if you ignore the digestive hooks.”

“Get out,” Trevor said.

“Controlling,” Petra answered.

“Petra, I mean it.”

“Then I'm getting out.”

She jumped along her own gold mark as the tongue rolled, and the route threw her toward Trevor feetfirst. He opened his upper-right wing, caught Petra against the feathers, and nearly lost two gravity panes from the impact before Naomi steadied them without being asked.

“Seventeen,” she said. The number was not praise. It was the current shape of his promise, and Trevor held it.

The route through the tongue remained open for one final beat, and Trevor spent the magic before it vanished.

MP 704/704 → 640/704

The route did not reach the tongue. It reached everything inside it that still wanted an outside.

Trevor felt thousands of tiny answers, every one of them no. A door in a dead world remembered it could open. A coastline rejected the sea, and the chalk circle around the toy held for one stubborn heartbeat. Seventeen of Naomi's hurt wanted out of the strike, and Captain Rell wanted out without belonging to Trevor when he arrived.

Trevor gave those wants a road. Damaris told the tongue where it stood.

“You are inside our world,” she said, flail falling. “Our world is not inside you.”

Contradictory Grace struck, and gold fire split the tongue between both statements until it became local enough to bleed.

BOUNDARY TONGUE // 9,000,000 HP

BOUNDARY TONGUE // 1 HP

Trevor chose the one that could die. He drove all eight wings backward, spent fifty-two Stamina, and launched through Petra's route with his halo shaped into a white blade. The tongue tried to swallow the line between Trevor and the attack, which would have been flattering if it had not involved digestion.

“I am not my build,” Trevor told it.

His halo cut the tongue in half. The black hooks let go, and every stolen border fled at once.

The river crashed down. Bridges remembered which surface deserved feet. Doors appeared throughout the western district, including several that had never been there and one closet that now opened into the clock tower. Naomi's eighteen panes settled in a rough circle around Trevor.

The mother landed holding her child, while Captain Rell landed holding nobody and looked offended by the improvement.

The tongue withdrew through the river, its cut end spraying rain that vanished before touching ground, and Trevor's level panel arrived after the sky stopped trying to chew him.

LEVEL 81

MIGHT 41 +1 = 42
AGILITY 62 +1 = 63
VITALITY 60 +1 = 61

MAX HP 706 +8 = 714
MAX MP 704 +7 = 711
MAX STAMINA 635 +7 = 642

CURRENT
HP 659/714 | MP 640/711 | STAMINA 583/642

Border lesson // a mouth is not outside merely because it says so


Trevor's knees folded, but Damaris caught the back of his white armor and held him upright. She had the easy contempt of a woman rescuing a man from his own dramatic timing.

“You cut an extradimensional tongue with your halo,” she said.

“It was an excellent halo,” Trevor said.

“You shouted philosophy at it,” Damaris said.

“It was losing, and I wanted it to know why.”

Naomi stepped close enough to put two fingers against the hook wound in his wing. Healing warmth spread along the torn root, though she left the pain sharp enough for him to fly honestly. Around them, thirty-two relays called in alive in thirty-two different voices.

Hope returned to him in small, chosen pieces.

HOPE 1,230/1,500 → 1,300/1,500

The western district did not look saved. It looked struck.

Three streets had exchanged intersections. The river had deposited fish on the clock-tower roof. A chapel door opened into the baker's cellar, where a furious woman was already charging refugees for stepping on her flour. Eighteen injured people remained inside Naomi's panes, alive but not healed. Hundreds more stood in the wrong places with the private stunned expressions of people who had watched a law of nature think about eating them.

Trevor wanted to tell them the danger had passed, but it had not. He wanted to promise Free Heaven could protect them.

He raised a white wing over the nearest pane to keep the falling grit off Naomi’s patient. Across the street, Petra pulled a soaked guard out of the clock-tower closet and swore at the stairs. Every relay was still answering. Trevor let his shoulders drop; he could stop holding his breath now.

Captain Rell approached with the rescued child sitting on one armored shoulder. The child’s mother walked beside him with one hand ready under a small boot.

“I still refuse your magical link,” Rell said.

“I noticed that part of the rescue,” Trevor said.

“I do accept the physical wing.”

“Then remember that furniture privileges can be revoked.”

The child leaned forward and patted Trevor's lowest white wing. “Very soft,” she announced, while Damaris looked at him and Trevor felt the dangerous beginning of a smile.

“Do not weaponize what the child said,” she warned.

“My cuteness has proven strategic and inspirational value.”

“Your cuteness has already caused three cults,” Damaris said.

“Two minor cults and one perfectly legitimate fan club.”

Adina joined them with nine Gospel pages floating around her shoulders. “The fan club has developed a sacred chant.”

“Then traitors have infiltrated my fan club.”

The child laughed and buried her face in Rell’s hair. Trevor curled the softest feathers around her muddy boot before turning back toward the sky.

The mouth above Free Heaven opened wider, and its next row of teeth showed the other world.

Black-red towers stood under a bruised sunrise. Scores of chained angels formed a living bridge over a wound in the sky. Some wore Tyrant's red owner mark. Some wore gold scars where Heaven had tried to take them back. At the bridge's center stood Trevor's other self with eight black-red wings spread like the opening of an execution.

He held an adult angel by the throat. While she begged, Tyrant Trevor smiled with Trevor's mouth and pushed the man chained beside her into the breach. Every captive body in the living bridge screamed as one.

Lavender-star eyes found gold-star eyes across two worlds, and Tyrant raised one blood-dark hand in greeting.

Then he looked past Mercy Trevor toward Damaris, Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia gathering behind him.

The rescued woman stepped out of the guard post behind them. Tyrant's gaze caught her, and Trevor shifted a white wing between them before he could think of anything useful to say.

The dark bastard's smile sharpened. He had recognized his prisoner. Trevor could do nothing about that, so he kept the wing up.

The First Mouth spoke through both wounded skies at once.

“Two pretty teeth,” it said. “Both belong to my single bite.”

Trevor straightened inside Damaris's grip. “No, you don't get either of us,” he said.

The other Trevor's lips shaped the same word for completely different reasons.


Chapter 2 — I Fed the Tutorial Its Own Witnesses

Their first charge together had ended with his pretty little bastard of a double stealing a prisoner out of the breach. Trevor respected the speed, not the theft.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 80
MIGHT 68 | AGILITY 71 | VITALITY 44
INTELLECT 51 | WILL 51 | PRESENCE 43
HP 778/778 | MP 514/584 | STAMINA 600/600
FEAR 1,880/2,000


Mercy Trevor's white wings vanished when the First Mouth closed a sky tooth between their worlds. The absence left Tyrant with an afterimage of gold-star eyes and white armor fitted to the same narrow waist, and five women standing behind the body Trevor wanted more than any sensible man should want his own face.

Wanting the face was not the problem, because Trevor had always known he was gorgeous; the problem was the man inside it.

If the other Trevor had been a woman, this would have been ordinary. If he'd worn a male body, Trevor could have called the attraction gay, panicked for half a second, then weaponized the panic against himself for entertainment. Instead, the universe had built one gorgeous adult angel woman twice, put the same man in both bodies, and asked every label to fight it out in the parking lot.

Trevor loved the contradiction, which made him hate how much he loved it.

The contradiction sat hot under his black armor while one of his prisoners begged against his hand.

“Please,” Sister Meret said.

The adult angel had led a Central Choir reclamation cell until Trevor took District Nine. She still wore the cell's gold cords around both wrists. He had added a red owner mark under her tongue because every vow deserved a better place to break.

Behind her, seventy-nine captured angels formed two living lines across the sky wound. Red chains ran from wrist to wrist and wing root to wing root, turning separate bodies into a bridge the First Mouth could bite before it reached Cathedral City.

The bridge had worked for forty-three seconds. It needed nine prisoners. Trevor used eighty because terror made the geometry prettier.

None of those prisoners were blank bodies.

Sister Meret had sung executions for the Choir and once smuggled a condemned healer's son out beneath her robes. Brother Caul, third in the left line, still loved a husband Trevor had placed in another district as leverage. The broad-winged woman beside him had joined the mutiny after Trevor ordered her village to kneel and rejoined the Host when he made resistance feel like grief.

Every red mark carried a history, and Trevor knew those histories because owning them made knowledge easy. He knew which prisoners prayed when frightened and which ones hated Heaven more than they hated him. He knew which ones had begun translating obedience into affection, because a mind could survive almost anything if it found a flattering name.

He could have erased those distinctions and strengthened the bridge, but he kept them—not out of respect.

Uniform terror bored him. Eighty separate understandings of helplessness produced eighty different flavors of Fear, and Trevor had spent too long becoming a monster to accept a bland harvest.

Damaris stood on the command platform behind the formation, where she had inspected every chain before allowing the bridge to launch. She had not done it for safety; she wanted to know who would die if she failed to stop him.

“Nine,” she said through the command lane. Trevor did not turn, so she repeated, “The formation requires nine.”

“I prefer redundancy.”

“The next largest stable shape requires twelve.”

“Then call it aesthetic.”

Damaris tightened her grip on the flail. “Say what you mean plainly.”

Trevor glanced over one black-armored shoulder as warm-blond hair drifted around the black sunrise of his halo. Damaris hated how pretty the body made cruelty look, and he liked that she noticed.

“I want the others afraid,” he said. “I want them to know I could preserve them and chose a larger picture.”

The nearest prisoners heard. Their fear sharpened, and Trevor left it in them rather than drawing it into his halo before the formation settled.

“Better?” Trevor asked.

“Clearer,” she said without praise, but Trevor liked clarity almost as much.

“Please what?” Trevor asked Meret. Her eyes watered before she managed, “Please don't make me go first.”

Trevor considered Meret's plea while remembering the three officers she had betrayed after he rewrote the pleasure attached to confession. She remembered hating the betrayal and could name why it was wrong, yet her body still warmed each time she imagined doing it again.

He had not needed that adjustment to win, which was exactly why he liked it.

“All right,” Trevor said, and when relief broke across her face, he pushed the prisoner beside her instead.

The man screamed as his red chain went taut. The wound in the sky accepted one shoulder, then disagreed about which world held the rest of him. His body stretched across a hundred yards without growing larger. Tyrant's tactical sight marked three angles inside the dark.

Sister Meret stared until Trevor said, “Thank me.” Her throat worked without sound as the owner mark under her tongue warmed.

It did not move her jaw; direct puppetry wasted the interesting part. He adjusted the reward bound to gratitude and let her morals arrive at the command on their own.

Meret's pupils widened. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice shaking with disgust even as pleasure hit.

Her honest relief had helped choose the other prisoner, and she understood it. Then the reward taught her body to crave the next choice.

Fear rose hot through his black-sunrise halo.

FEAR 1,880/2,000 → 1,930/2,000

The fight no longer required another victim, but Trevor had no desire to stop. “Choose again.”

Meret looked across the seventy-eight remaining prisoners. The red mark selected nobody, so the choice remained hers.

“Him,” she said at last, and Trevor pushed the chosen angel into the wound as the sky opened around his scream.

Black hooks emerged from the missing blue and struck the living bridge. Five prisoners vanished at the wrist, leaving severed hands chained to their neighbors and fingers gripping empty air. Another hook caught the shared owner field and pulled.

Trevor answered the pull by spending Fear.

FEAR 1,930/2,000 → 1,710/2,000

One-Voice Domain hardened around the formation until seventy-three living bodies became a single red diagram across the breach. Each terror remained separate enough to taste and joined enough to keep the bridge from tearing. Trevor felt every jaw clench and smelled sweat through lungs that were not his. He knew which prisoner wanted to bite through her own tongue. He knew which one had started hoping Meret chose someone else next.

He kept that hope because Hope was Mercy's currency, and Trevor used it as seasoning.

“Anchor One, hold,” he commanded, and twenty bodies locked their wings.

“Anchor Two, descend.” Twenty fell together, stretching the wound until its inner surface became visible.

“Anchor Three, scream.” The remaining prisoners obeyed. Trevor owned their voices.

The Mouth answered by changing what a voice meant, until the scream became a door.

Pale hooks entered through open throats, not flesh but the border between a spoken sound and the person who had made it. Nine prisoners lost the ability to recognize their own voices. Four heard dead parents answering from inside them. Sister Meret heard herself thanking Trevor in the exact cadence she had used before he captured her.

She stopped making sound, so Trevor tightened the owner field until her lungs exhaled anyway.

The scream came out as laughter. Her horror passed through the field. Trevor left the current unharvested while the bridge remained unstable.

“Do that again,” Trevor said, and Meret obeyed.

Damaris's command icon flashed red. “The hooks are riding the voices back.”

“I see them.”

“Then close the channel.”

“Not until they show me where back is.”

Three hooks crossed the formation and entered Trevor's owner field, where the First Mouth searched along every chain and tasted the gap between the owner and the owned. The cosmic thing expected captives to be lesser pieces of their owner. Heaven had taught it that lesson. Trevor's empire had taught it the same.

The resemblance offended him enough to change the formation. Anchor One resisted, Anchor Two descended in seven different rhythms, and Anchor Three screamed six mutually hostile commands. Trevor forced the group into unity without making each person do the same thing.

The strain ripped red light from his halo.

The bridge bowed until the Mouth could not decide whether it had bitten an army or one man with seventy-three sets of teeth.

That hesitation exposed the echo points.

Sound struck the breach and returned from three distances at once because the First Mouth had no true inside. Each tooth held a hundred swallowed planes: a dead ocean folded between two gold Heavens, a village whose doors opened only inward, and a black tower still casting a shadow after its sun had been eaten.

Something pale moved behind them, and his System found a name for it.

BOUNDARY TONGUE // HP NOT OWNED

“I own the attack surface,” Trevor said. The System chimed as if a favorite idiot had confidently licked a trap.

WHAT YOU ACTUALLY OWN

PRISONER FORMATION // Trevor Dwyer
LOCAL SKY // Trevor Dwyer
BOUNDARY TONGUE // not local
FIRST MOUTH // laughing

Suggested lesson // owner lines are not locations


When the pale thing hit, Trevor launched from the bridge. Eight black-red wings opened from four living pairs down his back, each one rooted in muscle wherever flight required it. His high pair drove him above the tongue, his two middle pairs rolled his petite body between inward hooks, and his low pair cut hard enough to put his boots against pale meat.

It felt like standing on the wrong side of a thought.

The tongue tried to remove the distinction between Trevor and everyone he owned, and the Host flooded his skull.

For a breath, Trevor was Sister Meret hating the warmth in her belly. He was Damaris gripping her flail on the command platform. He was Naomi behind the sickroom wall, Petra laughing somewhere she had not mapped for him, Adina watching six tellings of the same lie, and Junia guarding the one percent of herself he'd never taken.

He was every body in his empire, and every body was him when the First Mouth whispered through them all.

“One bite.”

Trevor drove a feather through his own palm, and pain separated one body from the formation.

HP 778/778 → 740/778

He chose the small warm hand with blood running between its fingers and the narrow shoulders straining beneath black armor. Most of all, he chose the man inside the gorgeous angel body, because a king who became his subjects might gain a kingdom while losing the only thief clever enough to keep it.

“Mine,” he said.

The First Mouth pressed harder, so Trevor opened Host Incarnation.

His class kept hinting at a three-body upgrade. He had not taken that skill yet. He took one body from each anchor lane in sequence, riding a prisoner for a fraction of a second before moving to the next.

Through the first body, he saw the tongue's hook enter; through the second, he felt the formation tear. Through the third, he watched the hook follow his departing soul instead of the prisoner left behind.

Trevor returned to his own body and dragged the hook after him, paying sixty-three MP and the pleasant feeling of scraping himself through a keyhole.

MP 514/584 → 451/584

As usual, Damaris understood before he spoke and jumped from the command platform with six red-edged strikes already waiting. Her dark braid whipped behind a face harsher than the Mercy Damaris he'd glimpsed. The same strong mouth and the same scar held a different angle of hatred whenever she looked at him.

Trevor wanted to compare both Damarises in better light. That pleasure would wait.

“Mutiny Beat,” Damaris said.

For one beat, the stolen hook stopped obeying the First Mouth and became ownerless. Trevor seized the instant and wrapped his wounded hand around it.

The hook fought him with memories: a kneeling man in a dark room and a child's toy behind a chalk line. Then came an adult prisoner begging a mouth that had promised relief before taking the word no away.

The images were not invitations. They were trophies the thing expected him to admire.

Trevor hated the First Mouth for three exact reasons.

It showed off another monster's work as if cruelty made every artist the same.

It thought violating the helpless was the same as making a powerful enemy choose corruption while fully aware.

And it had shown him property he could not steal because it had already eaten the owners.

None of those reasons made Trevor good, and he tightened his grip without pretending otherwise.

“Damaris,” he said, “give the hook back.”

“It doesn't belong to you.”

“Neither did Heaven.”

Her mouth twitched as Mutiny Beat ended and the hook snapped toward the First Mouth. Trevor let it pull him through the tongue's outer skin while all eight wings folded close. Pale flesh sealed around his armor while hooks reached for his halo. The air tasted like wet stone and promises made to dying people.

Inside waited the three echo points his prisoner bridge had found. Trevor drove one black-red wing through each point while keeping his fourth pair free. The tongue clamped down.

He spent fifty-five Stamina keeping his spine straight.

STAMINA 600/600 → 545/600

“Now,” Trevor commanded, and the living bridge pulled.

Seventy-three prisoners beat their wings in opposite directions. Red chains tore the tongue open around Trevor, stretching an extradimensional organ across local owner lines long enough for numbers to appear.

BOUNDARY TONGUE // 9,000,000 HP

BOUNDARY TONGUE // 73 HP

One local HP remained for each surviving anchor, and Trevor laughed.

He could have released the bridge and let seventy-three prisoners live. The tongue would have kept seventy-three HP, which Damaris's six attacks and his eight wings could have handled with irritating ease.

Instead of releasing them, Trevor closed his fist and gave the order: “Spend the bridge.”

Across the torn flesh, Damaris looked at him with the count already on her face: nine would have done it. Trevor smiled so she would know he understood and wanted the excess.

Trevor cut Meret's chain and threw her onto the command platform. He caught her empty link in his wounded hand.

The other seventy-two chains ignited, turning seventy-two adult lives into a single black-red thrust. The prisoners felt the owner field convert fear into obedience. Trevor left every mind awake. He let them understand that nine deaths would have solved the problem. He let Sister Meret feel the reward waiting if she thanked him for using the rest.

The living bridge struck home. Seventy-two points went out through the chains, and Trevor drove a black-red wing through the last.

BOUNDARY TONGUE // 73 → 0 HP

The dying tongue burst around Trevor.

He flew out through a rain of borders: broken doors, coastlines, vows, skin, prison bars, and the warm line between desire and command. His wings shredded the larger pieces before they could attach to Cathedral City.

Sister Meret crouched alone on the command platform, staring at seventy-nine empty chains.

“Why?” she asked, and Trevor smiled. “You asked not to go first.”

Her face broke as Trevor landed in front of her. He touched two bloody fingers under her chin and lifted until she looked into his lavender-star eyes.

“Thank me,” he said. Meret's morals fought until her body won exactly as he'd trained it to.

“Thank you,” she gasped, and pleasure folded her around the words.

The exquisite contradiction raised Fear by one hundred fifty points.

FEAR 1,710/2,000 → 1,860/2,000

Trevor had expected 1,810. The extra fifty came from Damaris.

She stood behind him with her flail hanging loose, horror and desire sharing her face. The Mouth had tried to make every body one. Trevor had stayed himself by spending seventy-nine other selves. She hated him for it, and she had not looked away while he did it.

The extra fifty came from the part of her that had stayed to watch, and Trevor enjoyed knowing which part.

The System waited until the surviving sky stopped screaming.

LEVEL 81

MIGHT 68 +1 = 69
AGILITY 71 +1 = 72
INTELLECT 51 +1 = 52

MAX HP 778 +9 = 787
MAX MP 584 +7 = 591
MAX STAMINA 600 +7 = 607

CURRENT
HP 740/787 | MP 451/591 | STAMINA 545/607
FEAR 1,860/2,000

Border lesson // owning the bridge does not make the destination yours
Supplemental lesson // seventy-nine was excessive
Trevor Dwyer // aware


“The System is growing a conscience,” Trevor said.

“It watched you murder seventy-nine people,” Damaris reminded him.

“Seventy-eight,” Trevor corrected, pointing at Meret.

“Eighty went up,” Damaris said. “She is the one left.”

Trevor let Meret hear the count again. Sister Meret made a sound that improved the joke.

Damaris closed the distance and struck him across the mouth, snapping his head sideways and painting his tongue with blood. He turned back slowly, enjoying the ache and the knowledge that she had chosen it against his wishes.

“Hit me again,” he said.

“Not while people are watching.”

“How cruel of you.”

“You don't know what the word means.”

“I made cruelty prettier.”

Below the command platform, empty chains kept swinging while Host attendants came to gather what remained. The tongue had spent every body too completely to leave flesh. Objects still lay where red chain had crossed skin. A bronze prayer disk, three wedding cords, a split-heeled boot, and a carved animal Trevor did not recognize waited beneath the swinging links. Seven oilcloth-wrapped letters lay beside them.

Meret dropped among the relics and picked up the carved animal. Her owner mark kept pleasure moving through grief.

“Caul made this,” she said.

Trevor remembered the broad-winged prisoner in the left line and did not correct her. The object had belonged to someone else. Meret's mistake would hurt more when she discovered it.

Damaris caught the flicker crossing his face. “Tell her.”

“Why give away what I know?”

“Because the dead woman cannot.”

“Knowing does not make me generous.”

Damaris grabbed Trevor's wounded hand and forced open the small fingers where blood had dried. She pressed the carved animal into his palm. “Whose?”

He could command Damaris to release him, then make the answer feel good to Meret, bad to Damaris, and useful to himself.

Instead, because the First Mouth watched through the sky and Mercy might see through the next tooth, he chose the uglier display.

“Ressa Vale—second line, anchor two. She carved it under District Six. Caul carried it after she lost her left hand.”

Meret's face changed, but the truth did not help her, and Trevor had never intended it to.

Meret closed both hands around the little carving. Damaris watched Trevor instead, her flail chain drawing tight across her knuckles. He gave her the smile she hated most.

Trevor leaned close enough for his blood to warm Damaris's breath. “Still a monster.”

“I know what you are.”

“Yet you keep checking.”

“I keep judging you,” Damaris said.

Her answer pleased him more than hope would have. The First Mouth opened above them.

Its second row of teeth showed Mercy's world. White relays carried wounded people through doors that could close from either side. The other Trevor stood beneath a clean morning with Damaris's counterpart holding his armor and Naomi touching his injured wing.

Mercy looked exhausted and beautiful, softer around the gold-star eyes not because the face had changed, but because he expected other people to remain real when he stopped watching them.

Trevor wanted to put his hands on that faith and squeeze until it confessed what sound it made.

Mercy stared at Sister Meret, the empty chains, and the blood on Trevor's mouth.

Disgust sharpened Mercy's pretty face and made Tyrant's pulse jump. Tyrant raised one hand, but Mercy did not wave back.

One of Mercy's white wings moved instead. The gesture was small, protective, and directed toward Elesa, the prisoner Mercy had pulled out of the breach, rather than Tyrant. He placed his body between her and the open seam. He did not pretend that feathers could stop an owner mark crossing worlds.

Tyrant read the choice as insult and invitation.

The other Trevor had seen blood, prisoners, and delight on his face. He had not looked away. Disgust kept those gold eyes fixed more completely than admiration ever had.

Mercy glanced back to check on Elesa. Tyrant waited for those gold eyes to return to him and hated noticing that he waited.

The First Mouth laughed through both wounded skies. “Two teeth; one bite.”

Trevor looked into his own horrified gold-star eyes. “No,” he said, and Mercy shaped the same word.

Trevor smiled. The other man thought they agreed.

Then the sky tooth shut, and the First Mouth whispered through Sister Meret's grateful breath.

“Which one of you,” it asked, “is the outside?”


Chapter 3 — I Rescued Her and She Still Hated My Face

The woman Mercy stole from Tyrant tried to bite off her own tongue before breakfast, and Naomi stopped her with two fingers under the jaw and no magic at all.

Naomi shook her head. “No spell touches that memory this morning.”

The captive angel froze on a white cot in Cathedral City's western sickroom, with red owner script under her tongue and gold scars around both wrists. One wing ended six inches below the shoulder, sealed in the clean, bloodless way Heaven deleted bodies when it wanted the soul to remember what had been removed.

Her name was Elesa Venn. She was thirty-two years old, a former Choir relay, and currently convinced that Trevor's rescue had been an elaborate order from the other Trevor.

“He likes it when we resist first,” Elesa whispered.

The line had layers Trevor could not peel apart just by being nice.

Elesa had resisted Tyrant because she hated him. Then because she wanted to protect the people beside her. Then because he had attached pleasure to the attempt and turned every no into another performance for his appetite. By the end, resistance had felt like complicity, obedience like surrender, and silence like letting him win. He had not only commanded her choices. He had taught every choice she had left to accuse her.

Mercy knew the method because the returning owner mark carried traces, not memories he could enter without becoming another thief. He felt pressures, warmth where disgust should have been, and panic shaped around words as plain as please and good.

Trevor's own body complicated the room because he had Tyrant's face. His warm-blond hair lay braided across one shoulder to keep it clear of Naomi's instruments. His petite adult body filled the same white undershirt Tyrant wore beneath black armor, which let even concern look like a disguise for the man who had smiled while training Elesa's pain.

Trevor thought about covering his face, and Junia caught the thought before he moved. “No masks,” Junia said when Trevor's wings folded around the idea.

“I didn't mention one. My wings are traitors.”

“Accurate traitors.” Junia noticed Elesa watching. “He jokes when he wants us confused.”

Trevor swallowed the next joke, but the silence felt false too.

Naomi adjusted the blanket and asked, “What would make the room easier?”

Elesa stared at Trevor's white wings. “I don't know, and I don't know if not knowing is safe.”

“It is allowed here,” Naomi said.

“Can he stand where I can see his hands?”

Trevor moved slowly to the foot of the cot and held both hands open at waist height.

“Higher,” Elesa said, and he raised them.

“Not like surrender,” she said, so he changed the angle, and she flinched anyway.

There was no perfect harmless way to stand. Trevor stayed where she had placed him. He let the failure belong to reality instead of making her reassure him.

Trevor stood three feet outside Naomi's Mercy panes. He had taken off his white armor because blood along the lower-left wing root kept gluing a strap to the new feathers. A blue ration had restored twenty MP. Food, three minutes with his face on a table, and the furious competence of Naomi Talbot had returned thirty-five Stamina and all fifty-five missing HP.

He still felt tired enough to marry the cot and promise it lifelong fidelity.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 81

HP 714/714
MP 660/711
STAMINA 618/642
HOPE 1,300/1,500


Naomi had spent the healing. Her own MP bar sat low enough that Trevor looked away from it twice and came back guilty both times.

Elesa caught his guilty glance. “You're waiting for me to relax so you can put the red back.”

“No,” Trevor said.

“He says no when he wants us to hear ourselves agree.”

“Then don't agree,” Trevor said, and her remaining wing struck the cot.

“That is an order.” The accusation landed harder than the boundary tongue had.

Trevor could rescue a falling city. He could spread a crown across thirty-two relays and make Heaven recognize every exit. He could not say you can trust me to a woman whose body had been trained to feel pleasure whenever his voice lied.

Junia stood at the head of the cot with her arms folded. “Stop talking,” Junia said.

Trevor called that an order. Junia agreed and added, “I am stopping you from making your feelings her next emergency.”

“Helpful distinction.”

This time, Trevor shut his mouth while Naomi pressed a gentle thumb under Elesa's jaw. “You don't have to keep your tongue for us.”

Elesa squeezed her eyes closed.

“I would prefer you kept it because it belongs to you and losing it will hurt, not because that makes you easier to treat.”

The woman's teeth eased apart, and Naomi moved her fingers only after the choice did.

Trevor moved the water within reach and turned the cup’s handle toward her good hand. Then he sat by the door, where she could see him without having to meet his eyes.

The red mark under Elesa's tongue pulsed, her back arched, and a male voice came from her mouth.

“Pretty,” Tyrant Trevor said through her.

Every Mercy pane slammed shut around the cot at once.

Damaris crossed the sickroom in one armored step and put her flail against Elesa's throat. Junia's broken sword touched the red script. Adina opened a Gospel page without broadcasting it, while Petra vanished through a route too narrow for fear.

Trevor remained still because the voice belonged to the other man, while the terror in Elesa's eyes belonged to her.

“Get out of her,” Trevor said, and Tyrant laughed at him with Elesa's breath.

“There it is, the adorable command voice. Do it again.”

Trevor's body answered his own voice coming from an adult woman's mouth. Heat moved through his belly before disgust could punch it. He hated the feeling, and that only gave the attraction sharper edges.

“You don't own this world,” Trevor said.

“I need only the mark, and that remains mine.”

Junia cut, but her sword passed through the red letters and struck the cot frame. The mark was not present enough to sever. Tyrant had reached along an owner line from another world, where distance and location were currently taking separate vacations.

“I can remove the tongue,” Junia said, but Elesa whimpered and Naomi answered, “No.”

“Then find me the border.”

Trevor opened Many-Voices Domain without spending Hope or offering a relay. He listened until Elesa's fear reached him through no link at all. Her pulse knocked against the edge of the other Trevor's hold. Tyrant had taught her nerves to reward obedience, but he had not erased the person who despised it. The line between those truths was thin, vicious, and hers.

Trevor touched two fingers to the outside of Naomi's pane.

“Elesa, may I help you push him out?”

The red mouth smiled, but her eyes did not. One blink could mean anything, so Trevor made himself read it as nothing. Then came two.

Naomi nodded. “Two is her signal,” and Trevor opened a route as warm parchment appeared.

CROSSING ATTEMPT

TRAVELER // Elesa Venn
ELESA // wants him out
DESTINATION // self

ERROR // destination is not a place


“Rude but fair.” Trevor tried again, reaching from Elesa's owner mark to the space one inch outside her skin, but the System rejected the moving border. On the third attempt, he offered not Tyrant as the destination.

ERROR // spite is not geography

“Debatable,” Petra said from beneath the cot.

Trevor spent twenty-two MP on the fourth attempt and opened the route into his own halo.

Tyrant's laughter touched the back of his teeth, and Trevor closed it before anything of Tyrant's crossed.

MP 660/711 → 638/711

“Closer,” Tyrant said through Elesa. “Let me in, and I'll show you what your mouth does when it stops apologizing.”

Trevor did not answer the heat beneath the threat.

He spent twenty-two MP on the fifth attempt.

This time he routed the owner mark into Elesa's shadow. Red filled the outline under the cot. The shadow rose, reached for her ankle, and she kicked hard enough to break one Mercy pane.

MP 638/711 → 616/711

Naomi caught every shard before it touched Elesa. “You are practicing inside a person.”

Trevor closed the skill, and shame arrived without useful instructions.

“You're right,” Trevor said.

“I know, and I am being smug now.” Naomi delivered the answer with perfect calm and did not resume treatment.

She asked Elesa whether the broken pane should be replaced. The woman said yes, then no, then asked what each answer would allow. Naomi explained that a pane could dull pain and block magic, but it might also make the cot feel trapped. Elesa chose a narrow pane along her injured side and open air facing the exit.

The choice took longer than the failed skill attempts, and no warm parchment rewarded it.

He began to understand why Tyrant preferred force. It made progress visible and made movement on command. A broken person choosing for herself might move slowly, choose badly, or take a road that did not improve the rescuer's feelings.

“Tell me something true,” Elesa said.

Trevor weighed safe answers and saw safety as one more way to manage her.

“I want you to trust me,” he said. “Part of that is because trust would help you. Part is because your fear makes me feel like him, and I want relief from that.”

Elesa studied Trevor's face for the lie.

“He would make me comfort him for admitting it.”

“I know what he would do,” Trevor said.

Elesa asked whether he wanted comfort. Trevor admitted he did, and she answered, “You get none from me.”

The denial hurt, and Trevor nodded once.

Junia's expression softened by a degree so small it probably required sacred instruments to measure.

Elesa made a strangled sound that might have been a laugh. Tyrant stopped smiling with her mouth.

Trevor looked at the woman's remaining wing, the missing one, and the cot holding her body inside a room she had not chosen. Every failed route treated self as a destination. The System rejected it because self was not geography.

That did not make the idea wrong. It meant Trevor had asked space to decide who held the chain.

“Adina, what can touch Elesa here?” Trevor asked as she checked the Gospel page. “Naomi shapes the magic around the cot. Cathedral City keeps the walls standing. Free Heaven stops at each local door. Elesa controls her body.”

“Tyrant controls the mark,” Junia said.

“He controls the mark, not the flesh it squats inside.” At last, the System chimed.

FANTASY SKILL TRAINING // STOP GRABBING THE VICTIM

OWNER MARK // foreign
ELESA'S BODY // not the mark
ELESA'S CHOICE // required

Pull out the chain without pulling the woman.


The sickroom wall vanished without breaking because the First Mouth had eaten the word apart from the western district.

Naomi's Mercy panes struck one another as separate people became one layered body. Hallways overlapped until eighteen cots occupied the same floor. The clock tower entered through the ceiling, bringing forty bell-keepers and one very confused timekeeper into the sickroom.

Elesa merged halfway with the red owner line, and Tyrant gasped through her. “Oh, that feels promising.”

Trevor hated the excitement in his own stolen voice. Red light held half of Elesa beyond the cot, on the other side of a seam that now ran through the room.

He set the route beneath her: from that red half of the crossing back into Naomi's sickroom. A white pane glowed at the far end, close enough for Elesa to reach.

The crossing found black-red Cathedral City. It found Tyrant's halo, his warm-blond hair, and the exact possessive line running from him to the mark under Elesa's tongue.

The chain ran the other way, back to Tyrant. Trevor could bring Elesa across and leave the red mark on its owner's side. The System offered the skill.

BOUNDARY MERCY I

Move one willing traveler across one touching planar seam.
The skill takes nothing with it.

COST // 90 MP + 40 HOPE
FAILS IF // the traveler says no


“Elesa, I can bring you back onto the cot and leave his chain behind. Ready?”

Two blinks gave him the answer, and Trevor paid.

MP 616/711 → 526/711

HOPE 1,300/1,500 → 1,260/1,500

White-gold light caught Elesa at the seam. She crossed the last inch onto Naomi's cot, and the red mark peeled away instead of following. Its stretched owner line snapped back through the crossing, straight into Tyrant's waiting mouth.

For a beat, the crossing showed him clearly: the same petite adult body and narrow shoulders in black armor, with eight black-red wings spreading as red script struck the back of his teeth.

Tyrant's lavender eyes widened, Mercy Trevor blew him a kiss, and Junia severed the emptied route.

Elesa screamed while Naomi steadied her jaw. The red letters were gone. Pleasure fired through the woman's nerves, found no command attached, and collapsed into shaking nausea.

Trevor wanted to touch her, so he stayed outside the pane.

The First Mouth's apart attack still crushed the district. Damaris and Junia stood inside one overlapping silhouette while Adina's Gospel pages printed over each other. Petra's hidden route connected every room to every other room and threatened to turn the city into a single locked door.

The merged rooms created human problems even faster than magical ones.

A furnace from the baker's cellar occupied the same volume as two cots. Naomi split one Mercy pane around heat and bodies while Trevor lifted the iron shell with his upper wings. The confused timekeeper still held his brass hammer. Each time he tested it against a tuning block, the chime appeared under a sleeper's pillow and startled someone awake.

“Stop ringing,” Damaris ordered.

“But the quarter hour is sacred, and your sick are now inside my tower.”

The timekeeper looked around at the cots, stone pillars, hanging bread, and one goat chewing through a bell rope. “I admit this weakens my position.”

Junia pointed her sword at the hammer. “I can weaken it further.”

He lowered it.

The apart parasite multiplied whenever two people agreed too completely. Six of the hurt tried to move one cot and found their hands merged at the knuckles. Relay Three and Relay Four issued the same evacuation instruction at once; their routes fused into a loop that returned every flyer to the same window. Two guards shouted “Hold the door” together and became unable to release it.

The Mouth did not merely collapse distance; it rewarded unanimity until cooperation became consumption, so Trevor changed the defense.

“Nobody say the same thing as anyone else,” he called.

“Terrible plan,” Petra answered. Adina called it catastrophic in every foreseeable respect, while Junia pronounced it structurally and tactically malformed.

“I hate it,” Damaris said, while Naomi kept working and called it barely acceptable. Around them, the routes separated by inches.

Trevor gave no commands. He named the needs instead: heat away from the cots, open exits, distinct room names, and one parasite found. The women answered in their own methods. Damaris treated every overlap as a bite trying to swallow two lives, while Junia attacked definitions and Petra made exits that disagreed about where they went. Adina gave each room six names without raising one above the rest, and Naomi kept every person in a separate body.

Trevor used wings and hands where divine power would make the problem worse. He carried the furnace through three overlapping walls until heat blistered his palms.

The pain did not matter enough for a panel, but it mattered enough for Elesa to see him choose not to route it into anyone else.

Elesa raised a trembling hand and told Trevor to help the others. She had not offered a link; she had asked him to leave, so he went.

He drove his low wings beneath the layered cots, his middle pairs between overlapping walls, and his high pair through the missing western border. The work was physical because the Mouth expected every answer to be magic. Damaris used Contradictory Grace to declare thirty-two relays one defense and thirty-two separate choices. Adina broadcast each room's name. Petra marked sixteen exits and made every one lead somewhere different.

Junia found the parasite hiding in the word together, where it resembled a white knot with teeth.

“There,” she said, and Trevor hit it with his halo.

The knot bit his shoulder for thirty HP before Damaris crushed it against an overlapping clock-tower pillar.

HP 714/714 → 684/714

Trevor spent sixty Stamina pulling the remaining rooms apart by wing and hand.

STAMINA 618/642 → 558/642

The parasite died beneath his halo, and the city separated.

Walls went back to keeping rooms apart, which nobody had appreciated until this morning. Cots landed, and the confused timekeeper vanished into his tower clutching a bell rope he would spend years explaining.

Only then did the System deliver its reward.

LEVEL 82

AGILITY 63 +1 = 64
VITALITY 61 +1 = 62
INTELLECT 53 +1 = 54

MAX HP 714 +8 = 722
MAX MP 711 +7 = 718
MAX STAMINA 642 +7 = 649

CURRENT
HP 684/722 | MP 526/718 | STAMINA 558/649

BOUNDARY MERCY I // retained


Hope rose from seventeen people choosing different exits and one woman choosing none.

HOPE 1,260/1,500 → 1,310/1,500

Trevor returned to the sickroom, where Elesa had kept her tongue. She watched him approach and held up one hand, so he stopped.

“You aren't him,” she said.

“No, but that does not make me safe.”

The truth hurt less than false trust would have.

Elesa lowered her hand after he answered correctly. Her remaining wing loosened against the sheet. She did not thank him.

Naomi brought broth, but Elesa refused when she learned it came from the western kitchen. Tyrant had used that smell before interrogations.

Petra found an apple from the old clock-tower tree, which was presently growing through an abandoned bell room while Bishop the support goat guarded the roots. After considering it, Elesa chose three slices.

She examined the first for red script while Naomi waited. Petra bit the second, made an exaggerated face, and returned the clean half after Elesa stared long enough.

“Why that tree?” Trevor asked while Elesa held the slice without eating.

“He fed us those apples after punishment. They were sour enough to hurt, and he made us praise the taste.”

Petra looked offended on behalf of all fruit. “This one is sweet.”

“You bit it,” Naomi said.

“I tested it.”

“You tested half of it.”

“Thorough.”

“I know, which is why I chose it,” Elesa said, reaching for the last slice.

Elesa took one slow bite while Naomi made no announcement and Trevor gave no speech. Petra began explaining why Bishop deserved half the apples for defending the roots. Elesa interrupted to point out that the goat had eaten six already.

For four minutes, the sickroom argued about a support goat's fruit habits instead of salvation.

Trevor liked the sound enough to keep quiet while he watched her eat one slice, until Elesa caught him staring.

“Do angels always supervise fruit?”

“Only hostile apples.”

“It has not moved.”

“Excellent camouflage.” Trevor watched her take another bite while maintaining eye contact. His halo brightened despite his dignity.

“There,” Elesa said. “You glow when pleased.”

“Divine bioluminescence.”

“You are terrible at being mysterious.”

Petra leaned through the doorway. “He is cute enough that people forgive the attempt.”

Trevor threw a napkin at Petra, and Elesa laughed around the apple.

Across the seam, something black-red struck the route Trevor had closed. Tyrant had followed the returning owner mark far enough to find coordinates.

The First Mouth opened a tooth in the sickroom ceiling.

Through it, the other man stood in a chamber shaped exactly like Free Heaven's throne room.

Three adult prisoners knelt before him as Tyrant smiled up through the hole.

“Found you,” he said.


Chapter 4 — Three Bodies, One Bad Decision

Mercy sent Trevor's owner mark back through the seam, and the theft arrived under Tyrant's tongue.

Trevor tasted Sister Elesa Venn's fear, Naomi's disinfectant, and the smug warmth of his other self blowing him a kiss before the route closed. Red script struck the back of his teeth so hard that his lower lip split.

Trevor swallowed the burning script, and the mark burned down his throat until it rejoined the owner field around his heart. Elesa vanished from the Host count.

ELESA // OWNER LINK SEVERED

One woman had escaped him cleanly; Trevor had executed thousands of people without feeling half as naked.

“He stole her,” Trevor said.

Naomi looked up from the command chamber's surgical table. Tyrant's Naomi wore a gray healer's coat over armor and eighteen smoky Confession Wards around her wrists. She had restored twenty MP, thirty-five Stamina, and every wound the tongue had left in his body, and each point came from her bar, her skill, and her choice about who came first—something she had never let him touch.

He allowed that no because it made the healing taste earned.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 81

HP 787/787
MP 471/591
STAMINA 580/607
FEAR 1,860/2,000


“She left,” Naomi said.

“She escaped through Mercy's mouth.”

“She still left you.”

Trevor tested the healed cut. “Your wording is too gentle.”

“You always prefer your own.”

Mercy had sent the mark back without Elesa, proving the other man could touch what he had stolen and choose not to keep it.

The choice was disgusting, impressive, and deeply attractive in the way a locked treasure room became more attractive after killing the first thief.

Damaris stood beside the three kneeling adults in the center of the chamber. All three wore officer armor from Trevor's Host. All three had led the mutiny that started when the First Mouth opened and his empire's outer districts lost direct contact.

Captain Ossa had planned it, Lieutenant Brin had funded it, and Sister Calla had betrayed both of them to Trevor. Only the third fact was false.

Trevor had invented the betrayal before bringing them together because truth explained behavior and lies created it.

“Calla says you offered her my rank,” Ossa said.

Sister Calla turned as all three owner marks warmed. “I never spoke to him.”

Trevor had attached pleasure to hearing the accusation and pain to denying it, not enough to force an admission but enough to make honesty expensive.

Ossa had served Trevor for nine months. He had led the first Host charge through the Red Basilica and lost an eye holding the breach, while Brin supplied food when Cathedral City's southern districts starved. Calla had carried messages through Choir fire because her little sister lived behind Trevor's lines, but none of the three had begun the mutiny out of heroism.

Ossa wanted command over his district, Brin wanted the tithe reduced, and Calla wanted Trevor to stop using her sister as a leash. Their motives were mixed and plain enough for bargaining, and the empire could easily have survived one smaller tithe and one fewer hostage.

That practical answer lacked beauty, and so it did not tempt him.

Trevor preferred to make their separate grievances accuse one another until he became the only stable fact in the room.

“Your sister is safe,” he told Calla, whose frightened eyes snapped toward him because the girl truly slept under guard three streets away.

“For now,” Brin said.

Trevor let the pain leave Calla's jaw when she looked at Brin. Relief followed suspicion because the reward channels had arranged the furniture around a thought they did not create.

When Ossa saw Calla soften, he mistook it for guilt.

Ossa leaned closer. “What did he promise you?”

“He promised me nothing,” Calla said, and pain tightened until her breath caught. Ossa heard the hesitation.

Trevor watched trust die in steps so small that no combat log would have caught them.

Damaris watched him watching the death of their trust. “You could ask them why they rebelled,” she said. “Answer their reasons.”

“I dislike the questions.”

“This is not justice.”

“No,” Trevor agreed. Naming evil had never stopped him from wanting it.

“Of course you spoke to me,” Trevor told Calla.

Calla shook her head as pain tightened her jaw.

“I didn't.”

Brin watched her suffer, and his anger shifted because most people trusted a costly denial. Trevor increased the pleasure attached to suspicion until Brin's pupils widened.

“You spoke to him,” Brin insisted, and Calla stared at him. “You know me.”

“I thought I did.”

The First Mouth's tooth opened in the ceiling and showed Mercy's sickroom. Trevor caught a glimpse of his other self beneath white wings. Mercy looked up as the aperture began to close.

Trevor wanted coordinates, which three bodies could give him.

His Host Incarnation let him ride one owned body at a time. Switching created a sliver of delay, small enough for ordinary war and large enough for a border predator to hide its angle. The class tooltip had shown a grayed evolution since Level 78.

EMPIRE INCARNATION III // UNLOCK UNKNOWN

Trevor knew the unlock now: one mind, three bodies, and three people who could no longer agree which betrayal belonged to whom.

He walked behind Calla and rested both hands on her shoulders, making her body go rigid.

“One of you is telling the truth,” Trevor said.

All three officers looked at him together. “Which one?” Ossa asked.

“Whichever survives the choice.”

Behind him, Damaris's flail chain clicked against the floor.

“You do not need to kill them,” Damaris said.

“No,” Trevor agreed. “I will anyway.”

The answer ended the argument before she could make one. Damaris wanted him to stop. She also wanted him to admit that stopping was possible. He gave her the second and kept the first.

Trevor opened his owner field, and the three officers felt it settle over them.

“Choose who betrayed you,” he said.

Ossa pointed at Calla, and Brin pointed at Calla. Calla pointed at Trevor. He praised the one honest officer, then started with Ossa anyway.

Damaris's flail crossed the chamber in a silver arc. Trevor caught its chain around his forearm before the iron ball reached his skull, redirected it six inches, and made her strike the floor. The impact broke every lamp.

Darkness filled the room when Trevor entered Ossa's body.

For half a second, he felt the officer's relief. Ossa believed incarnation meant he would be spared. Trevor used the borrowed hand to draw Ossa's sword, put its point beneath Brin's ribs, and stepped forward.

Brin died believing Ossa had chosen the betrayal, and Trevor entered him before the heart stopped.

Through Brin's failing eyes, he watched Ossa recoil from the bloody sword. Trevor made Brin's mouth smile at him.

“Thank you for believing me,” he said with Brin's mouth, in Calla's cadence.

Brin's owner mark carried the lie into Ossa's reward channels. Ossa felt pleasure at being right about Calla and horror at having murdered the wrong man.

Trevor switched into Calla, and three bodies overlapped in his mind: Ossa alive with the sword, Brin dying around it, and Calla kneeling under Trevor's hands.

The dark chamber gained three locations. The sky wound above them shone through each pair of eyes at a slightly different angle. Mercy's throne room sat behind it like a gold-white reflection.

The System opened the skill.

EMPIRE INCARNATION III

Inhabit three owned bodies across adjacent planes.

COST // 105 MP + 80 FEAR
DURATION // one coordinated action
FAILURE // an ownerless body drops from formation

THE SYSTEM NOTICED // three victims believed three incompatible betrayals
TREVOR DWYER // knows what he did


“Judgmental parchment.” Trevor spoke through three mouths and paid the full cost.

MP 471/591 → 366/591

FEAR 1,860/2,000 → 1,780/2,000

Ossa, Brin, and Calla stood. Four bodies now, one Trevor.

His original stood behind the surgical table with Damaris's chain around one forearm, while Ossa felt the sword's leather grip and the empty socket behind his left patch. Brin felt blood filling one lung. Calla felt Trevor's hands still warm on her shoulders though he no longer touched her.

Four hearts disagreed about rhythm, and when the skill tried to appoint the strongest, Trevor refused.

He let the hearts fight: Ossa's military cadence pulled left, Brin's failing beat dragged behind, and Calla's terror ran too fast. Trevor's divine heart forced none of them into time. He built one action out of the differences: Ossa measured, Brin delayed, Calla guessed ahead, Trevor decided.

The First Mouth sensed the formation and pushed a fourth angle into the room.

Each borrowed body saw a different temptation: Ossa commanding District Nine without Trevor, Brin's lover alive on an untouched farm, and Calla's sister grown and unable to remember Trevor's name.

Trevor's own temptation was Mercy kneeling in white armor with furious gold-star eyes.

That last vision nearly cost him the skill.

Damaris struck his original body across the shoulders with the flail's iron chain, and pain restored the order of things.

HP 787/787 → 769/787

“You can fantasize about him later.”

Trevor smiled through four mouths. “Jealous?”

“I am focused on the threat.” As she spoke, the Mouth turned every temptation into a door. If any borrowed body stepped through, its owner line would carry the predator into the Host.

Trevor moved each borrowed body toward a different door.

Naomi swore from the surgical table. “What are you doing?”

“Teaching the Mouth my appetite.”

At the last instant, he switched their doors: Ossa entered Calla's future, Calla entered Brin's farm, and Brin entered Ossa's command. The doors bit the wrong souls and recoiled from the mismatch.

Trevor used the opening to look through all three sky angles.

Brin's body had three seconds of usable blood pressure, and Trevor spent all of them.

STAMINA 580/607 → 530/607

He placed Ossa at the north edge of the room, Calla at the south, and Brin directly beneath the sky tooth. Each body looked through the aperture, saw Mercy's world from a different angle, and raised one hand until three red sight lines crossed.

The intersection landed not in the sickroom but forty feet below it, inside a circular chamber with a broken throne at its center. White owner fields ended where the walls began. Thirty-two independent relay routes began there and refused to share one key.

Mercy's throne room. Trevor marked the coordinates before the First Mouth noticed.

A white hook came through the tooth and struck Brin's body. The dead officer vanished from the waist upward. Trevor dropped him from the incarnation before the bite reached the shared mind.

Ossa screamed while Calla turned to run, and Trevor made both of them attack.

Ossa's sword entered Calla's chest while her dagger entered his throat. He left each mind awake behind the actions and routed the pleasure of obedience through the other's dying face.

Both understood that Calla had never betrayed them.

Both died believing that the other had chosen Trevor anyway.

The First Mouth drank their confusion until it could open wider.

Trevor returned to his own body as the three corpses hit the floor; Damaris struck him.

Her armored fist caught his cheek, and Naomi's fresh healing failed to cover the taste of blood. Trevor staggered one step and let a low wing brace against the surgical table.

HP 769/787 → 760/787

“You used my attack,” Damaris said.

“I improved your aim.”

“You made them kill each other.”

“They were going to die because I decided it, which is the attractive part of power.”

She raised her fist again.

Trevor caught it and pressed her knuckles against his mouth. Damaris could have pulled away, because Mutiny Beat waited in the hard line of her shoulders. Instead, she let him kiss the iron taste from her glove.

Her desire did not forgive him, and his desire did not ask for forgiveness.

The fear came from all three dead officers, from Sister Meret watching through the owner line, and from Damaris hating how firmly she kept her hand against his lips.

FEAR 1,780/2,000 → 1,900/2,000

The System delivered Trevor's level.

LEVEL 82

MIGHT 69 +1 = 70
AGILITY 72 +1 = 73
VITALITY 44 +1 = 45

MAX HP 787 +9 = 796
MAX MP 591 +7 = 598
MAX STAMINA 607 +7 = 614

CURRENT
HP 760/796 | MP 366/598 | STAMINA 530/614
FEAR 1,900/2,000

EMPIRE INCARNATION III // retained


The missing HP and Stamina belonged to Damaris's chain, her punch, and the strain of holding three dying bodies in one mind. Trevor liked every point better because the panel did not call them symbolic.

Naomi walked past him and knelt beside Calla's body.

There was nothing to heal. The dagger had opened Ossa's throat, the sword had opened Calla's heart, and Brin had died twice: once by steel and once when Trevor kept the body moving past death. Naomi checked all three anyway. “You knew why they rebelled.”

“I know many useful things,” Trevor said.

Trevor wiped his blood from his mouth with one thumb. “Ossa wanted a title, Brin wanted food, and Calla wanted her sister.”

“What will you change?”

“Ossa's district gets a new commander, the tithe remains, and Calla's sister remains useful.”

Naomi closed Brin's dead eyes. “You could lower the tithe. Your people are starving.”

“Yes, and I choose not to.”

“Hungry people make diligent subjects if you feed them one day before revolt.”

Behind him, Damaris's flail shifted again.

Trevor turned his head far enough that the unbruised cheek was exposed.

She did not strike, and the withheld blow annoyed him more than pain.

Sister Meret stood in the doorway under guard, looking from the corpses to the red script at Trevor's lips.

“You found her?” Meret asked, and Trevor answered, “Elesa escaped.”

Relief entered Meret before the owner mark could decide how to reward it.

Trevor noticed Meret's relief and could have punished it. Instead he stored it, because one free joy could make a later betrayal more exact.

“You may keep being glad,” he told her.

Meret hated the gift because it came from him, which made keeping it harder and improved Trevor's mood.

Petra chose that moment to enter through the wall.

Tyrant's Petra never appeared from the direction that a sane room expected. Her black hair had been chopped at the jaw after the final owner contest, and a red route mark glowed beneath one eye like an accomplice.

“Found something,” Petra said.

“A door pretending to be a lie, or a lie pretending to be one?”

“The second.”

She set a clear route map over the three corpses. The lines from their last sight met under Mercy's throne room, then went on down through a layer neither city admitted owning.

At the bottom waited a second mark carrying the print of Junia Serrat's soul—not Tyrant's Junia alone, but both of them. Trevor's smile vanished.

Junia stood at the edge of the command chamber, one hand on her sword. Her owner field remained ninety-nine percent red and one percent empty. The empty part was too small to command, too real to erase, and apparently visible from outside the universe.

Junia tapped the mark. “What is it?”

Trevor could have told her the truth; he chose a better lie.

“Mercy left a route open.”

Junia looked from the map to Trevor. “That is not an answer.”

“It is the lie I chose to give.”

Above them, the First Mouth dragged one tooth across both worlds.

The tooth followed the coordinates that Trevor had earned with three deaths. It cut through the lower layer, found the circular chamber, and tasted Mercy's throne.

Thirty-two white relay routes flashed; Trevor felt his other self look up.

For one breath, their throne rooms occupied the same space.

The overlap did not line up cleanly. Mercy's broken white seat cut through Tyrant's black throne at the waist, while Free Heaven's open doors appeared inside red walls. Tyrant's owner map lay across Mercy's floor like spilled blood, each line reaching for a person who had never agreed to stand on it.

Elesa stood on the far side of the overlap facing her old cell, where the bed had been cleared for the next captive. Her missing wing hung above it as a loot icon marked REUSABLE MATERIAL. Naomi moved a white pane over the sight before the label could attach to Elesa's current body.

“Leave it,” Elesa said, and Naomi opened the pane again.

Elesa kept looking, past the point where a frightened woman would have looked away, until she was looking at him and not at the room.

Tyrant noticed and smiled directly at her, so Mercy moved between them.

The gesture broke Tyrant's line of sight but not the fact that Elesa had chosen to look first. She stepped half a pace left until she could see around Mercy's white wing.

“Do not hide him for me.” Mercy lowered the wing, and Tyrant's smile widened on the other side. Two people had just refused Mercy's protection for opposite reasons.

The First Mouth fed on the contradiction and kept the overlap open one heartbeat longer.

Mercy stood on the far side of a broken seat with eight white wings spread, while Tyrant stood opposite him with eight black-red wings open. Both had blood on their mouths. Both far too beautiful for the amount of trouble currently wearing their face.

Mercy's gaze dropped to the three corpses while Tyrant's moved to Elesa, alive behind Naomi's white panes.

“Found you,” Trevor said.

Mercy looked at the bodies, the owner map, and Tyrant's hand still holding Damaris's fist against his lips.

“You murdered three people for coordinates.”

“Four, if we respect Brin's experience.” Mercy's expression tightened, and Tyrant Trevor's body warmed.

The First Mouth closed the overlap before either man could cross.

The last thing Trevor saw was Mercy's mouth forming his name like a curse that he wanted to kiss.

Then Petra tapped the Junia print on her map.

“Whatever found him found her first.”

Trevor moved toward the map with three corpse-images still burning behind his eyes. “Can we reach her?”

“Not through that overlap; it was built around him.”

“Then find another.”

Petra's mouth tightened. “Routes are not vending machines.”

“If you were a vending machine, I would have kicked you by now.”

“Try it. See where your foot arrives.”

Trevor looked at the print again. The Mouth wanted him charging through the obvious door, furious and easy to predict. He took his hand off the map.

“What do you need to cheat this thing?”

“Time, Adina's memory of the print, Naomi's read on the missing beats, and Damaris stopping you from opening every door I reject.”

Damaris lifted her flail. “Finally, my class receives proper respect.”

“Your class hits things,” Petra said.

“My class hits the right things.”

“Then hit him.”

“After the map.”

Trevor stepped away from the map while Petra began with the smallest surviving line.

It led not toward Junia, but toward the place the First Mouth expected Trevor to force an entrance.

The trap already knew his habits.

He would have to become less predictable without becoming less himself.


Chapter 5 — My Girlfriend Punched the Multiverse

Damaris counted three problems with the other Damaris out loud: she had better black armor, she let Tyrant Trevor kiss her fist after he murdered people, and she was standing in Mercy's throne room before breakfast.

Naomi had closed the last thirty-eight HP of damage before Trevor left the sickroom. A blue ration and a few minutes off his feet had brought back thirty MP and fifty Stamina, though the low wing root still ached when he stretched it.

The overlap returned while Trevor was halfway through explaining that three corpses could not become four murders merely because one victim experienced dying twice in a row. Thirty-two Free Heaven relay routes flashed white as the broken throne stretched into a long black seat and bruised sunrise filled the chamber's far half.

Tyrant vanished before the worlds finished touching, but his Damaris remained.

She stood ten feet from Mercy's Damaris with a red-edged flail raised. The same scar crossed the same hard mouth, but a different history filled her stance as Mercy Damaris raised her own weapon.

“Take one step,” she said.

“I was about to offer you the same courtesy,” Tyrant Damaris said.

“You let him do that to those officers.”

“He caught my first swing. The punch landed once the murders were over.”

“The timing impresses me less than it impresses you.”

Trevor stood between two women who had returned from death in different ways. They were arguing over whether hitting him before a mass murder would have improved his character, and Trevor could not stop noticing how attractive they both were.

“Could we put off the Damaris duel until we know whether the bridge goes both ways?” he asked.

Both flails immediately turned toward him. “Excellent,” Trevor said as the unstable overlap shuddered. “Shared values.”

Tyrant Damaris studied Mercy's white armor, eight wings, gold-star eyes, and still-healing lower wing root; her expression changed when she reached his face. It was not quite desire, but recognition with a blade inside it.

“He wants you,” she said.

Trevor's halo brightened before he could stop it, and Mercy Damaris noticed.

“My halo is a traitor,” he muttered.

“He wants to own you,” Tyrant Damaris continued.

“That part was very easy to gather.”

“You want him too.”

“We are facing imminent universal ingestion.”

“Your ears still turned bright pink.”

“Blood circulation remains tactically useful.”

Mercy Damaris stepped closer to inspect him: Trevor was an adult man with four finished apocalypses behind him, half a world listening for his orders, and the face of a gorgeous petite angel. None of that stopped his ears from going pink again.

“Very tactical,” she said, though Tyrant Damaris did not laugh.

“He is afraid wanting you makes him less male,” Tyrant Damaris said.

At that, Trevor's humor thinned.

“It doesn't make him less male,” Mercy Damaris said.

“I know that it doesn't.”

“Does he really know it?”

“He knows the answer. He is afraid of wanting the answer.”

Mercy Damaris looked from her counterpart to Trevor. “And you?”

Trevor wanted a joke badly enough that he distrusted the impulse.

His attraction to Tyrant did not ask whether the labels were fair. Tyrant carried the same male mind in the same female angel body, yet their different histories had already shaped the same mouth into different smiles. Wanting him felt gay by origin, sapphic by flesh, straight by the body Trevor saw, and narcissistic by every label that had failed to plan for parallel apocalypses.

“I am afraid he will make being desired feel like surrender,” Trevor said.

Tyrant Damaris's scar pulled as she nodded. “Better answer.”

Mercy Damaris tightened one hand around her flail. “Better does not mean good.”

“No. Good answers are how he gets invited in.”

The two women held each other's gaze, sharing the same face and first life but not the same death. Mercy's Damaris had chosen every scar on the body she rebuilt. Tyrant's had awakened inside a stolen Divine vessel with Trevor's order still echoing through its first heartbeat. Mercy's stood close enough to shield Trevor, whereas Tyrant's kept an angle from which she could strike him and the room in the same motion.

Neither stance was decoration, and Trevor wanted to ask a hundred questions. Before he could choose one, the throne-room ceiling cracked and dropped a coffin.

The thirty-foot coffin was built from white ribs and gold hinges, then wrapped in chains made of linked owner marks. It landed across both halves of the overlap, crushing Mercy's broken throne and gouging the empty floor in Tyrant's world.

Its lid opened, and something climbed out wearing both Damarises' faces.

Six pairs of arms climbed from the coffin, each hand holding a different copy of their flail. Its torso remained inside while its neck stretched toward the shared ceiling and white eyes opened along its ribs.

CROSSING COFFIN KNIGHT // 12,000,000 HP

LOCAL BODIES // 2

SHARED DAMAGE // conditional

“I hate it,” both Damarises said as the knight swung.

Mercy Damaris blocked high while Tyrant Damaris blocked low. Their chains crossed, caught two false flails, and dragged the attack into the coffin lid as Trevor launched between them with his high wings tucked. His halo struck one rib-eye.

The eye burst, but no damage showed.

The false Damaris attached to Mercy's half smiled and said, “You saved the wrong woman.”

Its Tyrant half answered in the other woman's voice: “You served the wrong man.”

Every rib-eye opened, and the coffin showed twelve memories.

It showed Mercy Damaris choosing to return in the forge, with her earlier death reduced to a flash of empty light. Beside her, Tyrant Damaris woke bound in a stolen body and drew the breath he had forced upon her.

Each memory ended with Trevor getting what he wanted. The knight cut away the cost, the no, the scars, and the women who had made choices after he stopped watching.

Then the coffin offered Mercy Damaris kneeling beside a white throne because every disagreement had been smoothed into trust. Beside a black throne, Tyrant Damaris smiled because every act of resistance delivered pleasure on command.

The counterfeit gave both women the same serene face. Mercy Damaris roared and struck the image, while Tyrant Damaris went quiet.

Tyrant Damaris's flail hand dropped an inch. Tyrant had already taught her body that obedience could arrive as pleasure, and the coffin needed only to remove the part of her that hated where it came from. The offer had found something to hold.

Her hesitation lasted one breath, and his Damaris watched him notice it.

“Do not pity me,” Tyrant Damaris said.

“I don't.”

“Good,” she said, and no trace of gratitude touched the word.

She drove her flail through the future's smiling mouth.

The knight lost one rib-eye and gained two arms.

ACTIVE ARMS // 12 → 14

The knight punished resistance by growing more arms, because Heaven never wasted an opportunity to make a bad idea worse.

“It thinks you are one story,” Trevor said.

“It thinks you are the story,” Mercy Damaris corrected.

“Worse,” Tyrant Damaris said. “It thinks you deserve to be.”

When the knight's fourteen arms struck again, Trevor opened six wings around Mercy Damaris. His highest pair knocked three weapons aside while the middle feathers caught two chains; a false flail wrapped his lowest left wing and ripped him into the coffin's gold-edged rim.

HP 722/722 → 681/722

Trevor kept his remaining two wings open as exits, and Mercy Damaris used one to run along his lowest right wing, plant a boot between his shoulder blades, and launch through the knight's guard. Her flail smashed one counterfeit face.

COFFIN KNIGHT // 12,000,000 → 10,800,000 HP

The Tyrant half healed every point of damage.

10,800,000 → 12,000,000

“Conditional damage,” Trevor said from inside a knot of chains. “We need both hits to mean different things at the same time.”

The knight changed its rules under them before they could act.

CROSSING COFFIN // PHASE TWO

Mercy damage heals commanded body.
Tyrant damage heals choosing body.
Identical intent heals both.


The coffin's fourteen arms attacked that hard-won distinction at once.

One false flail struck Tyrant Damaris whenever she chose her own strike, while another struck Mercy Damaris whenever she followed Trevor's shouted warning. The knight tried to make each woman's tie to power into a weakness: choice punished in one world, cooperation in the other.

“Stop listening to me,” Trevor told Mercy Damaris.

“Gladly.”

“Do exactly what he would order,” Tyrant Damaris told herself, then smiled at the gap. “He isn't here.”

The next attacks crossed: Mercy Damaris acted without Trevor's direction while Tyrant Damaris obeyed a command she had authored. Neither woman fit the coffin's neat little boxes anymore.

Two counterfeit arms shattered at their white-gold shoulder joints.

Naomi placed a Mercy pane between Trevor and the chain around his wing. Rather than cutting him free, she made the pain private and stopped the boss from routing his injury into either Damaris. Adina broadcast two incomplete histories of the same strike, one command and one choice. Junia stabbed the word IDENTICAL in the panel until its letters bled gold.

“We have ten seconds before it rewrites,” she said.

Petra called, “Plenty—unless Trevor talks,” from somewhere impossible.

“Cruel,” Trevor said from inside the chains, “but strategically sound.”

Tyrant Damaris cut Trevor's trapped wing free with one backswing.

“Your Trevor spends lives for power,” Mercy Damaris said.

“Yours spends power preserving lives,” Tyrant Damaris answered.

“I know exactly what mine does.”

“Then stop aiming at me.”

Both women attacked at exactly the same impossible instant.

Mercy Damaris attacked the lie that both deaths were one story. Tyrant Damaris struck the command forcing both bodies to share one health bar. Contradictory Grace and Mutiny Beat landed on opposite worlds.

The knight's twelve false arms separated, and for one beat, the Mercy half could not heal from Tyrant damage while the Tyrant half could not redirect Mercy Damaris's strike.

The route opened for one beat, and Trevor spent seventy MP driving it through the coffin's shared spine.

MP 556/718 → 486/718

Petra arrived from the left, though there was no left inside an object spanning two worlds, then placed four route marks along Mercy's hinge. Her Tyrant counterpart appeared on the other side with four red-black decoys. She regarded Mercy's Petra with the delighted suspicion of a cat facing a mirror that had stolen first.

“Cute hair,” Mercy Petra said.

“Bad map,” Tyrant Petra replied.

“That was rude,” Mercy Petra said.

“It was also accurate,” Tyrant Petra replied.

Both vanished before Trevor could ask which insult counted as flirting.

The coffin knight pulled itself upright as Trevor grabbed Mercy Damaris by the waist.

“Throw me at its face,” she said.

“You weigh more than I do.”

“Your eight wings weigh plenty.”

“This is extremely romantic.”

He wrapped all eight wings around the motion and spent fifty-eight Stamina.

STAMINA 608/649 → 550/649

Damaris left his hands like a silver cannonball.

Her flail struck the Mercy hinge at the same instant Tyrant Damaris hit the far hinge. Two Petras opened eight routes, turning one coffin into eight bad decisions that led the knight's shared damage back into different arms.

Trevor drove his halo through the exposed center before it closed.

The counterfeit Damaris looked at him with twelve mouths.

“Choose which one you love,” it said.

“No,” Trevor said. “They did.”

His halo cut the shared spine, and both Damarises struck.

The coffin knight took the same damage twelve ways for twelve different reasons.

12,000,000 → 0 HP

The defeated knight collapsed into two empty coffins with a final metallic scream.

Mercy Damaris landed in Trevor's arms and knocked him flat on his back, while Tyrant Damaris landed on the far side with her own Trevor nowhere in sight.

For one strange breath, both women looked down at Trevor.

Tyrant Damaris's hard mouth softened when she said, “Mine will come through. When he does, do not mistake his desire for improvement.”

“I will not make that mistake.”

“You will want to make it.”

Mercy Damaris tightened one hand in Trevor's hair.

“Then I will break his nose.”

“Which one?” Tyrant Damaris asked.

“I will break both, if necessary.”

The overlap closed around Tyrant Damaris's smile while Mercy Damaris kept staring at the empty space she left behind.

“She is me,” she said.

Trevor waited for her own answer.

“No,” Damaris corrected. “She began as me.”

“You don't owe me a simple answer.”

“I wasn't offering you one.”

She crouched beside the empty coffin and touched the black-red gouge Tyrant's half had left in the floor with two armored fingers.

“She wanted to warn you and see whether you would ignore her,” Damaris said.

“Would ignoring her mean I'm reckless, or that I refuse Tyrant's influence?”

“Both would count.”

Trevor cursed every class built around judging people.

“You now date two of them.”

Trevor stared at his girlfriend until her mouth twitched and she said, “Your ears are pink again.”

Before he could defend himself, the throne-room doors opened, and relay crews carried six wounded adults through them. An old woman followed with a broken hinge and demanded to know who would replace the roof her house had lost to a coffin by sunset.

Mercy Damaris stood without letting the private moment turn delicate. Trevor sent the wounded toward Naomi and the hinge toward Petra. He directed the old woman to Adina, who could turn one furious complaint into a repair crew before lunch.

Then the System chimed over the alarms and delivered Trevor's reward.

LEVEL 83

MIGHT 42 +1 = 43
VITALITY 62 +1 = 63
PRESENCE 61 +1 = 62

MAX HP 722 +8 = 730
MAX MP 718 +7 = 725
MAX STAMINA 649 +7 = 656

CURRENT
HP 681/730 | MP 486/725 | STAMINA 550/656

Coffin lesson // parallel is not identical


Around them, the battered throne room finally stopped shuddering.

Thirty-two relays called in new breaches, and Adina and Junia left to coordinate the eastern wall. Naomi followed once she had checked that Trevor's injuries were dramatic and not about to kill him. Petra disappeared into the lower route with instructions not to die anywhere interesting without sending coordinates.

Damaris came back to Trevor, pushed him onto the broken floor, and straddled his hips.

“You are staring at me,” she said.

“I am probably concussed.”

“Your HP bar says otherwise.”

“My HP has always been a snitch.”

Damaris had died, returned, broken Heaven's last trap, and fought a false copy of herself. After watching another woman with her face warn Trevor not to redeem a monster, she bent and took his mouth with bruising certainty.

Trevor's eight wings opened across the stone under both of them.

“The alarms are still ringing,” he said against her lips.

“I can hear them ringing.”

“There is also a war.”

“I noticed that it is still happening.”

“People can still walk in here.”

“Then try to look inspiring.”

She caught both his wrists and pressed them above his halo. Trevor stayed under her hands, and the willing surrender sent heat low through his body.

Her armored thigh settled between his, and his body answered with an honesty no System panel needed to measure. Damaris kissed the soft line beneath his jaw and then the wing scar Naomi had closed. Her mouth chose every place the battle had tried to turn him into equipment.

When she freed Trevor's hands, he found the straps at her waist and the warm skin beneath battered silver. Damaris had chosen those scars in the forge rather than let Heaven smooth them away, and he traced each one as hers.

“I am not an empty slot,” Damaris said.

“You were never a slot.”

“Loving me does not make you good.”

“I know. It makes me yours, which is better.”

“And I am not the other me.”

“Damaris.” He pulled back until her gray eyes focused on him. “Nobody else could make a threat sound that much like foreplay and a siege order.”

Her laugh broke the hard line of her mouth.

She kissed him again, slower, and the world narrowed without closing. Alarms rang beyond the open door while the broken throne stayed cold beneath Trevor's back. Damaris moved against him as if danger had only made pleasure more urgent.

Their bodies found the rhythm they had earned through too many deaths and not enough mornings. Heat built under battered armor as Damaris guided his hands, then dragged him closer whenever he hesitated. She laughed once against his mouth when his halo chimed; he bit the scar at her shoulder, and she answered by rocking harder. Blunt, demanding, and gloriously alive, she made him keep up.

Trevor came apart beneath her with his halo flashing bright enough to throw their shadows across the damaged throne room.

Damaris followed with her face buried against his throat, one armored hand gripping a white wing hard enough that pleasure and pain ran down the same nerve.

They stayed on the floor for three breaths; on the fourth, a relay voice said, “Your Grace?”

Damaris did not move, while Trevor stared at the ceiling.

“What do you need?” Trevor asked without looking away from the ceiling.

“There is a new mouth over the eastern district.”

“Of course there is.”

“Do you require assistance?”

Damaris bit his shoulder to keep from laughing.

“With the mouth,” Trevor clarified.

“Thank you for clearing that up, Your Grace,” the relay said, and closed.

Damaris rose, fixed three armor straps, and offered him a hand that she did not immediately release after pulling him upright.

“I meant what I said,” Damaris said.

“About breaking both noses?”

“About Tyrant.”

Trevor looked down at their joined hands; hers was larger, callused, and armored across the knuckles, while his only looked soft until the healing burns in his palms came into view.

“I wanted you before you had wings,” Damaris said. “Then you became prettier every time Heaven tried to kill us, which feels manipulative.”

“I have never manipulated anyone with my face.”

She looked at him.

“I have never done it on purpose,” Trevor added.

“Your other self does it on purpose.”

The words pulled lavender-star eyes back into his memory, where Tyrant had worn the same soft mouth around a joke about four murders. Trevor's body answered the image with heat, and his fingers tightened in hers. Damaris looked down at them and did not pretend otherwise.

“Wanting him is not the warning,” Damaris said. “Believing desire gives you special insight is.”

“I have some of his memories when the seam opens.”

“You have what the seam lets you see.”

“He showed me the bodies on purpose.”

“Because he wanted to control your reaction.”

Trevor kept hold of her hand. She was watching his face, not the place where Tyrant had vanished, and that made it harder to dodge the question.

“What if I start calling cruelty complexity?”

“I break your nose.”

“And if I call complexity cruelty?”

“I break the other one.”

Trevor touched the bridge of his nose. “We are going to need Naomi following us with splints.”

“You have two Naomis now.”

“That sounded ominous.”

“I was counting noses.”

“I can want him and still know what he is.”

“You can do both,” Damaris agreed.

“That sounded final.”

“It was meant as a warning.”

“For me?”

“For the part of you that believes knowing a danger can prevent it.”

Trevor squeezed her hand and said, “Please stay close to me.”

Damaris glanced at the alarm-lit doors. “That is an order.”

“A request.”

“Yes.”

Damaris tucked his hand against her elbow and kept it there while he folded his wings. Her armor was warm from the fight.

He wanted to kiss her, and he also wanted to look through the transparent darkness for the other man wearing his face.

Damaris read both wants and said, “One problem at a time.”

“Which one are you?”

“The one with a flail.”

“That narrows down nothing anymore.”

She kissed his cheek anyway, then tightened the last buckle on her armor and turned toward the alarm-lit doors.

Far above Free Heaven, the waiting First Mouth opened wider.

The darkness around its teeth became transparent for one heartbeat and showed the true curve of the thing enclosing both worlds.

They were not facing a mouth coming in from outside. They were already between its teeth.


Chapter 6 — I Made Sacrifice a Love Language

Tyrant found out Mercy had gotten laid because the other Damaris reappeared with his scent on her armor.

She stood inside the overlap when it returned after the coffin knight died, flail raised, and stared at Tyrant's Damaris across ten feet of shared stone. The white one stayed in view for only three heartbeats before the worlds separated.

Those three heartbeats told him enough: the flush above Mercy Damaris's breastplate had nothing to do with combat, and her mouth had been kissed raw. One silver strap had gone through the wrong buckle while Mercy Trevor's gold-white halo announced exactly what they had done.

Then the overlap closed, leaving Tyrant's Damaris beside him. Trevor swallowed the last of a blue ration; twenty MP returned, bringing him to 386. He looked at her armor and found every strap sitting correctly, which was unacceptable.

“Take it off,” he said.

“No, I will not.”

“Your other self just had a better morning.”

“My other self just warned your other self not to trust you.”

“That sounds like foreplay delivered across a broken world seam.”

Damaris raised one dark eyebrow. “Did you hear that line through him?”

“No, I made that one up.”

“Then it was almost clever enough.”

The floor split before Trevor could punish the insult recreationally.

Black absence opened around the throne room in a perfect oval, though the cathedral walls stayed visible and the command dais stayed under their feet. The entire room now occupied the gap between two teeth.

The First Mouth closed, and Trevor's Host screamed across every open channel.

Forty-seven occupied buildings turned clear at exactly the same instant. Whole streets bent inward around screaming people and stalled carts. The city wall appeared both ahead of and behind each defender. A winged adult could fly north and strike his own back without turning.

District Nine folded directly through District Two, placing a market stall inside a barracks shower. A hundred soldiers found themselves ankle-deep in fruit and soap while civilians ran across a ceiling made from their own street. The southern granary opened above the northern prison, and wheat fell upward through the cells until prisoners climbed the stream and guards realized escape and evacuation had become the same direction.

The Host waited for Trevor, carrying the pause as they prepared to obey before they knew the command. His owner field made doubt efficient: no debate blocked the roads, no relay refused the wrong rescue, and no captain demanded a different plan from him.

They were magnificently fast, and the First Mouth tasted that same fact and laughed.

Trevor understood the weakness before the panel named it. A single command structure was a single thing the predator could swallow.

Rather than loosen the Host, Trevor tightened his grip and ordered every district officer to issue no command without him.

Three officers had already begun moving civilians without him when red pain folded through their marks and stopped them mid-order. One evacuation line collapsed as its captain lost the ability to finish the word go.

The people behind her watched safety stop at the tip of her tongue. Eighty Fear climbed into Trevor’s pool, raising it from 1,900 to 1,980. They knew who had stopped her, and he left the pain running.

Damaris turned on him. “Those officers already had a route.”

“They had developed a disobedient habit.”

“People were moving toward safety.”

“They were moving without me.”

The upper jaw descended another yard while his officers fought the pain. A spur of enamel sheared off and struck Trevor across the ribs. He caught it before it punched through his chest; twenty-eight HP vanished, dropping him from 760 to 732, and he flung the broken point into the closing dark.

Trevor knew the decision helped the Mouth, and he kept it anyway. Becoming less himself offended him more than increasing the danger, so if the Mouth wanted one empire, he would sharpen that empire enough to cut its throat from inside.

The System produced a diagram that gave up halfway through.

VISIBLE JAW EVENT

World position // between teeth
Exterior route // unavailable
Interior route // worse

Local escape needs:
— one jaw pinned by a preserved no
— one jaw pinned by completed sacrifice

Required contradictions // 2
Available Trevors // regrettably 2


Trevor admired the last line.

“The System likes him more,” Damaris said.

“The System merely pities him.”

“For being forced to share your face?”

“For wasting this face on ethics.”

The lower tooth rose through the floor.

Gold-white enamel cut the throne room into islands. Captain Rell's entire command post vanished without leaving any debris. Naomi's sickroom lifted on a separate tooth with eighteen smoky wards pressed against the walls. Petra ran along the edge of a tooth that had no visible end, dropping decoy routes behind her. Adina's Scarred Copy opened six possible escapes and marked five as edits.

Junia stood beside a gold nerve running through the nearest tooth, which pulsed under her boots. One percent of her owner field pulsed with it, and Trevor noticed but decided not to tell her.

As the upper jaw descended, Trevor commanded Host Formation and lined up every answering red bar.

The First Mouth bit the formation and found one lovely weapon instead of many inconvenient people. Its hooks entered the Host along every owner line. Trevor felt the pressure reach his own body, follow the crown to the prime root, and pause as if the monster had found dessert left unguarded.

“Mine,” the First Mouth said.

Trevor laughed, not because the attack was weak, but because it was excellent.

The Mouth had waited until Trevor concentrated his city, then bitten the exact root he had used to make everyone stealable. It had learned from Heaven's failed theft and removed the boring step where a victim still believed he was in control.

Trevor wanted the technique, and he also wanted to kill its author.

“Damaris,” he said. “Find the completed sacrifice.”

“You have an entire city full of sacrifices.”

“The System seems to disagree with you.”

“Apparently the System has taste.”

“That is disgusting.”

She opened the cracked red link and spread it through the Host without repairing one mark. Every person Trevor had sacrificed and every person he still intended to use rose through it, and their faces crossed hers too quickly to count.

Neither half of the monstrous jaw stayed pinned under the rising pressure.

“It wants a sacrifice you cannot keep owning,” Damaris said.

Trevor looked toward the nearest captive barracks.

Naomi's voice entered his crown. “There are one hundred six adults in Barracks Four.”

“I know the exact count.”

“Nine will provide the load the tooth requires.”

“I know the required count too.”

“Trevor, do not,” Naomi said, but he opened the barracks.

One hundred six captured Choir soldiers stood inside a red lattice. They had surrendered after the battle at the Morning Throne. They remembered who they were and still possessed futures, two things Trevor could strip away whenever boredom asked for entertainment.

Trevor selected all one hundred six prisoners, and the barracks lattice carried their names into his sight.

Alis Dorn had surrendered after her right wing burned away. Marrick Sol had fought Trevor twice, fled twice, and returned for a third defense because his adult sons lived behind Choir lines. Bel Varo had opened the Morning Throne's west gate after Trevor promised the defenders they would live through the battle.

Trevor had kept only the words he liked: they had lived through the battle, and now they remained his to use.

Bel understood Trevor's trick when the red lattice climbed his throat.

“You promised,” he said.

“And you survived the battle.”

“You knew what I meant.”

“Yes, I knew exactly what you meant.”

That one word did more harm than a polished sermon.

Ninety-three prisoners began shouting. Thirteen went silent. One woman prayed to the Heaven Trevor had conquered. The command lane offered him a control to mute them.

Trevor left every voice open, so the entire Host heard the count.

Nine lives were required, but Trevor selected all one hundred six.

Trevor wanted every owned soldier outside the barracks to learn that surrender protected them only for as long as he preferred the promise to the spectacle of breaking it.

Naomi closed the sickroom link while Damaris watched Trevor's face.

“The jaw requires nine lives,” Damaris said. “Not all of them.”

“Then you understand my build.”

Trevor spent ninety Fear turning the prisoners into a sacrifice lattice.

FEAR 1,980/2,000 → 1,890/2,000

Red lines joined wrists, throats, hearts, and owner marks. He placed nine adults at the structural points. The remaining ninety-seven filled the empty spaces because a completed sacrifice did not have to be an efficient one.

The First Mouth opened smaller mouths along the tooth, and each prisoner heard a different promise: freedom, Heaven, an end to fear, or the chance to take Trevor with them.

Trevor entered the formation through Empire Incarnation III, placing one body at the front, one at the center, and one at the rear. The skill took 105 MP and eighty Fear, leaving 1,810 Fear. His new MP maximum did nothing for the current shortfall.

MP 386/598 → 281/598

Through three sets of eyes, Trevor watched Damaris raise her flail.

“If I stop you,” she said, “the jaw closes.”

“Yes, the jaw closes.”

“If I help, you kill ninety-seven people you don't need.”

“I intend to kill all one hundred six.”

“Nine people are the actual price.”

“Nine people are only my excuse.”

Damaris's face hardened, but the desire did not leave it, and that was the point.

Trevor wanted her to know exactly what he was, help anyway, and hate the heat her body still gave him. The Mouth swallowed worlds; Trevor preferred corrupting one person and one choice at a time.

Trevor ordered her to complete it, but Mutiny Beat flashed and paused the command for one beat. He did not repeat himself; he let the choice sit between them.

The upper jaw dropped another hundred feet, erasing twenty-one Host voices and cracking Naomi's sickroom tooth down the middle.

Damaris swung through the red light, but she did not strike immediately.

Her flail circled once while the red link lit every lattice line for her: the nine structural points and the ninety-seven unnecessary connections he had woven between them. Breaking the extras first and hitting only the nine nails would take eleven seconds. Trevor had counted it himself.

The upper jaw would reach Naomi's sickroom in six seconds because Trevor had built that timing on purpose.

Damaris said, “You made the alternative late.”

“I made it yours.”

“No. You chose when I would receive it.”

Only three seconds remained before impact.

Bel Varo met her eyes through the lattice and told her to save the city.

The command did not come from Trevor, which made it worse.

Other prisoners heard and began repeating it. Some meant the words, while others had surrendered to the shape of the scene and begged Damaris not to let Trevor make their deaths empty. None of their pleas turned ninety-seven extra lives into a needed price.

With two seconds remaining, Damaris looked toward Naomi's separated tooth. Through transparent stone, the healer moved the wounded with her own shoulders because the Host route had collapsed, and two Confession Wards broke one after the other.

One second remained, and Damaris used Mutiny Beat again—not on Trevor, but on the jaw.

The stolen instant gave her one more second—not enough to sever ninety-seven lines, but enough to speak.

“I choose the city,” she told the prisoners. “He chose the excess.”

Then she swung, her flail struck the red lattice, and one hundred six sacrifices completed.

The prisoners did not explode because Trevor refused them that simplicity. Their owner marks opened one after another, turning each life into a black-red nail through the lower tooth until the First Mouth felt every person become forever out of reach to own.

Trevor left their minds awake until the last nail entered.

COMPLETED SACRIFICE // 106

REQUIRED // 9

LOWER JAW // PINNED

The System said nothing, and the silence made the horror louder.

Across the closing gap, white-gold light struck the upper jaw.

The second strike belonged to Mercy, although Trevor could not see him through the closing gap. Thirty-two separate answers entered the tooth, every one of them no, as relay owners rejected the Mouth for different reasons and along different escape routes. Mercy spent his power keeping open the chance that any one of them could quit during the bite.

At last, the upper jaw stopped with a scream of cracking enamel.

PRESERVED NO // 32

UPPER JAW // PINNED

Trevor and Mercy had solved the same mouth with opposite currencies.

Their contradiction tore the enormous jaw open along its glowing nerve.

Trevor recalled his incarnation before the prisoners died completely. His body returned to him with a hundred six endings stuck behind the eyes. He kept them there because forgetting would have been mercy, and he did not hand that out for free.

The First Mouth's nerve lay exposed, and Damaris jumped.

Trevor caught her waist, opened all eight wings, and threw her through the broken tooth. She spent the last strength in the red link to chain the nerve to the sacrifice nails.

Trevor followed her, burning thirty-two Stamina on the climb and the final wingbeat that drove his halo into the pulse. His bar dropped from 530 to 498 as the nerve buckled.

The First Mouth's HP appeared as two conflicting numbers.

VISIBLE JAW // 18,000,000 HP

LOCAL NERVE // 2 HP

Mercy struck one number from the other world, Trevor struck the second, and the nerve split.

The visible jaw burst into black-gold fragments. Cathedral City fell out of the bite and returned to its own sky. Streets unfolded. Naomi's sickroom landed hard but whole. Sixteen dark mirrors still held around it. She paid twenty-six MP to cast Confession Ward II again, rebuilding all eighteen before she moved the next patient. Two hundred ninety-seven bodies had been lost across the Host, most from outer districts the tooth had folded away. The exact count filled Trevor with irritation rather than grief.

Only after the city landed did his reward finally arrive.

LEVEL 83

MIGHT 70 +1 = 71
INTELLECT 52 +1 = 53
WILL 51 +1 = 52

MAX HP 796 +9 = 805
MAX MP 598 +7 = 605
MAX STAMINA 614 +7 = 621

CURRENT
HP 732/805 | MP 281/605 | STAMINA 498/621
FEAR 1,810/2,000

Jaw lesson // sacrifice severs the owner line
Excess sacrifice // remains excess


Fear rose from the survivors who had watched him spend ninety-seven extra lives and understood that counting would never protect them.

FEAR 1,810/2,000 → 1,960/2,000

The wounded city carried the cost in blood and broken stone.

In the southern prison, guards and prisoners reached the same ground after the fold released. Some guards restored cells. Others opened them because the walls had almost eaten both sides. Trevor ordered every door shut. Three guards obeyed slowly enough to earn pain.

At the market-barracks overlap, soldiers separated fruit from weapons while civilians counted missing relatives. The bite had erased twenty-one owner bars, killed forty-three civilians where buildings intersected, and taken two hundred ninety-seven Host bodies.

No number included the one hundred six prisoners because they had not counted as Host at death. Trevor memorized every missing face because exact numbers made future terror easier to aim.

Naomi landed on the command platform with dried blood along both sleeves. None belonged to her.

“You held the sickroom,” Trevor said.

“Twenty-nine lived.”

“And the dead?”

“Four.”

“Acceptable.”

Naomi crossed the distance and slapped him with less strength than Damaris but far more disappointment. Trevor touched his stinging cheek thoughtfully.

“Is that part of my treatment?”

“It is the part where I decide not to treat you.”

He checked his HP. Every point Damaris and the jaw had taken was still missing, because Naomi had not spent one on him.

“Cruel,” Trevor said with open admiration, which Naomi hated. Damaris landed beside him.

Her gaze went to the empty barracks lattice, then to the four covered shapes being carried from Naomi's tooth.

Trevor felt the comparison: the same act had saved twenty-nine of the wounded and killed one hundred six prisoners.

Trevor looked from the empty lattice to Naomi’s covered dead, then back at Damaris. She understood the comparison. He watched her understand it.

Damaris's gauntlet struck his face before his wings folded.

Trevor caught her second punch. She kicked his knee. He used the impact to pull her against him, and her armor hit his hard enough to hurt both.

“You made me choose it,” she said.

“No.” Trevor held her wrist against his chest. “I ordered you. You stopped the order. Then you chose it.”

“To save the city.”

“And ninety-seven people died because I wanted you to know saving the city would not make helping me clean.”

Her breath came fast against his face.

“I hate what you are.”

“I know that you hate me.”

“I still want you anyway.”

“I know that part too.”

“I hate that part even more,” she said, and Trevor kissed her.

Damaris bit his lip hard enough for him to taste blood and triumph. Her hands went into his long hair, pulled his head where she wanted it, and made the kiss hers for three fierce breaths.

After three breaths, Trevor turned them.

He pressed her against the broken tooth lying across the command platform. The black-gold surface still held warmth from a hundred six endings. Damaris shuddered when her armor touched it.

“Not here,” she said.

“Here.”

Mutiny Beat flickered in her eyes, and Trevor loosened his grip enough for her to throw him. Damaris could have broken his stance; instead, she hooked one armored leg around his hips and dragged him closer.

The move thrilled him. Every choice he had ruined elsewhere made this willing cruelty bite deeper.

They stripped only the armor that interfered, scattering black metal across the tooth. Trevor's petite body fit against Damaris's harder strength with a contrast that made both of them curse. She took his narrow waist in both hands while he gripped the curve beneath her thigh firmly enough to earn a hiss and a challenge in her gray eyes.

His mouth followed the line of her throat. Damaris fisted his hair and dragged him lower, then raked her nails across his back when he obeyed. Desire between them was rough, hungry, and useless against the dead.

Trevor made her pleasure a contest, and Damaris refused to let him win alone. She brought the ruthless attention of a boss phase to every answer in the soft female body he still knew as his male self, and used the contradiction until he laughed against her skin.

“Still think you're in charge?” she asked.

“I own the platform.”

“Not what I do on it.”

“Working on that.”

She pulled him up and kissed the answer out of his mouth.

They finished against the broken tooth while the city alarms resumed around them. Damaris held Trevor through the last shaking breath, then shoved him away before tenderness could pretend it had washed either of them clean.

Trevor liked her more for that shove. Naomi's voice entered the command chamber with news of survivors who needed sorting.

Damaris began fastening her armor, while Trevor remained half dressed beside the jaw fragment.

“Send the worst wounds first,” Trevor ordered.

“The dying first. Not the most frightened.”

“Why bother telling me?”

“Because your commands are not the only force moving in this room.”

The link closed, leaving Trevor smiling at Naomi's defiance.

Above the wounded city, the shattered jaw remained visible as a curve of missing stars. It extended beyond Tyrant's world, beyond Mercy's, and around something neither sky could contain.

For one instant, all the fragments aligned, and the true Mouth showed.

His owner field tried to measure it and returned a bar too long for the throne room. Naomi's sickroom link turned silent. Petra's route map folded every exit back toward the same hunger. Adina opened one Scarred Copy and found the Mouth had already written INEVITABLE across the ending.

Damaris stepped beside Trevor with armor half fastened and flail ready.

Damaris asked, “Can it bleed?”

Trevor answered, “Everything with an HP bar can bleed.”

“The Mouth does not have a bar.”

“Then we irritate the System until it gives us one.”

Naomi cut into the open link. “That is a Trevor plan, not a medical one, which makes it much worse.”

“Medical plans do not irritate gods,” Damaris said.

“Mine do.”

“Then you are on the plan.”

“I am always on the plan. Nobody writes me down.”

“Good,” Trevor said. “A healer with aggro. We may yet get somewhere.”

Naomi made a rude sound through the link, and Damaris finished buckling her armor.

The true Mouth was neither a face nor an animal, but a ring of planes arranged like teeth around a hunger too large for any single reality. Dead universes formed its gums, and stolen borders ran through it as nerves.

At the center, two small worlds glowed: Mercy's and Tyrant's.

They were not outside waiting to be eaten; they were already on the tongue.

The System offered no quest or glowing arrow toward escape, and for once Trevor found its silence respectful.


Chapter 7 — Morrow Veyl Chose Better Hair

Morrow Veyl walked out of the broken jaw above Free Heaven at noon in a body he was done with, and the first thing he did was take it off.

The body came first: ash-pale skin cracked with violet-gold light, black hair drifting the wrong way, a coat that changed its seams every time Trevor counted them. Silver rings turned in eyes with no light behind them.

Then Morrow put two long fingers to his forehead and opened his own face from brow to chin, the way a man undoes a collar at the end of a long day.

No blood came out. Starless dark opened under the skin, full of dead roads and four stolen world roots burning like coins at the bottom of a well. He pulled.

The old body opened down the middle. Damaris raised her flail and Junia raised her sword. Petra whispered that she could make the route worse, with the reverence of an artist for an obscene angle. Morrow stepped out of himself the way a man steps out of a bath.

He had built the new body to be looked at. Taller than the old one, broad through the shoulders, narrow through the waist, with a duelist's long hands and a mouth made for lying beautifully. Thin violet stars ran under ash-pale skin where the cracks had been. Black hair fell to his shoulders with ultraviolet fire at the tips. Violet rings turned in his pupils where the silver had been.

His new coat was a map of living stars.

Constellations moved across black cloth with every breath, fighting for position along one high collar and a waist cut for a blade. His shadow arrived a heartbeat late, as if it had stopped on the way to steal something. It had hands of its own.

He looked down at the wreck he had stepped out of. “Much better.”

The old body lay open on the stone like a coat somebody had thrown down. Morrow's shadow reached back and closed the eyes for him, one late hand at a time, and Trevor understood that the shadow was not a flaw. It was a second pair of hands he never had to explain.

Junia advanced three steps with her sword still raised. “Who owns the body?”

“No one, any longer.”

“Who can wear it?”

“Anyone who survives the residue.”

“That is a different answer.”

Morrow's violet pupils turned toward her, slow, the way a man turns toward the one woman in a room worth the effort. “The unowned woman.”

Junia put her sword under his chin. “Junia Serrat.”

“That correction is why the Mouth noticed you.” He did not step back from the blade. He leaned into it a quarter inch, enough to make the point of it his idea. “It noticed me for the same reason.”

Damaris set the head of her flail against his chest. Two weapons, two kinds of distance, and Morrow between them looking pleased by the quality of the threat.

Trevor noticed the new body breathed, though it did not need to; the old one had not. Morrow had chosen lungs, a pulse, warmth beneath the skin, the small movement of a throat around a swallow. He had chosen the proofs of life instead of the shape of it.

“Why?” Trevor asked.

Morrow understood the question before it finished. “The old body argued that I had survived Heaven. This one argues that surviving is the least interesting thing about me.”

“And the hair?” Petra asked.

“Victory.”

Petra checked the ultraviolet tips and found them acceptable. Then she checked the rest of him, took her time about it, and found that acceptable too. She did not bother to hide it. Naomi noticed her not hiding it and filed that away for later.

Naomi kept her healing panes raised. “Did anyone else go into that body?”

“No one who volunteered.”

The answer cooled Trevor's admiration into suspicion, because Morrow had built himself from stolen roots, dead branches, and choices taken from people who never agreed to become tailoring. Trevor held both truths at once: Morrow was gorgeous, and someone else had paid for it.

Trevor hovered thirty feet up on eight white wings. Naomi had put back the forty-nine missing HP. A ration and twenty minutes had returned twenty-five MP and thirty-five Stamina. None of it made him feel ready for a man who treated his own body like a wardrobe.
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MP 511/725
STAMINA 585/656
HOPE 1,310/1,500


“You changed faces,” Trevor said.

“I changed clothes.” Morrow glanced at Tyrant's world through a crack in the jaw. “You of all people should respect the difference.”

Trevor respected it, and disliked respecting anything on Morrow's behalf.

“Are you still the same Morrow?” Adina asked.

“Since the first second I had enough self to object to something. Yes.”

Her Open Gospel tested that and found no clean lie, which meant nothing comforting. Morrow told the truth the way Petra used an honest map: to walk you into the ambush he preferred.

“The quarantine key,” Trevor said.

Morrow opened one constellation on his coat and showed them the broken gold-black key at thirty-one percent. “I intend to keep what I stole.”

“That is defiance, not an answer.”

“Your order was badly dressed. I only answer the well-dressed ones.”

The corpse at his feet moved. One violet-gold crack widened. A white root pushed up through the old body's chest, branched into the air, wrapped Morrow's ankle, and opened teeth along its bark.

QUARANTINE ROOT PARASITE // 3,400,000 HP

Morrow looked down at the teeth around his ankle the way another man might look at a dog that had chosen the wrong leg. “I had hoped integration would kill it.”

“You put stolen quarantine into your body?” Naomi asked.

“Into a body.”

“That is less medical than you think.”

The parasite bit down and split his ankle into five possibilities, chose one, and tore it off. Four rejected selves fell through the sky bleeding different colors, and the body that mattered stayed standing on the one that was left.

The parasite caught every rejected ankle, and faces opened in its bark.

Hundreds of adults looked out from the branches, each taken from a timeline that Heaven or Morrow had cut short before it finished becoming a person. Some screamed, and some stared without enough history to know fear. One woman mouthed a name Morrow had shelved and never spoken.

Trevor's tactical sight found the parasite's real defense.

RECOVERY ARMOR // 411 REJECTED SOULS

Any direct hit would go through those souls first.

“Let them go,” Trevor ordered.

Morrow's violet rings turned. “They would die.”

“Armor is not care.”

“Death is inconvenient even when its victim dislikes me.”

The parasite lunged for Morrow's chest, and he drew a blade from the night between two moving stars on his coat. The weapon had no metal in it, only a sharp absence shaped by the choice not to be there. He cut the root without touching a single face.

The severed root healed around the wound.

3,400,000 → 3,400,000 HP

“Damaris,” Trevor called.

“Hostages counted as armor,” she said.

“Can your contradiction pull them apart?”

“Expensively.”

“Everything good is expensive.”

“And you expect me to pay.”

She swung anyway, and Contradictory Grace went in as a pair of silver lines.

The parasite tried to feed both through its hostages. One face aged fifty years in a blink. Another got younger, then older, then neither, its unfinished branch unable to decide which life the damage belonged to.

Naomi caught the flickering outline in two panes and called for separate timing. Adina opened six Gospel pages for separate witnesses. Junia cut the parasite's grip on sequence and demanded separate control.

Trevor did the least elegant part and flew into the branches and held them apart with all eight wings. White bark closed over his feathers and teeth scraped bone while faces stared at him from inches away, each adult stuck inside a decision that never finished.

One woman wore mining goggles and had no mouth.

One man had three possible wedding rings on one hand.

An old angel kept trying to say the first sound of a spell, and his branch reset before the second.

Trevor did not know which of them would be most useful, so he picked the woman with no mouth for Petra's first road, because she was pointing at the exit with both hands.

The route recognized her pointing and opened, so the parasite adapted and pointed every arm it had at a false exit.

“It is faking choice,” Petra said.

“Then ask it questions it cannot answer.”

Naomi offered the man with the rings a road to the left, and he pointed hard to the right. Adina offered the old angel silence; he shook his head and forced out the first sound again.

They built a language out of every no the parasite could not predict.

Sixteen routes opened, sixteen adults moved toward them, and the bark lost enough armor for Damaris to leave a real crack.

QUARANTINE ROOT PARASITE // 3,400,000 → 3,210,000 HP

This time the wound healed only halfway.

3,210,000 → 3,305,000 HP

“Progress,” Trevor said through his teeth.

“You are bleeding on three souls,” Naomi said, which sounded less inspiring when she put it medically.

Their combined push reached the parasite's core.

TRUE // attached souls block incoming damage

TRUE // attached souls are not part of the parasite

The bark split around 411 separate outlines when Trevor opened Boundary Mercy I. The skill found 411 possible travelers and refused the scale.

LIMIT // 1

“Petra, steal me a plural.”

“Already doing it.”

Petra dropped sixteen route marks through the branches, each able to carry one willing traveler. Sixteen out of 411 was a bad rescue and an excellent start.

Adina broadcast the choice without merging them: “If you understand and want out, take a blue road. If you want Morrow, stay. If you cannot choose yet, hold still. We will come back for you.”

Morrow's expression sharpened at an offer made without him. “They cannot survive outside the branch vault.”

“Help anyway.”

“I would lose leverage.”

“That is the point.”

Morrow did not answer, which from him was a yes.

The root slammed through Trevor's sanctuary before it finished forming. Bark teeth raked his middle-right wing and threw him into a piece of jaw.

HP 730/730 → 700/730

Damaris caught the second strike while Junia cut its owner grip. Naomi raised eighteen panes around souls with enough shape to leave, and Petra opened sixteen roads.

Morrow did not help; he watched Trevor choose which people to save first, and he watched it the way a man watches another man pick a fight he is going to lose well.

One face held a full name, another remembered a home, and a third had enough self to refuse, so Trevor took her first.

Boundary Mercy cost ninety MP and forty Hope.

MP 511/725 → 421/725

HOPE 1,310/1,500 → 1,270/1,500

The woman came free through sixteen chained route marks. Her outline took on flesh inside Naomi's panes: dark skin, gray hair, a missing left hand, and furious green eyes.

“Morrow Veyl,” she said.

Morrow inclined his head by the smallest courteous degree. “I am pleased you grew enough self to hate me. It suits you.”

“You kept me in a tree.”

“The other choice was deletion.”

“You kept every other choice locked away.”

“I keep things. Heaven throws them out.” He said it without heat, the way a man states his trade. “One of us is the villain, and it is the one with the halo.”

Trevor liked her at once. The parasite did not.

Its 410 remaining faces closed as the bark hardened. The root pulled itself out of the corpse, became a winged knot above the city, and pointed every branch at Free Heaven's world root.

Trevor could not free 410 people one at a time before it landed.

He could not kill the armor without killing them. Morrow could.

“Your collection, your problem,” Trevor said.

“Opening the vault erases many of them.”

“Then let out whoever can walk.”

“Some cannot walk.”

“Then stop speaking through their mouths.”

The root hit the outer relay shield, and all thirty-two voices shouted at once. Morrow let out one short, irritated breath the outer relays did not share.

Relay Four cut power before the parasite could follow the grid into the city. Relay Three rerouted the shield through eleven rooftop congregations. Relay Eleven announced that Bishop the support goat had tried to eat a falling branch and gained bark resistance.

Morrow listened to thirty-two voices coordinate without a crown.

“You have made organization into a combat debuff,” he said.

“Free Heaven specializes in inconvenient survival.”

“How many will obey if you order them to hold?”

“That is exactly the wrong question.”

“No. It is a question you dislike.”

The parasite drove one root through two relay paths, and an owner quit. One shield went dark; the second relay kept holding. Morrow watched the network fail in one place instead of falling from the top, and he watched it the way he watched everything he meant to own later.

Trevor watched him learn. Neither man liked being watched at work.

Morrow opened his coat at last and let four stolen world roots flare. The parasite's armor knew its collector and turned. He raised one ash-pale hand.

He released every finished self and kept the unfinished ones, and 206 faces tore free. Some vanished before Naomi could catch them, some became light, and one became a pair of empty boots. 189 landed across Free Heaven with names, wounds, and no idea which world they belonged to. The other 204 stayed in the bark.

The unfinished ones reacted to the loss. Some faces vanished, because the finished self they leaned on had chosen to leave. Others came clearer, freed from sharing a future with a stronger sibling. One man opened his eyes for the first time and said, “Wait.”

Morrow closed his coat before Trevor could answer.

“That one grew enough to answer,” Trevor said.

“He woke after I last opened the door.”

“Then open it again.”

“The parasite reaches the root in twelve seconds.”

“Offer him the choice again, Morrow.”

Morrow's gaze held his, and there it was. Morrow hoarded closed doors so he could choose among them later. Mercy kicked doors open until the person behind them could choose. Both men hated waste. Only one of them cared more about the person than the possibilities.

Morrow opened his coat one inch and told the new face, “Leave or stay.”

“Leave,” the man said, and tore free.

Naomi caught him with one pane while both men turned back to the parasite with four seconds gone.

Trevor hated the compromise and took every person it saved.

The parasite had lost more than half its armor.

Damaris broke the central root, Junia cut every owner line, and Trevor spent fifty-five Stamina driving eight wings through the exposed knot.

STAMINA 585/656 → 530/656

Morrow's absence blade came in from the other side, and together they killed it.

3,305,000 → 0 HP

White branches fell as ordinary wood. The 203 remaining faces vanished into Morrow's coat before Trevor could reach them, and only then did his reward arrive.

LEVEL 84

AGILITY 64 +1 = 65
INTELLECT 54 +1 = 55
PRESENCE 62 +1 = 63

MAX HP 730 +8 = 738
MAX MP 725 +7 = 732
MAX STAMINA 656 +7 = 663

CURRENT
HP 700/738 | MP 421/732 | STAMINA 530/663


Hope came back from the adults who took roads Morrow had not picked for them.

HOPE 1,270/1,500 → 1,340/1,500

The gray-haired woman raised her missing hand toward Trevor.

“My name is Sera Vale,” she said. “Not the number he gave me.”

Trevor bowed, because a person introducing herself after deletion deserved more ceremony than a king.

Sera did not bow back before asking, “Where are we?”

“This place is called Free Heaven.”

“Who runs it?”

Trevor opened his mouth, and thirty-two relay voices started arguing through his halo at once. Sera listened for five seconds. “That answers my question.”

Naomi came forward with a pane and stopped before touching Sera's missing wrist.

“No,” Sera said, and Naomi lowered it.

Petra offered a road to the western shelter and said where it went before Sera stepped onto it. Adina offered to carry her chosen name across the Gospel pages, and promised to tear them out whenever Sera asked.

Trevor angled his halo toward the ruined sky and kept its light off Sera’s eyes. The next thing through that breach would meet him before it reached the shelter.

Around them, the 189 adults from Morrow's first release arrived wanting different things: weapons, Morrow dead or chained, and in three cases a way back into the coat, because open sky felt less real than the dark they knew. Free Heaven had no room ready, no ritual, no map for people cut out of other histories.

Relay Eleven offered the western hospice, and Relay Four refused to send everyone to healers before asking what they wanted.

“Ask them,” Sera said, so the relays asked each survivor, tripping over one another and getting different answers.

The freed adults began choosing food, medicine, weapons, privacy, or the road back to Morrow. His private collection spilled into a public argument he could no longer end by folding his coat.

One wanted food before questions, one wanted the sword Morrow had hung beside her branch, and a third asked whether someone made only of remembered heat could live in Free Heaven. Trevor answered each of them separately.

Trevor opened the kitchen route for the first, Damaris gave the second woman her sword back after checking its owner mark, and Adina let the third person's heat choose which memory became skin across six Gospel pages.

Morrow watched his tidy collection spill into kitchens, armories, arguments, and open sky.

“This is why a vault needs one hand on the key,” he said.

“You mean keeping people needs an owner.”

“I mean someone willing to destroy the selves that cannot live together.”

The woman made of heat flared. “I live.”

Morrow turned one violet-ringed eye on her, and it was not unkind. “For now.”

“That is how everyone does it,” Naomi said.

The answer moved through the crowd. A man who had spent centuries as a voice asked for temporary lungs. Two women who remembered being the same dead branch became sisters until a better story came along. A condemned angel refused Free Heaven and asked for a neutral road away from both Trevors.

Trevor opened one, and Morrow could have blocked it, because the dead branch still lived inside his coat. Instead he watched the angel leave and took one star off his sleeve when the road closed.

“What did that cost?” Trevor asked.

“One future soldier.”

“What did her no cost her?”

“Nothing. The cost was mine.”

Morrow rolled the lost star between his fingers, watching the last ripple of the road. Trevor kept a wing between that hand and the people waiting behind him.

Trevor trusted that impulse only while he could see Morrow's hands, and Morrow watched him with turning violet rings.

“You will lose many people that way,” he said.

“I know people will leave.”

“Tyrant will not allow that loss.”

“Tyrant has already lost people.”

Morrow's new mouth curved into something short of a smile.

“You still think loss means absence.”

He drew one constellation into a map of both Heavens: two whole worlds glowing on opposite sides of a dark ring, and a violet mark pulsing beneath each root. Both marks carried the print of Junia Serrat, though Trevor found her soul whole when he checked her. No second voice answered, and no hidden order appeared when Naomi cut the marks off from both thrones.

“They are copies of contact,” Naomi said. “Not pieces of her.”

Morrow's rings turned toward the distinction.

“A copy can open a door if the lock values resemblance.”

“And you say continuity matters to you?”

“I value mistakes rare enough to teach me something.”

Junia put one hand on her sword. “Keep learning from over there.”

He obeyed, because crossing that line would end the conversation, and Morrow understood timing the way other men understood breathing.

“The First Mouth did not merely enter,” he said. “It planted a door before either of you finished becoming king.”

Junia stepped up beside Trevor. “Where?”

Morrow pointed at the place beneath both thrones.

“Inside Junia Serrat. A whole unlinked soul in your world; one last unclaimed beat in his.”


Chapter 8 — Never Cheat a Cheater With My Ego

Morrow Veyl came to Tyrant's throne room dressed like the night sky had developed expensive tastes. Trevor approved of the new body. He did not approve of Morrow wearing it better than the old one.

Thin violet stars glowed under ash-pale skin, and black hair burned ultraviolet at the tips. Violet rings turned in eyes that now looked like an eclipse willing to take its shirt off after winning a duel. A living star map moved across his fitted black coat. His shadow arrived late, the way it always did, and that was proof enough of who he was.

“Mercy apparently helped you change clothes,” Trevor said.

“Mercy helped me remove a dangerous parasite.”

“He has always been the domestic one.”

Morrow looked over Trevor's half-restored body. Naomi had repaired the missing HP, returned twenty MP, and ordered him to sit until the last forty Stamina came back on its own.
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The remaining MP gap insulted Trevor, and Morrow noticed.

“Your other self has a great deal more magic.”

“My other self wastes his magic by asking.”

“He also kept more people alive.”

“Bodies are not treasure just because Mercy kept more of them breathing.”

Damaris stood to Trevor's right. Junia stood to his left, put there by the one empty percent he could not own rather than by his preference. Naomi stayed at the sickroom door. Petra and Adina had both vanished. One was stealing Morrow's route while six Scarred Copies watched the theft from angles that did not agree with each other.

Morrow opened his living star-map coat and showed them the broken quarantine key inside a field of dead stars. Four stolen world roots circled it like waiting knives.

INTEGRITY // 31%

“One coordinate,” Morrow said, “for one future favor from you.”

“You do not get a blank leash around my throat.”

“Then I will offer the hook to your precious Mercy.”

“He will ask what it costs before he touches it.”

“He will also keep more people alive than you ever could.”

Trevor disliked the ease with which Morrow said your precious Mercy. Worse, he disliked hearing Mercy’s name in another man’s mouth.

Morrow drew a violet flame from his coat, and it showed a path to the planted invasion door. From the other side grew a black hook that kept getting longer after it ran out of room. Junia's one empty percent went very still.

Trevor had hidden Morrow's map from her, and Morrow already knew about the lie. His violet rings turned toward Junia, then back to Trevor, keeping the betrayal sheathed. It could cut deeper later. Morrow understood the value of an unspent knife.

Damaris stepped between Trevor and the flame. “Break it.”

Junia touched the light with her sword, and it showed Morrow pulling the favor a century later. He spoke through a stranger and pointed Trevor at people he had never seen.

“It reaches forever,” Junia said. “Through anyone, at anyone you choose.”

“Yes,” Morrow said.

All three women wanted Trevor to refuse. That made the hook more attractive. A future pull on his leash was a weapon no one in the room could predict, and unpredictable weapons excited Tyrant whenever the blade pointed both ways.

“Fine,” Trevor said. “One deed, and my blood writes the walls around it.”

He cut his thumb on the edge of his halo and pressed it into the violet flame. Black-red fire climbed his hand as he named everything the hook could never bite.

“Not Junia's last self-owned beat, and not my Crown, my life, my continuous mind, or Mercy. The deed must exist when you pull. The Mouth gets no hand on the leash, and Mercy gets no vote.”

Morrow watched the blood burn between their joined and bleeding hands. “You protected Mercy quickly.”

“He happens to be extremely pretty.”

“The pretty man is literally you.”

“I am delighted that you noticed.”

He pressed harder until the blood burned. Let Morrow think it was vanity. Mercy would never hear how quickly his name had gone beside Trevor’s own.

Trevor curled his bleeding fingers around the hook. “Your wordplay does not get to decide what my hand caused after you name the deed.”

“Your own wordplay is still a weapon?”

“Obviously.”

Morrow bit his thumb and touched violet blood to Trevor's, and the two colors fought until the System trapped them in a black flame.

FUTURE DEED // MORROW VEYL

TREVOR ACTS // once
THE BITE CANNOT TOUCH
— Junia Serrat's self-owned beat
— Trevor's Crown
— Trevor's life
— Trevor's continuous mind
— Mercy Trevor

IMPOSSIBLE DEED // burns away
FIRST MOUTH // no hand on the leash
MERCY TREVOR // no vote
WHAT THE DEED IS // freezes when Morrow names it


Damaris struck Trevor's boot with the flail head, but Trevor only smiled and followed every thorn from the hook to its barb. Morrow watched him search. Damaris looked at the set of his shoulders and moved her flail to the other hand. She had seen that set before, every time he had a weapon hidden somewhere a flame could not reach.

Trevor pressed his bloody thumb into the center, and the hook sank into his owner field. Morrow gave him the coordinate, swallowed the flame's gift, and opened himself for half a heartbeat.

A command barb Trevor had braided into the word drove through the opening. Tyrant's Crown caught the barb, and Morning Command struck through it.

MORROW VEYL // KNEEL

The command cost seventy MP and made his back teeth ache.

MP 301/605 → 231/605

Morrow's right knee bent, but the left did not.

The four stolen world roots flared, and three rejected Trevor at once. One accepted for half a second and dragged the others off balance, putting Morrow on one knee before the throne. Trevor enjoyed the sight enough to make the cost worth it.

Morrow did not fight the last inch. He lowered himself the rest of the way on purpose, until his knee touched black stone, and he did it like a man choosing the floor. The difference stole half the triumph. Trevor felt it and hated him more intelligently.

“You look lovely down there,” Trevor said.

“You have a simple relationship with posture.”

“Posture is honesty with hips.”

Damaris made a disgusted sound behind him while Morrow said, “That was almost good.”

“You are kneeling. Your criticism lacks height.”

The late shadow was not kneeling. Its hands moved along the back of the throne, through stone, into Trevor's owner field, under the command dais. Morrow had turned visible submission into cover without needing to lie about either.

Trevor felt the theft begin behind him and let it run. The shard was bait. Some reckless part of him wanted to see which trap Morrow thought was worth taking.

From one knee, Morrow looked up and said, “You hid a command inside the gift.”

“I hid half a command.”

“Why only half?”

“Because I expected you to catch the rest.”

Morrow's shadow rose behind the throne. One of its hands reached through Trevor's owner field and stole a black-red incursion shard from under the command dais. The shard had entered during the jaw event, and Trevor had known it was there for six minutes. Once he learned what it did, he planned to feed it to a condemned district.

Morrow lifted it between two long fingers. “You made me kneel,” he said, “so I took the useful part.”

“You took the bait I left you.”

The stolen shard opened between them, and a six-legged angel unfolded from a piece of darkness smaller than its eye. It had no face, three mouths ran along each limb, and every mouth spoke a different true thing about who owned the throne room.

INCURSION SHARD GUARDIAN // 4,800,000 HP

The guardian bit Morrow first, and his left arm vanished into a statement where the First Mouth owned every object that came in from outside. The new body did not bleed. Violet stars rerouted around the missing limb and started growing another out of coat fabric.

“I did warn you about the bait,” Trevor repeated. The guardian attacked him, though its mouths did not bite flesh first.

One bit the statement TREVOR RULES THIS ROOM and changed rules from a verb into a list of limits. Trevor lost three owner controls inside his own throne room. Another mouth bit MORROW ENTERED AS GUEST and changed guest into invader. The throne defenses fired black lances straight into Morrow's new body. A third mouth bit JUNIA STANDS TO THE LEFT and tried to turn where she stood into an owner mark.

Junia's empty one percent cut the statement before it reached her body. “It eats grammar before it bothers eating flesh,” Naomi said.

“Finally,” Trevor replied, “a predator with culture.”

The guardian's fourth limb hit his halo, and black pain crossed his sight. The owner field showed twenty-nine HP that had not left yet. The attack had bitten the future tense of injury. Trevor would take the wound when he next acted.

He acted at once and opened pain across his ribs. He preferred a wound he chose now to a threat waiting inside his next decision.

HP 805/805 → 776/805

Trevor opened Empire Incarnation III and found only two usable bodies in the room: himself and a captured Host captain behind the dais. Junia's one-percent self-hold ruled her out, and Damaris's Mutiny Beat made her unreliable. Naomi guarded the sickroom and would rather die than become an attack lane while wounded people still needed her hands.

Two bodies were not enough for three, so Trevor looked at Morrow's regrowing arm.

“You opened yourself for me when you took the gift,” he said.

“For less than half a heartbeat.”

“Long enough for me to get in.”

He put the third incarnation into Morrow, and the skill cost 105 MP and eighty Fear.

MP 231/605 → 126/605

FEAR 1,960/2,000 → 1,880/2,000

Trevor saw through his own lavender eyes, the captain's terrified brown ones, and Morrow's turning violet rings until the world became indecently sharp.

Morrow's body held choices instead of organs. Four world roots moved under the ribs, and the quarantine key sat in no place Trevor could point to. Behind the heart waited a room full of captured adults, each kept because Morrow valued what they might become more than what they wanted.

Trevor wanted the room, and Morrow felt him want it.

“Greedy,” Morrow said through their shared mouth.

“Pretty,” Trevor answered through his.

The Host captain felt both voices inside the formation and started praying, not to Heaven but to Mercy Trevor. The prayer crossed the owner link before the captain could hide it. He had seen white wings through the jaw event and believed the other Trevor might steal him out the way Elesa had escaped.

Tyrant could have punished the hope. Instead he fed it, letting the captain imagine rescue, a clean owner mark, and a life beyond the black throne. The man fought harder because survival looked possible. Morrow noticed the trick from inside their shared sight.

“Borrowing Mercy's brand?” he asked.

“Counterfeit hope is still motive.”

“Will you let the captain keep it?”

“I have not decided how much the discovery will hurt.”

The captain heard, and hope became dread without losing its shape. Trevor's Fear stayed below the cap, but he drew none. The feeling itself was the point.

They attacked the guardian from three truths. The Host captain declared the room Trevor's, Morrow put himself beyond any owner's reach, and Trevor marked the guardian as an invader before the prime root's defenses tore into it. Three statements that could not all be true held together long enough to become a weapon.

The guardian's six limbs argued over which mouth could bite, and that gave Damaris time to wrap her flail around its center. Junia cut the one line reaching for her while Naomi sealed the mouths trying to get into the sickroom.

Trevor drove four black-red wings through one side while Morrow's absence blade went in from the other, and the guardian split into two rules instead of two corpses. One said the throne room was inside the First Mouth because the shard had entered it. The other said the Mouth was inside Trevor's empire because he had stolen its shard. Both tried to close around the nearest body.

Damaris struck the first rule and Junia struck the second, while Naomi kept the captain's body whole when Trevor almost let them meet inside him for efficiency. Morrow opened an absence between the statements, Trevor forced both through it, and the rules ate each other until only the shard's dead shell and a taste of cold metal remained in every borrowed mouth.

4,800,000 → 0 HP

Trevor dropped the shared incarnation before Morrow could reverse it and found himself on one knee with twenty Stamina gone and somebody else's stars behind his eyes.

STAMINA 538/621 → 518/621

His level reward arrived at once.

LEVEL 84

AGILITY 73 +1 = 74
INTELLECT 53 +1 = 54
WILL 52 +1 = 53

MAX HP 805 +9 = 814
MAX MP 605 +7 = 612
MAX STAMINA 621 +7 = 628

CURRENT
HP 776/814 | MP 126/612 | STAMINA 518/628
FEAR 1,880/2,000


The missing twenty-nine HP had landed when Trevor sprang the wound hidden in his future. Sharing Morrow's bitten arm left both his hands intact, but the left stayed numb with remembered absence.

Morrow stood and straightened his coat as the new arm finished growing, still holding the shard's dead shell. He looked like a man who had lost an arm and a duel and come out ahead on both.

The Host captain stayed behind the dais with Mercy's imagined rescue still bright inside him until Trevor called him forward. The man obeyed on the first beat, though his brown eyes stayed on the white scar where the shared throne room had briefly existed, as if a second look might open it.

“Give me the name your frightened mother chose,” Trevor said.

“Rennic Vale, my lord.”

“Whom did you pray to?”

Rennic's owner field gave the answer before his mouth could choose one: the captain had prayed to Mercy Trevor.

Damaris shifted her flail while Junia's one-percent crack widened beside her. Naomi watched from inside the sickroom ward with both hands ready. She could drag Rennic under it, but Trevor would have him before her second step.

Trevor could punish the prayer, or he could reward it until Rennic tied treason to sweetness, then make the man betray every future rebel while believing rescue was one confession away. He chose the second because it took longer, and warm, treacherous relief entered Rennic's body.

The captain sagged as hope filled his face so completely that even Damaris's flail lowered an inch.

“You may keep praying to my other self,” Trevor said.

Rennic looked up with naked hope that he should have feared.

“Keep it quiet, because I want to know how long hope survives while I show you what I am.”

The treacherous relief stayed warm under Rennic's growing horror.

Rennic understood what Trevor had done, but understanding did not make the warmth leave, and he began to cry with a face halfway between gratitude and hate.

Morrow watched the beautiful contradiction with every violet ring turning. “You could recruit him faster, if that were your aim.”

“I am not trying to recruit anything so painfully useful.”

“No. You are making resistance taste like a gift from you.”

Trevor smiled with all his small white teeth. “Now you understand the room.”

Junia stepped beside Rennic with her sword lowered but ready. She could not remove the reward without touching the ninety-nine percent Trevor owned, but she could use her remaining beat to name what was happening.

“The pleasure was forced into you,” she told him, “but the prayer is still yours.”

Rennic managed one careful nod without looking away from Trevor.

Junia's honesty made his corruption harder to mistake and no easier to escape, and Trevor enjoyed that. He sent Rennic back to duty with the prayer intact. Mercy might rescue the man someday, and Tyrant fully intended to make any rescue hurt.

Trevor still held the coordinate, and neither villain had won the exchange cleanly. That made it worth repeating.

“The door is beneath both thrones,” Morrow said. “Both Junias open it. Hers is a whole unlinked soul. Yours keeps the one beat your Crown could never take.”

Junia looked at Trevor as the lie about Mercy's route died between them. Trevor offered no apology.

“You knew,” she said.

“I merely suspected the whole shape from the moment Morrow arrived.”

“You are a deliberate liar even when truth would work.”

“Yes, and a very good one whenever the lie matters.”

She crossed the room and put her sword point beneath Trevor's black-sunrise halo. The throne guard moved, but Trevor stopped them with one finger.

Junia's one percent meant she could attack him from inside the formation once. Every guard knew it, but none knew whether this was the beat she had saved.

“You did not merely suspect, and we both know it. You knew he had a map and decided I would behave more usefully without it.”

Trevor considered another lie while Damaris watched his mouth and Morrow watched his eyes.

“Yes,” Trevor said.

Junia pressed the sword closer until one drop of blood ran from his halo line into his hair.

“If the door follows me, I decide where I stand.”

“You stand where the empire survives.”

“Then persuade me to stand there without touching any of my nerves.”

“I own ninety-nine percent of your field.”

“And the Mouth needs the part you do not.”

The balance changed, and Trevor hated admitting an advantage he had never given her, yet bright predatory delight rose with the anger. Junia had taken one percent and made it larger than his Crown.

“What price will make you stand exactly where I need you?”

“The full path. Keep your hands out of my nerves and my pain for ten minutes.”

“Five.”

“Twelve.”

“Six, and I leave your pleasure alone.”

“Ten, and you stop feeding rewards into me.”

Trevor smiled. “Seven.”

“Eight.”

“Eight, and take it now before I change my mind.”

Trevor opened the whole coordinate and, for eight minutes, left every one of Junia's nerves alone while she read. She hated him before, during, and after, and every untouched feeling denied him a pleasure he wanted.

The coordinate was not a place Trevor could invade and conquer. It was a chain of heartbeats, soul cuts, and name responses that treated a person like equipment.

HEARTBEAT // ninety-nine percent owned

SOUL BOUNDARY // one beat self-held

NAME RESPONSE // active

Junia read the first line twice before saying, “It knows the split.”

“You display it whenever you move against me.”

“You cannot touch or display my one percent at all.”

“I can feel exactly where my ninety-nine percent ends inside you.”

She looked at Morrow without lowering her sword even once. “Can the Mouth feel my last self-owned beat too?”

Morrow's face stayed politely interested while every ring turned. “It can feel a closed door. It has not opened this one.”

“It has not opened the door yet, which is why we move.”

“Nothing with an appetite considers any lock permanent for very long.”

Trevor disliked hearing his own worldview improved in another villain's mouth.

Junia copied the coordinate onto paper with no living ink, reversed two symbols, inserted a false pulse interval, and gave the copy to Adina. Then she memorized the true sequence and burned the original with her sword.

“That coordinate belonged to me before you burned it,” Trevor said.

“It described my body, not one more piece of your empire.”

“Your body is inside my world, where I still rule everything.”

“Try putting that on my tombstone after you finally fail.”

“That line is too long for a tombstone and far too sentimental.”

She nearly smiled and caught herself. That pleased him more than obedience would have. Trevor almost sweetened the heat around it, but his eight minutes were not over, so he left the smile entirely hers while his fingers itched to twist her nerves.

Junia spent the remaining minutes testing him by insulting his face, his Crown, his tactics, and the way his eighth wing curled when annoyed. Trevor let irritation feel like irritation, but when she said Mercy wore their body better, desire and rage arrived naturally enough to hurt.

“Eight full minutes,” she said at last, “and not one breath less.”

He had given her the whole path and eight full minutes. Watching her use both against him was becoming a very expensive hobby.

Morrow watched that wound open without touching it.

“The First Mouth planted the doors before either world was finished,” he said. “It is waiting for both witnesses to stand in the right place.”

Trevor rose slowly from his knee, letting all eight wings spread behind him. “Then we move Junia before the hungry thing opens its door.”

Damaris tightened both hands around her flail. “Where can she possibly go?”

Trevor traced the path still burning in his owner field. Its far end moved with Junia. The door was not beneath the throne at all. It was following her.

Morrow's coat opened around the dead shell. “One more detail before you run,” he said. “It has already learned her name, and it likes the sound.”

Junia put herself between Morrow and the copied map in Adina’s hands.

“Then stop saying it anywhere near the door, you idiot.”

Trevor almost objected, but Naomi spoke first from the sickroom. “Names can become keys when monsters listen, so use battle names until we know how it hears us.”

“You want me to call her casualty in the middle of a battle?”

“No. She chooses her own war name.”

Junia considered the moving line for one long and hostile beat. “Call me Ninth during battle speech until we finally kill it.”

“Why Ninth?”

“Because his eighth wing curls when annoyed, and it deserves company.”

Trevor's eighth wing curled at once, and Morrow's new face threatened a smile.

For the rest of the hour, Junia became Ninth in battle speech and stayed Junia everywhere else, yet the door followed the person rather than the sound. The Mouth had learned more than a name. It knew who she was.

Naomi went quiet at that, Morrow's rings turned faster, and Trevor stopped proposing movement until Junia named the next step.


Chapter 9 — The Dead Branches Asked for Names

Trevor checked every occupied branch before crossing the reliquary’s threshold. All held adults. Morrow had sorted them by the futures he could use; Trevor started with the door farthest from the thief’s hand.

The reliquary sat in a dead branch behind Morrow's coat. Naomi repaired the last thirty-eight HP in Free Heaven's throne room and made him finish a blue ration. Twenty-five MP returned while he waited for Petra to find the way in; resting his wings brought back forty Stamina. Then he stepped under a violet sky full of unopened doors.
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HP 738/738
MP 446/732
STAMINA 570/663
HOPE 1,340/1,500


Every door stood alone on the black plain: oak, iron, apartment white, cathedral gold, cheap green wood with a brass number hanging upside down. Thousands of them stretched under the violet sky with no walls to give them a reason.

Every prisoner behind them was an adult, some with memories of childhood harm. Morrow collected people after their skills ripened and before their independence did. He had saved some from Heaven's branch disposal and stolen others from worlds that might have gotten them back. Nothing showed which door hid a rescue and which hid a theft.

Morrow let the uncertainty stand until Trevor said, “Nobody touches a knob until the person inside says yes.”

Petra pulled an offended face. “What if the door says yes?”

“Then ask whoever is behind it whether the door gets to speak for them.”

“You make crime exhausting.”

“That is why you stay fit.”

Damaris, Naomi, Adina, and Junia spread through the first line of doors while Morrow walked ahead in his star-map coat. His shadow reached for the knobs a beat behind him, never touching them, and Trevor caught every reaching hand.

“Nobody,” he repeated as the shadow closed around six more knobs.

“It is late,” Morrow said, “because I moved before you spoke.”

“Move again and Damaris answers with the flail.”

Damaris lifted her weapon, and the shadow let go of every door.

The first knock came from inside Door 771: three strikes, a pause, and two more. Naomi went to it without touching the knob.

“My name is Naomi,” she said. “Do you want the door open?”

Three knocks answered from the other side.

“We need separate sounds for yes and no, so knock once if one means yes.”

One strike sounded from behind the wood.

“Twice if two means no.”

Two strikes answered, so Naomi opened the door.

A grown man stood in a square room too small for his spread wings. He had brown skin and cropped white hair. A Choir number burned where his name should have been, and his hands stayed trapped in the unfinished prayer Heaven had deleted.

Adina kept her voice soft. “Can you tell me your name through that static?”

He tried, but gold static poured out of his mouth until Morrow said, “Seven-Seven-One.”

The man flinched.

“That is what they called you,” Adina said, “but did you have a name?”

One knock answered from the inner wall, and two followed when she asked whether he remembered it.

“Would you like one now?”

The man froze, and Trevor felt the danger inside her kindness. A name from Free Heaven could become another owner mark if gratitude made a no impossible. Mercy could be a softer command and still be a command.

“You can wait,” Trevor said. “Choose later, or tell every one of us to leave.”

His prayer hands lowered one inch. “Arlen,” he forced through the static.

It was a new name, not a remembered one. Adina wrote it only after he said it twice. Then doors began knocking across the plain like rain on a black roof.

One knock, two, then patterns with no shared code rolled under the violet sky. Some people asked to be freed, some demanded silence, and some had not grown enough to answer. Trevor's party moved between them, teaching people to answer, never to agree.

Door 119 opened on a grown woman standing waist-deep in seawater, remembering only her own drowning. Naomi offered a hand, and the woman asked, “Will leaving kill the ocean?”

“It never existed outside your branch,” Morrow said.

Trevor made him prove it before she took the hand. Adina found salt with no source, a horizon copied from another world, and a fish that remembered being drawn. The ocean was scaffolding. The woman still cried when the water vanished, because false things could get familiar.

Behind Door 402 waited two grown men who both remembered being one person until a battle forced one to run and one to stay. Two fighters gave two endings, so Morrow had kept them together.

“Which came first?” Damaris asked.

“Neither,” Morrow said, and Trevor did not mistake the reason: two useful men pleased Morrow more than one.

“Do you want him to live beyond his door?” Trevor asked each man.

One said yes, the other said no, and they left through separate doors.

Door 888 refused every sound, so Petra sat outside it and described roads for twenty minutes: a bridge with no river, stairs down into a summer sky, a tunnel that smelled like cinnamon and murder. No answer came, and she left the silent door closed.

“I could open it without crossing,” she told Trevor.

“I know exactly what you can do, because I watch you steal.”

“I hate responsible lockpicking.”

“You can steal Morrow's buttons later while I look somewhere else.”

Morrow's coat promptly lost one button, and he never looked down. “That was bait, and I wanted you to reach for it.”

Petra turned the tiny moving star over in her palm. “Good bait.”

The button bit her, and she laughed and kept it.

The doors refused orderly rows, and people with names shouted over people without voices. Some wanted to know which timeline had won. Some begged for families that had never existed here. One grown woman knew Trevor's body as a saint who had condemned her in another branch.

She attacked with a door hinge and offered no warning and no apology. After Damaris disarmed her, Trevor stepped back and gave the hinge back, though no System panel rewarded the choice.

Morrow watched his neat collection turn into unruly people.

“If you open every door, this branch collapses,” he said.

“How many people can leave before the stolen root tears?”

“Three hundred twelve can hold together outside. Eighty-four might. The rest need roots.”

“Do they need your roots, or just roots?”

Morrow's violet rings turned as he smiled. “A useful question at last.”

The black plain shook, and one of the four stolen roots rose in the distance like a white tree holding up the sky. Every open door pulled another thread loose, and Trevor's tactical sight produced a counter.

BRANCH STABILITY // 67%

STABLE EXITS AT CURRENT LOAD // 94

Three hundred twelve people could survive outside. Only ninety-four could leave before the branch failed. The obvious answer was to pick the strongest, carry the branch, and come back for everyone else.

Trevor passed the glowing class labels without opening one. “Which doors have people knocking?” he asked Petra.

Trevor pointed at the white root and asked, “Who can strengthen the branch?”

Morrow's turning rings stopped for the first time since he arrived. “Several people could.”

“Then ask them for help instead of choosing for them.”

“They may refuse, and people will die. Can you sleep beside that?”

“I can, but sleep will not change what happened.”

“And you will call this better while those trapped people die?”

“No,” Trevor said, “but I will call the dangerous choice theirs.”

Morrow opened twelve doors and revealed grown craftspeople: a root singer, two border masons, a soul gardener, an engineer who had never seen a machine finished, and seven others whose skills the System translated as static. They explained the danger without lying or softening the price of failure.

Eight adults agreed to strengthen the branch, and four refused. Trevor let the four leave first, and Morrow's mouth tightened.

The rest trained with Petra and Adina under the rising white root. Routes became braces, and names became anchor points. Naomi kept each soul separate from the root while Junia cut every owner hook Morrow tried to add.

Signe Morn, the root singer, had once steadied worlds by matching their deepest tone. Her branch ended before she finished training. When she opened her mouth, three notes came out. Two belonged to dead realities.

“Drop the third,” Morrow told her, and Signe refused.

“One note is unstable enough to tear open your new sky,” Morrow said.

“That unstable note is still mine.”

“Both can be true.”

“Then stop asking me to choose the truth you prefer.”

Damaris smiled at the border masons building supports around the unstable note. Petra routed its dangerous echo into empty sky, and Adina carried all three tones in separate memories. The work took six people and seven times longer than Morrow's deletion, but the slower answer held a great deal more weight.

The soul gardener knelt beside the white root, but his hands passed through it. Morrow offered him an owner hook. Junia cut it before it landed.

“He needs something that bites the root and holds,” Morrow said.

“He needs contact without your teeth in his soul,” Junia replied.

“Roots only hold what bites them long enough to matter.”

“Then your roots are afraid of being touched too gently.”

Naomi cupped the gardener's hands in two firm panes while Petra laid a blue route against the bark. Trevor braced the root and held it still as the gardener pressed down. Green spread beneath his palms.

“Again,” the gardener said. “Let me find where it holds.”

Naomi eased the panes away. His fingers sank through, caught at the route's edge, and held. Trevor kept his shoulder against the root until the green reached its first fork; when he stepped back, the gardener did not lose his grip.

Across the worksite, the engineer built a brace from door hinges. Every branch in her memory ended at its first failure. Petra made the brace fail six harmless ways before they installed it.

The engineer frowned at six broken braces. “Why keep making it fail?”

“Now failure is something it has done,” Petra said. “Less mysterious.”

Only the seventh brace held, because it already knew the shape of breaking. Morrow watched these slow methods produce a branch he no longer controlled alone, his face unchanged while his shadow's hands clenched.

Trevor joined the work and spent sixty MP, forty-five Stamina, and three hours learning to hold a branch without owning it.

MP 446/732 → 386/732

STAMINA 570/663 → 525/663

The stability counter climbed, and safe exits rose from ninety-four to 327.

Not enough for everyone, but enough for every person who could survive outside right now. Doors opened across the black plain, and adults stepped through with names, numbers, silence, or nothing yet.

Some thanked Morrow, and some hit him. One woman kissed his ash-pale cheek before asking to stay, because the reliquary was the only home she remembered, and Morrow let the kiss land. He let it land the way a man lets a hand rest on his arm: aware of it, and in no hurry to move it.

“If you stay here,” Morrow told her, “you will work.”

“I worked before.”

“You were stored before.”

That surprised them both. Morrow offered no comfort, only a room she could lock against him, a share of root power, work keeping unfinished branches alive, and a way out when another body could hold her.

“What do you get?”

“Your skill. Your loyalty if I earn it. And the inconvenience of your own opinions.”

“You like inconvenience?”

Morrow glanced at Trevor. “I am developing a taste.”

The woman chose to try him until the next sunset, and she said it looking at his mouth. Trevor hated that he could not dismiss the offer, because Morrow left her door unlocked to sharpen her skill, not out of any hidden kindness. A monster could keep one promise when the promise bought something rare. That made Morrow more dangerous than anything that only knew hunger.

The two men from Door 402 crossed at different times. The one who wanted his other self kept alive carried an extra pack. The other left without looking back, and neither choice erased either man. Sera Vale organized the ones who wanted weapons, and Arlen practiced his chosen name beside Adina against every return of the static.

Morrow watched the departures, touching a different star on his cuff whenever someone surprised him. Trevor watched his fingers.

Arlen reached the threshold last, his fading gold static showing a scar around his throat. “I remember the Mouth.”

Trevor's party stopped where it stood.

Arlen was a grown man now, though the memory in his body was older. “It came when I was a boy and promised the dark would stop if I opened the door, but it lied.”

Arlen stopped there, holding his hands so tightly that his knuckles paled. Morrow’s face did not change.

Naomi moved beside Arlen without touching him. “Do you want us to ask anything?”

“No, because answering questions is how the useful get used.”

“Do you want the memory sealed away from any one of us?”

Arlen looked at Morrow through fading static. “Seal it from Morrow and no one else for now.”

Naomi's Mercy pane closed around the memory without erasing or changing it, guarding it from one named man. Morrow's turning rings lost their path into Arlen's history, and for once the annoyance showed before he could make it style.

Trevor started to smile at Morrow’s thwarted gaze, then saw Arlen rubbing the scar around his throat. He moved between them.

Trevor turned from Morrow. “Where do you want the next door to lead?”

“Somewhere the dark is only dark and nothing speaks inside it.”

Petra built the route and asked for no details.

“Did you know about that memory?” Trevor asked Morrow.

“I knew he feared a voice he could not find.”

“Did you ask?”

“His pain did not sharpen the skill I kept.”

Arlen hit Morrow in the mouth, and Trevor let him.

Morrow took it without stepping back. He touched the split lip with one thumb, looked at the blood, and looked at Arlen the way a man looks at a debt he intends to collect on a better day.

The branch steadied under eight craftspeople working by choice, and then the System delivered Trevor's reward.

LEVEL 85

VITALITY 63 +1 = 64
WILL 51 +1 = 52
PRESENCE 63 +1 = 64

MAX HP 738 +8 = 746
MAX MP 732 +7 = 739
MAX STAMINA 663 +7 = 670

CURRENT
HP 738/746 | MP 386/739 | STAMINA 525/670

Earned through // eight people learned to hold a world
BRANCH HELD BY // no one
ROOT STEWARDS // 8, each chose the burden


Hope rose as the safe exit count reached 327. Eight craftspeople had kept the branch standing, and four had walked away from the work while Trevor watched Morrow’s hands.

The freed people did not all choose the same home. Seventy chose Free Heaven, forty-two chose neutral branches with godless skies, and nineteen stayed with Morrow after seeing what being kept cost. The rest scattered across routes Petra checked only far enough to find ground, air, and a door that closed from the inside.

Trevor wanted to ask the nineteen why.

“Would the answer change their choice?” Naomi asked.

“It might change my opinion.”

“They did not pick a home to improve your opinion.”

He let all nineteen go without asking them again.

While the craftspeople kept the root braced, eight other volunteers took the memories and unfinished lives it could not hold alone. Arlen took the memory of the last village, Sera took its unfinished promises, and a nameless woman took grief that belonged to no single survivor. Five others carried weather, language, a dead river's course, forgotten animal names, and a sky pattern their descendants might use to find this branch again.

Each burden changed its bearer. Tiny written promises filled Sera's hair, blue river veins showed through another steward's skin, and hundreds of household accents entered Arlen's voice.

Trevor offered Many-Voices Domain, and all eight bearers refused with one voice.

“The burden is not asking to be shared,” Arlen said. “It is asking not to disappear after every one of us is gone.”

Trevor lowered the skill without argument.

Morrow looked the bearers over like valuable repairs he still wanted to own. “You will become less portable.”

“We are not cargo for your collection,” Sera said.

“Everything moves under enough pressure.”

“Then we will become inconvenient enough to resist all that pressure.”

Real approval touched Morrow's new face without softening its lines. “A worthy ambition.” He said it to Sera the way a man says it to a woman he expects to fight again, and means to enjoy.

HOPE 1,340/1,500 → 1,500/1,500

The cap turned the rest away, and Morrow wiped blood from his new mouth.

“Your currency cannot hold what they gave you.”

“It isn't mine once the cap fills.”

“Wasteful.”

“Free.”

Arlen waited at the Free Heaven door while the other seven bearers chose their exits. One picked a road into the red empire because her family was still under a Host mark, even after Trevor warned that Tyrant waited at the other end. Another chose the blank camp between worlds and refused every offered guard, while three picked separate Free Heaven relays so no congregation carried every survivor.

One adult named Pera asked for no destination yet. “How long can I wait here without choosing an open door?”

Petra checked the route. “Until this door fails.”

“How long exactly do I have?”

“I do not know.”

Pera sat beside the threshold, and Trevor gave her delay no meaning. Morrow watched her refuse a clean ending and adjusted one constellation in his coat.

Trevor watched the moving star and asked, “What did you steal from her?”

“A better guess.”

“Of what?”

“How long people keep uncertainty when safety is on the table.”

Pera heard them. “I am not your experiment, and I am not another specimen in your coat.”

Morrow inclined his head. “Correct. You are a surprise I did not plant.”

She threw a shoe. Morrow caught it before Trevor could laugh.

“That is theft, and the shoe was still mine.”

He gave the shoe back without wiping the starlight off its scuffed leather. “That was education.”

Pera waited two more minutes, chose Free Heaven, and changed relays halfway through the door.

The route bent with her and let the choice stay inconvenient to the end. Before the door closed, Pera looked back at Trevor.

“The Mouth called itself the first thing every child learns.”

“What thing?”

Arlen's face went gray under the scar at his throat. “Want.”

The word moved through the dead branch like a draft under every door, and it silenced Signe Morn's song.

One by one, the bearers checked their burdens with hands, magic, and song. Sera counted unfinished promises, and the river bearer touched the blue lines under her skin. Arlen pressed both hands to his throat and listened for any voice carried in with the memory.

Nothing answered, and the silence did not reassure them.

“We need a way to keep dangerous memories from biting us,” Sera said.

Morrow answered too fast for anyone's comfort. “I taste every burden before it leaves this branch.”

Eight bearers refused in five different ways before he finished smiling.

“Three armed pessimists?” Trevor suggested.

Petra gagged. “Better than trusting one gorgeous thief.”

They formed a ring of three blades around Sera and the waiting burden. The bearer named the first guard, and Petra drew the second name from her boot. The third came through a door from a branch that would get none of the burden's power.

Morrow asked to watch, so Sera pointed at his coat. “Strip. The shadow stays outside, or you leave right now.”

Every star on the coat was a window he could look out of. Morrow took it off without hurry, and the ash-pale skin under it carried the same moving constellations with no cloth to excuse them: long lines, hard shoulders, a body built the way he had promised. Petra stole one star from his shoulder, found it was tied to a rainstorm, and put it back before the rain started. She did not put it back quickly.

Arlen's village memory entered the ring between three drawn blades. He chose Naomi, Petra's draw picked the nameless weather bearer, and the third guard came from a branch with no human settlement.

They found the First Mouth's title inside the memory but no hook, seed, or path, so Arlen kept it. Morrow heard what they found without seeing how.

His shadow tried to count Naomi's pane divisions from outside the ring. Sera struck each reaching hand with a rolled bundle of unfinished promises.

“You said you would not watch through any part of yourself.”

“I said the coat would stay outside with all of its windows.”

“Your hands still have eyes.”

Morrow pulled the shadow back after the third slap, smiling, because the ring got more valuable the instant it could push him out. Trevor watched him take the blows. Resistance sharpened the thing Morrow wanted to study, and he had paid three slaps for it.

Morrow sat back with his stinging hands folded, but his eyes followed the three blades. Trevor knew that look. The thief had found something else he wanted.


Chapter 10 — Betrayal Tastes Better When They Mean It

The two saints guarding the invasion door had spent ninety years saying no, and Trevor ruined that achievement in twelve minutes.

Saint Oria and Saint Bell knelt on opposite sides of the black arch beneath Cathedral City. Both were adult angels with gold brands across their closed eyes and white ritual spears driven through the floor, their vows sealing the arch from either side.

Oria could open it only by betraying Bell, while Bell could open it only by betraying Oria. Heaven considered mutual trust a lock; Trevor considered it a menu.

The saints had earned that trust slowly through seven rulers, three bloody schisms, and the year Cathedral City forgot whether sunrise came before the bells. Oria carried Bell out of a plague ward when healing magic made the disease stronger. Bell stood between Oria and a Choir punishment circle for nine consecutive days. Their vows survived boredom, fear, grudges, and all the plain mornings when betrayal would have been easier.

The door showed every shared wound to anyone who touched its gold lock. Trevor read them all to learn the shape he meant to break. Damaris's silence grew heavier beside him.

“They trust each other,” she said.

“Their trust is the actual lock.”

“Their trust is an earned fact.”

“Facts are locks that have not met the right thief.”

Junia examined the black arch instead of Trevor. “Direct force?”

“Seals both worlds away from the coordinate,” Petra said. “Killing one saint closes the other half, and replacing either soul resets the lock.”

“Can they choose it together?” Naomi asked.

“They can open it together if both decide the vow should end.”

Bell shook her head. “Never.”

Oria answered without looking at her. “Never.”

The arch swallowed both nevers and grew another thin layer of gold, making Trevor smile. He did not need to invent desire from nothing; he needed to reward trust until the private pleasure mattered more than the thing it borrowed.

He had slept four hours after Morrow left, restoring one hundred twenty MP and sixty Stamina. Naomi repaired the remaining thirty-eight HP and let him see the cost on her own bar.
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HP 814/814
MP 246/612
STAMINA 578/628
FEAR 1,880/2,000


“The door coordinate waits on the other side,” Petra said. “The saints must choose betrayal before any direct command can touch them.”

“Then I will not command either saint.”

Junia made a soft sound of pure disbelief. “That line needs a second half if it came from you.”

“I will not command them until after they choose.”

“There is the missing cruelty I expected to hear from you.”

Trevor approached the kneeling Oria first. The gold brand across her eyes read DEVOTION // VOLUNTARY in burning letters, while her soul held one hard truth: Bell's safety mattered more than Oria's access to power.

A clean command would shatter the lock, so Trevor left the vow untouched and poisoned every feeling around it. Betrayal itself would have been too crude and visible. Instead, he rewarded the instant Oria imagined breaking her vow and pulled away, making holding back warm, sweet, and hooked to the forbidden thought coming first.

Oria's careful breathing changed.

“What did you do?” Bell asked.

“I did nothing to you.”

Bell's fear rose because the answer was true.

Oria imagined stabbing Bell and rejected the image, so pleasure rolled through her. She imagined it again to prove she could refuse, and the reward doubled.

Trevor knelt before Bell and tied pleasure to discovering Oria's corruption. Suspicion became holy attention, and every small tremor in Oria's breath rewarded Bell for looking harder.

Keeping both poisons alive cost sixty Fear.

FEAR 1,880/2,000 → 1,820/2,000

No owner mark appeared and no command entered either saint. Trevor had changed the weather around their choices, then left them to walk wherever it felt best.

“Oria,” Bell said. “What are you thinking?”

“Nothing.”

The small lie offered nothing, but the next image brought pleasure and parted Oria's dry lips.

“You want to open the arch and taste whatever power waits beyond.”

“No.”

“You want me dead because I am standing in your way.”

Oria opened her branded eyes, leaking gold light through the vow. “I keep refusing, so why does every no feel this good?”

Trevor could have answered, but he wanted them to answer each other.

Bell pulled her white spear from the floor, and the arch brightened. “He changed you.”

Warm pleasure rewarded the discovery.

Oria saw the raised spear and imagined taking it first. She refused, felt the reward, and imagined it again until the fifth cycle left her craving the thought more than the no.

Bell needed discovery just as badly. Her gentle questions sounded like care while working as hooks.

“Are you afraid?”

Oria said no, and Bell savored the lie.

“Do you want me to lower my spear?”

Oria said yes, but Bell heard desire and earned another pulse.

“Do you love me?”

Oria's branded face broke because the true answer had become dangerous. “Yes.”

Bell received nothing, so she asked again. Each repeat turned the question from a search for truth into a hunt for the feeling Trevor had tied to doubt. Ninety years of discipline let Bell name the poison while she took part in it.

“You made suspicion feel holy inside my own body,” Bell told Trevor.

“You brought the holiness, and I only sharpened it for you.”

“Take it out.”

“No.”

“I never chose this.”

“I know.”

His flat honesty hurt more than an excuse.

Behind him, Damaris moved in her heavy armor, but Trevor caught her flail chain without turning. “Break my focus and both poisons settle for good where they are.”

Naomi tested the warning with a blue ward and went pale. “He is telling the truth.”

Trevor had built the trap so that stopping him would finish part of the damage. He enjoyed Damaris understanding it.

“You are a monster wearing Heaven's prettiest stolen face,” Oria whispered.

“Yes.”

She imagined driving the spear through Bell's heart, and Trevor's pleasure answered. Then he removed the reward from restraint.

Oria gasped as though he had taken her air, leaving the forbidden image as the only path back to what her body craved.

Oria grabbed her own spear, and both saints stopped one step apart.

“We can choose not to,” Bell said.

“Yes. We can still refuse.”

Bell's suspicion rewarded her while Oria's betrayal waited in the shape Trevor had taught her body to crave. Then both corrupted saints attacked.

Gold spears crossed. Each woman knew she had chosen her strike and knew Trevor had twisted the pleasure around that choice. Neither could find where his poison ended and her betrayal began.

That doubt was the toy Trevor wanted.

Bell's spear entered Oria's shoulder, Oria's entered Bell's thigh, and the black arch opened one inch.

“That was not enough,” Petra said.

Trevor walked between the fighting saints. “Your vows remain. Break them.”

The command came only after they had betrayed each other. Owner marks ignited beneath both gold brands as Trevor seized the paths their choices had opened and poured one hundred MP through them.

MP 246/612 → 146/612

Oria tore Bell from her soul-vow, and Bell tore out Oria. Trevor made the wounds feel like the best thing either woman had ever done.

They screamed with pleasure and grief while the black arch opened. The saints had betrayed each other before Trevor seized them. Heaven's trust-lock had never faced a monster willing to poison the approach and steal everything afterward.

The First Mouth waited beyond the open arch.

A shard guardian reached through with eight jointed arms and six mouths full of both saints' discarded vows.

VOW EATER // 5,200,000 HP

Their ninety years of devotion covered the guardian as armor. Every time Oria protected Bell became a gold scale, while every time Bell believed Oria became a joint in one of its arms. The First Mouth had eaten the lock's meaning the instant betrayal opened it.

Bell saw the gold armor and stopped beneath its shadow. “Those golden scales belong to us.”

Trevor's owner mark pulled her spear upright. “They were yours before you gave them away to me.”

Heaven had forged their devotion into a shield, the Mouth had chewed through it, and Trevor drove its broken edge through the women who made it. All three found different ways to call Oria and Bell tools.

Trevor noted the likeness and used the broken saints anyway.

Oria's broken vow cut Bell's half of the guardian, while Bell's cut Oria's. Damaris pinned two arms with her flail, Junia rejected Trevor's formation for one self-owned beat and severed a third, and Petra misrouted the remaining limbs into Adina's six Scarred Copy endings.

Naomi closed two mouths trying to turn private confessions into weapons while Trevor attacked through the center.

The Vow Eater changed prey, wrapping two arms around Bell and two around Oria while its three remaining arms reached for Trevor. Its mouths promised to restore either saint if she blamed the corruption entirely on the other.

Bell screamed no, yet pleasure rewarded her suspicion of Oria. Oria screamed yes and tried to pull the word back, feeding the guardian one million HP.

VOW EATER // 5,200,000 → 6,200,000 HP

“Stop asking them questions before the Mouth eats every answer,” Naomi said.

“I am not asking either saint.”

“The Mouth learned that trick from you and made it even uglier.”

Trevor felt pride before irritation, then hid both behind his easy smile.

Damaris broke the two arms holding Oria, Junia severed the promise before Bell could answer, and Petra routed three mouths into one another. Adina made six copies of the original vow, each scarred by later changes, until the guardian could no longer pretend the broken vow had always been true.

Naomi wrapped each saint in a Confession Ward before the mouths could return. The wards could not heal Trevor's poison, but they stopped the Mouth from feeding on what it produced.

Robbed of its fresh meal, the guardian opened itself to Trevor's attack. Four black-red wings drove it backward while four held the arch, costing him sixty Stamina and forty-five HP when a mouth bit through his upper-left feathers.

STAMINA 578/628 → 518/628

HP 814/814 → 769/814

“Strike each other one last time,” Trevor ordered.

Their spears met inside the guardian's gold core, and both women smiled through tears because he had left the pleasure attached.

The corrupted core broke open like rotten golden fruit beneath their spears.

6,200,000 → 0 HP

The invasion door stabilized beneath Trevor's eight wings, and his reward arrived.

LEVEL 85

MIGHT 71 +1 = 72
AGILITY 74 +1 = 75
WILL 53 +1 = 54

MAX HP 814 +9 = 823
MAX MP 612 +7 = 619
MAX STAMINA 628 +7 = 635

CURRENT
HP 769/823 | MP 146/619 | STAMINA 518/635
FEAR 1,820/2,000


Fear rose from two saints who had survived knowing exactly what he was.

FEAR 1,820/2,000 → 1,970/2,000

Trevor left them alive because death would have ended his lesson. “Tend each other's wounds,” he ordered, and left the pleasure bound to every touch.

Bell wept as she cleaned Oria's torn shoulder with each enchanted touch. Oria moaned through a broken apology and hated the sound, while Trevor watched until Damaris planted her armored body between him and the saints.

“The door is open now, so leave those women alone,” she said.

“I know.”

“Then stop hurting them when you already have the path.”

“No, because I am not finished with either of them yet.”

Damaris did not argue need; she pressed one armored hand to Trevor's chest and pushed. He could have held the ground, but he stepped back because she expected him not to and because the saints saw it.

“You already won this fight, so stop proving you can.”

“I know.”

“The door remains open without one more drop of their pain.”

“I know.”

“Then what are you taking now that the arch stays open?”

Trevor looked around her at Bell's shaking hands and Oria's silent shame. “I am taking the part that comes after, when my victims finally understand me.”

“That part belongs to them and will never belong to you.”

“Not while my poison remains alive inside every one of their nerves.”

“Then remove it and prove you are stronger than your own appetite.”

“No.”

No excuse followed.

Damaris wanted to hit him and wanted him too. Trevor felt both, then fed the contradiction because her inward hatred pleased him even more than her desire.

Naomi entered the damaged circle alone. “They need my hands more than you do.”

The words carried no magic; Naomi simply obeyed them. She knelt beside Bell and opened a Confession Ward that blocked Trevor from hearing whatever the saint said next.

Adina joined her, and six Scarred Copies held six memories of what Trevor had done, including the lie he might later tell about it being needed.

“You cannot edit all of us,” Adina said.

“I could edit every one of you.”

“But you like us better difficult.”

Trevor studied Naomi's guarded mouth and Adina's knowing eyes. “I like all of you much better difficult.”

They made him wait until both saints were stable, though the poison remained.

“Move three feet away,” Oria asked Bell, because kindness still set off betrayal. Bell obeyed, read the distance as another hidden want, and went slack for one heartbeat when pleasure rewarded her suspicion.

“He made me like doubting you while I still remember loving you,” Bell said.

“He made me like imagining the knife,” Oria answered, gripping her fresh bandage. “I still imagined it before he ever made the knife feel sweet.”

“I asked those questions because each cruel doubt rewarded my body.”

“He built the answer around them and made every doubt feel warm.”

Neither knew which excuse forgave too much. Trevor had designed that uncertainty to outlive him.

Naomi laid three blue panes before Oria and let her point to the relief she wanted. She showed Bell which tremors meant blood loss, while Adina held six memories neither saint had to face today. Damaris placed both white spears within equal reach and sat between them without deciding whether returning the weapons was trust or risk.

Junia stood outside Trevor's black-red owner field. “I can cut one reward line per beat, but I cannot remove it; only interrupt it.”

Oria looked toward Bell, who turned away first with tears on her face. “Do mine.”

Bell flinched.

“I did not choose mine because I want you corrupted,” Oria told her. “I chose it because the poison is inside me.”

Junia cut the first pulse. Oria stopped breathing, then returned without pleasure bound to the forbidden image, and relief made her cry harder than pain had.

One beat later, the poison returned.

Junia kept her sword inside the cut and asked, “Again?”

“Not yet, because I need to feel which thoughts remain mine.”

Junia waited until Oria lifted her eyes without touching the wound again. Nobody rushed the silence, and Oria owned every breath inside it.

Beyond Naomi's ward, Trevor memorized every fine crack he might widen later. Naomi caught him studying those weaknesses and raised a third blue wall.

Naomi took Trevor's bloody hand and led him into the open arch chamber. Adina followed, shutting six memories behind them while darkness crowded the doorway with too many mouths.

“Your Crown stays outside,” Naomi said.

“Along with me?”

“Especially you.”

Her Confession Ward rose around his black-sunrise halo and cut the owner field out of the room. Adina traced every edge with her knife, then grabbed Trevor's long hair and kissed him hard enough to test the wall.

No black-red light answered.

Naomi watched his empty Crown for one more breath before kissing him too. Trevor reached for control by instinct, found the ward eating every command, and smiled when both women made him earn the next touch without magic.

He loved every difficult second because every woman inside could fight back.

Their hands moved over black armor, narrow waist, and the soft adult body he wielded like a weapon everywhere else. Naomi slowed every impatient move until Trevor felt it, while Adina named each time he performed instead of wanted. They made him ask with his body and answer with attention.

Trevor stripped them in pieces, keeping boots, wards, and the knife Adina kept close enough to correct theology. Heat built against the sealed door. Naomi's reserve broke into low, startled sounds he treasured because he had not installed them.

Adina laughed when Trevor tried to turn pleasure into victory, then showed him what happened when an opponent could beat him without magic. They brought one another to the edge and over it without a command crossing the ward.

Trevor tasted sweat, heard the arch breathe, and found again that chosen desire did not wash him clean.

Chosen desire was simply better prey because it could still escape him.

Afterward, Adina lay with one bare thigh across him while Naomi searched the ward for black-red light.

“You still ruined them while their bodies remember your pleasure,” Naomi said.

“Yes.”

“And you enjoyed every scream you pulled from them,” Adina added.

“Immensely, because your disgust makes the difference sharper for me.”

“This changes nothing about what you are or what you did.”

“It changes my opinion of wards, knives, and both women inside them.” Trevor smiled. “Again?”

Adina caught him firmly by the chin before he could lean closer. “You always try your mouth when an answer goes badly.”

“Better than asking during a funeral or a boss fight.”

Naomi finished sealing the ward along its final trembling blue seam. “No, not until we know why the arch reacted and what listened.”

Trevor looked toward the breathing stone that inhaled without any lungs. His Crown had never touched either woman, but something beyond the arch had watched every breath.

Pleasure did not make the discovery embarrassing; it made the threat exact.

Adina dressed first, Naomi collected every ward fragment, and Trevor found his shirt beneath sanctified rubble before deciding holiness needed more pockets.

The First Mouth spoke through the arch softly enough to enter every ear. “I saw the distinction, and now I have learned its taste.”

Naomi's pale face went cold. The ward had blocked Trevor's influence, but not the thing already waiting on the other side.

Somewhere beneath both worlds, Junia's soul print vanished for one heartbeat.


Chapter 11 — I Rescued the Asshole I Wanted to Kiss

Junia returned after one heartbeat with somebody else's blood on her sword.

Trevor caught Junia's sword wrist and asked, “Where did you go, and whose blood is that?”

“Nowhere that exists anywhere near this throne room.”

“That answer has become cosmically suspicious even for us.”

“I stayed in the throne room, but the room briefly grew a hallway I have never seen. Something put a gold hand around my soul, so I cut it.”

She showed him the bloodied blade without lowering its edge. Black blood crawled against gravity toward Junia's hand. Naomi trapped it inside a Mercy pane.

FIRST MOUTH TRACE // WOMB-DOOR HUNGER

The final words made the throne room colder than the blood itself.

Naomi split the pane six ways without letting the blood touch anything new. The slivers pressed themselves against flesh, soul, spellwork, sickness, owner hooks, and memory all at once, but only the last filled with a locked door.

No child waited there, and nothing had been planted inside Junia. The pane showed a threshold shaped for something hungry to begin inside another person and claw its way into the world later.

“It thinks pregnancy is a gate it can force open,” Junia said.

“It thinks everything is a gate if hurting someone can rip it open,” Damaris answered.

Trevor's stomach tightened hard enough to make all eight wings twitch.

“You are not pregnant,” Naomi told Junia. “The trace is only sniffing for a door, and it has planted nothing inside you.”

“I know exactly what every ugly word on that pane says.”

“I am telling everyone else before fear tells them something worse.”

Thirty-two relays watched the throne feed, and fear could dress one uncertain pane as truth before truth found its boots, caught its breath, and started shouting back. Adina opened six Gospel pages and wrote only what they had seen: Junia had crossed a hallway that existed nowhere nearby; something tried to seize her soul; the trace recognized wombs as doors; nothing had entered, changed, or chosen a future for her body.

Junia pointed to the top of the page. “Add one more before you send it.”

Adina held her pen above the waiting Gospel.

“My body remains mine, regardless of what that hungry thing imagined.”

Adina moved Junia’s words to the top and sent the page to the relays.

First Bell's baker asked whether he should close the feed, the western hospice offered a private way to Naomi's rooms, and three congregations began writing prayers before Adina cut their ink from the network. A child at the bell-tower relay asked why adults called scary possibilities destiny.

“Because destiny lets them feel useful before they know anything,” Junia said.

“That sounds dumb enough for grown people to believe,” the child said.

“Destiny talk is often extremely dumb before breakfast,” Junia agreed.

Trevor closed the throne feed ahead of the next frightened voice. The connections went dark, then returned one at a time after Junia chose which lines they could hear; four stayed closed, and Trevor punished no one for the silence.

“They will speculate anyway, because silence has never stopped anyone,” Petra said.

“Of course they will, but they will do it without my body.”

“Want me to hide every rumor route before the lies grow teeth?”

“No, because I want to see which rumors become dangerous enough to cut.”

Adina trapped the loose stories on a page titled THINGS PEOPLE INVENTED. One had Junia birthing a divine weapon, another had the Mouth impregnating cities, and the third blamed the event on Trevor's throne stunts.

Trevor stared at the last lie. “My lies have much better punchlines.”

Damaris hit his glowing halo, and Junia laughed despite herself. The sound ended quickly, but it belonged to her rather than the trace or anyone inventing a future around her body.

Naomi did not trap the laugh in a pane. She simply let the sound belong to Junia and disappear when Junia chose.

The black blood struck again and crawled away from Junia toward the floor beneath the throne. The door was learning where she would stand by testing what the room feared.

“Explain what those words mean,” Junia told the System.

Warm parchment rolled itself into a narrow tube and vanished.

“Coward.”

Trevor had slept two hours after leaving Morrow's reliquary. Natural recovery and one ration restored one hundred MP and sixty Stamina. Naomi closed his remaining eight HP with a touch that cost her four MP and him one guilty look.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 85

HP 746/746
MP 486/739
STAMINA 585/670
HOPE 1,500/1,500


The black blood struck Naomi's pane, turning it into a door with a ruined chapel behind it. White pews floated beneath a red sky. Two Morrows watched the altar: the old body, cracked and smiling, and the new one in the rafters.

Both looked real, and both cast the late shadow with hands of its own.

“At least one Morrow is a decoy built to waste our first strike,” Petra said.

“Which one is real?”

“That is exactly the problem.”

The chapel opened wider, and Tyrant Trevor fell backward through it. He struck white stone, rolled toward Mercy's broken throne, and flung open eight black-red wings before his head hit the seat.

Four white chains followed him, each winding around a different wing pair and dragging him back.

Mercy froze, all eight white wings gone still. Up close, Tyrant was not a reflection: lavender-star eyes held a colder focus, black armor sharpened the same petite adult curves Mercy wore in white, and warm-blond hair spread across the floor like captured sunlight. Blood darkened one soft corner of Tyrant's mouth like an invitation.

Trevor wanted to wipe it away, then taste it, then borrow another body for five minutes and panic somewhere simpler.

Tyrant looked up through warm-blond hair. “Your pretty little ears are turning pink.”

“You are currently being dragged backward into a dead and hungry chapel.”

“Both things can be true while you continue staring at my mouth.”

The chains pulled hard enough to score stone, and Mercy caught Tyrant's wrist. Both halos flared, but no memory transferred and no stat bars merged. Mercy felt warm skin, a pulse too fast for mockery, and the violent recognition of his own grip answered by another will.

Tyrant smiled with blood at one corner. “Found somewhere interesting you want to put me?”

“I want you safely outside the chapel before it eats your wings.”

“Terribly boring, but you can improve the destination after the rescue.”

Boundary Mercy rejected Tyrant with enough force to sting both halos.

TRAVELER // refuses to name where he wants to go

“Name somewhere the skill can reach without interpreting your flirting.”

“I choose your bed, preferably before the chains remove another feather.”

“Give the skill one real answer that is not my bed.”

“That is the only real answer I currently want to give.”

The chains yanked them through the pane hand in hand. Naomi and Petra followed ahead of the slamming door and left Damaris, Adina, and Junia outside. Tyrant's companions blurred into distant red silhouettes.

Both Morrows bowed together at the altar. Their delayed shadow waved.

“One of us is bait, and your first strike chooses which one,” they said.

“Both.”

The chapel began closing—not its doors, but the building itself. Walls folded toward the aisle, pews crushed together, and the red sky descended beneath the floating floor. Three possible doors burned across the moving wall.

MERCY DOOR // opens from Mercy's hand

TYRANT DOOR // prime root pulling

ONE DOOR FOR BOTH // ERROR

The chains around Tyrant tightened. Mercy pulled him forward, and Tyrant pulled back.

“Stop helping in exactly the wrong direction before you lose another wing.”

“Stop rescuing me as if one good grip makes this body yours.”

“Rescuing you does not make you mine, and neither does wanting you.”

“Then prove the pretty speech by letting go of my wrist.”

Mercy opened his hand, but Tyrant kept holding it. For one beat they remained joined by the other Trevor's choice, and Mercy felt that choice without trusting it.

Tyrant's fingers tightened with possession, yet no owner mark crossed. The restraint was there to be noticed, and to make gratitude sting.

Mercy noticed, refused the gratitude, and kept the contact.

Lavender stars widened before narrowing with an intimacy more dangerous than affection. No one else could see every ugly motive and still separate one chosen act from the person performing it.

“Do not make that intimate and unbearable face at me,” Mercy said.

“You object to our shared face only when I wear it better?”

“The one where you discover a new way to be unbearable.”

“You are still holding my hand while insisting that this is only rescue.”

“You are currently being rescued from a chapel that wants your soul.”

“That explanation only makes the handholding kinkier.”

The walls moved inward, and Naomi struck both Trevors with a Mercy pane. “Flirt after the murderous geometry stops crushing every person in here.”

“That sounded very bossy for a healer holding no flail,” Tyrant said.

“My injured people outrank your flirting and both of your matching egos.”

“That sounded even bossier, which I admit improved it.”

The System chimed with the timing of a god interrupting foreplay.

CROSS-TIMELINE SKILL TRAINING

EXIT A // Mercy opens it
EXIT B // Tyrant opens it
ONE HAND ON BOTH DOORS // not required

Hold both exits without merging them.


Mercy opened Many-Voices Domain around two voices, and Tyrant immediately tried to seize it. Red owner script ran along Mercy's fingers; he let it reach his palm, then refused without breaking the touch.

The lesson hurt both Trevors through their joined hands and separate halos. Tyrant could remain himself without becoming safe, Mercy could rescue him without carrying his future cruelties, and two doors could touch and open from opposite sides.

Trevor spent fifty MP training the shape through three failed attempts.

MP 486/739 → 436/739

The first attempt opened Mercy's door and closed Tyrant's. On the second, Tyrant seized both and the chapel called Mercy cargo.

The third attempt opened both doors into one screaming and unfamiliar body.

An angel with gold-and-lavender eyes screamed, a pleasant stranger made from compromise in place of both Trevors. They rejected it so violently the false body caught fire, but it remained alive long enough to beg Mercy for its life.

It held both sets of memories and every shared attraction, yet none of the choices behind either Trevor. The chapel called the theft harmony, because the chapel had terrible taste.

“Kill the counterfeit before it reaches anyone else in this chapel,” Tyrant said.

Mercy hesitated at a stranger conscious enough to fear, and that heartbeat let it reach for Naomi. Its hand tried to fuse her with a wounded stranger into one obedient body.

Mercy cut the arm while Tyrant drove a black-red wing through its heart. Neither attack ended it alone, so Mercy drove his halo between borrowed memory and continuous self.

Mercy cut borrowed memory from stolen shape. Nothing continuous remained. The false body collapsed into warm parchment ash, and Mercy caught it before the chapel could reuse it.

“You stay unbearably soft about things that never should have lived,” Tyrant said.

“I kept the ash so this chapel cannot build the thing again.”

“You kept a counterfeit's ashes because even your disgust needs a shrine.”

“I kept what remains of the thing we must not become.”

The false Trevor had owned memories without a life of choosing them. It feared death and still had to die before it consumed Naomi; both truths survived the body.

Adina wrote across the collapsing room under falling pieces of red sky.

IF WE EVER TRY THAT AGAIN

Mercy can still say no.

Tyrant can still say no.

Both lives enter whole.

No pleasant stranger replaces us.

Either Trevor can walk away until the last heartbeat.

Tyrant read over Mercy's shoulder closely enough to share their hair. “Add that I retain prime command over whichever body finally survives.”

“No.”

“Then add that you retain it and admit you want the throne.”

“I reject that one too, because neither of us gets the other.”

“Cowardly, boring symmetry from Heaven's cutest little rebel.”

Mercy added one final warning, and the chapel squeezed closer around them.

Mercy does not tame Tyrant. Tyrant does not corrupt Mercy.

Tyrant's lavender stars narrowed. “You truly think yours is the only life at risk?”

“You would call becoming kinder a death and making me cruel a successful merger.”

“That is exactly what I would call a successful and permanent merger.”

Adina sealed the pane before the chapel could rename anything else. When the chapel named it ONE HAPPY TREVOR, she carved through the words and replaced them with NO. WE SURVIVED THIS FAILURE.

The longer title stole more space from the closing chapel, and Petra approved.

“If fusion ever becomes necessary,” Mercy said, breathing hard, “not like that.”

Tyrant looked down at the warm ash in Mercy's pane. “You still think fusion is an if?”

Mercy hated the implication, but the fourth attempt produced a skill.

TWO-WORLD RESCUE I

Pair two self-owned exits for 12 seconds.
Neither exit owns, defines, or heals the other.

COST // 140 MP + 90 HOPE


“I hate every sweet and terrible word in that skill's name,” Tyrant said.

“You hate the rescue part because it sounds too kind.”

“I enjoy the word rescue when you are the one doing it to me.”

Mercy held the two exit points apart without opening them. Twelve seconds would get them through, provided they were not still chained to the damned furniture.

“Free your wings first.”

“You could offer to help.”

A beam broke overhead. Its end struck Mercy’s shoulder for forty-six HP before two black wings caught the rest.

HP 746/746 → 700/746

Tyrant’s jaw clenched as the weight settled, and he shoved Mercy clear with his shoulder.

“Nobody breaks that gorgeous body before I get my own turn.”

“That was almost romantic if I ignore the murder threat.”

“I meant every violent word of it romantically.”

“That makes the rescue considerably worse and somehow more effective.”

Petra studied both Morrows through narrowed eyes. “The Morrow you attack becomes real.”

“Then we attack neither Morrow and break what holds them both.”

Tyrant snapped two chains with four wings and smiled. “Or we attack both at once.”

“Break the spawn point,” Mercy called, cutting the altar beneath both Morrows. Tyrant’s broken chains struck the two bodies before either could change places again.

The old body dodged, but the new one blocked.

“The new one has a future,” Petra said, “while the old one ends in this chapel.”

Mercy cut through the altar beneath the old body, exposing the root that fed its stolen shape. Tyrant kicked the decoy into the split. The root swallowed its own puppet, and the chapel lost its anchor.

Morrow’s shadow caught Tyrant by the ankle as the real man stepped away from the collapsing altar. Mercy caught Tyrant’s wrist. At the far exit point, another Mercy opened his hand with a smile that made Trevor want to punch his own face.

“He likes me,” Tyrant said, glaring at the copy.

“I like you,” Mercy snapped, and felt Tyrant’s fingers slip in surprise. “Stop looking at him and help.”

Red attack lines tested the room, swung toward Mercy, and stopped just short of his skin. Tyrant was working out how to make everything between them die. Mercy kept one eye on those lines and hauled him clear whenever his damaged wings crossed.

The red lines snapped into place. For ten seconds arrows, chains, a flail, and black wings tore through the chapel around them. Morrow stepped behind Mercy, and every line bent toward his white armor.

“Cancel.”

“No.”

Tyrant changed the attack before it landed. Arrows skimmed Mercy’s ribs, the flail broke the shadow at Tyrant’s ankle, and Morrow’s coat split along three moving stars. A scarred woman fell out beside a dead fleet and a storm.

Mercy caught her on a white wing. She refused a name and pointed to the fleet when he asked where she wanted to go. Tyrant tried to block her with two black wings; she twisted the damaged one until he swore, and Mercy gave her a clear road through the scattered constellation. She took her ships with her.

The storm burst across both Trevors before he could close the road. Every wing stalled. Mercy braced two shield planes against the dead air while Tyrant caught Morrow’s shadow in the stillness. When the planes pushed the dead air clear, their feathers caught again. The false Mercy broke apart beneath the last black-wing strike; Morrow fled into his coat, leaving the altar to fall.

“Now,” Mercy said, and paid for Two-World Rescue.

MP 436/739 → 296/739

HOPE 1,500/1,500 → 1,410/1,500

Two doors opened, one white-gold and one black-red. Their shared frame would hold for twelve seconds. Naomi and Petra crossed while Mercy spent sixty Stamina keeping the frame clear of the falling chapel.

STAMINA 585/670 → 525/670

They crossed through separate doors. The chapel imploded behind them.

The real Morrow escaped into his coat, leaving one ultraviolet hair on Mercy's throne floor and no answer for why Junia's blood had opened the route. Petra caught the ultraviolet strand in a route loop before it touched stone.

“That is not merely hair unless hair normally contains an escape route.”

Naomi magnified the strand inside a pane. Its path glowed violet. The strand contained a path with one endpoint missing, either left deliberately or lost during Morrow's escape—possibilities that often shared a coat.

One visible endpoint still touched the chapel that had just collapsed. The absent endpoint pulsed with the same hunger hiding inside Junia's trace.

“Morrow knew enough about the door to be waiting when it opened,” Mercy said.

“He knew enough to plant a decoy, though maybe not enough to choose when.”

“Can you follow the missing path?”

“Yes, and you already know better than to ask whether it is safe.”

Petra smiled until Mercy sighed. “Right. Wrong question.”

The System delivered Mercy's next level before the surviving walls stopped shaking.

LEVEL 86

MIGHT 43 +1 = 44
AGILITY 65 +1 = 66
PRESENCE 64 +1 = 65

MAX HP 746 +8 = 754
MAX MP 739 +7 = 746
MAX STAMINA 670 +7 = 677

CURRENT
HP 700/754 | MP 296/746 | STAMINA 525/677

TWO-WORLD RESCUE I // retained


Hope rose because Tyrant kept holding Mercy after Mercy let go.

The rescue doors closed behind them, but the chapel’s last overlap took a minute to pull Tyrant home. He stepped into Mercy’s space and spent the delay while everyone watched.

Damaris entered through the far door and stopped with her flail half raised. Junia came beside her with black blood above one palm, Adina's pages turned blank, and Naomi and Petra stayed close enough to intervene and interested enough not to.

Tyrant looked past Mercy at five women who knew the same body under different light. “He has excellent taste in women, armor, and alternative selves.”

Petra pointed between both Trevors. “By excellent taste, you mean yourself?”

“I contain gorgeous and complicated multitudes inside an extremely petite package.”

“You contain an unreasonable number of warning labels,” Junia said.

His attention moved over them—possessive, curious, hungry for counterparts he had never touched—and stopped at Damaris's raised flail. Then Tyrant returned his gaze to Mercy, and the focus felt strangely private.

“You came back for me.”

“You were taking too long.”

“Missed me?”

Mercy should have had a quick answer. Tyrant watched him fail to find one, and his hand tightened around Mercy’s.

“There,” Tyrant murmured. “My favorite answer yet.”

Their matching faces hovered inches apart, and every woman in the room watched. Gold stars watched lavender up close. Mercy smelled blood, black feathers, and the faint salt of his own skin made foreign by another life.

Tyrant looked directly at Mercy's mouth and stopped pretending otherwise.

The minute ended, and black-red light took him before either man moved. Mercy remained beside the throne with one hand half raised toward empty light.

Petra leaned against the broken throne with wicked satisfaction. “You were going to kiss him.”

“I was checking the injury at the corner of his mouth.”

Naomi touched the uninjured corner of Mercy's mouth with one finger. “With this?”

“Advanced cross-timeline medicine requires very precise mouth contact.”

“Your ears are pink enough to light another Mercy relay,” Petra said.

“Everyone has become weirdly obsessed with my perfectly normal angelic circulation.”

Naomi and Petra exchanged a look Mercy recognized too late. Petra opened a route beneath his boots, dropping him six feet onto the wide cot in Naomi's private treatment room, and landed astride his thighs.

She planted both hands on his chest and announced, “Intervention.”

“For what possible offense?”

“Lying badly while your ears confess everything.”

Naomi sat beside his halo and closed one hand around his wrist. “Say what you want.”

Trevor looked between the two women who already knew. “I want the other Trevor.”

Petra's teasing softened around the edges. “That crush is genuinely and magnificently disgusting.”

“Thank you for understanding the impossible depth of my romantic suffering.”

“It is also complicated in every way that can hurt you,” Naomi said.

“Thank you for making my disgusting crush sound even more dangerous.”

“Most importantly, he is dangerous even while you are kissing him.”

“I know.”

The honest answer changed the room. Petra's teasing lost its escape route, and Naomi's careful touch became firmer around his wrist.

“What stupid thing will you do first?” Naomi asked.

“Kiss him before either of us invents a sensible reason not to.”

Petra stopped laughing long enough to ask, “You had him right there. What stopped you?”

Trevor’s face heated, and even his halo took on a pink edge. “I thought of six excellent lines. He looked at my mouth, and I forgot every fucking one.”

Petra laughed into his chest, but Naomi waited.

“He is not misunderstood, secretly wounded, or waiting for my love,” Trevor said. “He will not become good because I kiss him. If he does one decent thing, I will count that one thing and keep my hand on my sword.”

Naomi studied his face for one quiet breath. “Better.”

Petra traced one finger down the center of his white armor. “Still extremely stupid.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“You contain enough warning labels to cover every wing,” both women said.

“You coordinated that line before dropping me here.”

“Free Heaven miracle, accomplished without one prayer circle,” Petra replied.

Petra kissed him first with laughing hunger and quick hands beneath loosened white armor. Naomi followed slowly, holding his face until Trevor stopped performing embarrassment and let himself be wanted as Mercy rather than a substitute for the black-winged man.

Petra mapped every sensitive route with indecent efficiency, and Naomi kept him present for each one. Eight white wings opened over the cot as shelters and curtains without closing the world away.

They teased the confession from him again between kisses.

“Who?” Petra asked.

“The other me.”

“Which one?”

“The deliberately evil one.”

Naomi's hand stilled. “Do not make evil sound exciting.”

“I am not. He is evil, and I want him. Both are true.”

“That is better.”

She kissed him for the answer.

It stayed open and playful where Petra led, tender where Naomi refused to hurry. Trevor gave as much as he received, learning the sounds each woman made when pleasure stopped being a joke and became something she chose to share.

They brought him over the edge between them, laughing when his halo flashed and every Mercy pane in the room turned pink.

Afterward, Petra rested her chin on his stomach. “He will use the crush against you.”

“Yes.”

“You will let him a little.”

Trevor stared at the ceiling. “Probably.”

Naomi took his hand. “Then do not let him decide how much a little means.”

Petra traced a route across his ribs. “Tell us what you want from him.”

“I do not know one complete answer.”

“Lie.”

“I know several answers. I do not know which one survives contact.”

“Name them separately,” Naomi said.

Trevor studied the ceiling. “I want to beat him, kiss him, prove I am not naïve, prove he cannot make me cruel, and find out whether he can choose one good thing without owning it.”

Petra's finger stopped. “That last one is dangerous.”

“I know.”

“No. You know it sounds dangerous, but you still think success would make everything else easier.”

Naomi let the truth land without cushioning it. “Want him. Do not kiss him while waiting for him to wake up good.”

Trevor did not promise, and she did not ask him to. Naomi held his gaze, and he stopped looking away.

Trevor dressed while Petra handed up his armor and Naomi fixed the strap at his sore wing root. The warning stayed with him as he looked toward the maps.

Then the First Mouth struck. Every map lost both Junias for one heartbeat, and something beyond the worlds laughed with their voices.


Chapter 12 — Perfect Hostility Has Terrible Pillow Talk

Mercy smelled like blood, warm feathers, and honesty. Tyrant could do something about the first two as the shared chapel came down around them. The third annoyed him.

Mercy's white armor hung open at the throat. His gold-star eyes kept dropping to Tyrant's mouth and coming back with the irritating discipline of a man who thought looking away often enough could keep wanting clean.

Trevor wanted to ruin that discipline. He also wanted to kill Morrow's decoy before the ruined chapel folded both of them into a branch with no future. Lust kicked murder aside just long enough to matter. That annoyed Tyrant more than the falling chapel.

He understood wanting Mercy's body. Heaven had shaped it as a petite female siege engine built from impossible beauty. Warm-blond hair framed a face Trevor had already called perfect before another will made it surprising. White armor showed off softness without making the softness weak. Any man with eyes could want that body; the man inside it was the problem. Mercy knew every masculine humiliation Tyrant had carried into Heaven. He knew what it meant to wake up in a body everyone read as a beautiful woman and insist the self inside was still male. Wanting him felt like wanting the one person who could prove Trevor was not being fooled by a pretty surface.

It also felt like getting more feminine in the exact way Tyrant feared: not by body, which he had mastered, but by letting another man make desire happen to him.

The fear was stupid, and knowing that did not weaken it. Tyrant turned fear into arousal because that was easier than surrender and more fun than thinking. Then Mercy looked at him again, and Trevor's thoughts became useless for tactics.

“You smell good,” Tyrant said.

Mercy held two exit points apart with one white hand. “You are chained to a dead timeline.”

“Your concern is making it worse.”

“Worse?”

“Harder.”

Mercy missed half a step as a beam broke free. Its end struck his shoulder.

That gorgeous body was his to bruise or protect, and nobody else got a turn yet, so Tyrant caught the falling beam. Forty HP crossed his black wings.

HP 823/823 → 783/823

He had slept two hours before the chapel stole him. Naomi had repaired the earlier damage, and rest had returned one hundred twenty MP and sixty Stamina.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 85

HP 783/823
MP 266/619
STAMINA 578/635
FEAR 1,970/2,000


Morrow’s two bodies moved at the altar. Mercy cut the spawn point beneath them while Tyrant attacked both. The old Morrow dodged, and the new one blocked. Petra marked the difference, Mercy split the altar over its feeding root, and Tyrant kicked the decoy into its own hungry cradle.

Simple, almost.

The real Morrow caught Tyrant's ankle with his shadow. Its late black hands dragged Trevor away from the paired doors, but Mercy caught his wrist. Their halos flared at the touch, gold-white and black-red light tangling without merging.

Morrow drew his absence blade, and the chapel made a second Mercy at the far exit.

The fake had the same gold-star eyes, eight white wings, and open hand. It offered Tyrant safety with no disgust attached, and Trevor hated it on sight.

The false Mercy smiled exactly the way Tyrant had imagined after conquest: warm, impressed, grateful for every chain. No wariness sharpened the gold-star eyes, and no disgust held the mouth at one stubborn angle. The fake wanted him without needing him to stay separate enough to fight.

It was gorgeous and worthless. The copy waited with its obedient smile while Trevor watched for the insult the real Mercy would already have delivered.

That did not make him respectful. It made him ambitious.

“Wrong one,” he said.

Morrow tilted his head. “How can you tell when every visible detail matches?”

“He likes me.”

Mercy pulled harder. “I like you.”

Tyrant's whole body reacted before Morrow's blade reached his throat.

Trevor opened Hostility and found three enemies: Morrow, the false Mercy, and the real Mercy trying to rescue him in the most insulting way possible.

His owner field wanted one enemy. The System wanted a lesson.

FANTASY SKILL TRAINING

HOSTILITY ENEMIES // 3
OWNED ATTACK LANES // 17
CURRENT LIMIT // one enemy per lane

Make every owned attack hate the same thing without making every attacker the same.


Tyrant spent thirty MP testing the shape through failure.

MP 266/619 → 236/619

On the first try, all seventeen lanes hit Morrow and left the fake free. The decoy kissed Tyrant while the attacks went past. Its mouth felt right, but the response did not. It gave in before he pushed and praised him before he earned fear. Trevor tore away in disgust.

On the second try, every lane hit false Mercy and let Morrow cut three black feathers, but the blade took more than plumage. One black-red wing forgot which pair it belonged to. Trevor rolled through the falling chapel while two middle wings answered the same shoulder muscle and pain crossed every wire.

Mercy caught him by the waist and forced the wings apart with white feathers between them.

Bracing both hands at Trevor's waist, Mercy ordered, “High pair lifts, middle pairs turn, low pair corrects.”

“I know my wings.”

“Then fly them.”

Tyrant did, partly to prove he could and partly because Mercy's hands stayed at his waist. On the third try, Tyrant labeled the real Mercy enemy, and every lane turned toward him hard enough to widen those gold-star eyes.

Trevor pulled it back at the last instant, but the near betrayal did something useful. Morrow and the fake both moved to protect Mercy, for different reasons. Morrow needed the rescue skill, and the fake needed the false romance.

One hostility could aim at a bond instead of a body, but the bond needed a name.

ANYTHING BETWEEN ME AND MERCY included Morrow, the fake, two white chains, the falling altar, and Tyrant’s own fear. The System threw out the last one because feelings had no local HP.

Trevor tried OBSTACLE TO TAKING MERCY, and every attack tried to hollow Mercy out and leave him obedient. He canceled before the first arrow landed. Mercy saw the enemy label.

“You almost did it.”

“I almost do everything.”

“That makes it worse.”

“It was meant to.”

Trevor let Mercy's fear sharpen his next choice: HOSTILE SEPARATION BETWEEN TWO CONTINUOUS TREVORS.

The System opened the enemy slot without calling Mercy his. Trevor chose ANYTHING BETWEEN ME AND MERCY, and seventeen attack lanes bared their teeth.

PERFECT HOSTILITY I

Owned attacks share one chosen enemy for 10 seconds.
Unowned attackers remain independent.

COST // 135 MP + 100 FEAR


Trevor paid.

MP 236/619 → 101/619

FEAR 1,970/2,000 → 1,870/2,000

Seventeen owned lanes struck. Five Host arrows came through the chapel windows, and three red chains rose from the floor. Damaris's flail came in from a distant pew, because enough of his mark remained on their cracked red link to drag her into one strike. Trevor's eight wings did the rest, and every attack hit something between the Trevors.

Morrow changed the geometry by stepping behind Mercy without crossing Trevor's line of sight. Perfect Hostility tried to route attacks through the white-wing body, because Morrow now stood between Tyrant and an exit instead of between the two Trevors. Mercy saw all seventeen red lines go into his white armor.

“Cancel.”

“No.”

Tyrant changed the chosen bond mid-skill. The enemy was not distance. It was any hostile act meant to keep either Trevor from choosing to touch.

Five arrows curved around Mercy, and two chains passed under his arms without touching skin. Damaris's flail broke the shadow hand on Tyrant's ankle. Eight black-red wings hit the fake from every angle of its attempt to replace the real man.

Morrow parried four attacks, but the fifth cut his living star map. Three stolen constellations spilled out: a dead navy, the last weather of a ruined world, and a scarred woman who opened her eyes, saw the chapel, and jumped free before Morrow could close the coat.

The woman landed on the vertical wall because gravity had not decided which Trevor to obey. Mercy caught her with a white wing, and Tyrant caught that same wing with a black-red one, one beat ahead of the collapse.

The ten-second skill expired, leaving ordinary arrows in flight and three loose chains falling through the chapel. Trevor kept the woman’s weight off Mercy with muscle, which was considerably less convenient.

Keeping a white wing under her, Mercy asked, “What should I call you?”

She shook her head. “Nothing until I choose it.”

Gentling his grip, Mercy asked, “What hurts?”

She bared her teeth. “Everything I arrived with.”

“Then point at somewhere you want more than this chapel.”

She pointed at the constellation holding the dead navy. “My ship, even dead.”

Morrow reached for her. “The navy has no water, no command, and no living future.”

“Still mine to bury.”

Mercy opened a route, but Tyrant blocked it with two black-red wings. “The fleet holds thirty-two weapon roots worth taking.”

“It holds her dead, which matters more than your hunger.”

“Both can be useful if you stop pretending otherwise.”

The woman grabbed Tyrant's broken wing and twisted until crossed nerves sent pain through the wrong shoulder and broke his grip. Mercy finished the route before Trevor recovered. She dragged the dead navy through with her, taking every weapon root beyond his reach.

“I like her,” Mercy said.

“I will conquer her later.”

“Romance really did ruin you.”

“It widened my appetite.”

The ruined weather burst next, pouring upward rain and burning snow around a hurricane that remembered only its eye and took the motion out of everything it touched. All sixteen wings stalled at once.

Mercy braced two shield planes against the dead air, keeping it away from the exit points. Tyrant seized the eye’s stillness and pinned Morrow’s shadow hands inside it. Their methods crossed for six seconds without becoming one skill.

The chapel tried to swallow both attacks into one name.

ONE ACTION // ONE PURPOSE

Both halos burned a second, angrier answer over the first.

TWO ATTACKS // SAME PREY

Mercy forced the shield planes farther apart before the chapel could crush the two exit points together. Trevor’s wings caught the cleared air and snapped wide. Morrow’s calm cracked under his stare, and Trevor enjoyed that almost as much as the kiss he had not gotten yet.

The false Mercy died first. Morrow lost one arm, three shadow hands, and the left half of his coat. He stepped backward into a constellation and left the chapel before the last arrow arrived, and he left it like a man leaving a party he had already gotten what he wanted from. Mercy cast Two-World Rescue, and the shared exits opened for twelve seconds. Naomi and Petra crossed first. Mercy and Tyrant followed hand in hand. The ten-second burst through seventeen attack lanes and a broken wing had burned forty-eight Stamina.

STAMINA 578/635 → 530/635

The System delivered Tyrant's reward on the Free Heaven side.

LEVEL 86

MIGHT 72 +1 = 73
VITALITY 45 +1 = 46
INTELLECT 54 +1 = 55

MAX HP 823 +9 = 832
MAX MP 619 +7 = 626
MAX STAMINA 635 +7 = 642

CURRENT
HP 783/832 | MP 101/626 | STAMINA 530/642
FEAR 1,870/2,000

PERFECT HOSTILITY I // retained


The paired exits shut behind them. The worlds took a minute to pull Trevor home, and he spent it close enough to share Mercy’s breath. Mercy did not step back.

“You said you like me,” Tyrant said.

“I was trying to keep you alive.”

“Liar.”

“Not about that.”

The minute ran out before either man moved. Tyrant went back to his black-red throne room angry enough to break the nearest pillar.

The pillar held a relief of Trevor conquering the Morning Throne. Black stone split through his carved face. Damaris watched from the command dais with open amusement.

“One minute,” she said.

“Enough to invade a district.”

“Not enough to kiss him?”

Trevor turned slowly enough to promise damage, but Damaris's face held only wicked amusement. His frustration had burned through their cracked red link. She had felt it and chosen to laugh.

“He hesitated,” Trevor said.

“So did you.”

“I was establishing dominance.”

“Over time?”

“A notoriously stubborn opponent.”

Junia came in with the moving coordinate open above one hand, looked at the broken pillar, and looked last at Trevor's mouth.

“He rejected you.”

“The crossing ended.”

“Before or after he rejected you?”

“I can still adjust ninety-nine percent of your rewards.”

“And yet you cannot make that true.”

Trevor reached for her reward hooks because she had annoyed him. The chapel reopened under his feet before he could twist them. Mercy fell through.

No companions and no paired exit, just the other Trevor landing in Tyrant’s arms. A second altar rose beneath them. It wore the same cracks as the first, but every broken pew leaned the other way.

Morrow’s voice slid in from nowhere, calm enough to be infuriating: “My chapel keeps a spare.”

Trevor looked down at the gold-star eyes inches from his.

“I like his hospitality,” he said.

Mercy shoved him, Tyrant shoved back, and they hit the altar together. White wings struck black-red, and both halos rang. Mercy tried to pin Tyrant's wrists without taking them. Tyrant tried to turn the pin into a hook and found nothing his power could bite.

Neither halo could seize the other. That made it the hottest problem Trevor had ever failed to solve.

Mercy kissed him first, and the contact erased every clever line. Tyrant had imagined taking the kiss. Getting it frightened him more than any conquest should.

For one bare instant his hands did not know whether to grab, push, or stay open. Mercy read the hesitation; their bodies matched closely enough that every shift in balance told. His gold-star eyes opened in surprise.

Trevor chose grabbing before the surprise became pity. He caught Mercy's hair, turned the angle, and drove him back against the altar. Mercy gave one step and no more before bracing both heels on the broken stone. White wings closed around Tyrant's black-red pairs, not trapping them, but making a private room inside the falling chapel.

Tyrant wanted to call the shelter feminine right up until he wanted to stay inside it forever. The contradiction made him bite Mercy's lower lip.

Mercy's hand paused at Tyrant's waist. The chapel crushed another pew. “You can stop if you want the doorway.”

Tyrant almost hit him for offering. “So can you, if fear finally wins.”

“I know exactly where the doorway is.”

The answer held no fear and no attempt to rescue him from wanting. Mercy had named the doorway and left it there, and expected Tyrant to know the same. Trevor hated the equality, so he pulled Mercy closer.

It was the same mouth with a different intent. Mercy tasted like the blood he had wiped away and the women who had made him admit desire. Tyrant caught the back of his long hair and deepened the kiss until gold-star eyes closed, then opened again.

“Not owned,” Mercy said against his mouth.

“Not yet.”

“Not ever.”

“Keep saying it.”

Mercy bit him, and Trevor laughed and pulled their bodies together.

Their matching petite angel bodies fit with uncanny ease, and every soft curve had an answer. Every difference in muscle, scar, and wing root came from a choice Trevor might have made. The female shape of Mercy's body thrilled Tyrant, and the male mind inside it made the want feel gay enough to scare him. His own female body against Mercy's made it lesbian enough to delight him. Wanting the woman-shaped other while knowing the man stayed inside made it straight in the dirtiest possible direction.

“This is so fucked that I cannot find the straight edge anymore,” Mercy whispered.

“That is still the best thing about wanting you.”

They stripped each other without patience, scattering black and white armor across the chapel floor. Tyrant took control before Mercy took it back. Whenever Trevor reached for command, Mercy bit him hard enough to draw blood. He kept the power sheathed, because winning that way would ruin the game. Hands explored familiar anatomy made strange by another will, and mouths followed. Pleasure proved that the same origin did not make the same response.

Tyrant knew which touch should make the matching body shiver and used it with arrogant precision. Mercy reacted differently by half a breath, then used the same knowledge back in a gentler rhythm Tyrant had never tried on himself.

“That is cheating with knowledge stolen from my own nerves,” Tyrant said against his mouth.

“You started cheating the moment you kissed your own face.”

“I improve everything I start, including impossible acts of narcissism.”

Mercy looked down at the ruined chapel, the broken wing still answering the wrong shoulder, and Morrow's blood on both of them. “That is a bold boast under the circumstances.”

The laugh that got out of Tyrant was one he used in front of no one: pleasure with no audience to frighten and surprise with no victim. Mercy's face changed at the sound, and he kissed Tyrant until the laugh broke into something hungrier.

Mercy stayed gentle until Tyrant mocked him, and Tyrant stayed rough until Mercy found exactly how to make his voice break. They laughed into kisses, cursed the universe, and brought each other to a breathless finish on the ruined altar, and both halos turned the chapel purple-gold.

The pleasure landed differently in each body. Mercy shook with open astonishment, as if joy could still surprise him after every Heaven had tried to crush it. Tyrant clenched around the last loss of control, held Mercy hard enough to bruise, and refused to hide the sound that got out of him, because hiding would let shame own it.

Mercy heard the helpless sound and did not tease, and that restraint felt more intimate than the sex, so Tyrant ruined it at once.

“You sound exactly like that when someone finally earns it.”

“Do not compare notes while still on top of me.”

“While I am still on top of you is the best possible time.”

Mercy laughed despite himself, and Trevor decided he wanted that sound at a much worse time.

The halos cooled without softening anything inside Tyrant. Mercy still watched him with horrified hunger, and Trevor wanted another round badly enough to make that horror useful.

The First Mouth's alarm opened every window at once, and two hundred black hands reached for the chapel.

Mercy and Tyrant dressed with the speed of men who had survived boss phases and underestimated buttons.

“This changes nothing about what you are,” Mercy said.

“It changes several useful things about what you want.”

“You are still a monster no matter how good that felt.”

“You still came when the monster touched you.”

Mercy's halo flashed bright enough to confess.

The chapel split, and each Trevor fell toward his own world. For one last second Tyrant held Mercy's hand, and neither man insulted the touch by calling it rescue.

Tyrant felt Mercy's hand through the collapsing overlap: the same small palm, with different calluses.

His own fingers had learned command grips and sword hilts. Mercy's had hardened where rescue knots and relay seals wore, and somewhere in them was the exact pressure his Damaris wanted when grief made sleep impossible.

The touch held no mystical proof, only two men who did not want to let go.

Mercy would hate the tenderness, because Tyrant would use it.

Tyrant loved it because Mercy knew that and held on anyway.

The split climbed to their wrists before Tyrant said, “Next time, I finish what the chapel interrupted.”

“You will still be evil when you try.”

“You will still be beautiful when you fail to stop me.”

“That still was not an answer to anything that matters.”

“It was the only fact I wanted in your mouth.”

Mercy let go before the worlds tore skin. Tyrant's hand stayed open until the last light vanished. Back in Cathedral City, Damaris caught it before Trevor could close it.

“You held on after rescue stopped explaining it,” she said.

“So did he, which makes the weakness beautifully mutual.”

“That was not my question, and you know it.”

When Trevor tried to pull free, Damaris tightened her grip on his wrist without marking him, hard enough to make the challenge clear. He chose not to overpower her yet.

“I wanted the body he wears,” Trevor said, hating how weak it sounded.

“You already have that body, down to the last pretty curve.”

“I wanted his body because he makes it different.”

“Same flesh, different face on it, and you are still dodging.”

His black-red halo reflected in Damaris's armor, and Trevor saw a beautiful young woman wearing his rage with embarrassing grace. Mercy's face had looked softer, cuter, and open in ways Trevor had trained out of his own. Wanting that softness felt like wanting femininity instead of just using it, and he hated the fear more than the want.

“He makes this body look like something I could become,” Trevor said.

Damaris understood before he could bury the fear. “You mean gentle?”

“I mean feminine, which would be a great deal worse.”

“You are standing in cleavage armor with eight wings and hair to your ass.”

“Those are equipment choices designed to improve conquest.”

“Your denial needs better tailoring and a lot less cleavage.”

Trevor pushed her against the broken pillar, and she smiled into the threat.

“The man inside him makes it gay,” he said. “The woman outside makes it straight, being the same person makes it narcissism, and wanting him to want me back makes everything worse.”

“And you love every twisted piece of the wanting.”

“I love that every name for it breaks in my mouth.”

“No. You love him.”

Trevor kissed Damaris hard enough to stop the words and left command sheathed. Her unaltered desire tasted sharper, and he preferred sharp things when they could cut him back. He broke the kiss before she could mistake appetite for surrender.

“If he thinks desire will redeem me,” Trevor said, “I will teach him what love looks like in a monster's hands.”

Damaris kept her eyes on his mouth. “He already knows exactly what you are, which is why he is afraid.”

Trevor liked that answer until both Junias vanished from every map and failed to return on the next heartbeat.


Chapter 13 — Junia Found the Missing Percent

Junia returned after seven heartbeats carrying her own severed shadow, and the shadow fought her.

It had no body, only a flat black outline wearing Junia's braid and the moving suggestion of a gold hand cinched tight around its throat. She dragged it through the throne room doorway by one wrist. Thirty-two relays shouted about the same seven missing beats.

Trevor ran to her, but Junia put her sword against his chest. “Do not link me while that thing is wearing my shape.”

He stopped hard enough for his eight wings to strike one another. “I wasn't going to touch you while that gold hand watched.”

“You thought about it before you saw my sword, and I saw you.”

“I think about breathing too, and you do not have to make breathing sound like an order.”

“Breathing has never put a shield between me and something I meant to stab.”

The shadow bit her ankle, so Junia kicked it into Petra's three route marks. Naomi trapped it between two Mercy panes, creating the world's least satisfying sandwich.

“Your sandwiches are always dry,” Petra said.

“Bring your own filling next time.”

“Is that an offer?”

Naomi did not answer, and Petra counted that as one.

The shadow flattened against both panes hard enough to slip between dimensions.

It flowed beneath the lower pane without crossing the edge, treating under as ink instead of distance. Petra rotated all three marks ninety degrees until the shadow became a black line. Naomi turned the upper pane on its side until the line became a point.

Only the gold hand around its throat remained three-dimensional. Adina whispered, “The captor is realer than the captive.”

Junia crouched beside Naomi's boot and the point wearing her shape. “No, the captor is forcing every eye to see only its hand.”

She stabbed the gold wrist, but the blade passed through and the hand tightened around her real throat. Trevor took one step. Junia raised two fingers without looking, and he stopped.

She used no skill and no owner field to fight the hand. With one hand against her own neck, she said, “The shadow is not my body. The hand does not get to tell my nerves who I am.”

The grip weakened at once, and Damaris's mouth curled with vicious pleasure. “That sounded like you broke its fingers with grammar and pure contempt.”

“My sword was busy.”

“Terrifyingly efficient.”

“You say that like a complaint.”

“It is a compliment. I do not make many, so hold still and take it.”

Junia held still, which for her was a whole speech.

The argument gave Petra enough time to route the point back into a line and then a flat outline under glass. Naomi sealed every edge. Junia stood above it with a red mark on her throat and no link to Trevor.

Trevor had obeyed the raised fingers, and nobody cheapened the act by congratulating him.

Junia inspected the red mark in Naomi's mirror pane. “Seven heartbeats. Put them on the map before that thing teaches us to remember six.”

Adina drew seven hard marks, the impossible hallway, the crawling blood, and Trevor's stopped step.

“Why put my stopped step on the map when I never touched you?” Trevor asked.

“Because you moved toward me before I could raise my hand.”

“I stopped at once because your raised fingers told me to.”

“Yes, and that is everything that happened between us in that heartbeat.”

Trevor stayed at the distance she had chosen, with every wing folded tight. “And what does one stopped step make me in your eyes right now?”

Junia met his eyes in the mirror and did not blink. “Today, a man who moved, stopped, and listened. Nothing more. Tomorrow has to earn its own answer, one heartbeat at a time.”

The answer gave him nothing big enough to hide inside. He liked it small. Tyrant laughed beneath the shadow with Junia's other voice.

“He hates an answer too small to own,” the voice said.

“Then he can choke on it,” Mercy Junia answered.

Naomi held up salve.

“Will it numb the mark?” Junia asked.

“Only the surface heat. The deeper sting stays.”

“Then keep it away until I know what the sting is for.”

Junia tipped her chin toward the water and cloth instead. Naomi cleaned the mark without magic. She left enough red behind to show where the attack had crossed from image to body.

Petra moved the shadow trap two feet farther away at Junia's pointed finger. Damaris shifted until her flail could reach either Trevor or the gold hand. Adina kept the seven dark heartbeat marks visible above her page.

They settled into place around Junia before the bigger fight began. The shadow showed no HP under the gold fingers, but Trevor's tactical sight found two living marks.

JUNIA SERRAT // MERCY CONTINUITY // UNLINKED

JUNIA SERRAT // TYRANT CONTINUITY // SELF-HELD 1%

“Both Junias are tangled in that shadow at once,” Adina said.

Trevor's body had come back over three hours of forced rest and one argument with Naomi about whether closing his eyes counted if he kept making relay calls. The missing HP, one hundred twenty MP, and ninety Stamina had come back by healing, food, and time, not level charity.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 86

HP 754/754
MP 416/746
STAMINA 615/677
HOPE 1,410 +40 = 1,450/1,500
HOPE EARNED // Junia raised two fingers. You stopped.


“Where is the other Junia hiding behind that gold hand right now?” Trevor asked.

The shadow answered from inside Naomi's pane in Tyrant Junia's voice: “Not yours.”

Junia's face did not move when the insult landed. “True enough to sting. Not enough to move my face or my sword.”

The far wall went clear and showed Tyrant's command chamber beyond it. His Junia stood on the other side with one boot on a red twin of the same shadow, and black-red Trevor watched from the throne. The two women saw each other and raised their swords at the same angle.

“Stop copying my sword angle before I decide to break it,” Mercy Junia said.

“You stop copying mine, and I might consider the possibility,” Tyrant Junia replied.

Neither lowered a blade. Neither softened.

Mercy Junia saw the red owner field covering ninety-nine percent of her counterpart and looked furious for her.

Tyrant Junia studied the empty air around her counterpart as if freedom might hide a blade. “What happens when you refuse his hook with your whole body?”

“He worries in my direction, becomes extremely annoying, and pretends not to.”

“He actually leaves your body untouched each time you refuse him?”

“Yes, which is not the same as leaving me alone.”

“That kind of freedom is not nothing to me,” Tyrant Junia said quietly.

“No, but neither is the cage wrapped around you while he watches.”

Mercy Junia pointed her sword at the red field. “Can you leave him for good whenever you want to?”

“For one heartbeat if I spend everything I own and lose the rest.”

“I asked whether you could leave him. Answer that one.”

Tyrant Junia's gaze flicked toward her Trevor before coming back. “Then the answer is no.”

The answer made the black-red throne room look smaller around her. Tyrant stood very still behind the throne.

Trevor expected anger, but his other self looked aroused by the accuracy and furious that anyone else could hear it. Junia's one percent remained the only part of his empire able to force truth through his hand around its throat. Nothing in Tyrant's face said he regretted building her prison. The regret was for leaving the prisoner enough freedom to name the bars in public.

The First Mouth listened through both shadows, and gold fingers pulled them toward the wall.

The First Mouth had caught their shadows at the instant each moved beyond a world root’s reach. It had tied the stolen shapes together and run pain back through them, but both women still stood whole on their own sides. Mercy Junia had no link; Tyrant Junia kept one free beat, and the Mouth had learned to wait for it.

Adina opened her Gospel between the worlds. “Will both of you touch the shadows together?”

Mercy Junia nodded. Tyrant Junia looked at her Trevor, found no command waiting, and aimed her shadow forward.

The black outlines touched, and gold parchment unrolled between them.

TWIN-SHADOW DOOR

WORLD A // NO HOOKS
WORLD B // ONE FREE BEAT

DOOR HUNGER // one free beat aimed at the dark
FREE BEATS FOUND // 2


“It needs one free heartbeat pointed into the dark,” Mercy Junia said.

Tyrant Junia shook her head. “It needs our mouths shaped like yes while the Door does the rest.”

The gold hands around both shadows opened, and small white creatures poured out.

They resembled leeches made from owner script, each carrying a circular mouth and one word down its back: YES.

The first leech struck at Mercy Junia, and Trevor cut it with his halo an inch from her. The thing split into two smaller yeses and attached to his white armor.

OWNER LEECH // 2/2 HP

“Do not say yes while those mouths can hear you,” Junia ordered.

“I had gathered that from the teeth.”

“Do not say anything the leeches can twist into yes.”

“That restriction removes at least half my flirting.”

The second leech attached to the word flirting and tried to stretch every old joke into one endless yes. Trevor cut it, and the halves became MAYBE and LATER.

Petra trapped later in a route with no destination. Adina stabbed maybe beneath a question mark, and Damaris crushed both ahead of the Mouth's next stretch.

Across the wall, one leech wore Tyrant's voice saying good girl. His Junia's whole body reacted before disgust reached her face. Trevor had trained enough responses that the Mouth could imitate one without owning the field.

Mercy Junia offered no pity and threw her sword through the transparent wall.

The blade crossed edge-first and cut the leech from her counterpart's shoulder. Tyrant Junia caught the sword, used it once, and threw it back.

“Thank you for the blade,” Tyrant Junia said.

“Do not make one good throw into a ceremony.”

“I wasn't planning to hug you afterward.”

Neither Trevor had ordered the exchange, so the owner leeches swarmed it.

Both Junias attacked from their own sides, letting matching moves split at the last instant into one high cut and one low. The leeches could copy shape, but not two histories choosing different endings.

White punctuation splattered across the floor. Damaris crushed one leech beneath her flail, and it died shouting Trevor's voice saying of course. Petra routed six into a dead confessional, where they spent themselves biting an empty mouth.

Across the wall, Tyrant ordered his Host to shout no, and their owner fields made every body perform yes. The clash trapped a dozen leeches in pleasure loops, and his Junia cut them apart one by one. He smiled as mouths and bodies betrayed one another, the smile of a man who enjoyed the breaking before it helped him win.

Mercy Junia’s shadow rose inside Naomi’s panes and reached for the real woman. A wedge of black-red floor slid beneath her boots, dragging her toward the gold fist. Trevor opened Boundary Mercy, but Junia caught the halo-light on her sword.

“Wait.”

He held the spell while she drove her sword point into the white stone beside the seam.

“Back to my blade,” she said. “Leave the thing holding me on its own side.”

Junia chose the step. Trevor carried her across the touching seam for ninety MP and forty Hope.

MP 416/746 → 326/746

HOPE 1,450/1,500 → 1,410/1,500

Junia landed beside her blade. The shadow’s stretched leash could not follow her and snapped back into the gold fist. Across the wall, Tyrant yanked his claimed shadow free and hurled it into the matching hand. Both stolen shapes struck the hidden door at once.

The door appeared beneath both throne rooms, round and white and soft around the edges—not a door built for feet. A womb-shaped opening pulsed beneath the stone.

The System named it before anyone could pretend otherwise.

WOMB-DOOR // OPEN

Mercy Junia went perfectly still, Tyrant Junia swore, and the owner leeches converged.

The womb-shaped opening tried to make rescue itself part of the key. Every time Trevor moved between Junia and a leech, the door brightened; every time Junia moved first, it dimmed.

“Stop shielding me while the Door feeds on it,” Junia said.

“They are currently biting you.”

“Name what is coming, and I will pick the opening myself.”

Trevor hated the lost heartbeat, but he named three incoming leeches and two open paths. Junia went through on Damaris's left side, killed one leech herself, and shouted now when the second crossed her sword; Trevor struck, and the door dimmed.

Naomi extended one pane edge without closing it around Junia. Petra opened two marks. Junia chose the uglier path because the Mouth had predicted beauty.

Across the wall, Tyrant ordered every Host soldier away from his Junia and left her alone in the center because her one free beat cut wounds the leeches could not swallow. Her sword made the answer; Tyrant watched only for the wound to appear inside his victory.

Trevor spent sixty Stamina tearing leeches from his armor and Junia's shadow, and one bit through his palm for twenty-eight HP. Damaris held the door exposed, and both Junias struck its paired gold mark at the same time.

STAMINA 615/677 → 555/677

HP 754/754 → 726/754

The door screamed with the First Mouth's voice. Trevor drove his halo through the central owner leech.

OWNER LEECH PRIME // 1,900,000 → 0 HP

The smaller leeches lost their yes and became meaningless punctuation across the floor. The womb-shaped door closed, and Trevor's reward arrived.

LEVEL 87

AGILITY 66 +1 = 67
VITALITY 64 +1 = 65
WILL 52 +1 = 53

MAX HP 754 +8 = 762
MAX MP 746 +7 = 753
MAX STAMINA 677 +7 = 684

CURRENT
HP 726/762 | MP 326/753 | STAMINA 555/684


Both Junias had aimed their own shadows, and the Door had failed to steal either act, so Hope returned.

HOPE 1,410/1,500 → 1,470/1,500

The transparent wall began to fade. Tyrant Junia stepped close from the other side, and Mercy Junia matched her.

“It will try again with better teeth,” Tyrant Junia said.

“Yes, because this attempt taught it plenty.”

“Mine will use me as bait when it returns.”

Mercy Junia looked past her at Tyrant.

“Then do not stand exactly where he puts you.”

“I own one percent of the next heartbeat.”

“One percent is enough to miss one mark.”

Tyrant heard, and his lavender-star eyes narrowed. Then the wall vanished. Junia looked at Mercy Trevor.

“You will want to protect me before I finish drawing.”

“Yes, because wanting that is not the problem.”

“Then do not wrap the room around me before I draw the trap.”

Trevor swallowed his first answer. “Then draw it for me.”

Junia pointed her sword at the place the door had been. “I want one where the Mouth thinks I am alone.”

Trevor looked at the braid, the sword, and the shadow wound around her ankle like spilled ink.

“I do not like any trap that leaves you alone.”

“I did not ask you to like it.”

“I know, which is why I am still listening.”

Junia waited until he forced himself to continue. “Ask me where I want you.”

“Where do you want me while the trap closes?”

She pointed to the edge of the throne room, outside sword range and inside one white-wing sprint.

“There. Keep your halo dark. If I shout mercy, fly. If I shout Trevor, hold.”

Trevor's halo dimmed. “That is a cruel distinction.”

“Cruel can still be useful.”

Junia turned to the others. “Damaris, crush the gold hand and leave my shadow to me. Naomi, keep me awake enough to feel what changes. Petra, give me three exits and do not make one prettier. Adina, mark only what moves.”

When she finished, Trevor stepped into the single place she had left him.

“Gold hand incoming,” Junia said.

Damaris struck the next gold finger and left the trapped shadow untouched. Naomi braced Junia's ankle without stealing the pain, Petra opened three equally ugly exits, and Adina left an empty line where Junia said nothing.

Trevor remained at the edge until Junia shouted, “Mercy.”

He crossed the room in one white-wing beat and stopped with both hands open.

“Reset and make the second one uglier,” she said.

They reset, and the second gold finger came from beneath instead of above. Damaris nearly struck the shadow at the overlap of captive and attacker, but stopped her flail a handspan from Junia's outline and took the gold blow across her own shoulder.

Naomi's first pane widened toward Trevor by habit. Junia raised one finger, and Naomi cut the pane smaller an inch from him.

Petra found an exit that passed through the throne and discarded it before Trevor's halo could become part of the escape. Adina's Gospel tried to call Junia's silence focus, so she tore out the word and left the line empty.

“Mercy,” Junia said, and Trevor crossed again. This time, the shadow used his approach as a route. Gold spread up his white wing toward the shoulder root until Junia cut it herself.

“You said I could intervene when you called,” Trevor said.

“I did not say intervention would become safe.”

“That remains a cruel distinction.”

“It also remains useful.”

They reset a third time. By the sixth, everyone had flinched in the wrong direction once: Damaris chose a strike for Junia, Naomi stole pain she needed to feel, Petra favored one exit, Adina filled a silence, and Trevor flew when Junia shouted his name.

Junia made them repeat each failure until the right motion lived closer to muscle than panic. Trevor kept his clever improvements behind his teeth and learned to wait for the opening she meant to give him.

Junia ordered a seventh run, and the shadow entered with no wound, no missing beat, and no visible threat. Every trained response waited for harm before moving.

“What do you see before anyone moves?” Junia asked.

Naomi found no wound, Petra found no hostile route, Adina found no edit, and Damaris found nothing worth striking.

The empty threat made Trevor invent dangers to justify movement, but Junia saw his wings tense.

“Do nothing until the shadow gives us a reason.”

They held still. The shadow crossed the field, touched Junia's braid, and vanished without causing any damage.

“What was that touch supposed to do?” Trevor asked.

“A feint. It wanted a dodge before the real attack.”

Trevor studied the place the shadow had vanished. “Punishes the first reaction.”

“And you keep giving it your best one.” Junia raised her sword again. “Eighth run. Watch what happens after the touch.”

This time Naomi asked whether Junia wanted the braid guarded, Petra mapped retreat without opening it, Adina drew only the touch, and Damaris watched. Trevor stayed where she had put him.

The shadow arrived, and Junia caught it herself, and one piece of the heartbeat instrument showed inside it. Doing less had created the only safe opening.

Junia kept Trevor's hands away and carried the silver sliver to Naomi's empty pane with the care normally reserved for live grenades and Damaris before breakfast. The fragment twitched toward Trevor's halo. Its tiny gold needle pointed at his chest, then at Junia, then split the distance between them.

PURSUER NEARBY // REQUIRED

Trevor disliked the glowing words on sight. “What needs a pursuer nearby?”

Adina turned the fragment with the end of her pen. Three lines of tiny writing crawled along its underside, each naming a different maker and none saying what the sliver wanted.

“It knows two hungers,” she said. “The person being followed and the person who will follow.”

“That is one hunger with an efficient direction.”

“That is how chains describe themselves,” Junia said.

“Outside the circle,” she ordered him. The needle followed his halo until the range broke, then bent toward Damaris. Damaris stepped out, so it chose Naomi. Naomi left, and it chose Petra. Petra opened two routes and crossed neither until the needle spun hard enough to sing.

Junia smiled without humor. “It does not need you. It needs anyone willing to turn love into a leash and follow.”

The needle kept reaching past Trevor toward whoever loved Junia enough to follow. The trap had never cared which rescuer it caught, only that fear made someone chase. Trevor's instinct remained real, loving, and usable against him.

Damaris raised her flail. “Should I break it?”

Junia looked at the silver piece. “No, because I want to make it lie.”

Petra opened four false approaches. Adina fed each one a clean memory from an unrelated rescue, and Naomi added harmless signs of injury without inventing a wounded person. Damaris stood where the inevitable fight should happen and refused to swing. Trevor supplied the hardest part: he wanted Junia safe, but let that desire burn without turning it into movement.

The needle chose all five routes.

For one breath the fragment held five clashing chases and no hunter strong enough to choose among them. Its silver surface became transparent. A dark corridor appeared inside, lined with womb-shaped doors drifting toward a blank star.

One door carried a braid-shaped shadow. Junia memorized the route herself, then nodded once for Petra to copy it and Naomi to seal the fragment in a pane.

“Room for an irritating support main?” Trevor asked.

Junia looked at his eight wings. “Travel light.”

“I am light.”

“Your luggage has feathers.”

The shadow beneath the pane smiled with Junia's mouth. Somewhere beyond it, an enormous thing learned the difference between a command and a request—and began planning for both.


Chapter 14 — I Used My Junia as Bait and Forgot to Lie Well

Tyrant used Junia as bait because she expected him to, and he lied because she expected that too; the trick was giving her the wrong lie.

“The Door wants both Junias before it will show its face,” Trevor lied.

Junia stood in the center of a red capture circle beneath the throne room, with one-percent darkness running through her owner field like a crack in stained glass. “You said it followed me alone through every wall and shadow.”

“Morrow was wrong about how the Door bites when it mattered most.”

“Morrow is rarely wrong in ways that help you without demanding a price.”

“Then Mercy changed the Door while we were kissing with considerable enthusiasm.”

“Your voice rises every time you use him as an excuse.”

Trevor's voice did no such thing. His black-red halo brightened at the thought of Mercy naked in the chapel, an unrelated and therefore irritating event. Junia saw every flicker and enjoyed each dying lie on his face.

“There she is again, naked and glowing behind your eyes,” Junia said.

“There is nobody inside my head except me, and I own every corner.”

“The gorgeous woman you keep seeing naked while your halo lights up.”

“He is a man inside that gorgeous body, and he knows it.”

“You insist on the man whenever his body interests you too much.”

Trevor tightened the last red capture line after sleep, healing, and Naomi forcing enough food between his teeth to make him dangerous again.

HP 783/832 → 832/832

MP 101/626 → 341/626

STAMINA 530/642 → 602/642
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HP 832/832
MP 341/626
STAMINA 602/642
FEAR 1,870/2,000


“The Door needs one free heartbeat to appear,” Trevor said. “Both Junias must bleed before the Door will fully open for me.”

That was the wrong lie. The gold words said one free heartbeat could call the Door, and two only made its hunger stronger. Trevor wanted Junia braced for a paired trap, and he wanted to watch the thing attacking one woman alone.

He did not tell her about the capture circle copying pain into twelve Host prisoners sealed below them, each waiting to absorb one second of the First Mouth's grip on Junia.

Junia would object, so Trevor had never asked. All twelve prisoners had been taken during the last mutiny.

Captain Vey had tried to poison Trevor's communion wine, and Sister Olma had smuggled six families across a border he owned. The remaining ten had done nothing to him beyond standing in rooms full of growing resistance.

Trevor had not chosen them because they deserved pain; he chose them for strong soul resistance and because Junia knew three by name. If the secret opened, knowing them would make her anger more useful to the trap.

One prisoner, Marek Dunn, understood the pain lattice ahead of its closing. Marek asked through the owner channel, “Will Junia know what waits beneath her before she steps into the circle?”

“Eventually, if she survives long enough to ask the right question.”

“Will she know before the Door opens under her feet?”

“No, because knowing would make her cut the circle apart.”

“Then this thing is not protecting the Junia standing above us.”

Trevor adjusted the route under Marek's ribs and felt him flinch. “It keeps the Mouth's hands away from her body for twelve seconds.”

“Not the Junia I know, because she would never accept this.”

Marek's answer carried a truth Trevor had no intention of honoring, so he sealed the room.

Outside, Junia inspected the visible circle and found two false lines Trevor had placed for her to catch. She cut both from the stone, and he withheld praise; every sweet word had become another surface she tested for hooks.

Junia traced one red line with her sword. “Where does the first bite of pain go?”

“Into the circle around your boots,” Trevor answered truthfully.

“And what drinks after the circle becomes full?”

“The owner field drinks whatever pain remains after that.”

He did not tell her whose living bodies made that field.

Junia stared at the red geometry long enough to make Trevor wonder about one percent's ability to smell an omission.

“I stand here while the Door appears beneath me,” she said. “Then what reaches for me when the Door opens?”

“You cut whatever reaches for your body before I move.”

“And what will you do while I am cutting?”

“I take whatever survives your sword.”

“No, because my free beat lands first.”

“Then sharpen the rest of the plan yourself.”

Junia drew her sword. “You do nothing until I spend my free beat.”

Trevor smiled. “Try it.”

The System stayed silent, uninvited into the trap by either of them. She stepped into the red center, and the white Door appeared beneath her boots and opened at once, killing Trevor's lie.

Junia looked at him, black hands rising around her ankles. “One heartbeat was enough, you lying bastard.”

Trevor activated the capture circle.

Red chains struck the hands, and twelve seconds of damage and screaming flowed into the hidden prisoners.

Junia heard them, and her face changed with certainty rather than surprise. “You put living bodies under my feet.”

“I put them around the trap where the pain could find them.”

“You hid them because I would have stopped you.”

“You would have ruined twelve useful shields.”

“Correct, and I would do it again.”

Her one-percent self-hold ignited. Mutiny was Damaris's skill, and Junia's free beat was smaller and meaner. She could not seize Trevor's formation, but she could make one movement outside it. Junia stepped six inches left, and the entire capture circle missed her.

Red chains closed around empty air, and the black hands followed the pain route into the hidden room and pulled all twelve prisoners through the Door.

Trevor felt every owner mark torn from his empire.

PAIN-LATTICE VOICES // 12 → 0

Trevor had expected to lose none of his hidden shields.

The sealed room appeared for one instant inside the white doorway, and Marek saw Junia without blaming her. Trevor had prepared the trap to create that accusation and had not predicted its absence. Marek raised one bound hand and pointed at Tyrant. Then the black hands pulled all twelve prisoners beyond sight.

Junia turned her gaze on Trevor. “Give me every name now.”

He gave them; withholding the names would gain him nothing now.

With each name, the red circle changed from failed equipment into twelve separate holes. Junia repeated all twelve once—no prayer, no forgiveness, only names.

She knew Marek Dunn from the prison kitchen. He had burned every meal and slipped messages under the worst rolls; guards stopped checking food nobody wanted. Sister Olma had taught Junia a hymn with three deliberate wrong notes signaling an unsafe confessor. Captain Vey had tried to poison Trevor and warned Junia not to drink from the same bottle.

Adina tore the other nine histories from the Host roots and gave each absence a face.

Hessa Vale had joined the resistance over Trevor's training of her wife to enjoy betraying neighbors. Den Orri had believed in the Crown's safer cities until his son's disappearance into a levy. Kal Mer had no politics at all; he had merely been repairing a ceiling above the gathering when Trevor chained him with everyone else.

Trevor had watched every memory before choosing them, and Junia understood that from his silence.

“You picked people whose faces would hurt me.”

“Knowing them makes your anger bite deeper.”

“You wanted that anger inside the circle.”

“It would have sharpened the counterstrike.”

“So your trap used them twice before they died.”

Trevor tasted the phrasing. “Yes, and I would have used the anger again.” He offered no apology.

Junia's free beat had saved her and delivered the twelve into the Mouth. Trevor could have made grief feel like obedience inside her owner field. He could have hooked the loss to her free beat until one percent of freedom tasted like twelve deaths.

The temptation arrived so perfect he almost thanked the universe. He left the hook sheathed anyway; the Door had learned enough, and any fresh owner current might lead it through Junia's last free crack. Junia knew perfectly well he had spared the trap rather than her.

“Do not stand there wearing that pretty, virtuous face,” she said.

“I have never looked virtuous for anyone.”

“Your face keeps trying behind your back.”

Trevor hated Mercy for proving the body could look virtuous, and the First Mouth tried to use the repeated names as a second key.

Adina’s Scarred Copy cut the names away from the predator and left them with Junia. The Host heard what each missing prisoner had done, and how carefully Trevor had picked the faces that would hurt her. He offered them no excuse. A hundred Fear rose from the soldiers still close enough to become his next useful shields.

FEAR 1,870/2,000 → 1,970/2,000

The First Mouth reached through as an angel midwife built entirely from black wrists, with no torso or head and thirty hands forming wings around a white-gold instrument.

WOMB MIDWIFE // 6,100,000 HP

It swung at Junia, and Trevor ordered the Host to block, but she rejected his formation and ducked under the first six bodies. All six soldiers struck the instrument and vanished into a soft white light, and Trevor's skin crawled.

BLOCKING HOST VOICES // 6 → 0

The midwife's HP did not change, and Junia raised her sword. “It only bleeds for my free beat.”

“Then hit the ugly thing quickly before it steals anyone else.”

“Do nothing until I make the first wound.”

“That is not a plan I can improve.”

“Exactly, which makes it the part you cannot follow.”

She attacked alone against thirty hands with only one sword and one free beat.

She fought by refusing the action the monster expected. When six hands formed a cage, she stepped closer to the wrists instead of away; when the white-gold instrument marked her body as a future door, she cut the mark from the instrument rather than herself. When three hands offered protection from Trevor, she ignored them because rescue offered by an abductor was only capture wearing warm hands.

The first strike tore away 900,000 HP.

WOMB MIDWIFE // 6,100,000 → 5,200,000 HP

The second hit a false body and drove a cold shock through Junia's arm. Naomi raised a healing pane, but Junia fought two more steps first. “Now.”

Naomi closed one torn tendon and withdrew before the sword line changed. “Two more steps and I would have let you bleed for the lesson.”

“Liar.”

“Ask Damaris.”

“She would have let you bleed,” Damaris said, and broke a wrist to make the point.

Damaris pinned a hand only after Junia called the wrist, and Petra laid routes at Junia's pointing, including one apparently leading straight into the instrument. The midwife avoided the decoy, and Junia used the empty floor it left.

Trevor watched a formation operate around him without belonging to him, and every muscle tried to turn observation into command. He let two seconds pass and then three, stillness peeling him like a dull knife.

Her sword entered one wrist and tore another 900,000 HP from the midwife.

WOMB MIDWIFE // 5,200,000 → 4,300,000 HP

The hunger showed. The monster ignored owned attacks and fed on every hook aimed through Junia; her sword could kill it, and his help would only feed it.

Trevor endured two seconds of useless stillness, and the midwife caught Junia by the throat on the third.

Trevor used Perfect Hostility, choosing ANYTHING BETWEEN JUNIA AND HER NEXT SELF-OWNED ACTION.

Perfect Hostility cost 135 MP and one hundred Fear.

MP 341/626 → 206/626

FEAR 1,970/2,000 → 1,870/2,000

Owned attacks struck the wrists without touching the midwife: Damaris broke one joint, Petra's decoy routes sent five hands into walls, and Naomi shielded Junia's body without touching the sword.

Perfect Hostility gave the Host one enemy: anything blocking Junia's next free stroke. It did not tell them where that stroke would land.

Uncertainty spread through the surviving voices, and some soldiers froze, trained by Trevor to wait for one command. Damaris roared at them to defend the space instead of predicting the woman. Petra moved shields into possible angles, Naomi guarded willing bodies, and Adina showed six likely attacks without choosing one.

The Host learned to support a stroke Trevor did not own. Tyrant disliked the lesson enough to keep it; hated tools still belonged in his arsenal.

Junia cut herself free, and the next strike belonged only to her.

WOMB MIDWIFE // 4,300,000 → 3,000,000 HP

The midwife turned its instrument toward Trevor, and for one instant he heard an infant heartbeat from somewhere not yet in existence. Then Junia drove her sword through the instrument.

WOMB MIDWIFE // 3,000,000 → 0 HP

The white door collapsed. The Host had cleared space for Junia's unowned strike, and the System rewarded Trevor despite denying him the kill.

HP 832/832 → 798/832

STAMINA 602/642 → 552/642

LEVEL 87

AGILITY 75 +1 = 76
INTELLECT 55 +1 = 56
WILL 54 +1 = 55

MAX HP 832 +9 = 841
MAX MP 626 +7 = 633
MAX STAMINA 642 +7 = 649

CURRENT
HP 798/841 | MP 206/633 | STAMINA 552/649
FEAR 1,870/2,000


Holding the pain route through twelve vanishings and six deaths against the instrument had stripped Trevor's HP and Stamina, and he never moved.

Junia walked directly to him with her bloody sword raised. “The Door only needed one free beat.”

“Yes, which means you broke my lie.”

“The circle spent twelve people to protect it.”

“You moved outside the trap I built.”

“You hid twelve bodies beneath my feet.”

“Both betrayals happened at the same time.”

Junia put her sword beneath his chin. “If you use me as bait again, I will choose where the hook lands inside you.”

Trevor smiled down the bright blade. “That threat is exactly why you make such excellent bait.”

The sword pressed until pain reached him without changing the number.

“Marek pointed at you,” Junia said.

Trevor remembered the prisoner's bound hand pointing at him. “He pointed beautifully at the end.”

“You expected him to blame me for the Door.”

Trevor smiled less, and that gave Junia the answer.

“You wanted me hurt enough to crawl inside your telling of the story.”

“I wanted your grief to become useful.”

“You wanted both, and the bodies were tools.”

She had cut directly to the truth.

She lowered the sword; her free beat could hurt more than a shallow cut, and she was saving it. Trevor admired the choice and started guessing where her next revenge would aim. On her way past she opened his throat in one shallow line, not enough to move the number, and walked away.

Morrow's shadow appeared on the black wall after Junia's exit, late as always. “You found what makes the Door hungry.”

“I made that hunger useful.”

“You also showed the First Mouth how her free beat works.”

The shadow's hands reenacted the battle along the black wall: one showed Junia's six-inch step, another showed the pause before her strike, and a third turned a tiny gold copy of her free beat like a key.

Trevor attacked the shadow, but his wing passed through stone. Morrow's amused voice said, “I offered coordinates, and you taught it how Junia moves.”

“You knew the Mouth would watch every cut.”

“Of course, because the creature is hungry rather than stupid.”

“And you kept that knowledge to yourself.”

“You never asked what the Mouth would watch.”

Junia turned toward the shadow holding Morrow's voice. “What would that warning cost now?”

“The warning is worthless because you supplied the answer yourself.”

“Then tell me what the Mouth learned.”

Morrow's rotating violet rings appeared inside the stone, watching her rather than Trevor. “That you move left when every visible route is owned. That your free beat begins in the heel, not the heart. That twelve other lives are insufficient to make you surrender it.”

Junia tightened her sword grip. “I did not know twelve people were beneath me.”

“The Mouth does not care whether you knew.”

“I care enough to hunt every stolen name.”

“Then the Mouth learned that hunger too.”

Trevor attacked the black stone again, and Junia stepped between his wing and the shadow.

“Stop breaking the only shadow willing to talk to me.”

“He is a thief bragging about everything he stole.”

“Right now, he is the only mouth describing what watched.”

The line placed Morrow inside her plan without trusting him, and Trevor admired and hated it. Morrow inclined his head. “Your counterpart made him hold still.”

Junia looked at the paired marks in the floor. “And he listened?”

“He stood where she put him while she chose her path.”

Trevor felt the ninety-nine-percent owner field around his Junia as if it had become visible skin. One woman could tell her Trevor to wait. His Junia had to steal a beat from him, and the Mouth had watched exactly where she found it.

“Can it copy my free beat after watching once?” Junia asked.

“It can copy timing,” Morrow said, “but not the beat itself. For that, it needs the woman or a theft convincing enough to fool her soul.”

Junia lifted her sword toward Morrow. “And what do you prefer?”

His violet rings slowed. “Theft convincing enough to become a new argument.”

Morrow said it like a duelist admiring the blade he meant to steal. Junia wrote every answer beside the twelve names, giving their rage a trail to follow without trusting the creature revealing it.

The twelve names remained under the map, and Junia read them again. Oss Ver had entered the hidden room on Trevor's promise of a higher place for his sister in the Host. Pell Ardis had walked in willingly, believing fear proved rank. Nera Till had been a prisoner before Tyrant offered her one day outside for one hour inside the trap.

Different hungers and fears carried them into the same death. “How many knew the Door might eat them?” Junia asked.

Tyrant answered without softening the number. “Three knew enough to be afraid.”

“How many could walk away after saying no?”

“All twelve had mouths capable of making the sound.”

“Mouths are not what I asked about.”

Trevor smiled; she had found the soft gap in his owner language.

“Two could leave with their skin intact. Four believed leaving would hurt family. Six carried commands that made imagining the door physically painful.”

Morrow's rings tracked every answer without comment. “And you call all twelve sacrifices,” Junia said.

“They died inside my plan, so the word belongs to me.”

“You use one word so twelve different cruelties can blur together.”

Tyrant looked at the names without remorse, feeling only the loss of one useful blur. “You are using too many words.”

Junia wrote a different chain beside every name anyway. Morrow copied none of them, but when she looked up, one star on his coat had changed position.

“What did my questions teach you?” Junia asked.

“That his victims become harder to stack once every chain has a name.”

“Good, because I want the pile to fall on him.”

“I did not say I disliked watching it happen.”

Tyrant felt Morrow's blood hook tighten and understood he had already stolen value from a debt he had not yet bitten down on. Morrow had let Trevor expose the weapon; exposed weapons could be stolen, copied, or sold back.

Tyrant read the rest in the turning rings: Morrow needed no pile of bodies, only patience, and he would steal the blade after the blood dried.

Trevor's smile disappeared, and the shadow pointed toward the place the Door had been. Two gold marks glowed in the stone, one for Tyrant Junia and one for Mercy's. The failed trap had shown the Mouth both places to bite.

Tyrant looked at the marks and began giving orders to empty the city, but Junia put her sword through the first command line before it left his halo.

“You do not uproot a city because I became visible.”

“I move what I own when an enemy learns where to bite.”

“People built lives inside those districts.”

“Then they can build again somewhere harder to get into.”

The second order went around her sword, and Trevor split Cathedral City into sixteen marching blocks and gave each a red gate. He did not ask; fear moved faster when shaped like obedience. Morrow watched the gates brighten.

“You have made flight look exactly like capture,” Morrow said.

“Capture moves people quickly when they panic.”

“It also shows the Mouth which hand owns every gate.”

Trevor stopped before the third order; the Mouth had found Junia through his predictable bullying. If the city responded to danger through one Crown, every fleeing district would describe the same owner in motion. Sixteen red gates would become one enormous arrow.

He hated the fact: mercy offered better cover than conquest. Junia read the hatred correctly. “Give them several destinations and let each household choose.”

“Half will choose badly and blame me afterward.”

“Probably, because some choices will be terrible.”

“Some households will die outside my walls.”

“Probably, because the Mouth is still hunting us.”

“And you still prefer their mistakes.”

“I prefer their mistakes to becoming your diagram.”

Tyrant changed methods only because Junia's path denied the enemy a clean pattern, and the red gates became offers.

Three districts took the move at once. Five requested defenses instead. Two split by household. One old cathedral voted to remain because its dead were buried beneath the floor and no priest wanted to explain to the ghosts that celestial abduction had finally beaten local stubbornness.

Four districts told Trevor to go fuck himself, and he enjoyed those most because defiance made them unpredictable even when attached to terrible taste. The last district was still arguing when the gates opened.

Junia put her sword through the next gate line. “Nothing opens somewhere I have not seen.”

Trevor lied about the ninth gate, but Junia caught him by the color of his halo and rerouted it to an abandoned orchard. The families crossing arrived among dead apple trees instead of a Host barracks prepared to receive fresh bodies.

“You were going to cage those families inside a barracks,” Junia said.

“I was going to own everything dangerous around them.”

“That is what protection says while fastening the collar.”

Trevor smiled. “And yet you remain in my formation.”

“One percent outside it.”

The marks beneath them pulsed together, and for a single beat the gold light copied the evacuation into sixteen imaginary gates ending inside one pale hand. Junia cut the pattern apart before it completed.

Morrow stepped away from the sparks. “It is not only tracking you now. It is learning what each Trevor does when afraid.”

Tyrant watched the false gates bleed shut. The Mouth had learned his favorite move. Fine. He would teach it to dodge that move, then put a knife where it landed.


Chapter 15 — The Sky Closed Around Her

The First Mouth took both Junias while Mercy was still reading their names in the floor.

His Junia stood three paces away. She recognized the gold mark beneath her boot and managed one warning before the throne room folded. “Do not fill my absence with your will.”

White walls became wrists, the floor became a palm, and five gold fingers closed over Junia. Then they turned inside out.

Trevor grabbed for her, but Boundary Mercy found no touching seam, and his hand closed on a length of dark braid with nobody attached. Junia’s sword rang against the floor. A gold finger hooked its guard and snatched it through as the fist vanished.

Tyrant Junia vanished with her. Across the fading overlap, black-red Trevor struck the place she had been with all eight wings before hitting stone.

Both maps emptied at once. Trevor stared at the severed braid, and the throne room kept Junia's shape around her absence.

SELF-OWNED WITNESSES // REMOVED

One empty place stood outside Trevor's sword range where she had told him to wait. The formation still held its shape. Damaris guarded the gold hand, Naomi's half-pane curved around a body no longer present, Petra's two exits waited in darkness, and Adina's final ink stroke ended at the point of Junia's disappearance.

Trevor wanted to close his fist around every open space. He wanted to move everyone before fear could answer, exactly as Junia had warned he would.

Damaris saw his halo brighten and stepped into the white glare. “Do not close your fist around this room.”

“She is already gone, and every lost second gives the Mouth more sky.”

“The places she chose are still here.” Damaris pointed with the flail haft, forcing him to see each untouched position instead of the distance opening beneath his feet.

Trevor forced himself to leave every chosen place untouched. Naomi closed the unused pane, Petra let both exits fade, and Adina drew one black line through the gold fist before stopping her pen.

Damaris took the braid from Trevor’s hand and looped it over her gauntlet. A label flickered above it: IMAGE TRACE // TRACKABLE.

Naomi checked the cut end. “No blood or follicle. It cut the image. Scent and touch remain.”

“Enough for Petra?” Trevor asked.

“Enough to start.”

He closed his empty hands. Junia had worn that braid over one shoulder when she threatened him at breakfast. He kept seeing the space where it should have been.

Petra watched the braid instead of Trevor and asked, “What happens when we find her?”

Trevor answered before anyone else could breathe. “We tear her out of whatever swallowed her, and then we kill it.”

Damaris tightened the loose wrap around her gauntlet. “We arrive, see what they did, and listen if she can speak.”

Trevor's voice roughened. “And if she cannot speak after what they do?”

Naomi answered, “We keep her alive without carving our fear into her body.”

Adina closed her Gospel and said, “Silence tells us nothing except that she is silent.” Petra drew three roads and named no Junia at the end of any.

Trevor hated the third road enough to make the throne room shake. Damaris caught his eyes before the floor could split. “Hate is not a plan.”

“It remains excellent fuel, especially when the destination deserves burning.”

“Then let someone else steer the fire while you supply the heat.”

Trevor gave Petra the route. The surrender felt like losing Junia again. Damaris took the lead before he could pull hard enough to hurt someone no longer present.

“Petra, give us the fastest route still breathing,” she said.

Petra had sixteen marks in the floor. Fifteen ended at the gold fist. The last continued upward through a place the sky denied containing.

“The last mark is moving quickly,” Petra said, watching its edges smear across the stone.

“Open it before the trail forgets us.”

“The Mouth will know we followed, and it may close the road around us.”

“It already has both Junias. I can live with making it nervous.”

Petra opened the mark, but the sixteenth route became the memory of a road instead of anything solid. Trevor's feet struck stones removed from history, his wings beat air belonging to an eaten sky, and every backward glance made the route forget another step.

“Do not think about the entrance behind us,” Petra said.

Trevor immediately pictured the entrance in perfect detail, and the last ten feet vanished beneath Naomi's next step.

Adina opened three broken memories of the path. One remembered blue stone, another red, and the third insisted they had crossed a rope bridge over daylight. Their contradictions gave Petra enough unreal distance to rebuild the missing stretch behind Naomi.

“I told you not to imagine the entrance,” Petra said, rebuilding stone beneath Naomi's boot.

“You made it sound irresistibly forbidden, which is how my mind receives most useful warnings.”

“Your leadership style is a disease.”

Naomi flew behind them and snapped, “Do not involve medicine in his nonsense. I have enough real injuries coming.”

“You could involve it in mine,” Petra said.

“You are not injured.”

“Give it a minute.”

Naomi did not smile, but the pane she was holding warmed by a degree, and Petra noticed.

The route narrowed until Trevor folded his low wings and then the middle pairs, leaving only the high pair to scrape them forward. Damaris gripped his ankle and trailed straight behind. Adina's pages flew edgewise. Naomi's panes became lines.

Petra remained comfortable; routes feared her. The mark tried to close around Trevor's body.

He refused to become the plug. Trevor wedged his halo’s rim into the closing mark and fed twenty MP into it. White fire held one inch of space while the road ground against the gold.

HALO BRACE // MP 326 → 306

The route peeled feathers and skin from his folded wings. Damaris used that inch to swing her flail ahead and catch the exit.

HP 726 → 714 | STAMINA 555 → 537

They burst together through the mark, Damaris, Naomi, and Adina behind Trevor, and the route scraped sparks from all eight wings. The opening spat them into a procession of floating womb-shaped doors.

Hundreds drifted through a night without stars. Each held the outline of a grown angel; some pounded from within, others floated still, and none was Junia.

Every white door carried a gold lie across its face: WILLING MOTHER, GRATEFUL VESSEL, or SAFE BECAUSE SHE STOPPED REFUSING.

The First Mouth had written endings over women whose bodies it wanted to use as doorways. Trevor's disgust sharpened until his halo hurt.

Adina stripped every label from the nearest door, and the woman inside opened her eyes before hitting the panel hard enough to crack it.

Petra opened a route, but the woman shook her head and pointed to the next door. Another captive floated unconscious inside it.

“Save her first,” she mouthed through the glass. Trevor followed her pointing finger and did not pretend she had chosen to remain. Petra opened two routes, Naomi caught the unconscious woman, and Damaris broke the first door only after its prisoner's kick to the hinge from within.

The procession noticed their rescue and accelerated. Hundreds of doors rushed toward a pale opening, forcing Trevor to chase Junia or slow for captives.

He called thirty-two relays across the thinning mark, and eleven answered. Trevor showed them the procession without pulling on a single root.

Nine relays opened their own way in. First Bell sent the baker with two town scribes carrying a door frame that still smelled like bread. The western hospice sent four healers who moved wounded bodies before fighters. A congregation that had voted against Trevor sent its oldest relay keeper and no explanation.

Two answering relays stayed home. One lacked fighters trained for a starless route, and the other had lost too many people rebuilding after the sky tooth. Trevor felt both noes enter his network without weakening it.

The nine volunteer teams arrived unevenly. One route dropped everyone upside down, and another forced its scribes to walk away from the captives in order to approach them. Petra let both routes remain crooked until their makers called for help.

The baker read the labels across the floating doors and asked, “Those things are holding people inside them?”

“Grown angels,” Adina said. “I cannot tell which ones are awake, and this procession is not all of them.”

“How many more?”

“Enough that you should decide with your eyes open.”

His face changed. He had come in expecting a rescue lane, not a factory, so Trevor gave him an exit and hid nothing of the road beyond it. The baker looked at the open road, then at the nearest door. A fist struck the inside once.

“Keep the exit open,” he said. “I have chosen this door for now, and I will choose the next one when I see it.”

The town scribes began stripping labels, reading each lie aloud before Adina burned it so the captive could hear the words die. The hospice healers asked where each conscious woman hurt first. Doors giving no answer moved into quiet routes with every strange hand kept away.

Trevor watched his network perform work he had never commanded.

Nine relays made nine different mistakes: one opened a door too early, another assumed a freed woman wanted white clothing, and a healer called her pane safe until the woman inside flinched.

They noticed each wound and changed the work of their hands. Trevor kept moving. The relays opened exits behind him.

The void midwife blocked Junia. Thirty black hands arranged gold instruments along the folded white cloth of its torso and wings. One hand held Mercy Junia's sword; another displayed Tyrant Junia's one-percent owner mark like a red coin.

VOID MIDWIFE // 7,200,000 HP

“Return them,” Trevor said. The midwife answered by opening a mouth in the cloth, and Junia stepped out.

She wore no wounds, her braid remained whole, and her dark eyes held exactly the irritation Trevor had expected after rescue.

“You took too long,” she said with exactly enough anger to make Trevor lunge. Damaris's hand closed on his shoulder, and he stopped. The counterfeit had no time to turn recognition into a leash.

“What did you tell me before you vanished?” he asked.

“That you must not fill my absence with your will.” The answer matched every word and none of the woman behind them.

“What did you mean when you said it?”

The false Junia smiled with borrowed lips. “That you should come get me anyway, because you always know what I want.”

Trevor's halo cut her in half, and the body opened into gold hands.

“Junia would rather remain kidnapped than make subtext that needy,” he said. Gold hands burst from the ruined copy.

“Accurate, insulting, and currently useful,” Damaris answered, and the midwife attacked.

Trevor opened six rescue wings around the drifting doors, and his remaining pair drove him through the first hand. The impact split the counterfeit and burned fifteen MP from his halo.

VOID MIDWIFE // HP 7,200,000 → 6,310,000

MP 306 → 291

Damaris broke three more hands, Naomi's panes caught the first falling women, and Adina called each captive by name ahead of the swallowing dark.

The midwife squeezed Tyrant Junia's red coin until black light ran between its fingers. Every door belonged to the Mouth for one beat, and Trevor's sanctuary rejected them ahead of any widening. Bodies fell into the starless dark before he could catch them.

Soft white hands waited below, ready to catch every falling body and call the catch a yes. Petra had warned that some routes became traps by deciding what counted as arrival.

“No landing,” Petra shouted. Trevor counted 139 bodies and discovered his rescue wings could not hold them without linking every frightened woman to him. Naomi's panes held eighteen, the nine relays held fifty-seven more, and Damaris and Adina carried six between them.

Fifty-eight women still fell beyond every pane and outstretched hand, so Trevor ripped a solution from the procession itself.

He drove his upper wings beneath one womb-shaped door, tore it free of the current, and turned its outer shell sideways. Falling bodies struck the broad white surface instead of the waiting hands, and the door punished Trevor for stealing its purpose. A gold instrument punched through his lower right wing, and another raked his ribs.

HP 714 → 691 | STAMINA 537 → 512

The door tried to label every woman ENTERED before Adina crossed out the word with six contradictory destinations. Petra made the shell a road rather than a room. The fifty-eight slid into an unowned stretch of dark until relays could reach them.

The midwife attacked across Trevor's exposed back, but Damaris took the first instrument across her armor. Gold hooks bit through a shoulder plate and tried to turn the wound into a chain until she broke the instrument with one bare hand.

“No,” Trevor said, and his halo answered with enough white fire to burn another hand from the creature's shoulder.

VOID MIDWIFE // HP 6,310,000 → 5,040,000

He spent forty Hope and twenty-eight MP opening Many-Voices Domain as an invitation rather than a hook.

HOPE 1,470/1,500 → 1,430/1,500 | MP 291 → 263

One hundred nine women reached back toward Trevor, and thirty turned away.

Naomi caught the reaching women. Petra arrived through her own mark and gave the other thirty separate roads without hooks. Damaris struck the red coin with Contradictory Grace, splitting the midwife's grasp across two truths it could not crush together.

TRUE // owner mark belongs to Tyrant Junia

TRUE // Tyrant Junia is absent and cannot aim the mark

The coin stopped. Damaris's strike tore twelve black hands from the midwife and left its white cloth body pouring darkness.

VOID MIDWIFE // HP 5,040,000 → 3,620,000

Trevor crossed the distance before the creature could close those wounds.

The midwife showed him a second fake Junia who did not speak, only looked afraid and held out a shaking hand. It was a better counterfeit, and Trevor almost took that hand. Damaris watched without warning him.

The first fake had failed by getting Junia's speech wrong, but the second understood silence, posture, and every familiar angle of her distrust. Its fingers bore the correct calluses, its sword hand rested near the hip through the whole plea, and black residue marked the throat at the shadow's old grip.

Only its clean nails betrayed the copy.

Trevor wanted one grand difference, something making the real Junia knowable only to a lover, but the fake denied him that comfort. A perfect copy could steal habits; love gave him no secret password, only the job of looking harder.

Then the clean fingernails. Three owner leeches had died on Junia's sword before her abduction, and black blood should have remained beneath two nails, because she never scrubbed herself clean while someone else needed killing.

He drove his halo through the fake hand and into the midwife's cloth chest. The creature crushed his lower wings against the stolen door, tearing ten HP and thirty-four Stamina out of him before Trevor burned the last twenty-five MP through its center. Damaris hit the other side at the same instant.

HP 691 → 681 | MP 263 → 238 | STAMINA 512 → 478

VOID MIDWIFE // HP 3,620,000 → 0

Gold instruments scattered, and the freed women struck the remaining tools ahead of the Mouth's reach.

Some used weapons, some used door hinges, and one woman kicked the label GRATEFUL VESSEL into broken gold letters under her heel. The first captive Trevor had freed dragged the unconscious woman through a relay route, then returned with a stolen spear.

“Junia?” she asked, testing the stolen spear's weight.

“Still ahead of us,” Trevor said.

“Then move before the trail closes.” Trevor obeyed the survivor and left the rescued women to the people they had chosen.

The nine relay teams took the rescue field by their own choice. Naomi remained long enough to stabilize the worst injuries before following Trevor. Damaris took a surviving instrument from the wreckage, Petra held the narrowing trail, and Adina left every label burning in the dark as a warning to the next captives: those names were lies.

The instrument played two heartbeats: Mercy Junia and Tyrant Junia, still separate, still alive, and moving farther away.

Trevor's reward arrived immediately.

LEVEL 88

VITALITY 65 +1 = 66
INTELLECT 55 +1 = 56
PRESENCE 65 +1 = 66

MAX HP 762 +8 = 770
MAX MP 753 +7 = 760
MAX STAMINA 684 +7 = 691

CURRENT
HP 681/770 | MP 238/760 | STAMINA 478/691
HOPE 1,430/1,500


Trevor had spent blood, magic, and strength on a victory that did not include Junia. He picked up the instrument. Its two heartbeats became one shared pulse for half a second, then separated again beneath Adina's listening hand.

“They left us a route,” Adina said.

“The Junias left it?”

“The thing carrying them wants us to follow, and it knows we can hear the invitation.”

“Good,” Trevor said, already opening his wings.

Damaris stepped in front of him. “Useful is not the same as good, and you know better than to confuse bait with kindness.”

Trevor studied the instrument again. Two heartbeats, no rhythm shared.

Mercy Junia's ran controlled and slow, and Tyrant Junia's stuttered every eleventh beat before correcting itself. That tiny theft was the one-percent gap she had trained into her body to prove command had not taken everything.

Damaris unwound the braid, working one dark strand free from the joint of her gauntlet.

“Put the braid in her room,” Damaris said.

Trevor looked from the hair to the instrument. “We may need it for tracking, and a copied pattern may fail when the Mouth changes direction.”

“Naomi has their heartbeats. Keep the braid’s pattern too, then send it home. I want her to find it beside her tea when we bring her back.”

Damaris laid the braid in Naomi’s hands but kept her gauntlets cupped around them. Naomi waited through that extra breath before drawing the hair free.

She measured the length, break pattern, soul trace, and every pulse the tracker could follow. Petra opened a route to Junia's room, and Adina kept the pattern from fading. Damaris placed the braid on the table beside Junia’s unfinished tea.

Damaris came back through the route and took her place beside the instrument. Trevor bent close, following the stolen interval toward the next door.

“Tell me what each of us does when we find them,” he said.

Naomi pressed two fingers to the instrument. “I find the wounds, and Junia tells me which one matters first.”

Petra opened three marks. “I keep every road alive until someone uses it.”

Adina closed her Gospel. “I write what happens and leave the silences empty.”

Damaris rested the flail on one shoulder. “I break any command that spends Junia to save her.”

Trevor looked at the twin heartbeats. “I move when she signals or one of you calls me.”

“And if they cannot ask us for anything?” he added.

“Then we act on the harm in front of us,” Naomi answered, “not on every future we are afraid of.”

“That can still leave us one breath too late.”

“Yes, and I hate that as much as you do.”

No one promised anything. The heartbeats continued, one controlled and the other stealing its own eleventh beat. Both women had already begun the rescue from inside. That knowledge made the road easier to follow and failure impossible to excuse. They were leaving signs of life that Trevor could still arrive too late to answer.

Trevor looked at the empty place on Damaris's gauntlet and whispered, “I know, and I am coming before the Mouth teaches me how much knowing can hurt.”

Behind them, the route back to Free Heaven closed. The last gold door ahead opened onto a sanctuary full of refugees. Tyrant Trevor stood at its edge with black-red fire in both hands and no patience left for anyone between him and Junia.


Chapter 16 — I Burned the Refuge to Keep the Trail

Mercy arrived in time to watch Trevor choose between Junia's trail and eight hundred forty-two refugees from a dead Heaven. White tents filled a valley beneath a cracked moon, and the abductor's path ran through the center under hundreds of frightened souls.

They had built an entire life in the ruins, starting with one tent serving soup from a row of mismatched copper pots. Another held boots in forty sizes and no matching pairs. People had painted their names across the valley stones so the dead Heaven could not misplace them again. A choir rehearsed badly near the moonlit ridge, every singer choosing a different forbidden harmony.

The abductor had hidden its trail inside those ordinary survival habits, tucking one piece of the path into every shared meal and another under every painted name. Whenever a refugee checked that a neighbor still breathed, the First Mouth used that loving glance to drag Junia one inch farther away.

Trevor could pick the Mouth's scent out of those tangled souls in four minutes; Petra could burn the hidden path bright in two.

The choice arrived with faces instead of cold math. A woman outside the soup tent lifted a ladle against Trevor's black-red wings. Two men drove people toward caves, and the bad choir stopped singing.

They had escaped one Heaven, and now Trevor looked like the next one. Their evacuation needed four minutes, and Junia's trail would cool in two. Trevor could save the sanctuary or keep Junia's location, and Mercy saw the same terrible timing from the far door.

“Give me two minutes,” Mercy called across the valley.

Tyrant smiled, said, “No,” and ignited the tents hard enough to melt the woman's ladle first.

The woman dropped the molten ladle and dragged the nearest cook away. Black-red fire followed her need to protect. It ran up her arms without burning skin, found every person she cared about, and lit their souls along Junia's trail.

Trevor could have kept the brand on the ground. He shoved it into love instead. The First Mouth had shown him where affection burned hottest. Stolen cruelty tasted better in use.

Mercy understood at the first web of affection catching fire. “You are making love combustible.”

“It already was,” Tyrant said, widening the flame at Mercy's order to stop.

A man abandoned a tent full of strangers to carry his husband, and the fire learned the order of his heart. A healer ran toward screams instead of safety, feeding the brand with every person she could not leave. The choir scattered in thirteen directions but kept looking back, so Trevor burned every glance.

The path rose beneath them like a black vein, and Petra drove her mark into it, giving Trevor everything he needed. Then he fed the fire again.

Black-red fire entered the first tent and leaped through every frightened reflex the sanctuary shared. People ran, and owner fire hunted each choice back to the world root of their abandonment.

The abductor's path glowed under the panic until Petra sank both hands into its pulse. “I have the trail.”

The sanctuary remained deliberately on fire. Damaris said, “You have it. Stop.” Trevor made the flames climb higher. The first minute had bought Junia's trail, but the second belonged only to his pleasure. Tyrant chose how each group would suffer.

He made the soup line burn hottest whenever one person passed a bowl. The boot tent ignited around every pair someone had matched by hand. Painted names on the valley stones became red brands leading directly toward the person answering to them.

The bad choir scattered in every direction until Trevor made harmony itself combustible. Fire crossed the distance whenever one singer heard another, turning thirteen forbidden notes into thirteen bright lines along the route.

“Stop singing,” the choir leader shouted, but an old man at the ridge held his note.

“It is how my wife finds me,” he said. She answered from the smoke, and fire joined their voices.

Tyrant could have muted the sound. He amplified both voices instead, until every refugee heard the cost of attachment.

Mercy reached them beneath four white wings and said, “The plateau path cannot hear you.”

“Can we sing there?” the wife asked.

“Badly.” The old man laughed with black-red fire climbing his coat, and Mercy opened the path without telling either of them to move. The couple crossed together and fed the brand one final line before distance broke it.

Tyrant drank that piece of the path again because turning Mercy's rescue into more fuel amused him.

He wanted Mercy to watch him keep burning people after the reason ended. He wanted the gold-star eyes to lose every hopeful excuse. He wanted desire to survive the truth or die before fusion made it expensive.

Mercy opened eight white wings and dove into the valley without ordering a single person to run.

Nine relays fed routes forward from the procession. One opened paths to Free Heaven, and two chose the rebuilt refuge beyond the broken moon. Three people refused both; every Heaven now smelled like a trap. Petra cut a third path to an empty plateau beyond any crown's reach.

Mercy carried nothing through the smoke except what his eyes and wings could show.

“White light reaches Free Heaven; blue paths reach the rebuilt refuge; gold reaches the empty plateau. Walk, fly, or stay—but the fire follows love, so put distance between you if neither of you has to be left behind.”

The warning hurt because people had to choose distance from those they loved or feed Tyrant's brand. Mercy did not make it harmless; he showed the wound and left their hands free, and Tyrant watched him do it.

The woman from the soup tent refused every path until the other cooks crossed, then stood alone in black-red flame with empty hands. She dared Trevor to burn her without hiding behind someone she loved. Tyrant looked directly at her and increased the heat.

Mercy's Damaris landed between them and broke the fire line with Contradictory Grace.

TRUE // attachment carries the flame

TRUE // this woman stands alone by choice

The brand split, and the woman walked through the gold route without looking back.

Mercy's sanctuary caught the people reaching for it. Naomi and Petra opened paths for everyone else, and Damaris's silver armor vanished into smoke.

Tyrant fed another hundred forty Fear into the fire because pain deserved fuel when it was entertaining.

FEAR 1,870/2,000 → 1,730/2,000

His body still carried the void midwife's wounds, but he burned ninety MP to widen the brand and seventy Stamina to keep his claws sunk into the trail.

MP 206/633 → 116/633

STAMINA 552/649 → 482/649

The abductor sent a ferryman back through the trail.

It rose from the flames as a tall white figure with a boatman's pole through its chest, and faces moved beneath translucent skin. Every face belonged to a refugee whose escape the Mouth had already eaten.

VOID FERRYMAN // 8,000,000 HP

The faces under its skin began speaking: “Wait for me.” “Do not leave.” “If you loved me, you would stay.”

The stolen pleas belonged to refugees whose last noes it had swallowed. The ferryman packed itself with their need and grew heavier at every turn toward a familiar voice. Every escape path narrowed.

Mercy ordered no one to ignore the voices; he asked Adina to name them instead.

Both Adinas worked across the burning valley, with Open Gospel carrying each remembered voice alone. Scarred Copy tore open the seams where the Mouth had stitched one plea into another; some belonged to the living, some to the dead, and some had never been spoken.

The refugees answered one by one: “I loved you.” “I cannot wait.”

“That is not your voice,” another woman shouted before walking away. “I am leaving anyway.”

Each answer tore one face free from the ferryman's skin.

Tyrant saw the white armor soften and drove his attack into the grief beneath it. Mercy struck from inside the fire. Tyrant commanded every burning refugee to rush the ferryman. They were not his to move, so the command died inside their muscles, but Mercy heard it.

“They are not ammunition!” he shouted.

“Then stop presenting them in convenient shapes.”

The ferryman swung its impaling pole. Trevor marked three Host bodies for Empire Incarnation: one above, one below, and one inside Mercy’s escape path. He fed ANYTHING BETWEEN TREVOR AND THE JUNIA TRAIL into Perfect Hostility’s waiting enemy slot.

The skills wanted more MP than his body held, so Trevor bit into the sanctuary's burning world root and drank.

The root held everyone who had once trusted this dead Heaven to shelter them. Trevor tore out its power and left his hook buried in their pain.

The refugees felt the last strength of their shelter leave through Trevor’s mouth. He looked straight at them as he took it. One hundred eighty Fear rose from people who had thought there was nothing left for him to steal: 1,730 + 180 = 1,910.

MP flooded his current pool. He spent 105 MP and eighty Fear on Empire Incarnation, then 135 MP and one hundred Fear on Perfect Hostility. The Fear pool fell back to 1,730 as both skills struck.

SANCTUARY ROOT // 240 MP stolen

MP 116/633 → 356/633 → 116/633

Three bodies and the answering Host lanes struck at the ferryman. Incarnation split Trevor across three different hungers inside the fire.

The first Host body belonged to a soldier who had never met the refugees and saw only ground worth taking.

The second belonged to a captured angel whose sister had died in a similar sanctuary, forcing her to lose that sister again with every burning tent.

The third belonged to a man Tyrant had twisted until obeying hated commands filled him with pleasure. Fire reached him through love for people he no longer trusted himself to protect.

Trevor used all three without asking. Morrow would have pinned a jeweled name to every angle, and Mercy would have kept each pain apart. Tyrant crushed all three into one killing point.

The ferryman's pole struck three bodies as three different things: a barrier, a memory, and a hated command. Empire Incarnation pinned all three places at once, and Perfect Hostility fed on the shared enemy.

Mercy's separate white strike opened the armor without dragging any stolen face into his wings.

White fire tore holes between the stolen faces, and black-red hostility drove through each opening. Damaris chained the pole, and both Petras bent its next swing into the cracked moon.

The ferryman staggered under the first joined strike through its chest.

VOID FERRYMAN // HP 8,000,000 → 6,420,000

Three Host bodies pinned the pole. Mercy split the white shell without touching the trapped faces, and Tyrant drove black-red fire through the wound. Their joined violence pleased him more than either attack alone.

VOID FERRYMAN // HP 6,420,000 → 3,880,000

Damaris ripped the pole sideways, and both Petras fed its length into the cracked moon. The ferryman followed its own weapon until half its body scraped away in lunar glass.

VOID FERRYMAN // HP 3,880,000 → 2,100,000

The ten-second burst ended. Trevor released the three bodies as the pinned pole tore loose, leaving each soldier to survive in skin he no longer occupied. His own eight wings answered when the ferryman reached for Mercy. He could have blocked at once. He waited long enough to see whether the other man would look at him. Mercy did, gold-star eyes holding disgust and unwilling need, so Trevor blocked.

The pole punched through two black wings and cost fifty HP.

Pain ripped through two wing roots, and one middle pair lost lift. Tyrant's body dropped into Mercy's sanctuary and landed against the other Trevor's chest.

For half a second, white wings carried black in an image too unbearable for Tyrant to leave unchanged.

Tyrant turned the fall into a spin, caught Mercy by the waist, and threw both of them back into attack position.

“I caught you,” Mercy said.

“I repositioned us.”

“Into my arms.”

“Your arms were in a useful place.”

The ferryman swung again, and Mercy laughed once despite the burning valley, blocking with two white wings. Tyrant wanted the laugh, so he made the next kill cruel enough to deserve it less.

HP 798/841 → 748/841

“You are welcome,” Tyrant said.

“I will thank you after the refugees are safe.”

“Then we will both die unsatisfied.”

They killed the ferryman together. Mercy severed its stolen faces, and Tyrant seized the empty skin and made it impale its own core.

VOID FERRYMAN // HP 2,100,000 → 0

The trail opened, and the System delivered Tyrant's reward.

LEVEL 88

MIGHT 73 +1 = 74
AGILITY 76 +1 = 77
INTELLECT 56 +1 = 57

MAX HP 841 +9 = 850
MAX MP 633 +7 = 640
MAX STAMINA 649 +7 = 656

CURRENT
HP 748/850 | MP 116/640 | STAMINA 482/656
FEAR 1,730/2,000


Fear rose from the survivors who understood that Trevor had kept the fire alive for pleasure.

FEAR 1,730/2,000 → 1,960/2,000

Mercy's relays saved six hundred eleven people, and two hundred thirty-one died. The survivors counted every one they could.

The count could never be perfect because some bodies had burned into the trail. Some people had crossed without names. Some names on the valley stones belonged to people who had left days before. Both Adinas, three refuge leaders, and a woman who remembered every soup bowl served since arrival gathered the names.

Tyrant waited because Mercy would not look at him until the last name stopped moving.

The count remained two hundred thirty-one.

The soup woman stood beside the first name, wiping soot from her burned hand. The old singer who kept the forbidden note survived beside his wife. Their neighbor did not, and no one knew the taker, black-red fire or the ferryman.

The woman who remembered soup bowls matched forty-seven orphaned names to habits. One man always asked for the cracked green bowl. A woman returned hers washed even when water was scarce. Three people shared the same bowl in shifts and had painted separate names under its rim.

Both Adinas kept uncertain names apart, even when the dead threatened to outnumber what anyone could remember. The soup woman painted GREEN BOWL — LAST SEEN AT SOUP LINE on one wall, then LEFT BOOT, SIZE ELEVEN — RIDGE EXIT under it.

Someone said the two might be one person. Both Adinas answered, “Keep both,” and the names multiplied as memories returned.

Mercy moved through the survivors as the count grew, helping lift burned tents only when asked. Pane Naomi treated attachment scars, and Ward Naomi sealed the pain Tyrant had planted around separation. Open Petra kept three paths alive. False Petra hid the plateau route from the First Mouth after the last refugee crossed, and from Open Petra, who found it in four seconds and stole the hiding place.

“Show-off,” False Petra said.

“Amateur.”

Both Naomis told them to shut up in the same breath, and then looked at each other, and then did not look at each other.

No one praised the creature the Mouth wanted both Trevors to become. There were still two men beneath matching faces: Mercy's white wings pulling people from smoke, and Tyrant's black-red fire still alive inside every bond that hurt.

One survivor asked Mercy, “Will killing the other angel undo our brands?”

“No,” he said.

“Then why keep him alive?”

Mercy looked across the valley at his own face wearing delight without apology.

“Right now, because he has part of the route to Junia.”

It was not the whole answer, but the survivor needed nothing more, standing beside two hundred thirty-one names.

The survivors painted the number on six standing walls. Trevor could have burned away every copy, but he left the names untouched. Fear lasted longer when people knew exactly whom he had taken.

The trail had required none of the deaths after the first mark.

Mercy landed in front of Tyrant with soot across his white armor and punched him.

Tyrant allowed the first hit. The second he caught. White and black wings opened over the smoking valley.

“You wanted me to see,” Mercy said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because you want me. I want to know whether you want the real thing or a villain-shaped excuse to feel complicated.”

“So you killed them to see what I would do.”

“I killed them because I enjoyed the fire. Watching what it did to you was a second pleasure.”

Mercy's fist tightened, and Tyrant offered him the truth ahead of any softer motive Mercy could invent. There was no hidden plea to be stopped and no wounded boy asking whether love could survive one more atrocity. Trevor had seen a chance to preserve the trail, then a chance to prolong terror, then a chance to make Mercy watch. He chose all three.

The confession did not ease anything in Mercy's face. It took away the comfort of getting it wrong. Mercy looked over the dead, and the want did not leave his eyes; it sat under the grief and the self-disgust, stubborn and physical. Tyrant hated the grief and loved its accuracy.

“I see you,” Mercy said.

“Good.”

“I may still kill you.”

“Better.”

The sanctuary behind them filled with people who had survived both Trevors.

An old choir couple stood beneath a damaged arch. One woman had accepted the warmth inside Tyrant's brand because it quieted fear. Her wife had refused that poisoned comfort and spent the battle dragging both of them toward Mercy's relay.

Now they held hands and could not agree which act had saved them.

Mercy wanted to call the no brave, and Tyrant wanted to grind shame into the accepting wife. Neither wife let a Trevor take her choice away a second time.

“We were trying to live,” the first said.

“Badly,” her wife added.

“Together.”

“Still badly.”

They walked into the refugee line without letting either man turn them into a lesson.

Mercy looked at Tyrant.

“You made relief feel like obedience.”

“She reached for what hurt less.”

“With your fire at her throat.”

“A blade at the throat does not erase the hand that moves.”

“No, but it tells me whose hand put the blade there.”

“And it tells me what she loves enough to bleed for. That is the part I wanted.”

The answer was cruel and not entirely false, and the gold eyes changed the way they did whenever Tyrant said something useful for the wrong reason. Tyrant watched it happen and enjoyed it.

“You want me.”

“I want several people who make terrible decisions.”

“But only one with this face.”

“Unfortunately.”

Damaris stepped between them before the argument became kissing or murder, just as the Junia trail began closing.

“Fight after we get them back.”

Mercy released Tyrant's wrist, but Tyrant released nothing. He had already attached a red thread to the edge of Mercy's white relay during the count of bodies.

The thread carried no command. It tasted how the relay shared pain, whose hands still moved without Trevor, and where Mercy's white roots had opened to him after they struck the ferryman together. The hook learned the flavor of willing cooperation during Mercy's grief, and Trevor enjoyed stealing it.

Damaris noticed the smallest movement of his low wing. Her eyes narrowed, and he smiled at her.

Their alliance had begun with a theft Mercy had not noticed, long before either Trevor admitted wanting one.

The surviving choir started singing again before the smoke cleared.

Not the forbidden harmony from the ridge. That song belonged to a valley Tyrant had destroyed. They chose a work chant with four notes, no sacred words, and a rhythm strong enough to time the passing of water buckets.

Mercy joined the line, and Tyrant did not.

He stood where the soup tent had been and watched survivors carry the injured through white relays. His hidden hook tasted who obeyed a shouted command, who snarled back, who dropped a bucket to catch a stranger, and who used panic to steal food.

Mercy saw the attention settle behind his lavender eyes.

“Stop sorting them into weapons.”

“No.”

“They are survivors.”

“Fear shows me every handle a person tries to hide.”

The soup-tent woman crossed between them with a burn down one arm. She heard him and poured her bucket over Tyrant's boots.

Steam climbed around his greaves.

“Usable enough?” she asked.

Tyrant could have made her kneel. His owner field tasted six old terrors and one fresh wound where relief had almost become attachment. He could turn the humiliation back on her in less than a heartbeat, and Mercy saw him find the openings.

Tyrant let her walk, not because cruelty had become wrong, but because letting her believe the act had gone unanswered would make the later payback more complete.

“You are smiling,” Mercy said.

“She improved my evening.”

“You are planning something.”

“I am always planning something.”

Mercy did not warn the woman. He told Adina something short and sent a relay keeper to stay with the survivors, and he did not say which smile had scared him.

Tyrant noticed that too. A warning now would only have sent him to a different victim or a quieter cruelty, and Mercy had worked that out. Working together had already become a knife fight fought through everyone standing between them.

Damaris shoved a bucket into each Trevor's hands.

“Carry,” she said.

Mercy carried. Tyrant crushed the handle, repaired it with Host metal, and carried because Damaris's order pleased him more than defiance would have.

The choir kept four notes alive under a broken moon.

Nobody mistook the sound for forgiveness.


Chapter 17 — Alliance Is an Ugly Word for Begging

Mercy spread two hundred thirty-one charred name strips across a door torn from the sanctuary, and did not let the dead become one more set of demands.

The dead came first: Lessa Cor, Ren Vale, the green-bowl man whose name nobody had recovered, and every other person lost in Tyrant's burning valley. Adina had lifted their names from six surviving walls before the First Mouth swallowed the valley.

Around that door, the living chose whether to follow either Trevor.

The soup-tent woman refused them both and offered to guide white relays through the ruined sanctuary instead. Three healers joined Naomi only after she showed them how Tyrant's hooks would scorch against her panes. Seventeen survivors wanted revenge badly enough to take a weapon from either army, while forty-one wanted nothing except distance.

Mercy opened every path they asked for, and the forty-one did not leave together. Nine chose Free Heaven but demanded a gate beyond Cathedral City; twelve chose the empty plateau because no angel held power there; six returned to help the captives in the drifting doors. The remaining fourteen asked Petra for roads neither Trevor could see.

Open Petra showed each visible path before anyone stepped onto it, while False Petra built the hidden ones and whispered their ends only into the ears of the people crossing.

Tyrant reached through his owner field to taste those roads until False Petra met his hook at the first wall and said, “No.”

“You are in my Host.”

“My body is. The road thinks you are unpleasant.”

“Everything you make with my power belongs beneath my hand.”

Mutiny Damaris rested her flail against his shoulder. “Junia is running out of heartbeats. Try being useful before I demonstrate how little owning matters to a broken wrist.”

Tyrant could have commanded both women. Instead he looked at the instrument pulsing in Damaris's fist and let everyone watch him choose Junia over the small victory.

One of the seventeen revenge fighters scratched her name from Adina's slate. “If that is him behaving, give me the plateau.”

Mercy opened the path without argument while Tyrant watched a useful blade walk away, then called after her, “Wasteful.”

“You showed her exactly what she would be standing beside,” Ward Naomi said.

The soup woman brought back a twisted strip of copper from where her ladle had melted and laid it across the names, and said, “My dead do not put either Trevor's hand around the living.”

Tyrant raised one brow and said, “Your dead are covering the table.”

“That is why I said living,” she answered before leaving the copper there and returning to the sanctuary paths without joining either army. Tyrant watched forty-two possible weapons leave and called them wasted again.

“They are not ours,” Mercy said, and Tyrant answered, “Then someone less sentimental should decide where they cut.”

The black-winged Trevor said it lightly, but Mercy remembered fire running through affection and refused to let wit make the corpses smaller.

He planted his sword point in the broken door. White flame spread under the names without touching them.

“Reach for my people and the path breaks before your command lands.”

“Boring,” Tyrant said as Mercy dropped twenty-nine white stones beside the blade and promised, “Every fighter carries a way out that you cannot close.”

“Cowardly.”

Mercy's Naomi covered the stones with a clear pane while Tyrant's Naomi pressed a black seal against the red roots beneath Trevor's boots. “Hide a command in the road,” Mercy said, “and both Naomis burn it back through you.”

Tyrant smiled and murmured, “Tempting,” while Mercy continued, “No one touches either Junia until she moves first.”

“Mine is ninety-nine percent mine.”

Mutiny Damaris drove her flail through the door and missed his fingers by less than a hair. “Say that when she is here to break your mouth.”

The heartbeat instrument fluttered, and Tyrant looked at it instead of punishing Damaris. Mercy watched the command die unused behind his teeth.

“No person becomes fuel,” Mercy said, but Tyrant asked, “If Junia is dying and one unwilling prisoner can power her rescue?”

“No.”

“One hundred prisoners?”

“No.”

“The creature that took her?”

Mercy hesitated, and Tyrant leaned close enough for their halos to hiss. “There you are.”

Mercy hated the opening and did not hide it behind a clean lie. “Bring me the creature, show me Junia, and I will answer then. I will not give you a killing toy before we know whose throat is under your knife.”

“Less satisfying; more honest than I expected,” Tyrant murmured.

Mercy lunged across the door.

Their halos struck before their fists, filling the tent with gold-white and black-red light. Mercy caught Tyrant's wrists, Tyrant hooked one low wing behind Mercy's knee, and both Trevors crashed through the door hard enough to scatter the dead.

Mercy hit him until the two Damarises dragged them apart with the same grip and very different profanity.

“Yours bites,” Mutiny Damaris said.

“Yours has a bad hold on the wrist.”

“It is a good hold. He is a bad wrist.”

“Six heartbeats,” Naomi said from the tent entrance.

Everyone stopped as the Junia instrument pulsed once, went still, then managed a weaker second beat that crushed the fight under fear.

Mercy looked at Tyrant over Damaris's armored shoulder and said, “I need you.”

The truth hurt more than begging because it carried no theater, and Tyrant's expression changed. Whatever he had wanted to do with Mercy's need, he set it down; the failing heartbeat had made it too expensive to savor, and that showed.

“One more wound between us,” Tyrant said. “Neither Trevor erases the other, swallows the other, or calls the other a fake while we are hunting Junia.”

Mercy studied him. “Protecting yourself?”

“Protecting the only body I might enjoy more than mine.”

“You make self-preservation sound obscene,” Mercy said, and Tyrant gave him one pleased word: “Talent.”

The two Naomis joined their panes over the scattered names. Mercy's pane burned any hidden hook that crossed from one army into the other; Tyrant's ward made every spoken change echo through both bodies as pain.

“Your pane burns,” Ward Naomi said.

“Your ward hurts.”

“Good. Then they both work.” It was the closest either of them came to a compliment, and both of them heard it.

The Petras pressed one exit stone into every volunteer's palm. False Petra kept one last road hidden from both Trevors, though each traveler would see it before taking the first step.

“Hidden from me too?” Open Petra asked.

“Especially from you.”

“Rude.”

“Flattering. Take it.”

Open Gospel Adina spoke every demand back in a separate voice. Scar Adina made the old words scream whenever either Trevor tried to soften them. Neither woman let matching faces become one mouth.

Both Damarises stood close enough to break whichever Trevor moved first. Eight women failed to crowd a ruined tent where the missing Junias took up more room than bodies.

The instrument pulsed every eleven seconds, and each heartbeat arrived weaker.

Mercy's bars had bled into six hundred eleven rescues: shared burns tore forty-one HP from him, white paths drank one hundred twenty-eight MP, carrying strangers took seventy-eight Stamina, and keeping those white paths open spent three hundred eighty Hope. He still saw the people beyond their reach.

HP 681 → 640 | MP 238 → 110 | STAMINA 478 → 400 | HOPE 1,430 → 1,050

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 88

HP 640/770
MP 110/760
STAMINA 400/691
HOPE 1,050/1,500


Tyrant stood stronger only because he had drunk a dead world's root and forced other people to pay first.

Mercy cut his palm. Tyrant bit his own wrist because a knife felt insufficiently rude, then clasped Mercy's bleeding hand inside the joined panes.

White and black-red fire climbed both arms without mixing. Each Trevor felt one word inside the other's pulse: stop.

Either man could still break contact, but neither could drive a command, hook, or wing past that word.

The System opened a drill across the dead sanctuary.

TWIN-PATH DRILL

CROSS ONE MOVING VOID
KEEP BOTH TREVORS WHOLE

MERCY STOP // LIVE
TYRANT STOP // LIVE
BODY THEFT // LOCKED

JUNIA TRAIL // 00:03:00


The drill stretched across a hundred yards of black air crowded with doors. Mercy could open exits that accepted a freely reaching hand; Tyrant could hammer solid red steps into the dark. Either man alone fell after ten yards.

They fell five times before learning anything useful, beginning when Tyrant shoved a hook into Mercy's white door. The joined panes hurled him into a refuge kitchen with enough lightning to curl every black feather.

Three cooks hit him with ladles before anyone explained divinity. Mercy planted his elbows on the counter. “Look at that. You found the adds.”

On the second attempt, Mercy refused the step Tyrant made. Both men fell into a dead ocean and returned soaked.

The water tried to turn drowning into a chain around them. Mercy opened one door, escaped, and left another glowing within Tyrant's reach. Tyrant refused it; rescue offered by Mercy apparently tasted too much like surrender, so they climbed out separately after wasting twenty-three seconds.

On the third attempt, Tyrant hid an owner barb inside the word stable.

The joined panes bit twenty HP from him and filled his mouth with blood.

TYRANT HP 748/850 → 728/850

He smiled like a man who had just learned how deeply the black seal could smell deceit.

Mercy saw him learn and warned, “Probe the panes again, and I will ask the cooks to bring larger spoons.”

When Tyrant said, “Anything I discover accidentally remains mine,” both Adinas groaned.

On the fourth attempt, Mercy tried to carry Tyrant instead of trusting his feet until Tyrant bit his shoulder.

Mercy dropped him at once, leaving Tyrant knee-deep in the dead ocean and offended that teeth had consequences.

On the fifth attempt, they chose the same door and struck facefirst.

Their halos rang loudly enough for both Damarises to draw weapons. Mercy fell backward laughing. Tyrant touched the blood under his nose, stared at it, and laughed too.

Mercy knew that laugh now. He wanted to earn it again, somewhere without a timer eating their lives. The thought made him miss Tyrant’s offered hand on the first try.

“Eyes up, gorgeous.”

“That was your fault.”

“Most things are.”

The sixth attempt worked because neither Trevor tried to improve the other.

Mercy left Tyrant's red step hard, ugly, and eager to hold anyone who lingered. Tyrant left Mercy's white door soft enough to vanish when a hand refused it. Each looked wrong beside the other, which meant both were real.

They crossed the void together, and their companions followed without becoming one party.

Mercy's Damaris used the white door and never touched Tyrant's step. Mutiny Damaris took the red platform, then stole one beat from Trevor when it tried to keep her after landing.

Pane Naomi crossed through a bright healing path. Ward Naomi moved inside black silence that let neither Trevor feel her pulse.

Open Petra used the visible door. False Petra arrived from somewhere else, called the difference obvious, and refused to explain further.

Open Gospel Adina carried the dead names against her chest. Scar Adina brought the torn scraps from all five falls, with every scorch and bite still bright.

The three healers followed the Naomis, testing each pane with a hand before putting their weight on it. Each woman crossed in her own way before the refuge fighters came last. Seventeen had become sixteen after watching Tyrant bare his teeth at False Petra. Six chose Mercy's invitation; seven chose Tyrant's hard platform only after forcing him to show every hook; two used both. The last woman refused both Trevors and waited until False Petra opened a path for her alone.

Black air gathered around all twenty-nine people and tried to close them into one chain.

Scar Adina cut the word from the air while Gospel Adina shouted twenty-nine names into the gap before the dark could replace it.

Tyrant's face said the sound was ugly; Mercy found it exhausting; both kept listening.

Tyrant laid one red step, Mercy opened one white door, and they crossed the last span with separate stop words alive inside their joined hands.

At the far side, Junia's trail split into two stairways as white coffins climbed toward Mercy Junia's heartbeat. Red cages descended toward Tyrant Junia's, and the stairways crossed every eleven seconds with the stolen beat inside the instrument.

No single army could take both paths without abandoning one woman.

The burn between the Trevors' palms warmed. For the first time, their six spoken wounds had made something more useful than holding back: one path neither man could build by erasing the other.

Five falls and the crossing burned sixty MP, sixty Stamina, and thirty-eight HP from Mercy. Tyrant's bite accounted for none of the HP because teeth apparently lacked mechanical dignity.

HP 640 → 602 | MP 110 → 50 | STAMINA 400 → 340

Mercy reached Level 89 when the final white door and red step held at the same time.

LEVEL 89

AGILITY 67 +1 = 68
WILL 53 +1 = 54
PRESENCE 66 +1 = 67

MAX HP 770 +8 = 778
MAX MP 760 +7 = 767
MAX STAMINA 691 +7 = 698

CURRENT
HP 602/778 | MP 50/767 | STAMINA 340/698
HOPE 1,050/1,500

TWIN ACTIONS // 1
SEPARATE STOP WORDS // 2


The Junia instrument pulsed with two stronger heartbeats. The twin-path drill had found both women.

Hope rose because two Trevors had kept each other intact for entirely different reasons.

HOPE 1,050/1,500 → 1,140/1,500

Mercy looked down at their joined hands. Tyrant's blood lay black-red across his palm, and nothing moved beneath it.

Then Mercy felt the second hook, though it carried no command yet. The barb waited below the blood for both armies to pull in the same direction, ready to bite when twenty-nine people forgot they were separate.

Mercy nearly tore the drill apart until the instrument answered with two weaker beats.

He glanced at Tyrant's lowest right wing, where the hidden thread disappeared beneath black feathers. Mercy's Damaris followed his eyes. Mutiny Damaris stood closer to the barb and gave the smallest nod.

She had seen it, which did not comfort Mercy: Tyrant's Damaris was letting the theft breathe while Junia needed the path, one danger now so they could face another later.

Mercy broke a white splinter from his halo and hid it under Lessa Cor's name strip. No command crossed it, and Mercy said nothing. If Tyrant's hook closed, the splinter would cut back.

The path tried them again at once.

Twelve soldiers from the Host rearguard caught up as nine of the relay volunteers reached a bridge that existed only while the soldiers gave it weight. The twelve reached a door that opened only while three relay keepers shouted different colors at it.

Neither group could cross alone.

“Will you join the bridge?” Mercy asked his volunteers. Tyrant commanded the Host forward, and red weight met white disagreement in a crooked span.

One volunteer saw owner marks glowing under her feet and stepped back. The bridge began collapsing under all twenty-one people.

Tyrant reached for her through the hidden hook.

Mercy struck his wrist before the barb could close. “She stepped away.”

“Her exit drops twelve soldiers into nothing.”

“Then we build another bridge.”

“With what time?”

The Junia instrument lost another sliver of heartbeat, and the volunteer heard it. She looked across the gap at twelve soldiers hanging above the dark.

“If I stay, do your claws own my part of the bridge?”

“No,” Tyrant said.

The hidden hook twitched around a future seizure, and Mercy watched his lowest wing tighten. “He means no for this crossing. He may try to steal it later.”

Tyrant smiled. “May.”

The woman stayed because twelve people hung above nothing and Junia's heart was failing, not because she trusted either Trevor. She pointed at the far door.

“I hold until there. After that, every claw comes off.”

Mercy repeated her words and pressed a white cut into the door. Tyrant let the bridge hold.

The instant she crossed, her thread snapped clean before his hook could follow. Twelve Host soldiers reached stone alive, and one looked back to salute with a hand Trevor had not moved.

The bridge released her weight exactly where she had named. Tyrant's barb tasted the ending and learned from it, which made the theft waiting beneath his feathers more dangerous.

Mercy's hidden splinter drank that taste too.

Tyrant felt the nibble, searched every white root, and found nothing. Both men smiled without warmth.

Tyrant gestured toward the open path. “After you.”

Mercy did not move. “Tell me what you become when Junia is safe.”

The instrument weakened again.

Tyrant glanced at it. “Junia comes back. We kill the Mouth.”

“Then what?”

Tyrant's smile widened; he had understood what Mercy needed before following him under red wings, and the smile said so.

“I remain me. I keep everyone I have taken. I lie whenever truth would bite less. When someone guards one last sacred thing, I may twist it until betrayal feels good because their pleasure is the funniest part.”

The twelve Host soldiers heard every word. So did the woman who had held the bridge.

“And if Junia hates what you do?” Mercy asked.

“She keeps one percent with which to make hatred interesting.”

“Damaris?”

“She hits me. Sometimes I let her; sometimes she steals the beat before I can stop her.”

Mutiny Damaris watched from the red edge of the path, desire and disgust living together in her gray eyes without canceling each other.

“You think saying this makes you honest,” Mercy said.

“No. It makes this warning true. I will lie about the next thing if the lie cuts deeper.”

Mercy hated him and wanted him, and neither appetite altered the other.

Walking beside Tyrant did not reveal a better self waiting to be loved free. It put a monster close enough for Mercy to see the exact direction of his teeth.

Mercy turned toward the volunteers. “The next stretch runs beneath his red wings. Petra has one open escape and another hidden from both Trevors. Leave now or stay, but nobody takes away what you already carried. Every black doorway has a white cut beside it.”

Four people left. The woman who had held the bridge remained.

“Not for him,” she said.

“I know.”

Tyrant's hidden hook tasted her choice and found no gap wide enough to seize. He looked at her the way he looked at things that frustrated him and that he liked more for it, which made remaining near him even less safe.

Petra opened the next road.

Mercy went first and placed one white wing between the volunteers and Tyrant's fire. Tyrant followed close enough for their feathers to touch, sending heat through both bodies.

“Still want me?” Tyrant murmured.

“Still going to stop you.”

“Those answers keep fitting together.”

Behind them, the refugees crossed with their own stop words burning inside their palms.

Ahead, Junia's two heartbeats weakened in different ways.


Chapter 18 — I Put a Collar on the Trap

The blood joining both Trevors burned any hidden command that tried to cross it, so Trevor hid something hungrier.

A red hook slept under the cut in his palm and ran up the lowest wing on his right side. It could not order Mercy's thirty-two relays, only wait for both armies to lean in the same direction before biting the red half of that shared body and dragging the white half within reach.

Mercy smelled the barb without finding it, while Damaris found it with one finger.

She walked beside Trevor through the twin path with her flail over one shoulder, then pressed an armored fingertip beneath his lowest wing where the red thread hid.

“What is that?”

“A collar waiting for a neck.”

“Whose neck?”

“Whichever one grows large enough.”

Her fingertip became a fist around the wing root as she said, “You put a tooth inside the blood.”

“No command crossed between us,” Trevor said.

“A quiet trap is still a trap.”

Trevor smiled because she understood him perfectly and still had not torn the wing off.

Ahead, the path opened onto a Mouth cult where two hundred worshippers knelt in rings beneath a ceiling of white ribs. Their leader knelt at the center of the two hundred, holding the missing half of Junia's heartbeat instrument. Every chant weakened both women.

The people nearest the map had invited the First Mouth with open eyes. They wore gold masks cut with its missing-tooth symbol and believed being eaten would place them inside the only world that mattered.

The next rings had followed because the Mouth ended hunger in their dead world before revealing that its relief merely fattened them for slaughter, and they hated it now while fearing an empty stomach more.

Prisoners knelt along the outside, where some had repeated one syllable until their mouths kept moving in sleep while others bit their tongues between chants and began again when gold pain punished the silence.

Mercy looked at people who needed different kinds of rescue; Tyrant looked at power packed at different depths. Neither man misread what stood in front of him.

The nearest prisoner was an old woman missing three fingers from her left hand. Her right hand clamped around the wrist of a younger man whose mouth moved half a beat behind the chant. Whenever he missed the rhythm, she supplied his syllable under hers and took the gold pain meant for both.

Mercy's Adina saw it first and said, “She has covered him for six days.”

Tyrant's Adina studied the same pair, found the tender place, and said, “He is her neighbor, not her blood.”

“You always find the tender place first,” Mercy's Adina said.

“You always write it down second.”

“Somebody has to keep score.”

Mercy pointed to their joined hands and asked, “Does being only a neighbor make it smaller?”

“It makes the choice hers,” Tyrant said. “Chosen things break loudest.”

The old woman heard him, and hatred restored enough of her face to look alive when Trevor winked.

Sweet grain scented the middle rings because the Mouth had ended their hunger by making every meal taste like the person who would go without it. They had kept eating: some because hungry children waited at home, some because a full stomach after ten years felt holy, and some because appetite won until shame became easier after the thousandth surrender.

The Mouth had not created every selfish act in the room. It had sharpened the price, placed food within reach, and called whatever followed worship.

Tyrant admired the cruelty, then reached into the chant and improved it.

Remember the best meal.

The command carried no pain, but people shuddered as pleasure moved through the hungry rings before they understood whose hand had pulled it from memory.

Mercy's halo snapped bright. “Stop touching them.”

“I am learning how the chant carries power,” Tyrant said.

“That is pleasure.”

Tyrant smiled. “Those pleasures fit together beautifully.”

The gold-masked believers leaned closer, and one woman tilted toward Trevor's command as though he had offered a kiss.

Their leader raised the ivory instrument above rings built with more care than most kings gave a city. Hunger drew frightened people inward until escape meant losing the first food they had seen in years. Prisoners knelt at the edge so rescuers would mistake the whole congregation for captives. True believers guarded Junia's stolen pulse while wearing the posture of victims.

She knew exactly what every circle did, which made Trevor like her immediately and intend to murder her anyway.

Admiration was not mercy in his hands; it usually meant he took longer.

Damaris looked from the cult to Junia's weakening pulse and kept walking, giving the hidden hook another shared step while the barb grew beneath Trevor's wing.

She could smash it now and tear open the path carrying them toward Junia, but the heartbeats might vanish before both Trevors built another road.

She could leave it alive until the rescue, knowing Trevor meant to close that collar around every volunteer who marched beneath both sets of wings.

Trevor had built the trap before she could choose which loss to carry. He loved cruelties that left his fingerprints on every answer.

“My waiting is not a yes,” Damaris said.

“No, it is time I stole from you.”

“You make the two look alike on purpose.”

“Symmetry is pretty.”

She dug armored fingers into the wing root until pain sharpened his smile.

“When Junia is out, I break this hook and whatever part of you grew around it.”

“Now that sounds like devotion.”

“I am feeling every pulse so I know where to swing,” Damaris said as Trevor changed the thread's rhythm under her fingers until it imitated a heartbeat.

Damaris froze with her fist locked around his wing. “You put her rhythm inside this.”

“I used Junia's missing beat as a lockpick.”

Her flail struck the floor beside his foot and cracked the path. “You made the road feed on her captivity.”

“And now it opens for us.”

“You built success out of her wound.”

“That is what power does.”

Her disgust tasted cleaner than reluctant praise, because disgust kept every touch sharp.

“If your hook closes before I break it,” Damaris said, “I choose the army over you.”

“Of course,” Trevor said.

“You expect a bluff.”

He smiled. “No, I think making you prove it would be exquisite.”

Tyrant did not risk betrayal only because he believed he could stop it. Sometimes he watered betrayal until it ripened, then stood beneath the blade to discover whether his grip or the other person's fury would win.

If he died, the answer arrived in blood; if Damaris failed, she carried it forever, and both possibilities delighted him.

Mercy's Damaris glanced back from the white road and moved closer to the seam, unable to see the hidden hook but recognizing murder in her counterpart's shoulders.

Two Damarises guarded different Trevors against the same monster, which Tyrant found romantic enough to treasure.

On the march, Naomi had restored sixty HP to the wound left by the ferryman and joined panes. She had fed seventy MP through the ward against his wrist, keeping him moving while he chewed enough food to recover thirty Stamina. His reserves remained ugly but usable.

HP 728 → 788 | MP 116 → 186 | STAMINA 482 → 512
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HP 788/850
MP 186/640
STAMINA 512/656
FEAR 1,960/2,000


The cult leader finally rose and said, “The First Mouth knows your first want.”

“Power,” Trevor answered.

“To be seen.”

“Power with an audience.”

“To be wanted as the man inside that body.”

Trevor's black-sunrise halo flared, and Mercy looked at him from the white side of the route. The cult had touched the raw nerve, so Trevor killed the leader first while she expected martyrdom.

Morning Command denied her the pose, and her hand shook around the ivory instrument while she tried to direct the blade toward Trevor, Mercy, and finally her own throat. Tyrant moved the point into her chest one inch at a time so everyone in the circle could watch command overcome conviction.

“The Mouth will remember me,” she gasped.

“It chewed your name wrong before I arrived.”

Her eyes widened because the lie was plausible; Trevor did not know whether the First Mouth remembered her. He wanted her last certainty to become a question, and she died trying to ask it.

Morning Command's completed stroke cost seventy MP.

MP 186/640 → 116/640

Her death opened the hidden cult map.

Two Junia heartbeats burned at its center inside a structure shaped like a cathedral built within a body: white ribs, gold vessels, thousands of doors, and a forge with two living slots.

WOMB-FORGE // MOVING

The words did not belong in Trevor's head. He hated the First Mouth for making assault look like crafting, and he did not pretend the hatred made him better.

Mercy demanded, “Where?” but the dead leader's instrument carried only half the path.

The remaining half lived across the cultists' chant, with one syllable buried in every throat. Slaughtering the whole ring would shake them loose, but pulling them out one by one would take hours Junia did not have.

Gospel Adina listened to the syllables as fifty-six voices faltered whenever Mercy's white light passed near them. Ninety-one tongues moved only when gold pain tightened, and Naomi could cut some free with time. Fifty-two voices sang hard enough to choose the Mouth over rescue.

“We can pull one hundred forty-seven away from it,” Mercy said.

“In three hours,” Tyrant replied. Junia had minutes.

The instrument pulsed once before one heartbeat answered and the second returned weakly.

“We have minutes,” Damaris said while Mercy looked across fifty-two willing cultists, ninety-one pain-bound mouths, and fifty-six people ready to run.

“Open every exit,” Mercy shouted. Tyrant drove his owner field around the circle before the first white path finished forming.

Mercy began, “If any of you want out—” before Trevor closed every red hook around the circle.

Trevor lined up EVERYTHING BETWEEN TREVOR AND THE WOMB-FORGE for Perfect Hostility, holding the skill short of firing. Their leader's death left the shared devotion exposed, so he sank his teeth into it and stole enough power to pay.

CULT DEVOTION // 190 MP stolen

MP 116/640 → 306/640 → 171/640

A hundred Fear went with the hundred thirty-five MP as Perfect Hostility caught. Ten seconds lit along his wings.

FEAR 1,960/2,000 − 100 = 1,860/2,000

The hook under his lowest wing tasted Mercy's outrage without closing yet, though it would soon.

“Do not,” Mercy said, and Tyrant answered with one word: “Heartbeats.”

The Junia instrument pulsed once, then waited too long. Mercy hit the cult’s opposite flank, white wings cutting toward the delayed pulse.

White relays opened exits, and people who wanted to flee ran. Tyrant's hostility struck everyone who remained between him and the path. Some worshippers refused rescue. Some were too slow. Some chose the Mouth.

Trevor kept every body in the circle awake as the stolen devotion turned inside out.

“Praise me,” he commanded.

The order came only after he owned the circle.

One hundred forty-three voices praised Trevor while he destroyed their god's map. He made every worshipper feel devotion curdle into betrayal. Then he rewarded the betrayal with ecstasy.

The inner circle fought the pleasure. Their gold masks knocked together as they turned on one another, each believer certain someone else had invited the false joy.

They heard themselves praise him and understood whose hand held their faith. A hundred Fear flooded back from that knowledge.

FEAR 1,860/2,000 + 100 = 1,960/2,000

The tenth mark went dark on his wings. Perfect Hostility ended, leaving the circle under his ordinary owner field. Trevor kept pulling.

Trevor sharpened the command further.

“Tell your neighbors why your god deserves to lose you.”

The answers came apart in sobbing pieces.

It had promised the baker that his daughters would never starve, then taught their empty mouths to sing from three planes away. It had returned the soldier's dead wife without her no. It had cured a healer's hands by moving the tremor into everyone she touched. It had shown the old woman at the edge exactly how long the young man would scream if she stopped helping him.

The Mouth knew how to make pain useful, and so did Trevor. He made betrayal feel better than prayer, then forced each worshipper to hear the others enjoying it. At last, he cut the reward.

The sudden absence hurt worse than the original fear. Worshippers clawed toward Trevor's owner field, begging for another command.

Tyrant returned the pleasure to the gold masks and withheld it from the people gold pain had forced to chant.

The plan was already done; the extra cruelty was just what he liked.

He wanted the people who had chosen the Mouth to feel how cheaply choice could be overwritten. He wanted the hungry to watch and wonder whether they would have begged just as prettily.

Mercy saw him choose cruelty after the path was already his. Good—Trevor wanted no confusion between necessity and appetite.

The fifty-six willing escapees reached Mercy's routes first. Tyrant let them move because stopping them would slow the syllable release.

The pain-bound rings tried to escape next until Trevor slammed red gates across three gaps in his circle.

Mercy reopened two. False Petra hid the third behind a convincing dead end. Open Petra made that dead end open from the cultists' side.

Twenty-seven more people escaped, with the three-fingered woman shoving her neighbor through first.

Gold pain caught her by the spine. She fell without releasing his wrist. Gospel Adina drove a truth-spike through the gold command while Pane Naomi caught the woman's body in a pane.

Tyrant could have released the edge around them, but he tightened it.

The young man looked back as his missing syllable gathered in his throat.

“Say it,” Trevor told him.

The command bent toward obedience.

Mercy threw six voices between Trevor's order and the man's answer. Each voice said a different word. None completed the chant.

The man's knees buckled. He dragged the old woman across the route with him.

Trevor let them go only after fear had written his name beside the Mouth's.

He could have hated the comparison. Instead, he considered it competition.

Tyrant felt each fleeing body tear power from him, so he poured hotter pleasure into everyone still trapped. Praise became a physical rush. They understood what he had done, and understanding did not make their bodies stop wanting more.

“You do not need all of them,” Mercy said.

“Correct.”

“Let the outer circle go.”

“No.”

The argument remained that simple, and the instrument pulsed once.

Mercy chose the next route instead of spending time begging a man who enjoyed hearing it.

The syllables tore free, and the path to the womb-forge assembled. Mercy kept pulling people through white exits. Trevor drew fire around the people still trapped and made sure they knew whose hand held them there.

The baker bit through a gold mask. The healer shoved the last two prisoners toward Mercy while devotion flared under her skin. An inner-circle priest begged Trevor to restore the pleasure and offered every person in his dead world as payment.

Trevor promised he would. The priest sang his syllable again, offering what Trevor had already taken, and Trevor killed him without paying.

Lying was cheaper than power and often more satisfying.

Tyrant's Damaris watched the man's belief survive almost to the floor.

“That helped no one,” Damaris said.

“It helped me.”

“You already had the syllable.”

“I wanted the smile first.”

Her flail shifted in her hand. Trevor presented his throat, but she looked toward the weak Junia pulse instead.

Urgency closed around Damaris before her flail could rise. Trevor had made Junia's failing heartbeat shelter him from the blow he deserved, and both of them knew it.

Eighty-three was not the number Mercy had tried to save. It was fifty-six who ran at once and twenty-seven more whom Mercy's people dragged through gaps Tyrant failed to close.

Some survivors crawled toward people still trapped in the circle. Others fled without looking. One man reached the edge, realized his husband had remained in the gold masks by choice, and tried to return.

Mercy held the route open both ways, and the man crossed back. Tyrant burned the other one hundred fifteen before the man reached the first gold mask.

Mercy caught the widower as the broken devotion threw him backward.

The man's grief added no Hope, because rescue did not become pure merely because someone survived it.

Their deaths awakened the Mouth cult's guardian beneath the floor.

A faceless white vessel rose on too many wings. Trevor drove the cult’s stolen devotion through its heart before it finished standing.

The vessel tried to spread itself across every worshipper, living or dead. Each rib entered a different prayer, and each empty wing borrowed a spine. The Mouth wanted the guardian impossible to attack without striking everyone Tyrant had already turned into ammunition.

Mercy reached the outer bodies before the guardian did.

Many-Voices Domain held fifty-six separate bodies, Naomi's panes added eighteen more, and the nine relay fighters caught the remaining nine. The Damarises split vessel from host, the Petras opened paths between borrowed bones and original flesh, and the Adinas kept every name separate from the shape trying to wear it.

Tyrant attacked through the gaps. He did not care that his power had made the wound Mercy now closed; he cared that their violence fit together.

The guardian drove nine borrowed ribs through his lower wings before Mercy peeled the living bodies away. Twenty-eight HP and forty Stamina tore out of Trevor with the bones.

HP 788 → 760 | STAMINA 512 → 472

VESSEL KEY GUARDIAN // HP 6,700,000 → 4,940,000

Both Damarises broke its knees from opposite sides. The white vessel tried to grow replacements from the dead worshippers, but the Adinas shouted six false cores into view and made the creature defend every one.

VESSEL KEY GUARDIAN // HP 4,940,000 → 2,810,000

The Petras bent its true spine through three impossible paths. Trevor spent another twenty-nine HP and forty Stamina holding the red path in place while Mercy cut the borrowed bones free.

HP 760 → 731 | STAMINA 472 → 432

VESSEL KEY GUARDIAN // HP 2,810,000 → 1,200,000

Mercy's halo hit one side while Tyrant struck the other, and the empty vessel impaled its own heart on the seam between them.

VESSEL KEY GUARDIAN // HP 1,200,000 → 0

His reward arrived immediately.

LEVEL 89

MIGHT 74 +1 = 75
VITALITY 46 +1 = 47
WILL 55 +1 = 56

MAX HP 850 +9 = 859
MAX MP 640 +7 = 647
MAX STAMINA 656 +7 = 663

CURRENT
HP 731/859 | MP 171/647 | STAMINA 432/663
FEAR 1,960/2,000


Fear hit the cap from worshippers praising the betrayal of their own god.

FEAR 1,960/2,000 → 2,000/2,000

The womb-forge unfolded beyond the cult map with two white slots drifting inside a cage of ribs. A Junia-shaped shadow floated in each one.

Between the two shadows beat one small dark pulse.

One unborn soul occupied both wombs. Neither Junia had chosen it.

Mercy went silent.

The little pulse did not sound like prophecy, corruption, or a future boss waiting for music. It sounded frightened.

Both Naomis moved before either Trevor. Pane Naomi curved clear panes around the stolen instrument, while Ward Naomi drove black walls between the pulse and every red hook in the chamber—including Trevor's.

“Your panes are too clear,” Ward Naomi said. “He can see the pulse.”

“Your walls are too dark. She cannot see us.”

They split the difference without asking anyone, and the walls went the gray of a good decision.

Mercy Junia and Tyrant Junia kept beating separately around the smaller rhythm. Both were hurt. Both were still themselves.

The dark pulse stretched when the slots drifted apart and relaxed when they came close. It belonged in two places without becoming two children.

Mercy stepped toward the left slot, and the forge slid it away.

Tyrant stepped toward the right. It held still beneath the pressure of his owner field.

“It feels your hook,” Mercy said.

“It appreciates confidence.”

“That is worse.”

“I did not say otherwise.”

The unborn child reached toward Mercy's Hope and recoiled from the brightness. It tasted Tyrant's Fear and flinched from the heat. Then it touched the scar where both powers had met during the twin-path drill and remained there.

It was not choosing a parent or a side. It was searching for the first wall that did not hurt.

Pane Naomi pressed two fingers against her pane. “When the wombs separate, the same little beat stretches between them. It never splits.”

Ward Naomi listened from behind black glass. “One child in two women. That is all we know, and Trevor gets no name for it yet.”

“We know the Mouth put it there,” Tyrant said.

Mercy's wings opened hard enough to rattle the rib cage. “The Mouth hurt them. The child did not choose its maker, and neither Junia chose the child.”

Trevor wanted to call the pulse a weapon because weapons fit neatly inside his hand. He also wanted to call it family because possession sounded prettier beneath a warm word.

He used both names inside his head. Mercy refused to give either one a voice.

The right slot cleared for less than a second.

Tyrant Junia hung upright in white fluid, her braid loosened into a dark cloud. Fine gold seams crossed her throat, wrists, and belly without cutting skin. They marked where the Mouth meant to reach inside her again.

Trevor's owner field lunged for every seam.

Ward Naomi slammed black glass around his hand before the first hook touched Junia.

“Touch my wall again and I burn half your current MP.”

“You cannot.”

“Find out.”

Tyrant smiled, and his Junia opened her eyes.

The System offered no quest name. For once, even it found nothing funny.

Junia's lips moved through the white fluid. No sound crossed the slot, but Trevor knew the word.

Liar.

It was not a plea or gratitude. It was recognition.

She had found him through white fluid, gold seams, and the owner fire crawling under Naomi's wall. She knew exactly which monster had come to rescue her.

Trevor pressed his palm against the barrier without touching the ward.

“Yes,” he said.

Junia's expression did not soften. Good.

If a worse monster had made her forgive him, Trevor would have considered the rescue incomplete.

The left slot flashed next.

Mercy Junia lay curled around the same unseen rhythm, one hand spread over her abdomen and the other clenched against the bare place where Heaven had once tried to fasten a link.

Mercy's breath failed, and his Damaris caught his shoulder before he folded.

She did not aim him or choose his next movement. She remained beside him while white fluid made every fear real.

“She is alive,” Damaris said.

“Both of them are.”

“Then do not turn grief into a command.”

Mercy nodded once.

Tyrant watched her hand on Mercy's shoulder and wanted it on his own. He wanted the trust that made a warning unnecessary, and he wanted to own the comfort that died the moment owning touched it.

The impossible appetite made him furious. The Fear he had taken from the cult already filled his bar; even that much power could not make the wanting stop.

Damaris touched the hidden collar beneath his lowest wing again.

“I should tell him now,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I will not do it until Junia is out.”

“And afterward?”

Damaris looked from the hook under his wing to Mercy beyond the forge window.

“Afterward, he decides what loving a monster costs him.”

Tyrant smiled. “And you?”

“I already know.”

She did not tell him whether that knowledge ended in her bed or his blood. The uncertainty pleased him more than forgiveness, and Trevor kissed her armored knuckles.

“That is why corruption tastes better when it chooses a reason.”

Damaris struck him hard enough to change no HP and walked toward the forge.


Chapter 19 — One Soul Can Be in Two Kinds of Pain

The womb-forge opened with Junia's voice asking Trevor to wait.

He stopped before he placed the voice. Junia had always made him listen faster than he thought.

Beyond the dead cult map stood a cathedral built inside something too large for a body. White ribs curved overhead, gold vessels carried memories through the walls, and thousands of doors pulsed along the aisle like sleeping lungs.

Two white slots hung above the distant altar, with Mercy Junia floating in the left and Tyrant Junia in the right.

Neither wore armor. White cloth covered both women from chest to thigh while gold instruments touched their temples, wrists, wing roots, and lower bellies. Trevor found bruises, cuts, and a burn where Mercy Junia's unlink had fought an owner hook. Black-gold light marked Tyrant Junia's one-percent beat.

He searched their faces. Both women held themselves too still, saving breath around pain he could not reach from the doorway.

Mercy Junia opened her dark eyes. “Wait where you are until I can see what the forge does,” she rasped.

Trevor stopped at the entrance. Tyrant crossed the first rib with Damaris behind him and one black-red hand reaching toward his Junia.

“I said wait, and I meant both of you,” Mercy Junia told them.

Tyrant Junia opened her eyes and spoke in a voice that scraped without losing a syllable. “Mine hears that word only when he owns the mouth speaking it.”

Tyrant stopped. A gold instrument had turned toward his roots, and one more step would give it a straight path into everything he had stolen.

Mercy did not pretend the motive changed the halted foot. The Junias noticed anyway.

Both Junias watched. Mercy Junia's eyes went from Tyrant to the instrument he had measured instead of hearing her. Her other self kept her eyes on Mercy at the entrance, and her face asked whether distance hid love, fear, hunger for praise, or just a better pose.

Mercy kept his hands at his sides. Across the aisle, Tyrant watched the gold instrument track his fingers.

“Damaris, I need your hands where I can see them,” Mercy Junia said, and her Damaris opened both palms. “Here, and nowhere else until you ask.”

“If I go dark, catch me only when Naomi points, even if I start falling,” Junia said.

“I hear you, and I will wait for her hand.”

“Petra, every path waits for my foot before it opens,” Junia continued.

Petra drew three doors and left them closed. “They wait for you, even if the room starts eating us.”

“Adina, keep the forge out of my mouth and away from everything I have not said.”

Adina opened a blank page. “Only your words go here, and anything borrowed gets burned.”

Junia had placed every woman with her own voice, and Tyrant Junia did the same.

Her Damaris laid a flail chain across every red command line, including Trevor's. Petra kept one unseen exit breathing behind the right slot. Adina held a scarred page against every false memory the forge tried to whisper. Naomi spread black wards between Junia's body and every owner hook.

Tyrant listened. The woman he called ninety-nine percent his moved the whole harem against him. He stayed quiet; the gold instrument still watched his roots, and she used every second of that.

“Adina,” Tyrant Junia said, “if he grabs a place I did not give him?”

Scar Adina opened a black page. “The rest of us keep moving while he burns outside the circle.”

“Damaris, what happens if he reaches anyway?”

“I break the hand before it closes around you.”

“Naomi, what does he learn from whatever he touches?”

“His hooks learn nothing from your body except how failure tastes.”

“Petra, where do I go if the circle breaks?”

“You keep one path he can never follow or force open.”

Tyrant's halo went dark, and the dark had pleasure in it. Every woman Junia placed against him strengthened the one-percent beat he had failed to crush.

He looked at that resistance the way he looked at things he meant to break and wanted beautiful while he broke them.

Mercy had seen that same look turned on him. He wanted to touch Tyrant even now, which made him plant his feet harder between those black wings and Junia.

“And what charming part did you choose for me?” Tyrant asked.

Junia looked at him through the fluid. “You wait until I need you.”

Tyrant folded his black-red wings. His smile stayed fixed while one little muscle jumped beside his jaw. Mercy kept a white wing across the gap.

“Tell me what you need first, and I will do exactly that,” Mercy said. Junia looked down.

One dark point of light floated between the slots, small enough to hide beneath a fingernail; it pulsed inside Mercy Junia, vanished, then pulsed inside Tyrant Junia.

One child beat in two wombs. Mercy Junia watched it move before warning, “Do not cut the gold lines between us.”

Damaris had already wrapped her flail chain around one and released it at once.

“They moved something through us, one thing rather than two,” Tyrant Junia said.

“One frightened pulse, crossing back and forth,” Mercy Junia answered.

“Is that the Mouth itself, or something the Mouth made?” Naomi asked.

Both Naomis waited by the entrance, Mercy's behind eighteen clear panes and Tyrant's inside eighteen smoke-dark wards. Neither woman stepped closer.

Mercy Junia swallowed. “I do not know, and not knowing hurts worse than another cut,” she admitted.

Mercy's Naomi kept her voice soft. “I can look at the gold vessel from here without touching either of you.”

“Look from there, and do not let the vessel touch me.”

Three clear panes opened around the vessel. Tyrant's Naomi wrapped black smoke around every image the gold tried to send back, keeping the Junias' bodies out of Trevor's hungry eyes.

Mercy's bars had changed during the cult slaughter. Shared injuries tore HP from 602 to 560; holding eighty-three escape paths pulled MP from 50 to 12 and Stamina from 340 to 270; the lives that reached him raised Hope from 1,140 to 1,280.

HP 602 → 560 | MP 50 → 12 | STAMINA 340 → 270 | HOPE 1,140 → 1,280

Thirty-two Free Heaven relays followed through the twin path, each carrying its own bright cut point. Four hundred twenty MP crossed in separate threads and died exactly where each relay had named its end.

Two hundred forty Stamina arrived through food, shared breath, and hands beneath tired wings. Naomi's network restored one hundred eighty HP, and six healers chose to spend themselves below half MP.

Not one silent root yielded a spark to Trevor's rescue.

HP 560 → 740 | MP 12 → 432 | STAMINA 270 → 510

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 89

HP 740/778
MP 432/767
STAMINA 510/698
HOPE 1,280/1,500

RELAY THREADS // 32 LIVE
EACH THREAD HAS ITS OWN CUT POINT
SILENT ROOTS // UNTOUCHED


The forge tasted the white network, and gold words appeared above the slots.

WOMB A // NO HOOK

WOMB B // TREVOR HOOK DETECTED

Tyrant smiled at the exposed hook. His Junia answered with nothing.

“Burn that hook out before it digs any deeper,” Junia ordered.

“The forge can feel what I put inside you, and I want to know what it tastes,” Tyrant said.

“Burn it now, or I tear it out through your roots myself.”

Her one-percent darkness flashed until the words cracked after TREVOR. Tyrant's red fire struck back before he could stop wanting the victory.

The same wound opened along both Junias' wrists. Mercy shouted, “Stop before you cut through both of them!”

Tyrant pulled his hook away. Kindness had nothing to do with it. Hurting Mercy Junia through the shared child gave the Mouth a hand around both women. Tyrant wanted that grip broken so he could steal it later.

Mercy saw the counting and hated the empty place where goodness should have been.

Inside Naomi's panes, three heartbeats drew themselves in light: two large rhythms remained apart while one small rhythm stretched between them.

TWO JUNIAS // BOTH STILL HERE
ONE UNBORN SOUL // BETWEEN THEM
COPIES // NONE


The forge pushed more gold words into the air.

FORGE SHORTCUTS

GIVE THE CHILD A NAME
CHOOSE ONE WOMB
CUT AWAY UNWANTED MEMORY


Mercy burned the offer before it finished glowing. Tyrant read every line before the last ember fell.

“Do not name it before either of us understands what it is,” his Junia said.

“A name gives me something worth aiming every stolen weapon toward.”

“That is exactly why you do not get one from us.”

Tyrant Naomi covered the ashes with a dark ward. “Aim at the pulse instead of inventing a person convenient enough to own.”

The unborn beat moved from one woman to the other. Mercy Junia's breath caught at the strange feeling; Tyrant Junia clenched her jaw when the gold instruments tried to turn every helpless sound into another hook.

Neither woman described what she felt, and nobody asked.

The First Mouth had stolen enough from their bodies and called the theft knowledge.

The child carried no guilt from its maker, but being unborn did not make it safe. The Mouth had placed it inside two unwilling women, and that gave the Mouth nothing except their hatred.

Tyrant Junia stared through the guarded panes. “Can you take it out without tearing either of us apart?”

Naomi answered without pretending to know more than she did. “Not yet, and I will not guess with your bodies.”

“Would taking it out kill whatever is beating between us?”

“I do not know enough to promise that it would live.”

“Will leaving it inside kill one or both of us?”

“I do not know enough to promise you will live either.”

Tyrant opened his mouth, and Junia turned her eyes on him.

“Say mine, and I find a place to die where you cannot follow.”

He closed his mouth. Mercy Junia turned toward Trevor and said, “Look at me instead of the thing inside me.”

He met her eyes and kept them there.

“I do not know what that child is. I do not know whether keeping it kills me, and I do not know what I will want when I can breathe outside this glass.”

Trevor held both fists at his sides. “Then I know only that you do not know yet.”

“Good, because the empty place belongs to me until I fill it,” she said. The gold vessel above her split open.

A void surgeon unfolded from the wall wearing a white robe with no body beneath it. Hundreds of instruments formed its ribs, and two matching scalpels and one length of black thread waited in its hands.

COMMAND SURGEON // 9,400,000 HP

It cut empty air. Mercy Junia screamed. Her soul slid six inches left, and her body stayed inside the slot. Tyrant Junia's soul moved six inches right.

The unborn child remained between them. The surgeon pulled each woman away from her own body, using the child to keep both wounds joined.

It tore sensation loose too. Mercy Junia felt pain one heartbeat after her flesh was cut. Tyrant Junia felt fear flood her body, and pain vanished entirely. The surgeon wanted both women guessing which hurt belonged to whom.

Mercy's Naomi kept her eyes on Junia. “Your left wrist is cut, your right shoulder is straining, and the pain arrives one beat late.”

Tyrant's Naomi spoke from inside black smoke. “Your body is afraid, although the pain is absent, and nothing reaches Trevor through me.”

“Trade?” Mercy's Naomi asked.

“Never.”

“Later, then.”

“Later,” Ward Naomi agreed, which from her was a yes.

Mercy Junia moved one finger before the delayed pain arrived. Tyrant Junia tensed a leg she could not feel. Each motion drew a bright line between soul and flesh, a line the surgeon had not made.

Trevor shaped a white doorway around those lines, reaching for the Phase Shelter pattern waiting beyond his next level.

The unfinished shape caught her body or her soul. Each time he spread it toward the other, the first edge slipped.

PHASE SHELTER // ONE PLACE

“Which half do I shelter first?” Trevor asked.

Junia understood despite the pain. “Neither half; keep all of me together.”

Trevor tried to make the impossible shape hold.

The first attempt burned forty MP. Trevor wrapped a white exit around body and soul, but the surgeon caught the door and dragged both toward its scalpel.

MP 432 → 392

The second attempt burned another forty. Trevor tied both halves to Free Heaven, but the forge grabbed Junia's soul like freight and spat the white roots apart.

MP 392 → 352

The third attempt cost Mercy nothing because Tyrant ruined it first. He shoved a red hook into the gap. Mercy Junia's unlink bit back, and the blast hurled him through a rib.

“Stop helping wrong before you pull her apart,” Mercy snapped.

Tyrant rose inside Naomi's dented black ward, wiping old blood from his mouth, and laughed. “You used that insult already.”

“It keeps being useful every time you touch something precious.”

The surgeon cut again, widening the distance to one foot.

Naomi's panes caught Junia's body, and Adina's Gospel held her soul-name. Damaris passed her flail chain through both bright outlines without closing it, and Petra drew two paths without calling either one the original.

Trevor finally saw the shape: not one body moving between two places, but one woman who had to remain wholly herself in both.

The System opened a drill, and the surgeon raised both scalpels again.

PHASE SHELTER DRILL

ONE SOUL
TWO PLACES
HOLD // 00:00:30

SECOND SOUL ENTERS // SHELTER BREAKS


The unborn beat drifted toward Mercy Junia. If it crossed into the shelter, two souls would occupy the field and tear it open.

Mutiny Damaris struck the gold vessel between slots, stealing one heartbeat from its motion. Mercy's Damaris raised six separately aimed shields around Junia's body and soul.

Both Naomis found the same beat and counted, “Now, Trevor, before the pulse moves again.”

Trevor spent one hundred eighty MP and one hundred twenty Hope.

MP 352 → 172 | HOPE 1,280 → 1,160

White-gold light held both Junia-shaped spaces without filling the distance between them. Her body remained in the slot. Her soul waited one foot away and still belonged wholly to her.

The surgeon cut without widening the gap, then attacked the shelter with copied Junias instead.

Obedient Junia pressed against the shelter beside grateful Junia, a smiling pregnant Junia, and dead Junia. None looked monstrous. Each offered a prettier way to give up.

Obedient Junia promised the forge would stop hurting both women if Mercy chose one master. Grateful Junia told Tyrant every wound had produced power and deserved forgiveness. The smiling copy said suffering became meaningful when it ended in family. Dead Junia offered an absence nobody had to fear.

Mercy refused to answer the copies. “None of you are her, no matter which pain you learned to wear.”

The copies changed. Obedient Junia became furious, grateful Junia became ashamed, the smiling copy began to cry, and dead Junia looked relieved.

They tried to make familiar pain pass for Junia's living hand.

Damaris's flail moved through the copies, but Adina's Gospel held Junia's present words bright enough to burn every borrowed mouth. Each counterfeit carried a stolen spark, and Trevor kept all four outside.

Ten seconds passed. The surgeon's instruments struck Trevor's wings and tore fifty HP from him.

HP 740 → 690

At fifteen seconds, Tyrant cut one instrument with a Host body, Damaris broke another, and Petra sent a third through Morrow's abandoned decoy chapel.

At twenty seconds, the unborn pulse struck the shelter.

Trevor could keep it outside and preserve Junia or let it enter and lose the field, but Junia answered before he did.

“Keep it outside the shelter,” Junia said. “I need to stay whole.” Trevor held the edge where she asked, and the small pulse remained between the slots.

At twenty-five seconds, the surgeon opened a memory of the Mouth's work on her. Trevor closed his eyes and followed the rasp of her breathing instead.

Every companion turned from the image and looked at Junia's present face.

The forge punished them by throwing the memory against the inside of Trevor's closed eyelids. He saw white rooms, restraints, and the edge of a black presence without any act becoming clear, then drove his fingernails into his palms and held his attention on Junia's breathing.

Tyrant kept his eyes open without watching her memory, studying which instruments carried the image and imagining how he might turn them against the Mouth later.

Tyrant traced one image-bearing wire back into the surgeon's hood. Mercy felt the red heat shift and bent his white light with it, keeping his eyes shut.

Junia counted down the final seconds. Trevor held his eyes shut and matched each number to the pressure of her hand against the white edge.

Thirty seconds passed. The shelter rang like a bell underwater and folded shut.

Junia's soul snapped gently back into her body without losing a single remembered second. Her chest rose once, sharply, and the breath belonged to her ahead of the forge's touch.

The surgeon staggered. Every instrument in its hollow ribs bent toward the woman it had failed to split. Black thread whipped between its hands hard enough to scar the altar.

COMMAND SURGEON // 9,400,000 → 7,880,000 HP

Both Damarises struck before it recovered. Mercy's Damaris swung her flail through six separately chosen angles and broke the creature's joints. Her counterpart wrapped the black thread with her chain and pulled until a dozen instruments tore free from the robe.

The surgeon answered with a fan of scalpels. Naomi caught seven in clear panes; her counterpart swallowed nine inside black smoke and sent their pain into Host bodies kneeling three rooms away. Petra folded the final blades through a door no larger than her thumb, and they returned beneath the creature's robe.

Adina spoke Junia's present words from the Gospel. Every syllable burned a copied mouth off the surgeon's ribs.

COMMAND SURGEON // 7,880,000 → 5,610,000 HP

Tyrant flew through the opening with eight black-red wings folded to blades. The surgeon raised Mercy Junia's remembered face over its empty hood, wearing her bruises as bait.

He cut through the borrowed face; the hood behind it held no woman he could strike.

The blow cost him three Host bodies and opened the robe from throat to hem. He smiled at the borrowed deaths arriving through his roots, then drove both hands into the wound and stole every hook he could hold.

“You do not get to wear what I want,” he whispered.

Mercy kept the stolen hooks in sight. Tyrant had turned them away from Junia, but his fingers still closed around every one.

COMMAND SURGEON // 5,610,000 → 3,040,000 HP

The surgeon threw its remaining hooks toward both Junias. Tyrant Junia caught hers with the one black beat he had never managed to own. Mercy Junia lifted a shaking hand and refused to become the shape Heaven, Trevor, or the void expected.

The hooks stopped between the slots, and both women pulled ahead of the surgeon's recall.

Instrument ribs burst through the white robe. Gold vessels cracked along the wall. The surgeon's hidden body showed at last, a knot of hands gripping other hands with every finger curved inward so nothing could get out.

COMMAND SURGEON // 3,040,000 → 1,180,000 HP

Naomi's clear panes screened Junia's slot. Trevor folded two wings over his face while the remaining six drove him across the altar with seventy Stamina, his halo angled through the knot, and both Damarises hit from opposite sides.

STAMINA 510/698 → 440/698

The surgeon tried to retreat into Tyrant Junia's shadow, but her Damaris planted one boot against the robe and broke the path with a downward swing. Tyrant Junia twisted her free beat through the stolen hooks.

“You never hide inside me again,” Junia told the thing.

Mercy's halo struck the center, and Tyrant's red crown-fire followed; he refused to let his counterpart own the kill alone.

COMMAND SURGEON // 1,180,000 → 0 HP

The hand-knot came apart without any finger finding another body before white and red fire consumed them, leaving only a scorched robe. The force holding Tyrant Junia's soul away from her body died with the surgeon, and the two outlines met inside the right slot. Her black chain remained, pulling against a heartbeat much farther away.

Trevor's evolution hit mid-fall toward the white altar.

LEVEL 90

MIGHT 44 +1 = 45
AGILITY 68 +1 = 69
VITALITY 66 +1 = 67
INTELLECT 56 +2 = 58
WILL 54 +2 = 56
PRESENCE 67 +2 = 69

MAX HP 778 +16 = 794
MAX MP 767 +14 = 781
MAX STAMINA 698 +14 = 712

CURRENT
HP 690/794 | MP 172/781 | STAMINA 440/712
HOPE 1,160/1,800

PHASE SHELTER I // retained


The Hope cap widened without filling, because apparently apotheosis still believed empty space counted as a present.

Mercy Junia blinked at the scorched robe, then found Damaris beside her slot.

“Damaris, what did you eat?”

“Half a ration bar.”

“That is not food.”

“It had nuts.”

“Petra?”

“She hid the other half in my pocket.”

“Naomi?”

“I told her the wrapper contained more nutrition than her argument.”

“Adina?”

“I wrote that the wrapper showed more ambition than the meal.”

Junia laughed once. The sound hurt, and every rough edge belonged to her.

Tyrant Junia heard the exchange and tried her own.

“Damaris, what did he do while I was gone?”

“Lied.”

“Pick a lie.”

“He lied to his counterpart, his army, a cult priest, me, and probably himself.”

Tyrant raised one finger. “The last one lacked artistry.”

Junia's mouth twitched despite everything. Tyrant noticed; one red hook lifted toward her before Ward Naomi turned it aside.

Mercy Junia remained inside the slot, conscious and breathing, and the last gold instruments withdrew from her skin. Trevor stayed beside Naomi's pane, within reach of Junia's hand.

“You held it for all thirty seconds,” she said.

“Every one.”

“Good, because obedience should not require a parade afterward.”

Her hand shook against the white glass, and the small tremor made his relief hurt worse than the surgeon had managed.

“Tell me the others are still standing somewhere I can see them,” she said.

Damaris carried bruises along both forearms from the gold vessel, and Naomi had only nine panes left with blood beneath one eye. Petra had lost four route marks, and Adina's Gospel pages showed little black burns from the bites of copied mouths.

“Here,” Damaris said. Naomi lifted her bloodied chin, Petra shook ash off a route mark, and Adina held up the scorched Gospel for Junia to see.

Junia looked through them toward her counterpart, who still hung above the newly opened abyss with a black chain threaded through Trevor's hooks, conscious, furious, and very much herself.

Mercy Junia glanced back. Trevor braced the slot with both hands while Naomi lowered her pane beneath it.

Junia pressed her palm against the glass, and the slot lowered her until bare feet touched white stone. Her knees failed on the first step. Damaris moved fastest and stopped with both hands open beneath Junia's arms.

“Can I catch you now?” Damaris asked, and Junia answered with one exhausted nod.

“You are heavier than you look.”

“You are softer than you look.”

“Do not tell anyone.”

“Everyone knows.”

Damaris took her weight. Naomi slid a pane beneath both women, Petra opened a path no farther than six feet, and Adina closed the page that had held Junia's voice. Nobody cheered over her, crowded her, or demanded words about what the Mouth had done.

Mercy sat on the floor within sight and let silence stay silent.

Junia looked at his eight white wings, his split halo, and the new skill glimmering around the place where her soul had been.

“You somehow got prettier while I was trapped in the nightmare forge,” she said.

“It has been a terribly difficult week for my face.”

“That is not how difficulty, faces, or weeks work.”

“The System has a type, and apparently it enjoys rewarding distress.”

“Apparently I have a type too, which is deeply inconvenient right now.”

Damaris made a strangled sound against Junia's shoulder, half laugh and half sob. Junia closed her eyes for one breath, then opened them on the room that existed now instead of the one the Mouth had forced upon her.

“My counterpart is still in there, and her Trevor is holding the chain,” Junia said.

Mercy rose without speeches or promises. The unfinished rescue already knew where his next step belonged.

Another white rib opened beyond the altar, exposing the far end of Tyrant Junia's chain. It ran from the one-percent beat inside her chest into the First Mouth's distant heartbeat, and the dark unborn pulse slid into her body with the widening of the door.

She looked at her Trevor and warned, “If you pull that chain, it pulls back through every life in the city.”

Tyrant wrapped one black-red hand around the chain, and nothing in his face weighed every soul beneath his Crown against the thing he wanted.

“Then I chain the void to something else and make it carry the pain.”

Junia stared at his hand and said, “Ask what you intend to feed it first.”

Tyrant smiled, beautiful enough to make the threat look like a promise.

“I was planning to discover that during the attempt.”

“Then the first thing you chain is your mouth.”


Chapter 20 — I Chained the Void to Something That Screamed

The black chain ran from Junia's body into Tyrant's empire.

It did not run toward his empire; it ran straight into him.

Trevor followed the pull through every red root he had sunk beneath Cathedral City. The First Mouth curled around the districts like a tongue under loose teeth, touching roads, barracks, stolen souls, and the world root below them all.

Junia's one black beat had become the hook dragging everything deeper.

Cut the chain, and the recoil would rip Cathedral City through her body. Pull it closer, and the Mouth would reach his deepest root. Wait long enough, and Junia would become a door with skin around it.

Mercy hovered beyond the altar with white wings shielding his own Junia. The last glimmer of Phase Shelter faded where her soul had returned to flesh, bright and irritatingly gentle.

Mercy had solved his problem by listening. Tyrant intended to solve his with something that screamed.

“Clever,” Trevor said.

Junia glared down at him through wet strands of black hair. Gold instruments held her wrists and wing roots, while sweat made her white covering cling along ribs that trembled with every pull.

“Do not compliment the thing currently using my body as a hook,” she said.

“Are you jealous because the void impressed me first?”

“I am hanging over an abyss by my uterus, and you are flirting with the machinery.”

Trevor looked at the chain instead of her covered body. “My second thought was murder.”

“Whose murder are you considering first?”

“I have not spoiled the pleasure by choosing my victim yet.”

Damaris stood at his shoulder with both hands tight around her flail. “The Mouth is still too far away for me to hit.”

“Then I will practice on something nearer until the real prey arrives.”

Twelve captive void spawn crawled inside gold vessels around the abyss. One had six narrow legs and a spine like a question mark. Another moved through corners without crossing the floor. Three possessed mouths made only for drinking light, while the largest carried a gravity pit where its head should have been.

They were not human. They belonged to no single species, and none could speak, but every one of them could hurt.

Naomi had proved it without cutting. The spawn fled heat, protected damaged limbs, sought steady ground, and remembered which hands brought pain. Whatever else lived behind those shapes, it knew enough to dread Trevor.

“They feel you looking at them, and they already know enough to hide,” Naomi said.

“Then they understand the most important thing about finding me.”

“They understand fear, which is not the same thing as loyalty.”

“Fear holds tighter whenever loyalty finds somewhere better to go.”

Trevor chose the creature that tried hardest to disappear behind its vessel. Mercy saw his gaze settle and crossed the first white rib.

“Do not put Junia's chain through captives who can feel every second.”

“I was not going to,” Tyrant said. It was a lie by the next heartbeat, because Mercy forbidding it had given the thought a shine.

Open Petra found the merciful answer before he could move.

A severed Mouth hand rested behind the fourth vessel, dry and mindless. The dead limb could carry the chain for one attempt if both Trevors poured power through it.

Mercy pointed at the dead thing and said, “Use the severed hand instead.”

Tyrant tasted its weakness through the air and answered, “That dead hand will break sooner.”

“Then my Hope will hold the cracks together while we pull.”

“And afterward you get to say that we rescued her together.”

“Afterward Junia is free. I do not care whose halo gets applause.”

There it was, the part Tyrant hated most: he could spare twelve frightened creatures by sharing the rescue with the beautiful man who kept invading his thoughts. Or he could make pain remember his hands and drag Junia free alone.

The crueler choice felt cleaner, brighter, and more honestly his.

“I want the chain to know me,” Tyrant said.

“It will know exactly what you did,” Mercy answered.

“That is exactly why I chose the screaming creatures instead.”

Ward Naomi covered the unused hand and set it beside Trevor's boot. He stepped over it, smiling, and spread his wings wider.

“Make sure everyone sees the dead hand I refused to use.”

His Damaris searched his face for some hidden shame and found only appetite. Trevor did not hide his cruelty because shame bored him, while honest infamy made every future lie harder to believe and therefore sweeter when it worked.

Naomi had restored eighty HP while he waited. Trevor stole one hundred MP from a forge capacitor and ate enough to regain seventy Stamina. The capacitor had kept thirty sleeping people alive inside a body rack.

He checked all thirty sleeping bodies. They were still breathing when the lights went out.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 89

HP 811/859
MP 271/647
STAMINA 502/663
FEAR 2,000/2,000


Trevor opened the first vessel and drove a red hook through the six-legged spawn.

The creature had no red roots. Trevor planted one inside its fear, spending thirty points to curl the new hook around every instinct that knew how to flee.

FEAR 2,000/2,000 → 1,970/2,000

He fed Junia's black chain through the creature, which flattened into a trembling line and vanished. Junia remained above the abyss, the chain still buried in her. Trevor had learned only that one life broke too easily.

“Again, but give me three lives this time,” he said as the next vessels opened.

Trevor hooked one spawn beneath the Mouth's pull, one beneath Cathedral City, and one between them. He threaded the pull through each in turn, keeping his own body outside the chain while their pain reached him along the roots.

The first screamed at a pitch his throat could never make. The second chewed its own leg. Trevor's red hook pulled the limb away from its teeth. The third shuddered with pleasure because Trevor accidentally pushed Junia's reward pulse through it.

He left the mistake alive. Naomi told him, “Turn that pleasure pulse off before it learns you.”

“No. I want to know whether pleasure makes it hold harder.”

When Naomi warned that it was learning his touch, Trevor answered, “Everything does eventually, if it survives long enough.”

The black chain tightened and broke all three weights. Their roots went dark, leaving the stolen pleasure pulse burning in Trevor's hand as the failed pull lashed forty HP and forty Stamina through him.

HP 811/859 → 771/859

STAMINA 502/663 → 462/663

Junia's one-percent beat flashed above him. “Again.”

Trevor lifted his face and asked, “Do you truly want me to keep using them?”

“I want out before that thing makes me a door.”

“Those are very different desires, and I can taste the space between them.”

“You are the one who taught me that wanting the ending does not make your hands clean.”

Her words warmed him more than praise could have managed, because corruption needed no yes when someone still reached for his weapon while hating the hand that offered it.

He opened the remaining eight vessels as Mercy launched forward, but Mutiny Damaris barred the altar with her flail chain, and white feathers stopped one inch from iron.

“Let him try once more before the chain tears her apart,” Damaris said.

Mercy's gold-star eyes hardened as he said, “He will keep hurting them long after this works.”

“I know what he is, and I am not moving,” Damaris answered.

Damaris looked up at Junia instead. “She told him to try again while she still had time.”

“She did not ask him to torture anything for the pleasure of it.”

“She said out. We get her out.” Damaris pressed harder against the white wing. “Hit the chain, Trevor.”

Mercy could have smashed through her. It would have broken Tyrant's next attempt, put the chain's full weight back through Junia, and burned time out of both women, and Mercy stood there working that out.

He stepped away with murder in his eyes. Tyrant loved him for understanding every ugly part.

He set the eight spawn around the abyss and burned one word into each trembling body: OUTSIDE, ENEMY, MINE, ALIVE, AFRAID, FIGHTING, HERE, and NEVER JUNIA. He fed FIGHTING the pleasure pulse still burning in his hand.

The last words mattered most. The Mouth had hooked Junia through the one piece of her that remained beyond Trevor's Crown. These creatures belonged to him for the moment, and pretending one was Junia would only feed the chain back toward her. Their terror had to remain alien, separate, and entirely available.

The System bared gold teeth above the trembling ring of bodies.

VOID CHAIN TEST

HOOK ONE HOSTILE RIFT
FEED IT EIGHT LIVING WEIGHTS
KEEP EVERY WEIGHT APART
HOLD // 00:00:20

ONE WEIGHT BREAKS // CHAIN SNAPS


Trevor spent forty MP shaping a black test loop he could wind again whenever the pull tore it open.

MP 271/647 → 231/647

The abyss pulled hard. At four seconds, the OUTSIDE spawn lost its red hook and the whole shape burst apart.

The freed creature did not flee because leaving Trevor had made the pain worse, so it crawled back toward his hand before he reached for it.

Naomi went very still and said, “You taught it to crawl back in one attempt.”

“Then it is brighter than it looks, and I chose a fine little victim.”

“That was disgust, Trevor, not admiration for either of you.”

“The creature does not need yours while its fear belongs to me.”

For the second attempt, Trevor sank the hook into the instant before relief. The creature fought less because returning to his hand promised the end of pain.

He denied the promised relief, and when the hook closed again, the spawn understood it had once escaped before Trevor stole the usefulness of escape.

Its new despair fed twenty points back into Trevor's Fear.

FEAR 1,970/2,000 → 1,990/2,000

Seven seconds passed. The hook snapped because the pleasure-soaked spawn had stopped fighting and gone soft beneath the chain. Trevor flipped the pulse until resistance itself felt wonderful.

The creature fought harder while every desperate motion rewarded it, even as those same motions held the instrument of its pain in place.

It understood enough to hate what pleasure had become.

The creature's twisted pleasure filled Trevor's Fear cap again.

FEAR 1,990/2,000 → 2,000/2,000

The third attempt reached twelve seconds. Then the Mouth changed OUTSIDE into HERE as the abyss widened. MINE bit through its own red hook. NEVER JUNIA grew her shadow. Her likeness crawled across alien limbs and tried to become another road into her.

Junia watched her outline crawl over the spawn and bared her teeth. “Get my shadow off that thing before it learns how I move.”

Trevor burned the last words away and replaced them with NEVER ANYONE HERE.

The chain tightened without needing Junia's shape to know exactly where she ended.

Mercy looked from Junia's clearing shadow to the creature still caught beneath it. Trevor tightened the improved hook and met his eyes with a smile.

The Mouth pushed Junia's pain through all eight bodies.

Trevor tore her pain away before the spawn could feel it. Not to spare them. The Mouth did not get to smear what it had done to Junia across anything else and call the theft power.

Mercy looked at him, and Tyrant answered by doubling the pain already burning inside every spawn. He would not let one useful no make him look like a better man.

At eighteen seconds, a single gold eye opened beneath the abyss.

“You teach suffering to enjoy itself,” the First Mouth said.

“I teach people how to break beautifully,” Trevor replied. “You merely eat them.”

“What difference do your victims taste?”

“They taste my style, which is more than your hunger ever gave them.”

Twenty seconds struck.

VOID CHAIN I

HOOK ONE HOSTILE PLANAR RIFT
EIGHT OWNED WEIGHTS
HOLD // 00:00:20

COST // 170 MP + 140 FEAR
BREAK THE HOOK OR A WEIGHT // CHAIN SNAPS


Trevor fed the skill every drop of MP and Fear it demanded.

MP 231/647 → 61/647

FEAR 2,000/2,000 → 1,860/2,000

The black chain came out of Junia without sliding through her flesh. One heartbeat found it hooked inside her one-percent beat, and the next found it buried through eight screaming creatures around Trevor's hand.

Junia fell into Damaris's arms. Gold instruments still held her wrists and wing roots. Cathedral City no longer dragged through her body.

The abyss opened beneath all eight spawn, and a chain guardian climbed out wearing black links for bones and mouths that chewed their own metal.

VOID CHAIN GUARDIAN // 10,200,000 HP

Trevor had only sixty-one MP remaining and an excellent mood anyway.

Marks stolen from dead worlds covered the guardian's links, taken from kings, parents, and lovers who had mistaken devotion for giving in to whatever hand held harder. Every mouth chewed the next red mark until pain forged it stronger.

Tyrant breathed in with the naked admiration Junia had learned to dread.

“If you copy that,” Junia said, “I will wrap whatever you make around your throat.”

“Threatening me with jewelry will never discourage the part you mean.”

“Then I will pull until you understand the difference.”

Trevor swung the eight spawn as one living flail. Their stretched bodies hit the guardian without breaking apart, and Damaris crossed the blow with her iron ball.

VOID CHAIN GUARDIAN // 10,200,000 → 9,300,000 HP

The guardian bit at OUTSIDE's hook. The spawn leaped toward open dark with two claws free, but the root held; Trevor hauled it backward before the hook could break.

The spawn understood the taste of escape twice now, which made the return crueler.

The guardian followed the red hook toward Cathedral City. Trevor let the bite travel halfway to his deepest root, then slammed three Host districts around it.

Thousands of stolen marks bit the intruding mouth at once.

The guardian buckled as nine hundred thousand damage arrived from people it never reached.

VOID CHAIN GUARDIAN // 9,300,000 → 8,400,000 HP

Mercy looked sick at the beauty of the trap.

“Your empire is built from people forced to become teeth,” he said.

“Your Heaven is built from people you hope will bite on command.”

Both men attacked together before the insult finished echoing around them.

Mercy's Damaris broke seven mouth-links while her counterpart crushed the black joints beneath them. Both Petras folded the loose ends through each other, and the Adinas burned away stolen faces when the guardian tried to wear them.

VOID CHAIN GUARDIAN // 8,400,000 → 7,840,000 HP

Trevor struck again with the living flail. The pleasure-soaked spawn laughed in a noise without lungs, while the others screamed and pulled hard enough to split three guardian links.

VOID CHAIN GUARDIAN // 7,840,000 → 6,120,000 HP

Naomi cut black pain away from Junia and fed nothing back to the captives. Her counterpart found the Mouth's bite inside one link, turned it inward, and made the guardian chew through its own spine.

VOID CHAIN GUARDIAN // 6,120,000 → 4,660,000 HP

The guardian struck Trevor hard enough to catch all eight black-red wings.

Three black-red wings broke as sixty-two HP vanished in one bright flash, but he kept the chain around every screaming weight.

HP 771/859 → 709/859

Trevor wrapped both hands around the creature's spine and spent eighty-two Stamina dragging it onto the altar.

STAMINA 462/663 → 380/663

VOID CHAIN GUARDIAN // 4,660,000 → 2,080,000 HP

Junia stood inside Damaris's arms with one leg shaking beneath her. “My sword.”

Damaris placed the sword hilt against Junia's waiting palm.

Junia used one step Trevor could not command, crossed his lowest wing, found the link every mouth protected, and drove her blade through its center.

The guardian screamed through every tooth while its black spine folded inward.

The guardian's wound opened onto the last slit of the rift. Tyrant hauled Void Chain tight around that opening and pulled until the monster collapsed into one black line between his hands.

VOID CHAIN GUARDIAN // 2,080,000 → 0 HP

The line snapped between Trevor's hands, and his evolution struck before the pieces landed.

LEVEL 90

MIGHT 75 +1 = 76
AGILITY 77 +1 = 78
VITALITY 47 +1 = 48
INTELLECT 57 +2 = 59
WILL 56 +2 = 58
PRESENCE 43 +2 = 45

MAX HP 859 +18 = 877
MAX MP 647 +14 = 661
MAX STAMINA 663 +14 = 677

CURRENT
HP 709/877 | MP 61/661 | STAMINA 380/677
FEAR 1,860/2,400

VOID CHAIN I // retained


His Fear cap widened without filling as the twenty-second skill ended and the black chain loosened around all eight spawn.

Trevor could let them go now, because Junia no longer needed their pain. The abyss had shut, the guardian had died, and keeping them taught him nothing new, so Trevor squeezed anyway.

One second passed, then two. The creatures screamed because his hands had become their whole sky.

“Release them now that Junia is free,” Mercy ordered.

Three seconds passed before Tyrant Junia stood between both Damarises with shaking legs and steady eyes. “Let them go, Trevor.”

Four seconds passed, and Trevor looked directly at her. “You told me to do it again.”

“Then, when I was still hanging there. Not now.”

Five seconds passed while he made her feel the cost of reaching for his hands. He wanted Mercy to learn what happened whenever kindness leaned on him, and he wanted the spawn to learn that being useful bought nothing.

At six seconds, one creature finally stopped screaming. Its pain went on after the sound died. It had learned that screaming changed nothing.

Trevor felt the silence through his hook and savored the exact instant hope gave up.

Mutiny Beat struck hard enough for Damaris to steal one heartbeat from his grip while Junia cut the chain during the gap. False Petra opened a narrow black door across the sealed scar. All eight spawn tumbled through and vanished before Trevor could close his hand again.

Nothing answered when Junia stared into the black scar after them.

Junia watched the empty place. “You will say I asked for that.”

“You asked me to try again after the first chain broke.”

“I asked you to get me out, not to keep hurting them afterward.”

“And I got you out exactly the way I wanted.”

“Those desires were never the same, no matter how often you pair them.”

“I know they were different, which is why your hatred tastes honest.”

Trevor wanted her to understand that he saw every difference and would choose the same cruelty again. Her hatred deepened, and possession warmed his blood until he wanted to kiss the fury off her mouth simply to put it back himself.

Ward Naomi approached only when Junia nodded. “Your left leg will not hold full weight yet.”

“Then tell my useless leg that I am deeply disappointed.”

“It already lives with Trevor. Disappointment has become background noise.”

Junia laughed and hated that laughter still worked inside this room.

Tyrant's hooks moved toward the sound on instinct. Naomi's ward slapped them back.

The ward held fourteen MP. Trevor could have broken it, seized the laugh, and taught Junia's body to associate humor with his attention.

He waited, because a laugh stolen later would taste better once she believed this one had gotten away.

Junia noticed his restraint and said, “Do not expect praise for waiting.”

“I expect a much better opportunity when you stop watching for it.”

“To do what, besides make every room worse?”

“Make you laugh at something so unforgivable that you hate the pleasure too.”

“You have been trying since we met.”

“Persistence becomes romantic when the pretty villain does it.”

“Not when the pretty villain calls stalking a character build.”

Damaris steadied Junia's right side.

“Lean on me.”

“I am leaning.”

“Lean like you mean it.”

Junia did, and Damaris took the weight like a woman who had been waiting all day to be asked. Petra opened the six-foot path her friend had chosen, and Adina kept the Mouth's copied voices away.

The women carried Junia away without using Trevor's strength or asking for it.

Pride and rage came together as he watched someone he owned move inside a shape built to resist him. He wanted to tear their shape apart. He also wanted to see how far it could carry her first.

Mercy followed with his Junia supported by hands that had waited for her invitation. The rescued women studied each other across the altar, sharing one unborn pulse without sharing a soul, an expression, a way of surviving pain, or an answer to it.

Mercy Junia watched her counterpart's face before speaking. Tyrant Junia watched everyone else's hands.

“Are you still entirely here inside that stubborn skull?” Mercy Junia asked.

“I am mostly here out of spite, which has excellent survival value,” her counterpart answered.

“Good, because I missed the sharpest of your terrible qualities.”

“You were gone at the same time, sparklebutt.”

“I still managed to miss them from the neighboring nightmare.”

Tyrant Junia glanced at both Trevors. “How did either world survive without us?”

“Badly, loudly, and with entirely too much Trevor,” Mercy Junia said.

The small dark pulse moved between them, and both women stopped.

Naomi counted three heartbeats. Adina drew one arrow from Mercy to Tyrant, then a second arrow back. Neither Trevor gave the child a name.

The women went back to their slow walk. Reaching the next safe floor mattered more than solving the rest of their lives beside an open abyss.

The womb-forge opened its next mouth before anyone could answer.

Every door along the ribs turned toward the two Junias, and the First Mouth spoke from thousands of thresholds.

“Open,” it whispered, “and I will make what happened feel like love.”

Both Junias answered with the same single word. “No.”

The words sounded different. Mercy Junia's came steady; Tyrant Junia's broke halfway through pain and finished louder.

Gold light tried to praise one voice and pity the other.

Both Adinas burned the false praise and pity together.

Two women had refused in two voices, and neither sound needed to resemble the other.

The doors shuddered. The Mouth repeated its promise in Damaris's voice, then Naomi's, then each Trevor's, shaping relief to fit every hunger it had tasted.

The Junias stopped lending it words and knocked their heels against the stone beneath them.

One heel pressed down in Mercy's phase. Another followed in Tyrant's. The bare stone carried the knocks without carrying either Trevor's voice.

Left and right, then left and right again.

The rhythm said no without giving the Mouth another voice to steal. Both Naomis counted while both Damarises guarded the beat.

The forge closed its ribs around the sound and failed to close them around either woman.


Chapter 21 — Her Body Was Hers Before It Was a Battlefield

The First Mouth offered both Junias painless obedience.

It used Trevor's voice in both worlds.

The same soft male cadence slid out of thousands of womb-forge doors. Both Junias stood with their Damarises on the stone below the altar, answering the noise with the last few knocks of their heels. Their empty slots hung overhead while gold instruments along the walls turned toward them.

“Let me close the memory,” the Mouth whispered. “Let pleasure grow where harm lived. Let every wound feel like a gift you were always meant to want.”

The offer touched nerves before it became words.

Mercy Junia's wrist stopped hurting. Warmth moved through the cut and loosened her shoulders. One white door showed her leaving the forge rested, smiling, and unable to understand why her friends looked horrified.

Tyrant Junia got a sweeter poison. Every red hook inside her softened into a helping hand. She still remembered obeying, but her body cherished every stolen move as if Trevor had loved her perfectly against every fear she had.

The Mouth wanted them to remember what happened and enjoy having been broken.

Tyrant watched closely. Admiration sharpened his smile as his favorite cruelty arrived at cosmic size. Then envy ruined it. Mercy caught both hungers moving across the face that matched his own.

“Do not flatter yourself by calling that thing an imitation,” Mercy said.

“I was about to criticize its total lack of style.”

“Of course your complaint would be about style and not about right and wrong.”

Tyrant Junia heard them. “Both of you shut up until my nerves belong to me again,” she snapped from Damaris's arms. Mercy stopped talking. Tyrant opened his mouth, saw her sword lift, and closed it again.

Mercy heard the Mouth's promise and understood why it felt worse than pain. A person could stand pain, heal it, hate it, forget it, or carry it forever. The Mouth wanted to leave every event exactly where it was and steal the disgust that made fighting back possible.

Tyrant had done smaller copies of exactly that.

He stood across the altar with eight black-red wings still bleeding from the chain fight. His eyes never left his Junia. The Mouth had taken a craft he loved and dared to do it better with his own favorite weapon.

Mercy shifted closer to his Junia, keeping Tyrant on the far side of his white wings.

“No,” Mercy Junia said, and the forge answered by putting every cut back at once. Pain drove a gasp through her teeth. Naomi stepped forward and stopped under two raised fingers.

“Tell me what your hands can do before any of them touch me,” Junia said.

Mercy Naomi lifted two clear panes. “I can dull the cuts without touching the memory attached to them.”

Tyrant Naomi spread black smoke over the red hooks. “I can blind everything outside you to whatever the relief feels like.”

Junia turned toward the Adinas. Gospel opened beside her face, promising to keep her words louder than the forge. Six Scarred Copies rose to show every place the gold tried to change them.

“Do all four, and stop the instant I lift my hand,” Junia said. The women moved together.

Pain loosened without vanishing. Mercy Naomi left enough feeling for Junia to track each change, and Tyrant Naomi smothered every hook reaching outward from it. Gospel held Junia's own words in white fire. Scarred Copy caught the forge changing UNBEARABLE into TRANSFORMATIVE before the lie finished glowing.

Tyrant Adina slashed through the second word until the gold admitted what it had done.

TRANSFORMATIVE → FORCED

The forge tried HEALING instead, and she burned that lie before its light reached Junia. “Stop naming what her pain becomes.”

Gold letters came back with UNCOOPERATIVE. Mercy Adina wrote Junia's own answer across them in white fire.

ALIVE

Junia lifted two fingers when the warmth reached too far up her wrist. Naomi drew it back to the cut, and Adina burned the gold letters chasing her hand.

“Your smoke is on my side of her,” Mercy Naomi said without looking up.

“Your pane is on mine.”

“Then we are both on hers.”

“Fine,” Tyrant Naomi said, in the voice of a woman who had never once said fine and meant it.

The dark pulse flickered through Naomi's reading panes as it moved from one Junia to the other. Mercy Junia gripped Damaris's arm. “Hold that picture still. I want to see what it does before the forge moves it again.”

Trevor fed thirty-six MP into the panes, keeping their light steady while twenty-four Hope held back the gold words trying to cover the reading. For six seconds, both women could follow the small pulse without the forge hiding its path.

MP 172/781 → 136/781

HOPE 1,160/1,800 → 1,136/1,800

The image steadied between the two women. The small beat trembled in the panes, then changed with the voices nearby.

Tyrant leaned toward it. “Can you hear the prettier Trevor from there?” The pulse raced, then slowed when Mercy Damaris said Junia's name.

Sound had reached it. The forge wrote BELONGS TO TREVOR above the beat at once. Both Naomis shattered the words before they finished glowing.

Mercy Junia watched the pulse instead of the falling dust. “Nobody turns one frightened heartbeat into a person they already know.”

“We wait until it can tell us more than a pulse can say,” Naomi answered.

Tyrant opened his mouth. Junia tapped her sword once against the stone, and he closed it with an offended little smile.

The First Mouth spoke through every door while a gold button opened in front of Trevor. “Cut it out, and I will show her what your mercy really means.”

PURGE FOREIGN SOUL

PLANAR TEAR CLOSES // 62%
BOTH CARRIERS SURVIVE // UNKNOWN
UNBORN SOUL SURVIVES // UNKNOWN


Mercy saw at once what the bright number hid. The forge cared whether the tear closed. The two women and one unborn soul had been shoved under UNKNOWN like clutter under a golden number.

Tyrant reached for the button. Mercy caught his wrist before one black nail touched the gold.

“No. You do not get to gamble with three bodies from a safe distance.”

“It might close the tear, and thirty-eight percent leaves room for interesting surprises.”

“It might kill every life caught inside that number.”

Tyrant looked up at the woman shaking in his Damaris's arms. “Mine can barely stand, much less decide how much danger she wants.”

“Then her silence gives your hand nothing to take.”

Something hungry moved behind Tyrant's smile as he remembered the chapel. Mercy hated the answering heat in his own beautiful body.

The forge noticed where both men were looking.

An obedience surgeon climbed out of the gold button. White healer hands covered its body. Tightening orders ran under them, and every polished nail ended in a red hook.

OBEDIENCE SURGEON // 8,600,000 HP

It attacked both Naomis before it turned a single hand toward Trevor.

Gold threads struck every place their magic touched either Junia. Mercy Naomi's pane flashed around the wrist she had dulled, and the surgeon tried to spread that small relief until it ran every nerve. Tyrant Naomi's smoke writhed when the creature offered to keep both women inside her black wards forever.

Both healers shattered their largest workings before the surgeon could crawl through them.

They rebuilt with smaller touches: one cut, one breath, one trembling muscle at a time. The surgeon had to seize each act by itself. Junia could end any touch by lifting two fingers.

Mercy opened four wings around them. Gold nails pierced his feathers and tried to turn shelter into a cage, and forty-five HP tore away before he ripped free.

HP 690/794 → 645/794

Both Adinas attacked the creature's glowing mouth. Gospel carried Junia's present voice. Scarred Copy showed the surgeon's false voice under it. The clash tore open its right side.

OBEDIENCE SURGEON // 8,600,000 → 7,340,000 HP

Tyrant drove his hooks into the wound. Mercy kept every white root beyond his reach.

They hit one body for opposite reasons. White wings opened a road for the trapped women, black-red feathers lined that road with pain, both Damarises smashed healer hands, and both Petras folded gold nails into empty doors.

OBEDIENCE SURGEON // 7,340,000 → 5,920,000 HP

The surgeon offered Mercy control of every healing hand if he would speak for everyone at once. He burned the offer before its last word appeared.

Then it opened every hidden hurt in the forge to Tyrant, and he reached in eagerly, the way he reached for anything private that did not know he was inside: pain thresholds, private fears, remembered pleasures, old injuries, pressure points, and the words each stranger tied to safety.

Tyrant Naomi detonated black glass through the stolen memories, stripping twenty-six MP from Trevor before burning everything except three names.

MP 61/661 → 35/661

“Those people never gave any part of themselves to you,” Naomi said.

“They were mine for four delightful seconds, which was long enough to leave teeth marks.”

The surgeon’s bar had not moved. Mercy saw Tyrant look away from it to watch the people below. He stepped between that smile and the next open pane.

Tomas Vale feared a childhood prayer spoken backward. Sister Ilyra trusted anyone who smelled of cedar smoke. Ren Kes hid pain under his left shoulder because the forge punished every flinch it saw.

Tyrant could have let the scraps burn. Instead he whispered Tomas's backward prayer into the nearest gold vessel. A man screamed behind the wall, and one lock opened.

The surgeon did not lose a single HP. No path toward Junia widened. Tyrant had only wanted proof that a stranger's oldest fear still worked.

Ward Naomi struck him with her remaining ward, and he blocked the black glass.

“Burn those stolen names out of your head before you use another,” Naomi said.

“No. The next stranger deserves to know me before we meet.”

“You hurt someone we have not even reached or looked in the eyes.”

“Then the excitement can start without wasting an introduction.”

Mercy's eight wings turned toward Tyrant for one dangerously bright heartbeat.

The surgeon attacked through the distraction and sent four white hands toward Mercy Junia. Mercy cut every hand down before the gold nails reached Damaris's arms.

Tyrant used the opening to whisper cedar into another vessel.

A woman sighed behind the wall. Her door opened, because the forge mistook stolen comfort for safety.

Sister Ilyra stumbled into the cathedral in a torn brown robe. She smelled the false cedar and moved toward Tyrant before her eyes understood the rest.

His red roots opened like an embrace, but Mercy Damaris caught Ilyra before she reached them. The woman fought silver armor while her stolen comfort pulled harder.

“He is safe. I know that smell,” Ilyra pleaded.

“The smell is a lie, and he stole it from inside you,” Damaris said.

Tyrant answered by making the cedar strong enough to fill the cathedral.

Ilyra wept against Damaris's armor while her body trusted the man who had stolen the key. Tyrant laughed. A stranger's feeling of safety had become his toy faster than he could say her name.

Mercy hit him hard enough to send them both through a white door.

They landed among hundreds of empty cradles. Tyrant tasted blood and grinned up at the other copy of his face. “You keep touching me in public.”

“Let those names burn before I start breaking parts you enjoy.”

“Make me, and try not to enjoy your hands while you do it.”

For one stupid heartbeat, fury sharpened into desire. Mercy hated the smile because it lived on the prettiest face he had ever seen. Tyrant smiled into the hatred; Mercy's hand was still fisted in his collar.

The obedience surgeon drove gold nails through the doorway. Both Trevors moved before either chose to cooperate.

Mercy let go of the collar to block. Tyrant rolled under white wings and drove a black-red feather through the surgeon's elbow, and Mercy kicked its knees backward.

OBEDIENCE SURGEON // 5,920,000 → 4,510,000 HP

They came back to the altar still furious. Ilyra had finally stopped fighting Damaris's arms. Naomi held plain water under her mouth while Damaris crushed the false cedar inside an empty helm, one careful piece at a time.

Tyrant kept all three stolen names, so Mercy struck him with one wing and the surgeon with the other seven.

Tyrant laughed. He threw three stolen fears into the creature's mouth and made it bite its own hands.

OBEDIENCE SURGEON // 4,510,000 → 2,080,000 HP

The gold button brightened again. Mercy Junia needed no skill when she said, “Do not touch that thing.”

Trevor drove his halo through the button and split it in half, spending sixty Stamina without looking away from her.

STAMINA 440/712 → 380/712

The panes dimmed after the six-second brace, leaving one faint pulse crossing between their readings. Tyrant Junia lifted one shaking hand and pointed at the surgeon. “That thing you may kill.”

Every companion attacked through the opening she named.

Both Damarises broke its arms, the Petras folded its mouth backward, the Adinas burned every false comfort out of its throat, and the Naomis cut its hooks away from both Junias.

Mercy drove the surgeon through its own gold spine.

OBEDIENCE SURGEON // 2,080,000 → 0 HP

Level 91 struck before the broken body finished falling through the altar.

LEVEL 91

MIGHT 45 +1 = 46
AGILITY 69 +1 = 70
VITALITY 67 +1 = 68

MAX HP 794 +8 = 802
MAX MP 781 +7 = 788
MAX STAMINA 712 +7 = 719

CURRENT
HP 645/802 | MP 136/788 | STAMINA 380/719
HOPE 1,136/1,800


A narrow door opened through the surgeon's broken chest. Both Naomis moved their Junias onto clear stone beyond the reach of its fallen hands.

Tomas Vale crawled through the new door on both hands while the backward prayer still whispered from every surface behind him. Tyrant had broken his cage with it. The open door had not closed the fear.

Tomas saw two matching faces under different halos and covered both ears.

“Do not say that prayer again,” Tomas said, and Tyrant treasured every syllable.

Mercy put four white wings between them. “He will say it if he thinks your pain will amuse him.”

Tomas stared at the matched beauty and found nowhere safe to look. “And you fight beside him?”

“I fight beside him right now, while people are still trapped beyond us.”

“Why would any decent man choose that?”

The womb-forge tightened around both Junias as the phase pulse weakened. Mercy watched the ribs creep toward their patch of clear stone. He answered anyway.

“His power may help me reach people trapped here. I want him. I have not found a way to stop him without leaving everyone his roots already touch.” Mercy let the ugliness stay visible. “None of that makes what he did to you necessary.”

Tomas searched Mercy's face for a saint and found Trevor's beauty twice, with safety nowhere.

“I hate both of you, and I do not care which one means well.”

“Good. Hatred remembers faces better than gratitude,” Tyrant said beyond the wings. Mercy left the anger exactly where Tomas had put it.

Pane offered Tomas white light, and he pulled back, because Trevor's white wings surrounded it. Ward offered black silence with no thread back to either man, and he took that.

The prayer folded into one dark shape Tomas could open later, burn, or leave alone.

Sister Ilyra sat several feet away with the false cedar still trapped in Damaris's helm.

“He used trust on me,” Ilyra said from her separate circle.

“He used fear on me,” Tomas answered, and neither stranger moved closer. Pain did not make them friends. It only gave them two wounds they could name without touching.

Open Petra drew two different exits. Tomas chose the colorless one, and Ilyra stayed long enough to crush the last cedar-scented shard herself.

Tyrant watched them leave. Ren Kes was still somewhere inside the walls, his hidden pain still bright inside Tyrant's Crown.

Tyrant thought about touching it, and Mercy saw the thought reach his eyes. “Do it, and I break every finger you use.”

“Threats are affection with direction, especially from that pretty mouth.”

“Try me, and find out how affectionate eight wings can get.”

Tyrant let Ren's pain alone for now, and his face said the waiting was part of the pleasure.

A gold instrument crept from the wall toward Mercy Junia's left ribs. She caught Naomi's eye and pointed; two fingers of light pinned it before its tip could touch her.

Tyrant Junia wanted feeling back in her right hand while the red hook stayed numb. Her Naomi reversed the nerve ward while Adina trapped the hook inside a Scarred Copy.

“If I start asking for things that sound unlike me,” Mercy Junia said, “stop and ask my name.”

“If I start asking politely,” Tyrant Junia said, “assume I am possessed.”

The Naomis answered in different voices. One sounded tender. The other sounded offended on Junia's behalf.

“You are allowed to be tender,” Ward Naomi said to her other self. “Somebody should be.”

“You are allowed to be offended. Somebody should be that too.”

“We could trade for an hour.”

“We would both be terrible at it.”

Both Damarises sat on opposite altar steps with the Junias leaning against them. Open Petra widened the path enough for blankets, water, and a plain wooden stool. The stool came from a Free Heaven kitchen and still held flour in one crack.

Mercy Junia asked for it, and Damaris slid it under her feet.

Tyrant Junia stared at the plain wood. “Do you have another stool hiding in that kitchen?”

“Do you want one, or are you only insulting the furniture?” False Petra asked.

“I want that exact one, flour crack and all.”

Mercy Junia looked across the phase gap. “Then take it and keep your feet under you.”

“I was joking, and you were supposed to defend your stool.”

“I know, but I want my feet on the floor more than I want either floor to win.”

False Petra opened a second path, and the same stool flickered into place beneath both Junias' feet on opposite sides of the phase gap. The unnamed pulse slowed between them.

Mercy Junia pressed her toes into the wood. Tyrant Junia followed one phase later. Neither smiled, but both sets of shoulders came down.

Trevor wanted the moment to mean the worlds were healing. Tyrant wanted to call the stool his. The Junias only wanted somewhere to put their feet, which made both men's hungers ridiculous.

A crack appeared along one leg, and both Junias felt it.

“Mine,” Tyrant Junia said, because surviving the void had not improved her sharing.

Mercy Junia raised one eyebrow. “It came from my kitchen and still has my flour in the crack.”

“It held my feet too, which makes your flour emotionally irrelevant.”

“It held both pairs, so neither of us gets to murder it.”

“Then saw it in half and let both pieces choose.”

Open Petra leaned through the path. “Do not threaten the only piece of furniture currently behaving.”

False Petra offered a flawless copy, and both Junias refused it, because the new wood had never carried their weight.

Pane braced the visible crack. Ward hid the repaired place from the forge, and both Petras kept the two paths from collapsing into one.

The stool stayed one object in two rooms, and nobody took it away while it kept holding.

Both sets of feet settled on the wood, and Trevor found himself grinning at a stool.

Mercy Junia caught him looking. “Stop inspecting its stats.”

“It's winning the encounter.”

“Then let it carry.”

The Junias kept the stool without giving either Trevor another word.

Pane left a thin white line over the repaired leg. Ward left black smoke inside the hidden crack, Open Petra drew the road from one room to the other, and False Petra erased every handle Trevor might use to drag it back.

Gospel wrote both kitchens under the seat. Scar burned any word that tried to make one kitchen swallow the other.

A plain stool gained six protections and still belonged first to the women using it.

Tyrant called six protections excessive. Mercy called the whole arrangement unbearably cute. Both Junias told them to shut up and put their feet down again.

The stool changed the womb-forge more than the battle had. Gold ribs believed one thing must stay in one room and serve one hunger. The stool carried weight in two places without becoming a door or a copy.

When Mercy Junia shifted her heel, Tyrant Junia felt the weight without feeling the touch. When Tyrant Junia kicked one leg, the other room heard the knock without taking its force.

The weight crossed while both bodies stayed separate, and the unnamed heartbeat settled into the same rhythm.

For three clean beats, both Junias carried its phase without either body becoming an extension of the other.

Naomi watched the rhythm without promising a fourth beat, so Hope stayed a breath instead of hardening into a prediction. The First Mouth pulled back through the doors.

“You will beg me to make them love what comes next,” it said.

Tyrant Junia bared her teeth. “Mine already tried that trick, and you need much better material.”

The womb-forge got angry enough to shake flour out of the stool's repaired crack. Then every rib closed around her side at once.


Chapter 22 — My Junia Bit Me, So I Killed a Cathedral

The cathedral-organ tried to digest Junia, so Trevor killed it and made whole rooms of prisoners die with it.

His Junia hung inside a cage of closing white ribs while gold instruments pulled out of her wrists and stabbed into the walls. The whole womb-forge became one body. Its heartbeat matched the First Mouth, and the unnamed pulse between the Junias began copying the same hungry rhythm exactly.

Mercy's brief brace had faded. Naomi's reading panes flickered as the small pulse copied the cathedral's rhythm, and he watched for the next change.

Tyrant tore twenty-six MP from the Obedience Surgeon's cooling hooks as the floor tipped its broken body toward the abyss.

MP 35/661 → 61/661

The living cathedral owned every surface nearby, which meant Trevor needed more power from one of the three batteries it offered.

Gold capacitors carried clean heavenly charge behind the Central Choir's deepest roots. Black reliquaries held condemned souls and would open the Mouth wider with every point spent. Thirty sleeping people filled a body rack whose power had no lock, because Heaven already treated their lives like spare parts for any brighter machine.

Trevor could spend precious minutes cracking heavenly gold, or he could spend strangers right now. He chose the people.

The rack labeled each body by use, CHOIR THROAT, FLIGHT-COMPATIBLE SPINE, HIGH-OUTPUT WOMB, SIEGE MUSCULATURE, while their names waited three menus deeper.

Trevor opened those too, because knowing exactly whom he killed made the act more intimate.

Maris Tol repaired mill wheels and hated hymns before the Choir took her. Valen Dross hid three angel children under his tannery. Esme Coil sold her sister for a place in Heaven and learned too late that Heaven kept traitors below the people they sold.

Twenty-seven other lives glowed behind theirs as Mercy Naomi sent rescue panes racing toward the rack. Its emergency lights failed one row at a time. The sleepers would wake malformed, die peacefully, or become raw flesh for the hungry forge.

Tyrant sank his roots first, and Mercy answered with a white wing between them. “No. They are alive, and my panes have almost reached every capsule.”

“You make that word sound more seductive every time you spread your wings.”

“Thirty people are dying behind you.”

“Then the eighteen nearest your hands are having a very lucky morning.”

Trevor ripped the rack's remaining life support into himself.

BODY RACK LIFE SUPPORT // 260 MP STOLEN

MP 61/661 → 321/661

Thirty heartbeats began failing while Mercy's healers caught eighteen bodies in clear light. Twelve stayed strapped to Tyrant's battery. He felt each life weaken through the current and kept drawing.

Maris woke behind cloudy glass with both hands trapped under unfinished wings. Her lips shaped one question through Trevor's roots: Are you the rescue?

“Yes, and you can rest now,” he told her.

The lie slowed her heart. A calmer battery moved power with less waste, so Trevor let her believe rescue had come while he drained the last living warmth out of her chest.

Mercy Naomi heard every word through the shared pane. Horror tightened her mouth, and Tyrant smiled and pulled harder.

Valen woke next and saw eighteen bodies leaving, which told him why his own capsule stayed closed. Trevor gave him no comforting lie. Valen understood what those red roots were buying, and the waking prisoners saw Trevor keep drawing after the white panes reached them. Two hundred twenty Fear flooded in.

FEAR 1,860/2,400 + 220 = 2,080/2,400

One hundred seventy MP and one hundred forty Fear fed Void Chain. Empire Incarnation ate another hundred five MP and eighty Fear.

MP 321/661 → 46/661

FEAR 2,080/2,400 − 140 − 80 = 1,860/2,400

Trevor hooked the hostile rift beating inside the cathedral to eight still-living prisoners in the rack. The other four capsules remained wired to the battery. He braced the loop against his deepest root, keeping Junia's red channel outside the eight living weights.

Her one black beat stayed outside him as the chain tightened hard enough to stop the closing ribs.

Junia fell three feet and caught herself on the gold instrument through her wrist. Empire Incarnation spread Trevor through two Host guards and the ninety-nine red parts of Junia before Damaris could reach her. He made all three bodies begin one lift; her black beat stayed beyond his grip.

He felt bruises, cuts, gold traces burrowed under skin, and one blank place where the First Mouth had tried to pour pleasure over something Junia refused to show him.

Trevor left the blank closed. It had teeth shaped for owners.

“I am taking your body out,” he said from inside her nerves.

“Get out of my body before you move another finger,” Junia said.

“That order of events creates problems I was hoping you would overlook.”

“Trevor, I have one heartbeat and excellent teeth.”

Junia spent that free beat, turned her head against his grip, and bit the nearest guard's incarnated hand hard enough to break the lift. Trevor fell back into his own body with the shape of her teeth burning across his fingers.

“Good,” he said, admiring the blood on the borrowed hand.

“I hope it scars somewhere everyone can see what I did.”

The cathedral swung one enormous rib through the altar.

Trevor caught it with four wings and lost sixty HP.

HP 709/877 → 649/877

Damaris shattered the rib. Her counterpart caught Junia's falling cage, and Naomi landed eighteen rescued bodies behind white wings.

The first living weight died, and Void Chain snapped. By the time all twelve capsules had gone dark, their last heartbeats had hardened into black-red nails through the cathedral's foundation. Trevor caught those fixed anchors with his Crown roots before the ribs could close again.

Trevor needed those deaths only after choosing the fastest battery. The faster choice itself had never been needed.

He kept both truths, because pretending otherwise would cheapen the pleasure.

His Damaris kept them too. She held Junia's weight through the broken ribs and stared past her at twelve dark capsules. Nothing in her face confused the enemy outside with the monster beside her.

“You could have waited for Petra or broken the gold bank instead,” Damaris said.

“I could have waited, and eventually the gold would have broken.”

“You picked twelve sleeping people because their lives were faster.”

Trevor flexed his tingling fingers. “Faster, and your disgust tastes excellent through my Crown.”

Damaris's anger struck every black-red wing like hot iron, and Trevor savored the burn too.

Crown roots pulled through the black-red nails, dragging the cathedral against its own heart. Trevor caught six ribs in their loop and swung the building into itself, ripping towers from bone and bursting gold vessels down the central aisle.

The heart's HP showed through the wreckage.

CATHEDRAL HEART // 11,500,000 HP

The first impact crushed its outer chambers.

CATHEDRAL HEART // 11,500,000 → 9,860,000 HP

Thousands of doors opened onto trapped souls. Mercy's relays poured through them, carrying everyone they could reach, while Tyrant hunted for rooms whose fear would feed him best.

Adina marked the shortest road to the heart, and Petra opened it clean before Trevor sealed the door with a red hook.

“Why would you close the only road that saves both time and lives?” Petra demanded.

“Because you found the clean road, which makes every death after this one entirely mine.”

“That is a reason to use it, you hateful little bastard.”

“It is a reason to make you watch me refuse it.”

He waited until Petra looked from the victims to his hand. Then he gave her a gracious little nod, as if she had brought him a present.

Her guilt came through the Host as a cold metal taste, and Trevor drank it with the Fear.

FEAR 1,860/2,400 → 2,140/2,400

The first wall held a choir whose tongues had been sewn into one hymn. Trevor made them sing while he folded their chamber through the cathedral heart.

CATHEDRAL HEART // 9,860,000 → 7,620,000 HP

The second wall held scribes with holy numbers cut into their skin. He showed them Mercy's open doors, waited until they began crawling toward rescue, and dropped the corridor between their hands.

The third wall held a family mortared into different stones. Petra could have opened all three rooms, so Trevor drove his hook deeper into her blocked path and crushed the stones together.

Every needless death fed the Mouth outside and Tyrant inside.

Mercy shouted through the falling doors, “The heart is exposed, so stop killing everyone in the walls!”

“I know exactly where the heart is, and I am still not finished.”

“Those rooms are not part of the fight anymore.”

“That is why crushing them feels entirely like me.”

Both Damarises struck the exposed organ while the Petras folded cut vessels into its open chambers. The Adinas burned away the voices it had stolen from the walls.

CATHEDRAL HEART // 7,620,000 → 5,100,000 HP

Trevor bound his three broken wings to the sound ones with red roots, then spent eighty-eight Stamina driving all eight through the building from opposite angles.

STAMINA 380/677 → 292/677

CATHEDRAL HEART // 5,100,000 → 2,300,000 HP

The core opened like an eye and offered him the unnamed child.

PHASE CHILD // FIRST CROWN HOOK OPEN

HOOK IT BEFORE LANGUAGE
CARRY COMMAND BETWEEN WORLDS
SHAPE FIRST HUNGER

FIRST TOUCH WAKES THE MOUTH


Trevor wanted the child, the door, both Junias, and anything the First Mouth had built for itself.

He imagined putting a crown into the child's first dream. He imagined teaching it that affection was obedience and hunger was loyalty, until every later act of resistance felt like homesickness for him.

The thought delighted him until he saw the First Mouth waiting behind the offered hook, ready to crawl down his roots and swallow Cathedral City from inside his Crown.

Junia saw the naked want on his face. “Do not touch it.”

Trevor killed the heart because the hook would open his empire, because he still needed Junia fighting, because Mercy would attack, and because prizes could wait until he held every road to them.

He did not do it because she asked. He closed all eight wings through the open eye because losing his empire offended him.

CATHEDRAL HEART // 2,300,000 → 0 HP

The cage around Junia split apart, and Damaris caught her fully as Tyrant's next level arrived.

LEVEL 91

MIGHT 76 +1 = 77
AGILITY 78 +1 = 79
INTELLECT 59 +1 = 60

MAX HP 877 +9 = 886
MAX MP 661 +7 = 668
MAX STAMINA 677 +7 = 684

CURRENT
HP 649/886 | MP 46/668 | STAMINA 292/684
FEAR 2,140/2,400


Mercy's relays laid eighteen rescued adults across a broken floor that no longer breathed.

Nine woke. Four stayed unconscious with steady pulses. Five died after reaching white hands, and Mercy knelt beside each still body while Tyrant watched the doors.

Maris and Valen were not among the eighteen, but Esme Coil was.

She woke with white dust in her hair and looked first toward the broken rack, then toward twelve dark capsules. Tyrant waited inside her third glance.

“You took the power from the people who never came out,” Esme said.

“Yes, and I watched every heartbeat stop.”

Esme had no armor, and one leg ended at the knee where Heaven had begun turning bone into a wing. Mercy Petra wrapped the stump in a path leading nowhere, so the unfinished change could not spread.

“Tell me whether Maris came through one of those white panes,” Esme said.

“Maris died in the battery while she believed I was rescuing her.”

“And Valen, the man beside her?”

“He died knowing exactly why his capsule stayed closed.”

Esme looked across the survivors and found Junia standing with Damaris's help. “Did killing them save her?”

Mercy answered before Tyrant could twist the question. “Their deaths made one fast path possible. Other paths existed.”

The expression drained out of Esme's face, and Tyrant stepped near enough to fill the empty space with himself. Junia's weak pulse kept his hands away from her. Esme had no such weapon.

“You sold your sister to Heaven,” he said.

She flinched hard enough to reopen the wound at her knee.

Trevor had found the memory inside the rack. Now he shoved it into the open, because private shame got delicious once everyone could see where to press.

“You told yourself Heaven would take her anyway,” he went on. “You told yourself one of you might as well earn safety.”

Esme tried to stand. Her missing leg folded, and Mercy Adina caught her without pulling her nearer to Trevor.

Tyrant crouched until his beautiful face filled her sight.

“Twelve people died to buy someone else's freedom. Call me evil, and you sound like a hypocrite. Call it necessary, and you forgive me with the same mouth you used on yourself.”

Esme slapped him hard enough to split his lip.

“Third answer,” she said. “I was a coward. You are a monster. Both stay true.”

Gospel brightened behind Esme as Tyrant's smile thinned. He had tried to wrap his cruelty in her guilt, and she had torn them apart, so he punished her for winning.

One red thread touched the unfinished wing bone and ordered it to remember completion. Pain drove Esme flat before Mercy cut the hook, Damaris punched Trevor across the mouth, and Ward Naomi smothered the change inside the stump.

The attack lasted two seconds and gained him nothing.

Trevor had hurt a wounded survivor because she denied him the likeness he wanted.

No Mouth command moved his hand, and no rescue needed the pain. Trevor had simply wanted it.

Esme breathed through her teeth. “You are still a monster after every excuse burns away.”

Trevor wiped blood from his mouth. “You are still alive enough to say it.”

Mercy put eight white wings between them, stopping the next cruelty without pretending the first had been redeemed.

Junia could stand with Damaris's help. When Trevor came near, she raised her chin, showing the teeth he could still feel.

“Do not touch me while that pulse still links our bodies,” Junia said, and Trevor stopped at once.

Mercy might have mistaken the stop for decency. Junia had named the reason: the unnamed pulse still tied both bodies together, and one touch could lead the Mouth through Trevor's roots.

Danger guarded her better than kindness ever had, and that made Trevor smile.

“You destroyed the whole cathedral after Petra found the heart,” Junia said.

“It annoyed me, and the screaming improved my mood.”

“You killed people in rooms that no longer mattered to the fight.”

“Yes, and I enjoyed choosing every room Petra could have saved.”

“You still expect me to keep fighting beside you after admitting that.”

Trevor looked toward the next shape rising inside the abyss. “I expect you to choose the enemy you hate more for five minutes.”

Junia got her sword back. “You get four minutes,” she said, and cut a black line across the broken floor.

“For four minutes, you stay out of my skin. The Naomis touch my wounds and watch the child. Point at enemies, not my limbs.”

Trevor studied the sword line. “What happens when time runs out?”

“I decide whether you earn another minute.”

His Crown owned ninety-nine parts of her through power, training, and theft. Letting one small beat stop his hand made it look larger than it was, but breaking it would cost him the only person who could feel the First Mouth moving inside his roots.

Trevor set one black-red heel beside the line. “Four minutes.”

Then he buried a silent hook under the stone. If Junia died before the last heartbeat, her sword and every cut it made would become his.

The hidden hook probably would not matter. Trevor enjoyed planting it anyway.

Junia saw the faint red glimmer under his boot. “I am going to ruin you.”

Trevor opened all eight wings toward the abyss. “Get in line before the next thing climbs out.”

Damaris stepped beside Junia. “The same four minutes cover my hands and my flail.”

“Your body already belongs to my Host, and your flail moves with it.”

“My body does. My flail follows her until the four minutes end.”

Petra took the other side and bumped Damaris with her hip. “Move over. You take up two people.”

“I am two people's worth.”

“Prove it later.” Petra looked at Trevor. “My paths follow Junia's feet before they follow your hunger.”

Adina opened a Scarred Copy over the black line. “My pages burn any order he hides.”

Naomi spread one ward around Junia's wounds. “My smoke follows the cut that needs me most.”

Trevor's battlefield narrowed around his own body as Mercy moved toward them. Junia pointed beyond the sword line. “You have four minutes too, so use them over there.” Mercy stayed outside.

Tyrant laughed. “He enjoys being left out whenever you ask in that sweet voice.”

“You enjoy it whenever being left out hurts enough to feel personal,” Junia answered.

“Correct, and you have learned me beautifully.”

The First Mouth struck before the next guardian rose.

One rib fell toward Junia, and Damaris blocked it before a second opened under her feet. Petra showed two exits, and Junia chose the left-hand path. Adina burned the hidden right-hand hook, while Naomi caught the instrument under Junia's ribs before motion drove it deeper.

Trevor gave no command, and all four women moved anyway. Harmless white light filled the sword line around them.

No blade appeared and no wound opened. Every body inside simply felt safer standing closer to Trevor.

Tyrant admired the trick until Junia said, “Take that stolen safety out of me before it pulls me closer.”

Adina found no order to burn. Petra found no road carrying it. Damaris could not strike a feeling without striking Junia.

Naomi listened to the body instead. Heart rates slowed, muscles loosened, and the unnamed pulse drifted toward Trevor's side.

“Do you want to keep the calm after feeling where it pulls you?” Naomi asked.

Junia waited through one false-soft heartbeat. “No. Give me back the fear.”

Naomi restored the tension the white light had stolen. Pain sharpened, fear came back, and Junia could feel which way she wanted again.

Tyrant memorized the trick. He had used pleasure to slip past another person's disgust, and the Mouth had tried safety. Both failed when the body carrying the gift could still spit it back.

Mercy watched him put the lesson away, and did not mistake what it was for.

The first minute tested whether Tyrant could wait.

Junia's pulse counted twelve beats. On the thirteenth, a white hook entered her shoulder and turned pain into calm until her body stopped struggling around the wound.

Trevor's red roots opened six attacks, and he held all of them while asking, “Ninth, where do you want my shield?” Junia's sword hand twitched toward the hook.

That small point showed him where a shield belonged and nothing more.

Tyrant put red force in the blade's path. The white hook struck it, but false calm stayed inside Junia and made the open shoulder feel unimportant.

Naomi told her what her nerves hid. “Your shoulder is open. The comfort wants you to ignore it. You can still move through both.”

Junia drove her sword under the white hook, and Damaris shattered it against the waiting shield.

Petra dropped the cut piece beyond Trevor's roots, and Adina burned the red echo trying to turn one shield into control of the next.

One full minute passed with Tyrant helping without choosing the shape of the help. He hated how hard that made the moment to steal. Difficulty also made plain obedience look dull.

He wanted another minute, because one black beat had become a sword line and four women had become a formation his next order could not move. He could still break them.

The First Mouth's next guardian rose as Junia's pulse weakened.

Tyrant let the knife stay at his back. Winning beside living resistance interested him more than obedience arriving from another direction ever could.

“Three minutes left,” he said. Junia raised her sword and kept counting.


Chapter 23 — Two Mommas, One Impossible Heartbeat

The First Mouth's next guardian did not attack. It offered three knives above the broken cathedral heart while both Junias leaned on their Damarises. Each white blade pointed at a different life caught in the womb-forge.

None of them offered patience. None promised to leave all three heartbeats alive. Gold light polished every edge until murder looked clean enough to touch and holy enough to obey.

WOMB-FORGE CUTS

A // CUT MERCY JUNIA FREE
MERCY JUNIA LIVES // 62%
UNBORN PULSE HOLDS // 39%

B // CUT TYRANT JUNIA FREE
TYRANT JUNIA LIVES // 56%
UNBORN PULSE HOLDS // 39%

C // CUT UNBORN PULSE AWAY
BOTH JUNIAS LIVE // 81%
UNBORN PULSE HOLDS // 0%

HAND ON KNIFE // TREVOR DWYER


Mercy cut the last line with his halo, and it grew back thicker at once.

Gold curls wrapped TREVOR DWYER until the forge made his name look like a crown somebody had hammered flat to hide the blood under it. Decoration could turn a knife into destiny if the letters shone hard enough.

Mercy cut the name again. It came back, and he struck a third time, because pettiness was still the one thing he never ran out of.

Tyrant reached for Knife A. His Junia threw her sword through the glowing chart before his fingertips crossed the last inch of hungry gold. The blade hit the wall one inch from his head and shook hard enough to shed white sparks.

“Touch that knife,” she said, “and I find out whether one gorgeous angel body can carry both pregnancies.”

Tyrant looked fascinated by the threat. Mercy hated his fascination and adored Junia for causing it.

“Nobody touches a knife until we know what the forge hid,” Mercy said.

“The numbers already tell us which cuts are most likely to work,” Tyrant answered.

“The Mouth chose which numbers got light and which deaths vanished under them.”

“They might still be true even if the monster arranged them.”

“Truth becomes bait whenever the hook decides where you look.”

Both Naomis came at the dark fetal pulse from opposite sides. Eighteen clear panes split the visible rhythms apart. Eighteen smoke-dark wards hid both women's insides from Trevor's hungry roots and every hook he kept pretending was concern.

Tyrant did not like being shut out, and it showed. His Crown could feel ninety-nine parts of Junia breathing and could not taste what Naomi learned from any breath, so he sent one hair-thin hook toward the black smoke.

Naomi slapped the hook away without looking at him. “Try again, and I numb your wings in pairs until you fall.”

“Four slow steps sounds suspiciously like foreplay.”

“Five, because your ego gets its own step and the biggest needle.”

Mercy Naomi snorted. Mercy Junia managed half a laugh and regretted it at once, because a gold thread tightened across the cut beneath her ribs and stole her next breath.

The pain stayed real beside the laugh. “I need to see the gold lines going into you without touching anything else,” Mercy Naomi said, and Mercy Junia nodded once.

Tyrant Naomi asked her Junia the same question and got a sharper answer. “Your hands may enter the smoke. His hooks stay outside.”

“Only my hands,” Naomi promised, and both healers opened their magic.

The Adinas held blank pages beside the women. Gospel carried only the words each Junia spoke. Scarred Copy burned whenever the forge added anything. Both pages used the name Junia, because posture, voice, and history already kept the women apart.

Three heartbeats gave them the first fact. One unborn soul pulsed between two bodies, and neither woman could keep it alive alone while the forge kept both worlds pulling.

Cutting either gold line would tear the small pulse across both worlds. Nothing about it would move safely into the other body.

The bright numbers started shifting before anyone touched a knife.

Naomi moved the pulse half an inch toward Mercy. Knife A brightened by seven points, and Knife B darkened by twelve. Neither woman's body, breath, pain, or tiny shared heartbeat had changed at all.

Her counterpart spread a false red hook over the same pulse, and every promised survival number improved at once.

“It rewards anything wearing a crown,” Tyrant Naomi said.

Mercy Adina wrote the simpler truth across the gold. “Then those numbers measure obedience, not survival.”

The Mouth changed LOSS into ACCEPTABLE PAIN. Tyrant Adina burned both phrases before Mercy Junia said, “It is learning our insults.”

“Good. Words cost it attention, and knives cost us blood,” her counterpart answered.

Scarred Copy touched every number until the neat figures collapsed into UNKNOWN. What stood under them was guesswork dressed up as sums and bait painted with enough gold to pass for a promise.

Junia's four minutes ran out as the gold faded. She kept her sword between Tyrant's hands and the panes. “Keep them there until I say otherwise.”

“Your generosity overwhelms me.”

“Survive and complain later.”

Mercy opened Many-Voices Domain around both Junias, both Naomis, and both Adinas. He tied none of them to him and smoothed no frightened thought into another. Six white panes made a ring where every woman could set down what she knew without handing it to a chorus, a crown, or Trevor's need to save everyone fast.

Opening the ring cost fifty MP.

MP 136/788 → 86/788

Keeping six separate rhythms alive under the Mouth's pull ate the last eighty-six.

MP 86/788 → 0/788

Tyrant opened a thin root back to the Heaven forge he had captured. Thirty MP came through before the conduit collapsed around a gold tooth. Tyrant cut the bitten root off at his heel. Mercy would not take the charge straight from him, so Ward Naomi washed every red hook away before she let the pale current into his empty bar.

MP 0/788 → 30/788

Each woman set one living truth inside the ring.

Mercy Junia said, “Something was put inside my body without my choice.”

Tyrant Junia said, “That child is not the act that made her.”

Mercy Naomi showed one unbroken heartbeat. Tyrant Naomi showed the two gold lines feeding it. Mercy Adina burned every image that suggested a second child.

Tyrant Adina showed that all three knives could tear someone still alive, and the six truths refused to become one answer.

Many-Voices trembled, because even gentle magic preferred a choir. One answer would make a cleaner shape, a brighter song, and a simpler Trevor.

He widened the ring instead. Mercy Junia pulled toward escape right now. Tyrant Junia wanted the child alive long enough to learn what the Mouth had made. Mercy Naomi feared delay would drive both gold lines deeper, and Tyrant Naomi feared cutting would hand the Mouth a fresh wound to enter.

The Adinas argued over whether any written page should survive after the women escaped.

Trevor let every argument stay sharp. Many-Voices hurt more for it, and then the System gave its first honest panel.

ONE UNBORN SOUL
TWO LIVING ANCHORS
COPIES // 0
CROWNS // 0

MERCY JUNIA // HER BODY
TYRANT JUNIA // HER BODY
UNBORN SOUL // TOO YOUNG TO SPEAK

ALL THREE KNIVES // LOCKED


The hilts snapped beyond either Trevor's reach. The edges still faced the women.

Tyrant read the last line and smiled as if being told no were still flirting.

Mercy Junia watched the pulse. “Can she feel us?”

“She changes with heart rate, voice, and distance,” Naomi said.

“Does that mean she can think, or understand us?”

“It means she changes, and nothing more until she shows us.”

Tyrant Junia laid one hand over her covered lower belly when the pulse entered her phase. It beat faster under her palm.

Mercy Junia mirrored the touch when the pulse crossed, and the small rhythm slowed.

One sound fit inside both women's mouths without making either flinch.

Tyrant Junia tried it first. “Amelia,” she said, and the pulse settled under her hand.

Something guarded loosened around Tyrant Junia's eyes. Happiness was still too suspicious inside the forge, but the new softness belonged to her and not the Mouth.

“Vorelia,” Tyrant Junia added after the next heartbeat.

“Where did that strange little name come from?”

“Nowhere holy, useful, or interested in what we want.”

“Excellent source,” Mercy Junia said, and they kept both names.

No prophecy thundered. No hidden class appeared, and no choir blessed the syllables. Amelia Vorelia was simply one growing person whose heartbeat liked the sound.

The room changed around Amelia anyway. Mercy Junia asked the Naomis to close every pane except the thin line carrying her pulse. Tyrant Junia asked the Adinas for one page neither Trevor could hear.

The four women built a whisper-thin path through the same inch of air that had carried the stool.

Tyrant could see mouths moving and heard no words. Mercy heard them after his Junia opened the pane one finger's width. Her counterpart looked through the gap, met his eyes, and kept talking. He stayed where he was.

Tyrant shoved against Ward at once, and Mercy blocked his shoulder.

Inside the narrow dark, the Junias asked the question neither man had left room for.

What if one woman escaped, learned the risks, and decided she could not keep carrying Amelia between worlds without dying, vanishing, or losing every future she had wanted first?

Surviving the forge did not chain either body to a choice made in a cage.

“I want it said out loud before love makes the silence heavier,” Mercy Junia said.

“I want Naomi's best knowledge before I promise anything,” her counterpart answered. Neither woman had any way to know whether the two gold lines could split without killing Amelia.

“If you stop carrying her, I do not become the only mother by default,” Mercy Junia said.

“Good. The same answer holds if you stop first.”

The symmetry hurt them both, and neither woman softened it.

If Amelia grew into one body, the woman carrying that phase would not own more of her. If Amelia stayed between worlds, reaching one Junia would not open the other. If both women went on, they would decide how to raise her after they escaped the Mouth.

“Would you want her to call you Momma?” Mercy Junia asked.

Tyrant Junia stared at the hidden pulse. “I want her alive long enough to decide whether I deserve it.”

“That was almost healthy. I might want her to call me Momma too,” Mercy Junia admitted.

“Do not spread my lapse around, but we can both be Momma.”

“That sounds magnificently confusing for everyone involved.”

“She will have two of everyone. Confusion is already her inheritance.”

The private path opened, and both women came out of it visibly wrecked.

Mercy did not repeat one word of it. Tyrant asked at once, and Ward turned his voice into a knock the women ignored.

Amelia crossed between them. One body tensed while the other relaxed, and the two swapped on the next beat.

The Naomis watched without calling either movement love or rejection.

Mercy Damaris looked at the pulse, then at Junia. “May I use her name?”

“Only when you mean her, not what happened.”

“Amelia,” Damaris said. The pulse crossed worlds, and Tyrant Damaris asked her Junia, “If we live through this, what am I to her?”

“Alive would be a magnificent start for both of you.”

“Alive is a start. I asked what I am to her.”

Junia looked at the black-red Trevor, then at the woman holding her upright against him.

“You can be Damaris before you become anything else,” Junia said, and the answer hit harder than any title. Damaris had died, come back, changed classes, and been dragged through Trevor's Crown. Amelia could know her first as herself and not as another scar Trevor had left behind.

“Acceptable,” she said in a voice that meant precious.

Both Petras started arguing at once over who would be the dangerous aunt.

“I have roads no map can find,” Open Petra said.

“I own seventeen knives that only exist while they are lost,” False Petra replied.

“Seventeen invisible knives should never be near a baby.”

“Neither should roads that vanish whenever you feel clever.”

“You feel clever every eleven seconds.”

“And you have never once found your own front door.”

The Adinas traded a look. Mercy's offered to handle the books, and Tyrant's promised to remove the boring ones. Both Naomis shouted that arrangement down together.

For three seconds, the womb-forge held a future beyond the Mouth. Then Tyrant stepped into it.

“The child crosses red roots. She will need a crown.”

Both Junias stared until Mercy's said, “She will need you at a distance measured in planes.”

“You are planning my place in her life without asking me.”

“Correct. It feels cruel when someone else does it.”

“Learn from the feeling before you ruin it.”

Mercy hid his laugh behind one white wing.

Tyrant heard anyway and turned. The two copies of his face caught each other across Amelia's small dark pulse.

Tyrant looked at him the way he had looked at him on the altar, like a man deciding how to ruin an expression until it belonged to both of them.

Mercy knew that look from the inside. He knew the exact shape of the wanting behind it, the male mind that made it an accusation and the beauty that turned the accusation around, because the same thing lived in his own chest under a different halo.

He saw the want and blushed.

“We are not doing this beside three floating murder knives.”

“You were the one laughing at me while wearing my favorite face.”

“That does not make the joke foreplay in any sane universe.”

“Everything becomes foreplay when you are evil and determined enough.”

Tyrant Junia sighed. “Amelia, these are the Trevors on offer. Expect disappointment.”

The pulse beat once under Junia's hand, and Tyrant smiled. “See, she already likes me best.”

“She does not know what language is yet,” both Naomis replied.

“Already the most supportive members of my growing family.”

The laughter bought them one breath of plain nonsense before the knives moved.

“We get out first. Then we choose, with no Mouth in the room,” Mercy Junia said, and her counterpart nodded.

Mercy bowed his head. “Your bodies, your call, whenever the choice becomes real.”

The three knives attacked before either woman could answer.

Knife A flew at Mercy Junia. B struck at Tyrant Junia, and C came down on Amelia's pulse.

The old numbers burned along every edge.

A curved away from everything the forge found useful. B carried hooks that wanted Tyrant's Crown. C was wide enough to cut doubt and a child apart together.

Both Petras shouted different paths. Open Petra sent A through an unmapped gap beside Mercy Junia's gold line. False Petra forced B through Tyrant's red roots, so the knife chewed those hooks before it reached flesh.

Their paths could not merge, because each woman had learned doors from a different world.

Both Adinas kept C visible as a knife and not an answer, and one shining edge crumbled.

All six women kept their truths apart while Mercy faced the blades with thirty MP. He used wings and body instead. The Hope behind his relays showed him whom every blade threatened, and he never spent it as fuel.

Four wings caught A and four more caught B. Both Damarises stopped C one inch above Amelia.

The impact drove Trevor to one knee and tore sixty HP and seventy Stamina through his feathers.

HP 645/802 → 585/802

STAMINA 380/719 → 310/719

Mercy Damaris stood over the small darkness with both hands locked around her chain.

“I died because Heaven taught us somebody always had to be the price,” she said through her teeth. “I am not learning that lesson twice.”

Tyrant Damaris wrapped her chain around the other end. “Heaven taught me the same thing.”

“Did any part of that lesson survive your resurrection?”

“Only the part where I learn slowly whenever Heaven gets stupid.”

They pulled in different rhythms. Mercy Damaris protected Amelia. Tyrant Damaris punished the blade that had threatened her.

The System drank the live danger and opened Trevor's next level.

LEVEL 92

AGILITY 70 +1 = 71
VITALITY 68 +1 = 69
INTELLECT 58 +1 = 59

MAX HP 802 +8 = 810
MAX MP 788 +7 = 795
MAX STAMINA 719 +7 = 726

CURRENT
HP 585/810 | MP 30/795 | STAMINA 310/726
HOPE 1,136/1,800

ONE UNBORN SOUL
TWO LIVING ANCHORS


Leveling widened his empty magic without refilling it. Trevor tore A in half with his upper wings. Tyrant broke B through raw owning, and both Damarises crushed C between opposite purposes.

The three knives shattered as a white-gold giant rose behind them.

It stood as tall as a tower, with no face and no beauty borrowed from a person. Two armored slots made its shoulders, and a burning world-seam key filled its chest.

Morrow Veyl stood on the key.

He had been there before the giant rose, balanced on fire between two worlds, as if the monster had dressed itself around him and he had let it.

Ash-pale skin caught no gold reflection. Black hair ended in ultraviolet light. Ring pupils turned at different speeds, and a coat of living stars moved in a wind no world owned.

One new star marked the cathedral Trevor had destroyed, and Morrow watched Mercy see it.

“I keep ruins that mean something,” he said. “Your beautiful mistake makes them fast.”

“He is not my mistake, and he is nothing like my brother.”

“Keep your little labels. They get so much sharper when you are angry.” Morrow drew his thin absence blade without hurry, the way a man draws a knife he has never once needed to draw fast.

“You kept the two-world heart alive,” he said. “Thank you.”

Tyrant's lavender-star eyes narrowed. “Why would one unborn pulse interest a creature like you?”

“Because now its seam between worlds is worth stealing.”

Both Junias stood despite their Naomis trying to keep them down.

Mercy's put her body between Morrow and Amelia. Tyrant's used one black beat to drag Trevor's nearest shield across the same space.

Two defenses appeared where Morrow had not expected them, and Mercy said, “You cannot take that seam without tearing the women carrying it.”

Morrow's ring pupils turned toward him. “Every wall says that until someone steals the door.”

“Amelia is not one of your doors, or a pretty piece of planar machinery.”

“No. She proves one door can open into two worlds without splitting.”

Morrow wanted the impossible passage and not either wounded body. Tyrant wanted the person, the passage, and the pleasure of taking both. Mercy wanted every hungry hand kept outside the Junias.

The women answered first. “If Amelia lives, she chooses which world gets her first footprint,” Mercy Junia said.

Tyrant Junia kept her sword over the pulse. “And which name earns her answer.”

“And she chooses whether either of us earns the name Momma,” Mercy Junia added.

Her counterpart's jaw tightened. “She will call us both that eventually.”

“That is hope, not something you can order.”

“I know, and I have some anyway.” The honesty hurt both women, and neither gave it up.

Pane wrapped one white line around each womb. Ward covered both lines in black smoke and hid Amelia from every crown and halo in the room.

The small pulse brightened violet once inside each body. Tyrant said the light meant acceptance, and Mercy asked whether it meant she was well. Both Naomis denied them.

“Fetal movement and nothing more,” Pane said. “Keep theology away from her.”

Morrow watched without stepping closer. One future person held two guarded places without becoming something a blade could split clean.

“A door that can bite from the inside,” Morrow murmured.

“A person who can bite you,” both Junias answered. Morrow tipped his head to them, a small courtesy from a man who gave very few.

Tyrant tilted his head, considering the new angle. Mercy shifted closer to his Junia before he could try it.

The giant moved before the argument could become a duel. Tyrant Junia raised her sword. “Four more minutes. Hit the giant.”

Morrow shifted his weight on the world-seam key as if preparing to retreat. His absence blade had already started cutting.


Chapter 24 — I Broke the Womb-Forge and Let Morrow Rob Me

Morrow wanted the world-seam. Tyrant wanted Morrow's throat. Junia wanted out before the gold machine learned a fourth way to hurt her. For four minutes, those three hungers pointed roughly the same way.

Junia spent the first ten seconds pointing her sword. “Naomis keep us breathing. Petras find ground that stays put. Adinas make the giant forget its own shape. Damarises break anything with a jaw.”

She stabbed the tip toward Mercy without looking away from the giant. “Sparklebutt guards Amelia.”

Then she pointed at Tyrant. “Mine hits what I point at and nothing else.”

“You keep confusing command with comedy,” Tyrant said.

“Three minutes and forty-eight seconds, and I am still bleeding.”

Mercy Junia lifted her bleeding hand. “Same battle shape, but fewer possessive verbs in my half.”

“Of course,” Tyrant Junia said. “Mercy loves extra syllables.”

Mercy kept smiling at the forge and all its beautiful knives, and Tyrant could guess why. The two women had been forced to share pain, danger, and a heartbeat, and they still found room to fight over grammar. It looked more like survival than any glowing number.

The last guardian tore the rest of its body out of the womb-forge altar.

Its empty shoulder slots snapped toward the gold lines still reaching for the Junias. Both Damarises caught the women, but the giant hauled them upward together. White ribs closed around the Junias against its shoulders, Mercy's on the left and Tyrant's on the right. Gold instruments fastened at their wrists. The Naomis flew up with their panes and took the women's weight through the bars, freeing the Damarises to swing clear. Amelia's pulse moved through the giant's chest between the women, and the white ribs flexed like fingers with every crossing.

Morrow balanced on the seam key burning inside its heart.

His damaged world-lock key hid under the coat of living stars at thirty-one percent. The absence blade worried a second violet shard loose while the guardian climbed up around him.

“If you steal that,” Tyrant said, “I will own every future body you build.”

“You tried one command and borrowed one arm.” Morrow cut deeper without giving the threat a glance. “Do not mistake courtship for owning me just because you grew pretty wings.”

The giant swung one tower-thick arm across the broken altar.

Tyrant had forty-six MP and less than half his Stamina. Mercy carried thirty MP and a smile he had no business wearing here. Neither could pay for a finishing skill, but ten women could make an opening worth spending their last scraps on.

Mercy Damaris planted both boots on a white rib and caught the guardian's wrist with her flail chain. Tyrant Damaris looped the same joint from below and pulled with its swing until the arm threatened to tear itself off.

Open Petra found paths that carried falling stone away from the healing panes. False Petra bent the same stones into ammunition. Both Adinas attacked the word shoulder until the armor tried to defend six different joints.

Neither Naomi looked up from the women in her hands.

They moved the Junias one careful inch at a time and followed every instruction the women gave. Pane sealed a torn wrist. Ward trapped a foreign hook behind nine smoke-black shells and promised to kill anyone who called the work spiritual cleansing.

“I love it when healers threaten theology,” Mercy said.

“I love it when you shut up during surgery,” both Naomis answered.

The Damarises crossed their flails through the giant's reach. The Petras threaded sixteen paths through its elbow, and the Adinas made every path hit a different weakness. Their Naomis kept both Junias and Amelia outside the damage.

Mercy opened eight white wings around everyone who stepped under them. Tyrant sank his fingers into the giant's shadow and felt the whole attack brush his Crown.

A hair-thin red hook slid under the ten-woman formation and tasted white shelter beside two chains. Past them waited sixteen paths, twelve broken meanings, eighteen healing panes, and the mirrored violence holding all of it together. He had not caught them yet, but almost had a lovely flavor.

If he closed his fist now, he might own the whole beautiful machine for one beat. That was long enough to teach ten bodies an obedience they might never forget.

He pictured Mercy's white wings blackening from the roots. His counterpart would smile while hating the smile, every soft instinct bent until kindness delivered pain on command. Desire sharpened the fantasy, and resentment gave it teeth.

No one in either world had ever offered Trevor a prize this obscene. He could own the man he might have been, inside the most gorgeous woman he had ever seen.

He pulled until the hook reached almost, and Mercy looked straight at him and understood.

Mercy did not drop the formation. He opened it wider. Tyrant Junia drove her one free beat into the gap like a sword and gave the red hook a will it could not swallow.

The hook tore loose with a strip of Tyrant's halo. He laughed through the pain and decided to hide the bite better next time.

The guardian's enormous fist crashed deep into Mercy's white sanctuary. Tyrant twisted the stolen shadow under it, and both Petras sent the force through the elbow paths. The giant punched through its own chest and found the heart waiting.

WOMB-FORGE GUARDIAN // 14,000,000 → 10,200,000 HP

Morrow lost his perfect footing. Tyrant opened three sound black wings under him and said, “Saved you.”

“Positioned me,” Morrow answered without wasting breath on thanks.

“Same thing from where I stand,” Tyrant said, admiring his own generosity.

Morrow stepped onto the wing and sliced the last strand around the seam key. He lifted a violet-black shard out of the giant's heart. Under his coat, the world-lock cracked loud enough to make every star on his lapels blink.

WORLD-LOCK // 31% → 31%

The number held, but the strain forced one of Morrow's four roots into sight, and Tyrant seized it.

A dead planet opened behind his eyes like a beautiful corpse. Empty cities glittered under glass. Unfinished adult bodies slept in spotless halls, and a sun rose only when Morrow watched.

The place carried none of the First Mouth's wounds. No feeding scar crossed its sky, and no worship stained the empty streets. Morrow had found the world adrift between planes, taken its empty magic, and turned loneliness into a workshop.

Rivers climbed mountains because Morrow wanted to see whether gravity could learn vanity. Bodies waited without minds because even Morrow found a stolen self boring. The obedient sun disgusted Tyrant less than it should have.

Morrow had made tyranny beautiful. Not kind, not innocent, but beautiful enough that Trevor wanted every gleaming inch of it.

The root opened one layer deeper, and Morrow let him look, because temptation cut better when the victim saw the blade. Adults came to the empty world hunting power, and Morrow met them with the same blunt warning. Expect stolen magic, expect to serve, and expect lies whenever they amused him. Affection, childhood, and identity he left alone, because devotion hollowed out that way tasted cheap.

Pain belonged in duels where both predators could bite back. Broken minds bored him. Worshippers were decoration until they became tedious.

Those were not mercies. They were tastes sharpened into walls, and Trevor found the arrogance delicious.

“You keep cages,” he said through the root.

“I keep pleasures worth the trouble of stealing.”

“Same bars with better tailoring.”

“And you keep nothing once your hunger is done chewing.”

“I keep everyone who survives the privilege of serving me.”

Morrow's violet rings turned slowly inside themselves like paired knives. “That is why your empire will become the First Mouth's favorite handle.”

The warning carried no concern. Morrow wanted Tyrant alive, pulling useful strain from the worlds, and frightened enough to grab the wrong prize. Tyrant knew the trick, because he would have used it himself.

“Did you know it wanted the Junias?”

“I saw two marks in your floor. So did you.”

“Did you know what happened here?”

“Not until I reached this machine.”

“And you gave me the road that led to it.”

“I gave you coordinates to hunt the Door. You built the trap it watched.”

“Did you open a path for it?”

“No. It feeds on the worlds I mean to keep.”

Tyrant tightened his fist around the root until dead mountains shook. “That almost sounded moral.”

“Then listen harder. Open worlds grow rarer power.”

Trevor glanced at the separate pockets in Morrow’s coat. The thief knew exactly which prize he had come for.

Morrow shut one pocket over the stolen shard while Tyrant's fingers tightened around his root. Beneath them, the First Mouth pressed against the dead world's sky, searching the open root for a way inside.

The pressure flooded the exposed root and tugged at the doors of Morrow's empty streets. Morrow cut the intrusion away at once. “It keeps trying to make me common.”

For the first time, Tyrant heard real offense, and he liked Morrow more for it.

“Junia,” Damaris said, and the reminder felt like theft.

Tyrant let go of Morrow's world and drove his last forty-six MP through the giant's shadow, which he had already stolen. He pinned the second jaw to that dark shape. Five seconds of raw pressure would have to be enough.

MP 46/668 → 0/668

Mercy drove his last thirty MP through his halo and burned the gold blades reaching between the Naomis' panes.

MP 30/795 → 0/795

Both bars hit zero as the guardian tried to force the Junias apart. Mercy's fire broke its cutting edges, and the Naomis kept their panes level beneath the women. Tyrant held the second jaw against its own shadow.

Junia used her one free beat to rip her right wrist off the gold instrument. Blood sheeted down her hand. The giant had studied this woman and expected pain to stop her.

Petra opened a path that dropped Junia's sword into her palm, and she cut the gold strand between her body and the giant.

Mercy Junia needed no hidden crack, because nobody owned her. She braced both feet against the slot, caught Damaris's reaching chain, and tore her whole body free beside her counterpart.

Mercy Junia fought with every muscle as she fell. Terror made the motion ugly without making it less hers. Beside her, Tyrant Junia turned one stolen beat into a blade sharp enough to cut through every red hook for one perfect instant.

Gold letters tried to name the escape as something the Mouth had done, and the Adinas burned them.

Mercy Adina wrote JUNIA TORE FREE.

Tyrant Adina carved JUNIA CUT THE HAND THAT HELD HER.

Neither line erased the friends who had carried them there. The words only kept the last motion inside the women who made it.

The Naomis caught the women in separate panes, keeping the gap between them steady as Amelia's pulse crossed. The guardian screamed through every door it had left, and Tyrant dragged its pinned jaw through the stolen shadow.

Both Damarises struck the exposed heart. Both Petras sent their blows through sixteen breaks, and the Adinas made each break real long enough to take steel. Mercy drove eight white wings through the left side, and Tyrant drove eight black-red wings through the right.

WOMB-FORGE GUARDIAN // 10,200,000 → 0 HP

The giant broke. The cathedral started collapsing around its corpse, and Morrow stood above them with the seam shard in one hand and the damaged world-lock hidden inside his coat. Carrying both treasures forced a root into sight, and neither Trevor had one point of MP to seize it.

“Leave the shard,” Mercy said.

“No.”

“It came from the passage around Amelia.”

“Nothing becomes hers just because it formed near her.”

The answer was true. Morrow stole it anyway, and Tyrant respected that precision enough to catch Damaris's flail by the chain and whip the iron ball at his head.

Morrow stepped back into a shadow that arrived a beat late. The iron ball took half his jaw and spilled violet constellations across the air. He smiled with what he had left. “I will remember that as affection.”

“Remember it as a preview.”

Morrow vanished with the shard, the broken key, and four stolen roots. His shadow lingered half a second longer than he did. Tyrant watched the seam shard drop into a pocket far from the world-lock, with no thread joining them and no mark of the First Mouth on either.

Morrow wanted power the predator had touched, not its purpose. That difference would not give back what he took.

Scar read the wound left in the air and found no piece of Amelia's soul, body, memory, or future inside the stolen shard. It held only a working pattern. One continuous life could occupy two phases without splitting into copies or melting into somebody else's will.

Morrow could stretch a body across worlds, hide one root outside an attack, let tomorrow's flesh survive today's destruction, or trade the trick to hungers neither Trevor had met.

Mercy wanted the shard back; he had said why, and the why was Amelia. Tyrant wanted power he meant to own returned to his hands. The Junias killed that thought before it grew legs.

“It is not her,” Mercy Junia said.

“No one hunts her to find it,” Tyrant Junia added.

Gospel burned their words across both worlds.

SEAM SHARD // STOLEN

AMELIA VORELIA // WHOLE, ALIVE, NOT A MAP

Tyrant hated the second line because it shut one useful door. Mercy broadcast it before he could invent a hunt with Amelia at its center. Morrow had taken the shard, and Morrow would carry every blade that followed.

No gold death chime came. The Junias stood free, and the forge died around them.

Tyrant scooped his Junia out of Naomi's smoke before she could object. Her whole body went hard in his arms. “Put me down.” He obeyed because she needed both feet to cross the falling path, not because she had asked. The difference pleased him until Mercy looked over and made it feel embarrassingly small.

With no magic left, Tyrant spent wings and his last easy strength holding a bridge while both Junias crossed under their own power.

STAMINA 292/684 → 192/684

Shared shadow damage tore eighty HP through him when the bridge split.

HP 649/886 → 569/886

Everyone reached the dead sanctuary side as the womb-forge folded inward, shrieking while the First Mouth swallowed its own ruined machine. Tyrant's level came only after both Junias stood outside.

LEVEL 92

MIGHT 77 +1 = 78
AGILITY 79 +1 = 80
VITALITY 48 +1 = 49

MAX HP 886 +9 = 895
MAX MP 668 +7 = 675
MAX STAMINA 684 +7 = 691

CURRENT
HP 569/895 | MP 0/675 | STAMINA 192/691
FEAR 2,140/2,400


The new level refilled nothing.

Both Junias stood exactly ten feet apart, a distance that felt wrong before anyone knew what right might be. Mercy Junia stepped closer. Tyrant Junia stepped sideways and refused the straight line the forge had forced between them, and Amelia crossed at an angle that made both women exhale.

Their Damarises stayed near without touching. Mercy Damaris kept her hands open. Tyrant Damaris rested one hand on her flail and made stillness threaten the room.

“You can lean on me,” Mercy Damaris said.

“I know.”

Tyrant Damaris raised one brow at her Junia. “If you offer,” Tyrant Junia said, “I will stab you.”

“That is why I didn't,” Damaris answered, and Junia leaned against her anyway.

Amelia moved slowly from one body to the other with no gold instrument reading the crossing and no Mouth voice riding inside it. For the first time, the women felt the change without a machine telling them what it meant.

Mercy Junia laid one hand over her covered belly when Amelia entered her phase, and Tyrant Junia did the same when she crossed. The pulse hurried with panic and slowed when both women breathed together.

Naomi offered the next hard choice. “We can try separating the phases now, but I cannot promise that all three of you survive.”

Mercy Junia looked at her counterpart.

“Free first,” she said.

“Then choose,” Tyrant Junia answered.

They went into neighboring healing rooms while one heartbeat moved between them and both doors stayed open.

Mercy Naomi drew three lines around her room. No Mouth-made charts, no red hooks hiding behind help, and no Trevor inside until Junia asked. Tyrant Naomi added a smoke ward to the handle that would take the fingers off anyone testing the first three.

Tyrant studied it carefully.

“Do not,” Mercy said.

“I was admiring the workmanship.”

“You admire traps by springing them.”

“The maker deserves applause.”

His Junia looked through the doorway. “Lose a hand and I am not sharing mine.”

Trevor withdrew his fingers. “Everyone has become a critic.”

Mercy sat between the rooms with his back against the shared wall. A faint violet gleam slipped under one threshold and came out under the other whenever Amelia crossed. He did not name the glow or promise it anything. He kept watch.

Across the corridor, Tyrant sat on a fallen piece of cathedral and watched him back while sixteen wings filled the space between them, white against black-red. Attraction crawled through the wreckage with the embarrassing stubbornness of a curse that had survived every sensible chance to die.

Mercy looked away first. Tyrant counted that as a win, because he counted everything.

Behind them the dead sanctuary burned out. Ahead, the System searched every separate path and came back with the same answer.

SEPARATE VICTORY // 0%

Mercy waved the number away, and it came back.

He changed the pieces to thirty-two relays, four companions, his rescued Junia, one phase child, and Level 92. In the projection, three days passed before a white world vanished from the edges inward.

Tyrant fed the System his empire, Host ranks, forge weapons, enslaved dead, and every district he could spare. His world lasted eleven hours longer before it turned gold inside the First Mouth, then seven more after he took civilians out of the things he meant to protect. The end stayed the same.

Mercy stared at the number over Tyrant's side. “You counted your city as ammunition.”

“I counted everything.”

“People are not spare HP.”

“They are when zero waits behind the other answer.”

“And zero still won.”

Tyrant slashed the chart apart, and the number came back above his claws.

SEPARATE VICTORY // 0%

It stayed until gold letters burned in his lavender-star eyes. Mercy braced for rage and got Tyrant's smile instead.

“Good.”

“Good?”

“The universe just made owning you the only way to win.”

Mercy's face heated. “Working together is not owning.”

“For now.”

From the healing room, Tyrant Junia called, “If you flirt while I am bleeding, I am adding hours to the stabbing schedule.”

Mercy Junia answered from the other room. “Put me down for two.”

“Only two?”

“I am tired.”

The joke crossed the open doors, and Amelia followed it.

Pane Naomi leaned out of Mercy's room. “If either of you comes in, the wounded women strike first.” Ward Naomi appeared beside her. “The healers strike second.”

“And third?” Tyrant asked. Both Damarises raised their flails, and Trevor stayed in the corridor.

Mercy sat against one wall. Tyrant chose the other and made the posture look like rivalry instead of obedience while the healing rooms found their own rhythms. Mercy Junia drank water. Tyrant Junia refused broth, accepted it five minutes later, and threatened everyone who noticed.

Amelia crossed every seventeen seconds without asking either man to solve her. For one hour, zero percent could stay tomorrow's nightmare. Tonight meant keeping both Junias, both Trevors, and one growing soul alive until morning.

Across the corridor, Mercy’s head dipped. He jerked awake at once, listening to the rooms.

“Sleep,” Tyrant said.

Mercy looked at him.

“Do not look grateful. You nod off with your mouth open. It is ruining the view.”

“Wake me if they call.”

“I know how your name works.”

Mercy settled back, still watching him. Tyrant found himself waiting for the gold eyes to close, then counting each slow breath. He could have watched the whole empire through his Crown. For now, this exhausted, infuriating man held his attention without a single chain.

Zero percent apart. The System had not yet worked out what they might become together.


Chapter 25 — Nobody Gets to Call Her Loot

The System called Amelia QUEST LOOT for three seconds. Then both Junias threatened it with knives, and the parchment thought hard about its life.

PHASED SOULS // 1
LIVING WOMBS // 2
OWNERS // 0

LOOT? // GO TO HELL


“Better,” Mercy Junia said. Tyrant Junia studied the new wording. “Still ugly, but better than calling a child loot.”

They had neighboring healing rooms in the sanctuary camp, with one white door between them that opened only when both women touched it. Naomi had made the lock, and Petra had hidden three escape paths and told neither Trevor where they ended.

During the night, a camp grew around both rooms. Mercy's relays brought water, blankets, broth, clean clothes, and news from every world the rescue had torn open. Nobody crossed the painted rings outside the doors, but people left gifts along the white edge. A freed scribe brought a tin bird, one of Tyrant's soldiers left a cracked cavalry badge, and a confused congregation knitted six ridiculous socks.

Junia kept the socks, sent every prayer back unopened, and laid three pairs in her lap. One pair had tiny white wings at the ankles, and another had black-red flames stitched into the heels. Violet spirals covered the last pair, until Damaris threatened the knitter with an anatomy lesson.

“Why are they adult size when she is not even born?” Junia asked. Pel stared at the floor as if reconsidering every stitch. The broad relay fighter had survived three collapses and looked terrified of the white line around Junia's room.

“We did not know how phase growth works,” Pel said.

“Neither do we. Apparently that inspired you to plan ahead.”

Tyrant Junia leaned through the shared doorway with one suspicious eyebrow up. “You planned for Amelia to have six feet before she could walk.”

Pel glanced at the sixteen wings crowding the corridor. “It seemed possible.”

Mercy Damaris hid a laugh behind one gauntlet. Junia sorted the socks by color and gathered all six against her chest. “These are mine until she has feet of her own.”

“Which pair do you intend to steal first?” Pel asked, and Damaris choked on another laugh.

“All of them. I have suffered enough to deserve extra socks.”

No heavenly trumpet marked the victory. Pel bowed, remembered that Junia hated prayers, and turned the motion into an awkward stretch.

“If the child ever visits our world,” Pel said, “we will give her shelter.”

“Do you mean give her shelter, or offer it?” Junia asked, and Pel hurried toward the safer word.

“Better. No prophecy, no shrine, and no telling children she saved Heaven before she had a mouth.”

Pel nodded with grave care. “May we say she defeated a sock shortage?”

Junia studied the absurd pile for several solemn seconds. “That one sounds believable to sane people wearing socks.”

Pel left smiling wide enough to frighten no one.

Junia pulled on the flame-heeled pair. They reached her knees. She kept them on.

The next visitor brought plans for a shrine, and Junia stopped her at the painted line with one raised finger.

Osa had drawn a violet arch between two white towers, both sides open, no picture of the child. Every line looked careful. Gold letters across the bottom named Amelia SHE WHO JOINED THE HEAVENS.

“She did not,” Mercy Junia said.

Osa frowned. “The worlds crossed when—”

“Grown people built those roads, and the Mouth forced this one through our bodies. Amelia has not joined anything.”

“What should I write where her glorious title used to be?”

“Nothing about her until she gives you something herself.” Osa looked down at the gold lettering and rubbed a thumb over the wet ink.

Tyrant Junia came to the connecting doorway with exhaustion sharpening her face. “Build a healing house with doors wounded people can close.”

“In Amelia's honor, or because this place needs one?” Osa asked.

“Because wounded people need somewhere clean before tonight kills more.”

Osa stared at the lovely shrine in her hands, then sat on the floor and crossed out the gold letters. She took out the violet arch and asked Naomi about the walls. Ward wanted two entrances with no altar between them, and Pane wanted shuttered windows. Both Petras argued over escape paths until Osa threatened to charge them one brick for every contradiction.

“Three paths out of every room,” Open Petra said.

“Three paths in is three paths for a knife.”

“Then you guard them, since you know so much about knives.”

“Since I own so many. Different thing.”

The shrine became a healing house before the paper left the corridor, with Amelia's name nowhere on it while her pulse crossed worlds.

Two survivors from the body rack sat by the eastern fire, piecing their names back together from the pages Mercy Adina had saved. Eighteen had escaped; five died afterward, leaving thirteen alive. Adina laid the five names beside the smoke-black page holding the twelve Tyrant had used as a battery. Mercy read both pages aloud, stopping whenever someone at the fire had something to tell him about the person he had named.

Amelia crossed every seventeen seconds. Tyrant Junia slept when the child entered Mercy's phase, and Mercy Junia slept when she crossed back. Neither woman stayed asleep long enough to find a dream.

Trevor waited outside their doors for eight hours. He tried sitting, but eight wings made posture political. Folding them all said safety, and leaving them open blocked half the corridor and three soup runs. He hung upside down from a roof beam until Petra said anxious gargoyle was not a useful class.

He tried making tea, and Naomi stole the kettle after he boiled a healing root hard enough to dissolve the cup.

He tried praying once, in private, and found he had no idea which Heaven deserved the words. Two of them had already tried to install him as furniture. Damaris sat beside Junia's door without pretending not to worry. Adina shuffled the same five pages without reading them, and Petra found eight escape paths in case the first seven took offense. Nobody filled the silence the women inside had left.

When the wind brought ash through the broken windows, Trevor spread his lowest wings across them. He held the gap while Osa measured for shutters, then carried clean water to the eastern fire. Nobody needed a sermon. They needed the next bucket, and he could manage a fucking bucket.

In the fifth hour, Tyrant returned carrying a chair carved from one broken rib of the womb-forge. He set it where Mercy could not avoid seeing him.

“That is disgusting, and you know exactly why,” Mercy said.

“It supports my back and offends you at the same time.”

“That machine hurt them, and you made it furniture.”

“Conquest should improve the furniture. Sentimental rubble helps no one.”

A faint gold instrument mark ran down one chair leg, and Mercy wanted to burn the whole thing. “Get rid of it now, before I burn the entire chair.”

“No,” Tyrant answered, stroking the broken rib like polished ivory.

“Why are you here on that obscene chair?” Mercy asked.

“My Junia is behind that wall, bleeding where I cannot reach her.” The simple answer landed badly, because Tyrant meant it.

He did not go gentle while he waited. Mercy could see the Crown working behind his eyes, and Adina's pages carried the rest across the seam before morning: three Host districts given new commands, two captains who had sold rations dragged onto a public platform to thank the soldiers before Tyrant took their heads, the second kept alive long enough to learn how regret changed flavor whenever hope came back between cuts, and every soldier who had bought stolen food made to taste the dying man's terror inside his own relief.

Then Tyrant settled into the stolen rib chair outside Junia's door as if he had never left it.

Mercy looked from the blood drying beneath Tyrant’s nails to Junia’s closed door. “You could free her,” he said.

“I could free everyone.”

“Start with the woman behind that door.”

“It is my answer.”

Tyrant crossed one long leg over the other. “You need goodness to point somewhere. I need it to be the mistake people make before I own them.”

“She is not a mistake,” Mercy said.

“She is mine.”

From behind the wall, Tyrant Junia called, “I can hear you.”

Tyrant smiled at the closed door. “Then hear all of it.”

“Good. I am adding three inches to the stabbing knife.”

“Which end?”

“The part that enters you.”

Tyrant settled deeper into his chair, visibly delighted, and neither Trevor moved for three more hours. Mercy stayed because Junia had come home hurt, and Tyrant stayed because something had touched what he owned and still existed somewhere past his claws. The two looked the same from across the camp, and every woman inside knew the difference.

Rest mended Mercy's body. Food, snatches of sleep, and thirty-two freely given relay pulses restored some of his spent strength. News that the rescued people had chosen new roads fed Hope.
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HP 585 +225 = 810/810
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Mercy Junia's corridor door finally opened. She stood there in a dark robe, her braid uneven where the Mouth had taken a length. She looked exhausted, furious, and wholly herself.

“We are keeping Amelia steady for now,” she said, and Trevor opened his mouth.

“For now. Not a promise of birth, forever, forgiveness, or love. We are buying time to find a way that does not kill her or either of us.”

“Both of you?”

“Separately.” Junia stepped back to the connecting door. Her counterpart's palm met the other side, and the white door opened.

Tyrant Junia stood in the other room instead of sharing this one, a strip of white threshold between their bare feet. Each Naomi waited beside an unread folded page.

“She wouldn't tell me hers until I'd written mine,” Mercy Junia said.

“Same answer?” Trevor asked.

“For now,” both women said.

Trevor let out a slow breath. He had gripped the doorpost hard enough to leave little white grooves under his fingers, and both Junias noticed when he tried to cover them with one wing.

“Do not call us brave,” Mercy Junia warned.

“I was not going to. I thought it.”

“You think many inadvisable things.” Tyrant Junia glanced toward the black-red camp. “We know.”

Amelia moved, and both women flinched. A small sound reached Mercy through Naomi's thin reading pane. Not a word, barely even the shape of one: Mel, followed by fear and a need not to be alone.

Mercy Junia heard it too. “Did she say—”

“Maybe,” Naomi answered from inside. “A sound first. A name if she gives us more.”

Tyrant Junia touched the door frame. “Melia.” Mercy Junia answered, “Amelia,” and the little pulse slowed.

Naomi wrote the sound beside the pulse time. The healers stayed within reach as the others left. The connecting door stayed open one inch. Mercy Junia left her corridor door ajar and pointed to the floor beside it; Trevor sat, taking the hint when she put a finger to her lips.

Mercy Junia sat on the floor beside three pairs of ridiculous socks. Tyrant Junia took the stolen stool with her sword across both knees, and Amelia crossed between them every seventeen seconds.

“Do you want this?” Mercy Junia asked. Her counterpart did not pretend the question had one meaning.

“The crossing, the child, or the future?”

“Any of it.”

Tyrant Junia watched the violet pulse enter her body. “I want her alive long enough to answer for herself.”

“That is not the same as wanting to be a mother, and it may become that before she can answer.”

“I know,” Tyrant Junia said.

The truth settled nothing, and Mercy Junia folded one white-winged sock into a square. “I felt relief when Naomi said cutting the phases apart could kill her.”

“Because keeping her crossing is safer tonight?”

“Because it put off learning whether I want her.”

“That is ugly, and I understand it.”

Tyrant Junia looked down when Amelia entered her phase. “I felt possessive.”

Mercy Junia waited while her counterpart found the rest.

“Not loving. Mine, my wound, my body, my problem.” Tyrant Junia pressed two fingers against the faint glow. “I hated her because the Mouth still felt present after I got out.”

“That is ugly too,” Mercy Junia said, and both women breathed as Amelia crossed. Nothing punished either of them for saying the truth out loud.

“I also used her name when she was afraid,” Mercy Junia said.

“So did I, and it does not erase the rest.”

Each woman gave her Naomi one folded page for the worst night. It named whom to wake and what to do if she fell unconscious while the others still needed her body. The Naomis compared only the moves their hands might need, never the fear under them, and the women opened the connecting door another inch.

“If we go on,” Mercy Junia said, “she has two mothers only if both of us choose the word apart.”

“And if one of us does not?”

“Then we find whatever is true instead of forcing matching names.”

Tyrant Junia studied her counterpart. “You would let me leave.”

“I would hate it, but that was not your question.” Mercy Junia smiled without softness. “Yes.”

The answer frightened both women and made staying possible.

They widened the door until both could rest their feet on the stool, keeping their hands in their own laps. Something moved under both floors.

A phase parasite had followed Amelia out of the forge by folding itself inside her crossing. It rose through two rooms at once as a translucent centipede, one half in each world, copied heartbeats shining along all thirty segments.

Whenever Naomi checked one false pulse, the next answered with the proper rhythm. The creature had learned care well enough to wear it as camouflage. Mercy Junia caught the flaw. Every false heartbeat landed perfectly. “That one never stumbles,” she said.

The centipede unfolded through both floors and opened its jaws around Amelia.

PHASE PARASITE // 7,900,000 HP

Both Junias shouted, “Kill it,” and Trevor came in.

The Damarises beat him there, the Naomis sealed each woman inside a separate pane, the Petras opened two escape paths, and the Adinas made both visible halves belong to one enemy.

Mercy wrapped Phase Shelter around Amelia.

MP 480/795 → 300/795

HOPE 1,386/1,800 → 1,266/1,800

The parasite lunged across both rooms, met the unbroken white edge around Amelia, and turned all thirty hooked feet toward Trevor's wings. He kept them outside the panes for forty HP and sixty Stamina.

HP 810/810 → 770/810

STAMINA 630/726 → 570/726

The Mercy half healed whenever Tyrant hurt it, and the Tyrant half healed whenever Mercy struck. “Pairs,” Damaris said, and each woman attacked the monster wearing her counterpart's sky.

Open Petra hated the straight red path her double cut through a wall, but the parasite expected her to protect every stone. She used it anyway, and False Petra cursed Mercy's looping road and rode it in behind mandibles that force could not reach.

Mercy Adina showed the parasite its true wound, and Tyrant Adina twisted the copied injury and made the creature heal a body part in the wrong world. Both Naomis struck as Amelia crossed and turned their healing magic inside the parasite without touching the small pulse it had copied.

The Damarises needed no spoken count.

One raised her flail high, and the other saw the scar under her arm, the same mark she carried from a different Heaven, and struck low. Their chains crossed through the centipede's middle and cinched thirty legs into one thrashing knot.

“Pairs,” Damaris repeated. This time it sounded like a warning about everything waiting ahead.

Mercy Damaris struck the Tyrant-side armor through Contradictory Grace. Tyrant Damaris broke the Mercy-side rhythm with Mutiny Beat, and the Petras traded paths beside the Adinas. Trevor waited until every woman had made one half weak, and then one halo struck both.

PHASE PARASITE // 7,900,000 → 0 HP

His reward opened through the dissolving segments.

LEVEL 93

MIGHT 46 +1 = 47
VITALITY 69 +1 = 70
PRESENCE 69 +1 = 70

MAX HP 810 +8 = 818
MAX MP 795 +7 = 802
MAX STAMINA 726 +7 = 733

CURRENT
HP 770/818 | MP 300/802 | STAMINA 570/733
HOPE 1,266/1,800


The new level widened his bars without filling them. Phase Shelter's white edge faded as its thirty seconds ended, and the Junias went back to their separate beds. Damaris caught Trevor outside by one bright strap and pulled him into an empty supply alcove. Naomi followed after checking both women twice.

“You waited,” Damaris said.

“Heroically, and perhaps seductively.”

“Do not ruin it.” Naomi closed the door behind her. “Ward has both rooms. You're off watch for an hour.”

“Better,” Trevor said.

Damaris kissed him before he could explain why, and the fear under his skin finally had somewhere living to go after eight hours. He caught her waist, felt the strength under her robe, and kissed back until armor struck a shelf.

Three bandage rolls fell on Naomi. She set them aside with the face of a woman reconsidering every romantic decision that had brought her here. Then she framed Trevor's face between her hands and kissed him slower than Damaris had, sinking deeper because he could feel exactly how much care she refused to make gentle.

“They are safe for this hour,” Naomi whispered against him.

“Only this hour?”

“This hour is real,” she said, and Trevor let it be real.

Damaris unfastened his bright armor one buckle at a time and scowled whenever his wings tried to help. “Grow a ninth before I get this off, and I find a less decorative boyfriend.”

“You would miss my sparkle.”

“I would sweep it into a jar and visit on holidays.” Naomi kissed the corner of his grin. “She already labeled the jar.”

“You labeled it. I only wrote the date.”

“Because you spelled sparkle wrong.”

“Traitors,” Trevor said.

“Girlfriends,” Damaris corrected. “Worse loot table.”

The joke loosened the knot under his ribs. He kissed Damaris with both hands braced on the shelf until she hooked one armored thigh around his hip and took the pressure she wanted. Naomi stepped behind him, mouth warm against his shoulder, fingers tracing his bruises, until Trevor shivered hard enough to rattle the jars.

Damaris grinned into his mouth. “Cute.”

“I am terrifying, despite the gauze on my halo.”

A white roll had landed there like a tiny crown. When Naomi reached for it, Trevor caught her wrist and kissed the center of her palm.

“Leave my regalia,” Trevor said.

“You look ridiculous, which may be the point.”

Naomi laughed softly and used the hand he still held to draw him against her, and Damaris opened the last buckle and kissed the newly bare skin under it. His wings scraped every wall.

The cramped room filled with warm breath, small curses, and clean cloth as Trevor answered two different hungers. Naomi wanted his attention slow and undivided, and Damaris wanted strength she could meet with her own.

Naomi turned him and held his gaze as pleasure climbed, and would not let fear drag him toward Junia's door. Damaris pressed close behind with teeth at his shoulder and one hand over his racing heart. He came apart between them under a ridiculous gauze crown, and neither woman let him hide the sound.

Then Damaris traded places with Naomi and dragged Trevor onto folded blankets, where he repaid every sharp breath she had stolen from him. Naomi joined them with a quiet hunger stripped of every healer's distance. She guided his mouth until her composure broke, and a forgotten jar rolled under the shelf and shattered unnoticed.

Damaris laughed when Trevor apologized to the bandages, and Naomi bit his lower lip until the apology became a moan. They kept him there until all three bodies lay tangled under eight badly folded wings.

Trevor lay still beneath their weight. For the first time all morning, he heard the footsteps beyond the door without counting how fast they came.

Damaris rested her cheek on Trevor's shoulder. “Nobody calls Amelia loot.”

“The System learned.”

“I was not talking about the System.”

Trevor remembered Tyrant reaching for the knife beside Amelia's pulse. “I know.”

Naomi drew the gauze crown off his halo and tucked it into Damaris's hair. “Regalia,” Trevor murmured.

“Shut up,” Damaris said, and kissed him once more. Beyond the door, the System searched every path with the Trevors fighting apart, and every one of them still ended at zero.


Chapter 26 — I Tested Zero With Other People's Lives

Tyrant did not trust the zero. Systems showed it when they wanted a player to stop searching, and Trevor had never respected any voice that asked him to stop. He opened six roads beside Junia's healing room and filled the first two with prisoners. Those deaths taught him enough to leave the next four empty. He used living bodies anyway, because empty answers bored him.

Damaris watched from a black balcony. Petra stood beside the road levers, Adina held pages full of names, and Naomi stayed with Junia beyond the wall.

Trevor told Junia through the wall that he was testing empty roads.

The lie traveled through ninety-nine percent of the red field between them, warm with familiarity and the rhythm of a boring explanation. Trevor roughened one edge, because truth sounded suspicious whenever it got too smooth.

Junia studied him from her doorway. “No people?”

“No one you can save by getting out of bed,” Trevor answered.

That was true in the most useless way possible, because every prisoner was already locked inside. She went back to bed, and Trevor enjoyed the lie more because it had worked on a woman who knew exactly what he was.

Six hours of broken sleep restored 240 MP, and he stole another 240 from gold vessels his Host had hauled clear after the forge guardian fell. Rest gave back four hundred Stamina. Naomi closed the wounds he had brought home, and Fear stayed deliciously high.
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HP 569 +326 = 895/895
MP 0 +240 +240 = 480/675
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The first road carried forty prisoners under white arches. Tyrant stayed outside it and gave each person a different exit. They chose colors, companions, walking speed, and whether to drag the chains Trevor had left on them.

Olvi Sar chose blue, because his daughter had painted their front door that color. A former Host medic chose white after recognizing the sanctuary marks above it. Their choices were real, and every place they led was a mouth.

Forty people reached forty endings, and the First Mouth swallowed every one before a hand could find shelter.

ROAD ONE // 40 ENTERED // 0 RETURNED

Tyrant watched their dying hope to learn which flavor made people run fastest.

Then he opened the red road and sent sixty prisoners into a corridor warm enough to pass for safety. Lamps brightened. Floors softened under wounded feet, and every step released pleasure through Tyrant's Crown. Several people thanked him, and he rewarded their gratitude too.

Kessa More crossed beside her younger brother Dain with one arm around his waist, holding up the leg a quarry winter had weakened. She saw the cut in the road before he did.

“Run,” Dain told her. Kessa tried to carry him instead, until Trevor made every desperate pull on her brother feel wonderful.

Pleasure flowered under her horror and turned love into a hook she could not stop using. Every plea from Dain made her body reward the next step toward the closing seam.

Petra reached for the lever. Tyrant shut her road with one claw before the seam closed between Kessa's hands and her brother's body. The First Mouth took Dain before Kessa could let go of his hand.

Kessa reached the chamber with empty hands while pleasure still burned through her nerves. Relief hit before grief, because Tyrant had timed it that way. She smiled, understood why, and collapsed around a body that kept begging for more.

“Bring him back right now, you beautiful lying monster,” Kessa demanded.

“I cannot. The Mouth already swallowed him whole.”

“Then take this filthy feeling out of my body.”

“No,” Tyrant said, enjoying the despair growing behind her eyes.

She clawed at her arms as if pleasure had grown a skin she could tear off. Petra opened a path toward her, and Tyrant shut that one too.

Adina wrote three things on the nearest black page: Kessa More; quarry worker; older sister. She added three more: carried Dain through winter fever; entered because Trevor promised red roads were safer; survived.

Kessa found enough of herself in those words to stand. “You made me enjoy leaving him while he begged me.”

“Yes. Breaking your love amused me more than winning.”

“Why would anyone do that just for pleasure?”

Trevor could have blamed the road after the seam closed. He could have blamed panic after Kessa had already escaped. Instead he set one red nail under her chin.

“Pain would stay something I did to you. Pleasure makes you wonder which part was yours.”

Kessa vomited on his boots. Trevor admired the answer until she swung, and the Crown caught her wrist before he spoke. A gold zero hung above her shoulder.

“It says nobody survived, and Kessa stands here hating you,” Petra said.

“The System says zero, and I like its answer.”

“She stands in front of you, breathing and hating you.”

Trevor glanced at the gold number above the woman in front of him. Kessa was an owner echo, whole enough to remember and hate, and buried under the red road's root. The System counted Trevor instead of her. That crack might have become an escape.

Adina stepped closer until her boots touched Kessa's shadow. “Let her go and see whether she stays outside your root.”

“No. I prefer the answer I already own.”

“Why not, when her survival could teach us more?”

“Because zero is prettier,” Trevor said, and closed his fist. Kessa vanished while still trying to spit in his face, and the gold number stayed clean.

Petra stared at the empty floor where Tyrant had destroyed the only survivor, because one living woman made his answer untidy. He loved knowledge. Controlling its shape tasted better.

The first road showed how quickly the Mouth ate the distance between the exits Trevor offered. The second turned every red root into a path the monster could follow home. Trevor opened a third road anyway and filled it with forty more prisoners.

Petra put one hand over the lever and refused to blink. “You already know, and another forty people will die.”

“I know enough to stay curious until something living breaks.”

“Why does your curiosity need bodies that trusted your road?”

“Because the first hundred made me wonder what hope tastes like after it has watched itself fail twice.” Petra did not move her hand or lower her furious gaze.

“Take your hand away before I remove it myself,” Trevor said.

“Move it yourself if you need this slaughter so badly.”

He could, and that made her stubbornness far more entertaining.

Adina opened six scarred pages beside them, five showing Trevor forcing Petra aside and one letting her stop the road. Trevor chose a seventh answer. He kissed Petra's knuckles and pressed the lever with his other hand.

Forty prisoners entered after watching both earlier roads die. Tyrant promised the third might survive if they chose one person to set the walking order. He painted a green crown above the lie, and they chose a former Host captain.

Trevor slipped a private hook into her spine under the captain's armor.

Whenever she placed someone ahead of herself, he rewarded the choice with calm. Whenever she moved a friend behind her, guilt turned warm, noble, and pleasurable. By the tenth name, she enjoyed arranging people she loved by numbers Tyrant had invented.

Petra watched the change spread across the captain's face. “Stop twisting her for fun. It changes nothing.”

“It keeps the road interesting.”

“You already know it changes nothing,” Petra said, and Tyrant answered, “Yes.”

The captain put people without children first and parents last, because their deaths would hurt more survivors. Every hateful choice made pleasure bloom under her ribs. When the third road opened, she led every prisoner inside. Trevor took the pleasure away one second before the Mouth arrived, so her last feeling would be hers.

The Mouth swallowed all forty.

ROAD THREE // 40 ENTERED // 0 RETURNED

Petra answered by hitting Trevor across the face with the iron lever.

HP 895/895 → 875/895

“Four,” he said.

“You are enjoying this more than you care about the answer.”

“Different question.”

The fourth road copied Morrow's branching trick and carried prisoners to a dead plane for nine seconds. Then the First Mouth ate the last choice holding that place apart. Zero came back.

The fifth road touched Amelia's phase crossing from a distance, with no blade entering either healing room. The child recoiled hard enough to bend both Junias around the pain, and Mercy's Naomi drove a white spike through Tyrant's Crown.

Junia's voice followed the spike from behind the wall. “You said empty roads.”

Trevor watched Amelia's little violet line shake. “I lied.”

“Did you know this might hurt us?”

“Yes.”

“And did you know it might hurt Amelia?”

“Yes,” Trevor answered.

Silence filled the part of Junia he could reach. Everything else vanished into the one beat he did not own. Trevor hated that darkness and loved knowing he had put something worth hiding inside it, and the fifth road came back zero.

By the sixth road, Damaris had come down into the chamber with her flail raised. Twenty prisoners waited inside a false body woven from white wings and red roots. Every mind stayed awake.

“Do not,” Damaris said.

“One more.”

“You knew after two, and suspected after one.”

“Then the rest are dying for your pleasure,” Damaris said.

“Most useful things do, eventually.”

He opened the road. For one second the false union held, and then white wings and red roots fought over the next movement. The body split down its center, and something crawled backward through the wound with Mercy's face and Tyrant's teeth.

FAILED FUSION VECTOR // 9,100,000 HP

Trevor smiled at the biting vector. “Finally, something new.” Petra dropped its first strike into the dead plane. Adina exposed the Mercy face, Damaris broke up the red teeth, and Trevor sank his Crown into the white skin until both halves attacked each other.

The twenty prisoners were still awake inside it. The Mouth had crowded its earlier victims around them, dragging swallowed minds back through the split. Olvi surfaced through Mercy’s cheek, bodiless and still searching for the blue door. The captain from the third road opened her mouth across Tyrant’s jaw and ordered the dead into a battle shape she still felt proud to have made.

Trevor could pull every trapped mind free for nineteen MP. He refused, because their horror strengthened his grip and made the stolen Mercy face beautifully expressive. Tyrant dragged one black-red nail under its eye and watched forty mouths feel the cut through shared flesh.

The wound cost the monster less than a thousand HP before Damaris struck his wrist away. “Fight it.”

“I am.”

“You are decorating the thing with other people's pain.”

Trevor looked across the trapped faces and found his reflection shining in their terror. “I contain multitudes.” Damaris hit him next, and the vector used that opening to tear fifty-four HP and eighty Stamina away before Trevor ripped both of them free.

HP 875/895 → 821/895

STAMINA 592/691 → 512/691

FAILED FUSION VECTOR // 9,100,000 → 4,400,000 HP

Gold words opened across its false smile.

FALSE UNION ONE CROWN ONE SILENCED MIND

Trevor’s claws tightened. That stolen face had Mercy’s mouth, but it had never mangled an insult while blushing. It would never glare at him over a soup pot or bite back when he pushed too far. He could have made a pretty puppet without wasting six roads.

He wanted the man who could see every atrocity and still want him without lying about what he saw.

“One body,” the vector hissed.

“Two hungers,” Tyrant answered, and spent one hundred fifty MP driving his halo through the false Mercy face.

MP 480/675 → 330/675

Damaris broke the vector's Tyrant teeth.

FAILED FUSION VECTOR // 4,400,000 → 0 HP

The new level climbed through every stolen root.

LEVEL 93

MIGHT 78 +1 = 79
INTELLECT 60 +1 = 61
WILL 58 +1 = 59

MAX HP 895 +9 = 904
MAX MP 675 +7 = 682
MAX STAMINA 691 +7 = 698

CURRENT
HP 821/904 | MP 330/682 | STAMINA 512/698
FEAR 2,140/2,400


Fear rose from everyone who had stayed conscious long enough to understand that roads Three through Six were indulgence.

FEAR 2,140/2,400 → 2,350/2,400

The chamber opened onto a gallery Petra had filled with family, former cellmates, lovers, enemies, and anyone else asking where the prisoners went. Greta More stood first among them with a quarry hammer across one shoulder.

“Where is Kessa?” Greta asked.

Trevor looked at the perfect zero. “Gone.”

“How did you kill her?”

“I closed my hand.”

Adina answered before he could make murder sound pretty. “Kessa reached the chamber alive, and he erased her because she spoiled the zero.”

Greta crossed the red line. Host guards moved, and Tyrant stopped them because he wanted the hammer to land. It struck his shoulder for thirty HP.

HP 821/904 → 791/904

Greta had no skill beyond twelve years breaking stone beside her wife, but she knew exactly where a smaller body carried weight badly. Trevor's arm went numb, and he smiled.

“Do not,” Greta said.

“Do not what?”

“Make enjoying this the only thing left in the room.” His smile stayed.

Petra opened a path around him so the gallery could see every lever. Adina hung all six roads in the air. Each lever stood beside its time and the names of the people Trevor had sent through it.

One man found his brother on the fourth road, after zero had already won twice. An old enemy learned that the captain had enjoyed placing parents last. A mother found her son buried under ROAD WEIGHT because Tyrant had not bothered with his name, and Adina gave it back.

Trevor let them look, because hatred made pressure he might use later. He slid one red hook under the safety line in case grief became revolt. Petra cut it without looking at him.

Greta lifted her hammer. “Did any of this help us win?”

“The last road showed how fusion fails.”

“Did you know the rest would die before they entered?”

“Yes,” Tyrant answered.

“Then you killed them because you wanted to watch.”

“Yes,” Tyrant said. The truth comforted nobody, and it denied him the pleasure of watching confusion tear them apart.

Greta raised the hammer again. Damaris caught the handle without protecting Trevor. “Hit him now, and he will use your grief in the next road.” Greta looked past Damaris at the delight, lowered the hammer, and hurt Tyrant more by holding back than the first blow had.

The gallery started leaving through Petra's path, and Trevor changed the feeling under their feet. Relief bloomed whenever somebody stepped away from the dead, followed by guilt shaped like you are abandoning them, because he had set the body's hunger for escape beside the cruelest thought in reach.

Petra noticed after four people crossed and told him to stop. Tyrant deepened the pleasure.

Greta went last. Her face hardened as the relief and the guilt reached her, and she turned in the doorway. “He is inside the leaving. Kessa told me what the overseer's rewards felt like. This is the same hand.”

Everyone stopped. Adina exposed the red thread, and Tyrant turned it up until leaving felt blissful. Three people crossed anyway and named the pleasure as his. Two stayed because guilt held them, and one sat on the threshold until neither direction belonged to Trevor.

Greta planted her hammer across the path. “You cannot let a room end.”

“Endings waste pressure.”

“So you put hooks in grief.”

“Grief already has handles.”

Petra destroyed her own path rather than let him keep using it. Her hidden exit dropped every mourner safely past his reach. The path vanished, and the feelings did not.

Ward Naomi took them in behind black smoke, where Trevor could not taste what happened next. His last road taught what the golden zero ignored: Tyrant could poison leaving whenever grief stayed near enough to touch. Damaris left without looking at him. Petra and Adina stayed.

“You wasted them,” Adina said.

“I spent them.”

“You knew zero had won, and you still enjoyed being worse than the battle needed.” Petra held up the broken lever.

“Yes,” Tyrant answered.

Petra's anger stayed sharp even when her gaze dropped to Trevor's mouth. Adina wanted him too, so she hung six names on the red wall before she stepped closer.

That was what he wanted: no peace, only pressure against a wound he could keep open forever. He expected them to leave. Petra opened a road under his feet instead.

Trevor dropped into a small red room with no exit he could see, six names burning across the walls. Petra landed on his chest before Adina closed the path above them.

“You do not command here,” Petra said.

“Temporary architecture.”

“Long enough.”

Adina looked at Petra over him. “Wrists or mouth?”

“Wrists. You have the better vocabulary.”

“You have the better knots.”

“I have seventeen. Pick one.”

She looped one road around both his wrists while Adina trapped his voice inside six boasts that could not all be true. Trevor could break either snare and not both without ending the game. He kept playing.

Petra denied every position he expected and laughed when his body betrayed how much he enjoyed being thwarted. Adina named each breath he tried to turn into an order, then kissed the command out of his mouth.

They made him ask. Trevor made every request sound like a threat, and they refused until hunger stripped it bare.

Petra took his mouth with one hand around his bound wrists, using her weight and the road under them to hold the angle she wanted. Adina sat across his hips and traced the black-red roots under his skin until his control broke in visible shivers.

Trevor answered with lips, teeth, and the practiced confidence of a man who loved making hunger feel dangerous. The women found out how eagerly his body played their game.

Petra's laughter sharpened into a cry she did not hide. Adina dragged Trevor's mouth back whenever he tried to admire the damage. They worked him until his back arched against the red floor and every silky threat collapsed into their names. The six names stayed visible, and pleasure changed none of the blood behind them.

Petra kept one wrist trapped after all three bodies lay slick and breathless under Trevor's disordered wings. “Did this erase the dead?”

“No.”

“Will you do it again, even if you already know?” Adina asked.

“If I want the answer.”

Trevor smiled. “Especially then.”

They left him bound one more minute while Petra routed every third beat through the knot, so he could feel how much of his body he had placed inside a snare he could break. Adina cleaned violet dust from his halo and watched pleasure pulse through his face whenever the road tightened.

“You are both unbearably pleased,” Trevor said.

“You taught us,” Petra answered.

“Then the price of tuition has come due.”

Adina's fingers paused against his halo. “You keep treating each honest desire as if it makes the dishonest ones smaller.”

“I do no such thing.”

“You answer as if knowing the difference makes you harder to hurt.”

Petra loosened the knot enough to put blood back in his fingers. “You can want us honestly and still use us horribly tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“We can want you and sharpen knives for tomorrow.”

“Also yes.”

Those answers made nobody safer, and they made the next cut easier to see.

Trevor liked clarity when it opened other people. He enjoyed it less tied to a floor with two women opening him. That was why Petra kept the last knot.

Gold letters appeared on the red wall.

SEPARATE VICTORY // 0%
FORCED FUSION // SELF BREAKS

NEEDED
— WHITE WILL
— RED WILL
— BOTH REACHING
— ONE BODY
— TWO HUNGERS


Tyrant read the last line.

Somewhere in the white world, Mercy read it too.


Chapter 27 — The Paradox Was Hot Before It Was Useful

Trevor met his evil twin inside a six-voice spell meant to learn whether one child had become two, and the setting showed no respect for romance.

Six places waited above a black ocean. The Junias held the first pair, the Naomis sat beside them, and the Adinas took the last two places. Amelia crossed every seventeen seconds in a trail of violet light.

No chair matched its double. Mercy Junia's grew from shifting white stone, and Tyrant Junia sat on a stolen red throne with nearly every owner rune scratched away.

Pane Naomi chose a plain chair ringed with clear windows. Ward Naomi used a black stool with no back, so nothing could come at Junia unseen.

The Adinas refused furniture. One stood inside a ring of Gospel pages, and the other lounged across three Scarred Copies of chairs that had never existed. The magic wanted six minds, and six women brought themselves instead.

Both Trevors stayed outside the circle, where Mercy kept behind the white line, and Tyrant kept sliding one boot across it.

Mercy pointed at the white line. “Stop before I make you.”

“Make me. Unless that invitation got less threatening after the chapel.”

Tyrant's lavender-star eyes brightened. “More effective too.” Mercy's ears heated, and both Junias groaned.

“We are trying to learn whether the child inside us is one person,” Mercy Junia said.

“He is learning how badly he wants to be inside himself,” her counterpart answered.

“I understood, and I hate the atmosphere anyway.”

Tyrant smiled at both women. “Two Mommas already agreeing, and both eager to touch me.” Mercy Junia answered with her left boot, and Tyrant Junia used a knife. Tyrant caught the blade and dodged the shoe with delighted respect.

Amelia's pulse sped up until both Naomis said, “Quiet,” and everyone obeyed for wholly different reasons.

Mercy had rested eight hours since the phase parasite died. Sleep and healing closed his wounds, while relay gifts replenished some of his magic. Food gave back the rest of his strength, and Hope rose when the survivors chose new homes.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 93

HP 770 +48 = 818/818
MP 300 +320 = 620/802
STAMINA 570 +163 = 733/733
HOPE 1,266 +134 = 1,400/1,800


The six-voice spell began when Pane Naomi showed one soul rhythm living through two bodies. It recoiled from the First Mouth the same way in either phase. Each Junia fed it different blood, warmth, and movement, and Ward found the same rhythm under black smoke.

Gospel traced one chain of moments from the Mouth into Mercy Junia, across the seam, into Tyrant Junia, and back again. Scar burned every place where a second chain might have started and found none.

The Junias supplied what magic could not feel. “When she leaves, I feel absence,” Mercy Junia said.

Tyrant Junia touched her stomach. “When she arrives, I feel return, not replacement.” Six lights leaned toward one answer.

Then Morrow Veyl walked across the ocean, his coat of living stars moving in a wind the chamber did not own. The stolen seam shard pulsed inside one violet hand with Amelia's rhythm.

The half of his jaw that Damaris had knocked off was a thin constellation now, and it moved half a second behind every smile, a beautiful reminder that Morrow treated injury as an invitation to redesign.

Mercy tracked the stolen shard rather than Morrow’s smile. The bastard had dressed a way through their defenses as jewelry.

“Your six lights agree too easily,” Morrow said.

Damaris raised her flail beyond the circle. “Leave before I improve your other half.”

“If I leave, you will trust a rhythm made by the creature that put Amelia inside them.”

Naomi's panes darkened.

“The First Mouth made the crossing,” Morrow went on. “It may know how to make one thing look whole while hiding a split.” Both Junias froze in their mismatched chairs.

Mercy Junia gripped the white stone under her. “Are there two people?”

“That is the answer I came here to steal.”

“You made the question look like children and our fear look useful.”

Morrow watched the Junias instead. “I came to see what survives.”

Tyrant Junia's knife came back through Petra's hidden path. “You keep saying see when you mean steal.”

Morrow's ring pupils turned toward her with open delight. “I often mean both. Especially when the prize is pretty.”

Morrow opened the stolen seam shard above his palm.

Two Amelia-shaped shadows rose over it, one pale and one dark, neither detailed enough to become a body. Both reached toward the Junias with tiny hands, and the System counted them.

POSSIBLE LIVES // 2

Mercy's stomach dropped when Morrow said, without smiling, “Keep your answer alive,” and both shadows ran.

Mercy reached toward Amelia's rhythm in the nearest pane, but a second pulse flared in the next window. Tyrant attacked the pale shadow, and Mercy blocked him.

“If one is real, the other is bait,” Mercy began.

“You do not know which, and that makes cutting one interesting,” Tyrant said.

Their halos struck together as the shadows reached the circle, and each Junia flinched toward a different child-shaped light. The Naomis argued about the pulses, the Adinas produced six clashing paths apiece, and Morrow's shard turned every argument into another possible life.

2 → 4 → 8 → 16

Mercy could not choose one answer without silencing five women, so he widened Many-Voices Domain.

The first try pressed both Naomis into one rhythm, and they cut their paths apart. The second squeezed both Adinas into one page, so they burned it. Three of Mercy Adina's Gospel memories caught fire with it.

She called out what was burning through clenched teeth: Junia's first no, Amelia's heartbeat, and the moment the forge lied while it held out three knives. Tyrant Adina caught the ash inside Scarred Copies before Morrow's shard could use those empty spaces to make another child.

“Togetherness is hungry,” Mercy Adina said.

Tyrant Adina bared her teeth. “So am I, and it still does not get my plate.”

“Your plate is a page.”

“Then it is a page with teeth marks. Hands off.”

The third try let Tyrant seize the surface and turn six women into limbs of his Crown for half a breath. Mercy broke the red shape by driving his forehead into Tyrant's mouth. The impact looked enough like a kiss to derail both men.

“Later, when no child-shaped nightmare needs killing,” Mercy said.

“Now is later,” Tyrant answered, and the possible lives doubled again.

16 → 32

Mercy spent sixty MP teaching Many-Voices to keep six separate paths open.

MP 620/802 → 560/802

He stopped trying to make every truth agree, because making them agree was the trap.

One soul rhythm and one chain of moments crossed two bodies, one woman felt absence, and the other felt return. Morrow's stolen shard had made thirty-two shapes that only looked like possible children, and all of that could be true without thirty-two people existing.

The System reshaped the spell around his stubborn answer.

MANY-WORLD WEAVE I

Six separate minds may hold opposing true states for 18 seconds.

COST // 210 MP + 150 HOPE
FAILURE // one voice swallows the others


Mercy paid before doubt could narrow him.

MP 560/802 → 350/802

HOPE 1,400/1,800 → 1,250/1,800

Six narrow paths crossed through Mercy without becoming one.

Pane clung to flesh and heartbeat without pretending fear was a second soul. Mercy Junia kept fear inside her path because it mattered even when it answered nothing. Ward held something private behind black smoke, and Tyrant Junia scraped her knife against the one red beat Trevor could not swallow.

The Adinas contradicted everyone, their own earlier selves included, and every mismatch pulled at Mercy's skull. Many-Voices offered relief if he made one woman louder than the rest. He widened the pain instead, and the new weave grew around his no.

Frightened eyes could see thirty-two child-shaped shadows, but that sight could not make them people. Thirty vanished, and the last two folded into pale and dark phase images around the one unbroken pulse.

LIVING SOULS // 1

The weave released its six paths on the eighteenth second. One pulse remained in Naomi's panes when the white threads were gone.

Both Junias drew breath, and Mercy Junia rose on shaking legs and crossed the black ocean toward her counterpart. Tyrant Junia stayed on the scratched throne with one hand over the place Amelia had just left.

“Did you believe there were two?” Mercy Junia asked.

“For one second.”

“Which one did you reach for?”

“Mine,” Tyrant Junia said, and the honesty hurt both women.

She did not soften it. “Then I remembered the whole choice belonged to Morrow. The split, the shapes, and the moment he made us look.” She pointed her knife at the thief, and Mercy Junia offered one hand.

Tyrant Junia studied the hand. “If this becomes a symbolic union, I bite.”

“It is help out of an ugly chair.”

“Acceptable,” she said, and took it.

They stood as two separate bodies while Amelia crossed without pulling either closer, palms joined for one breath after balance stopped needing it. Tyrant Junia let go first, and nothing tore, Amelia's pulse did not stumble, and letting go became a motion instead of a threat.

The Naomis saw it and kept their hands still, and the Adinas saw it and wrote nothing. Morrow watched six women rebuild after a cruelty meant to break them. “You are angry.”

Tyrant Junia threw Mercy Junia's recovered boot into his chest. “Now you can see clearly.”

Morrow inspected the shoe and tucked it into his coat of stars.

“Give that back,” Mercy Junia said.

“You threw it at me.”

“She hit you with it, and that is my only left boot.”

“Exactly,” Morrow said.

He tilted his head and said, “I stole the valuable one,” while his ring pupils turned with real delight.

So the prettiest monster in two worlds still stole footwear after scaring two wounded women with false children. Mercy understood why punching Morrow never felt like enough, and could see on Tyrant's face why recruiting him stayed tempting.

Morrow closed the seam shard and smiled. “Now you know your spell works, because I made it bleed.”

“You terrified them to find a weakness.”

“Would you prefer Tyrant's methods?”

“No, and that does not make yours kind.”

“Then differences stay useful.”

Morrow stepped backward across the ocean as Tyrant lunged for the shard, Mercy reached for the thief, and the absence blade cut between both attacks. Three powers collided, and the black ocean rose as a thirty-two-faced beast.

PARADOX VECTOR // 10,600,000 HP

The creature chose Mercy first, with thirty-two faces that spoke in Junia's voice and begged him to call each one Amelia. He protected the single pulse outside their mouths and struck none of the images.

Then it chose Tyrant, and every face offered him the other thirty-one if he put a crown on it. Tyrant crowned them all. He drove thirty-two red roots into one body and taught every mouth to bite the others for the top spot.

“That is appalling,” Mercy said.

“That is damage.”

“Both can be true, apparently.”

“Your new spell finally taught you something.”

Mercy swept his wings between the creature and the six women while Tyrant made every crowned attack hate the body under it. Both Damarises tore open the center, both Junias held Amelia outside the fight, and Morrow watched from the shard until the creature died under two opposing halos.

PARADOX VECTOR // 10,600,000 → 0 HP

The fight tore fifty-eight HP and eighty-three Stamina out of Mercy.

HP 818/818 → 760/818

STAMINA 733/733 → 650/733

His next level opened through the dying faces.

LEVEL 94

AGILITY 71 +1 = 72
INTELLECT 59 +1 = 60
PRESENCE 70 +1 = 71

MAX HP 818 +8 = 826
MAX MP 802 +7 = 809
MAX STAMINA 733 +7 = 740

CURRENT
HP 760/826 | MP 350/809 | STAMINA 650/740
HOPE 1,250/1,800

MANY-WORLD WEAVE I // RETAINED


Morrow vanished with the boot, and Mercy Junia stared at her bare left foot. “I hate that man.”

Tyrant Junia watched the shard's fading violet light. “Useful creature.”

“That does not make me hate him less.”

“It was not meant to.”

The Naomis kept the six places in position after the danger ended. Morrow's shadows had shown one whole soul, but they had also forced both women to imagine choosing between two children, and no green reward could take that memory back.

Pane knelt beside Mercy Junia. “Tell me what your body is doing now.”

“Nausea, shaking hands, and an urge to search for a second pulse even after I hear only one.”

Ward asked her Junia the same question and got, “Angry.” Tyrant Junia kept everything else behind her teeth.

The Adinas split the six lights apart, and Gospel kept what the women knew before Morrow arrived: one rhythm, one chain, and two living bodies. Scar kept the false shadows and every wound Morrow had made.

Mercy knelt beside the chair while Pane steadied Junia’s shaking hands.

“He will say pain made the spell stronger,” Mercy Junia said.

Tyrant Junia turned her knife. “Then next time we make him stronger.”

Mercy Junia looked at the boot-shaped absence beside her chair. “I want my shoe first.”

Open Petra mapped Morrow's late shadow, and False Petra mapped where Morrow expected to be chased.

“He went left.”

“He wanted you to see him go left.”

“He is not that clever.”

“He is exactly that clever, and he has your friend's boot.”

The two paths disagreed, and both Petras said, “Later.”

Only one pulse moved through each crossing, but neither Junia relaxed until five more crossings let the black ocean settle.

Mercy asked whether they trusted the one-soul answer, and both women glared. “The answer belongs to us,” Mercy Junia said.

“The fear belongs to Morrow,” Tyrant Junia added.

“If we throw away what we learned because he hurt us—” Mercy began.

“Then Morrow still decides what stays inside our heads,” Ward said.

Gospel kept the single pulse bright. Scar folded the thirty-two false shapes into a page and pierced it with a pin.

Tyrant studied the two lights. “Pain found the weak point faster.”

His Junia raised one hand. “If I break your fingers and find out which one bends badly, did I improve your hand?”

“You improved what I know about it.”

“And I broke your finger,” Junia said.

Trevor smiled with all his small white teeth. “Both can be true when I want them to be.”

Mercy caught Tyrant’s reaching hand before it touched Junia’s chair.

Mercy looked at the Junias. “One Amelia, and Morrow hurt you to find her. We do not make those shadows again.”

“You do not,” Tyrant said.

“Neither Junia becomes your toy.” Tyrant answered with a smile that promised nothing good.

Ward covered him with black smoke until only the smile was left, then covered that too. Mercy checked his remaining MP and shifted the white line behind Junia’s chair. From inside the smoke, Tyrant asked what Morrow’s coat might drop.

In time the six women left in pairs, and the black ocean dismissed everyone except the Trevors. Tyrant stepped close enough for their halos to touch. “Now?”

Mercy punched him, Tyrant kissed the fist, and Mercy grabbed his collar and kissed his mouth.

Neither man could blame surprise this time as they fought through the first kiss, each setting and stealing pace until white wings opened across black-red feathers. Tyrant pinned Mercy against the last floating chair, and Mercy hooked one leg around his waist and shoved them both onto the platform.

Matching armor hit the floor in different rhythms as Mercy dragged the red clasps open first. Tyrant answered by tearing white silk down the center and staring at the body under it with naked hunger, a look that should have frightened Mercy more than it did.

Mercy caught Tyrant's lower lip between his teeth. “You still think this is straight?”

“Your body argues persuasively.”

“My mind?”

“Makes me want to conquer language.”

Mercy laughed against his throat, then bit hard enough to turn the laugh into a rough sound from both of them.

Every likeness made the differences hotter. Mercy knew the tender place under Tyrant's lower wings from the matching nerves in his own back. He stroked there slowly and gave Tyrant time to dread every unbearable inch. Tyrant used the same knowledge less kindly.

Two fingers found the matching place under Mercy's wings and held pressure until his knees went weak. Tyrant caught him with a smile that made rescue look like possession.

“Cheating through self-knowledge,” Mercy breathed.

“Weaponized narcissism is my strongest stat,” Tyrant said.

Mercy kissed the smugness off his mouth, and desire sharpened into affection and made every rough joke and every unexpected pause more dangerous. He saw the man inside the beautiful female body and wanted both without pretending Tyrant's cruelty had gone anywhere.

Tyrant wanted the softness. The man inside it was the complication he kept trying to beat with a better insult. Mercy knew that look; he had worn it long enough himself.

Tyrant lifted Mercy onto the edge of the floating chair and opened his thighs with hands that knew exactly how the motion felt from inside. Mercy pulled him closer, demanded more with nails down his back, and watched delight sharpen across their shared face.

They traded control until neither remembered who had started the current kiss, and white and red halos slid together over bodies alike in shape and different in every scar. Mercy reached Tyrant's edge first and held him there.

Tyrant cursed, begged without making the words gentle, and tried to drag Mercy over with him. Mercy made him wait three breaths longer for every person Tyrant had called impatient today.

“Petty,” Tyrant gasped.

“The one thing I never run out of,” Mercy answered.

Then Mercy let them fall together. Their matching bodies shook under tangled wings, and pleasure crossed no spell and still seemed to fill every shared nerve. Tyrant's teeth sank into Mercy's shoulder to hold in the sound, and Mercy pulled his mouth free, because hiding it felt like surrender.

The black ocean turned violet under them, and afterward Tyrant rested his forehead against Mercy's, and neither hurried to cover anything. White feathers threaded through black-red ones, and their halos made one broken ring with two bright centers.

Mercy traced the star-shaped scar along Tyrant's hip, and Tyrant followed the softer line where Mercy's body had healed the same wound differently.

“I hate that you make this body feel feminine,” Tyrant said.

Mercy looked down at two petite angel bodies with generous curves. “This body?”

“My body is a weapon.”

“So is mine.”

“You enjoy being pretty.”

“You enjoy me being pretty.”

Tyrant's mouth hardened; the arrow had reached something real. Mercy knew what, because it lived in him too: the hunger for a body that carried the same male beginning, and the terror of saying the want out loud.

“I enjoy owning contradictions,” he said.

Mercy touched his cheek. “You do not own this one.”

Tyrant turned and kissed the offered palm. “One person,” he murmured. Mercy knew he meant Amelia, and that he was testing the words against their bodies too.

“Not yet.”

“But possible.”

Mercy sat up and faced the zero above the ocean. “One body cannot mean one morality.”

“Obviously, because mine survives.”

“So does mine.”

“Then you will feel every useful thing I do.”

Threat and invitation shared one breath. Mercy imagined Tyrant's pleasure crossing shared nerves while somebody begged under their hands. He imagined stopping the act, and wondered whether control itself would become another crown.

“I will not join you if either of us can hide,” Mercy said.

Tyrant's eyes turned lavender. “I require secrets.”

“Then we stay apart.”

The answer landed harder than Mercy expected, and Tyrant hid the wound behind a smile. “You will change your mind when the worlds begin dying.”

“Maybe. Not tonight,” Mercy said.

Tyrant bent to retrieve a torn white clasp. He could have dropped it beside Mercy’s knee. Instead he fitted it into the broken strap himself, his fingers unsteady for one brief, furious second.

Mercy covered them with his hand. “I want you here tomorrow.”

“I have more impressive plans.”

“Fit me in.”

Tyrant looked up. The smile he found was smaller than his usual one, and Mercy wanted it badly enough to stay silent until it came.

SEPARATE VICTORY // 0%

Neither man laughed.


Chapter 28 — I Stole a World and Used It as a Hammer

Morrow kept a dead world in his left pocket, so Trevor stole it during the third kiss he imagined having with him.

The pocket belonged to Morrow's coat of living stars. The kiss stayed a pleasant threat for later, because an absence blade already rested against Trevor's throat, and he preferred to flirt with all his blood inside him. The theft, though, became wonderfully real.

After Mercy left the emptied ocean chamber, Trevor slipped into the chase path Petra had marked. He caught Morrow stepping into another sky, his late shadow still carrying the stolen seam shard half a breath behind him. Trevor seized that shadow by the wrist and pulled. An unheld dead plane came out of the coat like a black coin between two pretty thieves.

Trevor closed his fist around the black coin. “Mine,” he purred.

“Temporarily adjacent,” Morrow said, and the dead world opened all the way around them.

Empty cities covered a gray continent, and glass chambers filled every plaza with the adult souls Morrow had snatched out of the world's collapse. Thousands waited in the nearest city and perhaps millions beyond it, not alive enough to leave and not dead enough to stop wanting tomorrow.

Every chamber offered comfort: a bed, dream weather, private books, and a window onto whichever vanished landscape its sleeper remembered best. Some people slept under fake rain, and others walked orchards whose soil no longer existed. A few were awake and watched Trevor arrive with the flat patience of people who had already outlived one impossible ending.

Trevor tested a chamber’s door. It would not open from inside. Morrow had furnished every cage and kept every key.

Trevor admired the scale and would have taken out every window.

The First Mouth pressed hard against the horizon. Crowning the paradox creature's thirty-two mouths had cost Trevor seventy-five MP and a hundred and fifty Fear; the fight took eleven HP and eighty-two Stamina besides.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 93

HP 791 -11 = 780/904
MP 330 -75 = 255/682
STAMINA 512 -82 = 430/698
FEAR 2,350 -150 = 2,200/2,400


Morrow set the absence blade back under Trevor's chin and said, “Release the plane.”

Trevor admired the glass horizon. “Collecting people again.”

“I kept them from vanishing. They can wake once I grow them a new world root.”

“You always say that when the cage has good climate control.” Trevor watched Morrow's violet rings. “Will they obey?”

“Some will, which is more than you deserve.”

Trevor wanted the plane even more after that.

He opened his owner field and found no deeper Crown under the plane. Morrow carried the world and had never driven his power through its heart, because that would turn every sleeping person into one of his subjects.

Trevor pressed his palm against the empty world heart. “You left the owner field blank.”

“My grip would crush all their possible selves into subjects,” Morrow said.

“So you kept them as objects, furniture with optimism.”

“I kept them as people who may still have futures.”

Morrow's absence blade kissed the skin under his jaw. “Your outrage would interest me more if you were not about to steal the room.”

“It is not outrage, only one predator hating another predator's prettier cage.”

That earned Morrow's smallest real smile.

The System tasted their competing hunger and offered Trevor training.

WORLD-SEIZURE HUNT

UNHELD PLANE SHARD // READY
THIEF IN YOUR WAY // MORROW VEYL
DEEPER CROWN // NONE

Take the world root and keep it for 60 seconds.


Trevor seized the plane, and his first try lasted four seconds before Morrow cut the red line. The second lasted nine, until the First Mouth bit the horizon and dragged the root out from under Trevor's wings. His third grip held for twenty-one seconds.

Morrow opened every glass chamber at once, so Trevor could let go of the world or watch the sleepers fall into nothing.

Doors bloomed open across every city and spilled people into air their world could no longer hold. One woman stepped onto a plaza and began losing color from the feet up. A man clung to his chamber frame and asked Morrow whether morning had finally come. Two lovers in neighboring glass reached through walls that had kept their hands six inches apart for centuries.

Trevor could have released the root, but he tightened all eight wings and held the world until twenty thousand chambers went dark.

Darkness traveled by district as dream rain stopped over the western city, and remembered orchards became black squares. The two lovers vanished one hand apart.

Morrow closed every chamber he had left before Trevor could use the collapse as another anchor.

Sealing the world cost Morrow blood, and violet lines opened along his throat and wrists as pieces of reality left his body. Trevor watched with interest as the cold polish changed shape around the anger under it.

Morrow looked toward the dark chambers. “They could have lived.”

Trevor shrugged all eight wings. “You should have owned them better.”

“You believe that was the point?”

“Survivors make stories out of whatever failed to kill them, and dead people make excellent silence.”

Morrow opened one pale hand and split the world root between them. He took half in violet power, and Trevor's red Crown sank into the other.

Morrow held out the violet half. “Swing it with me and break the Mouth's jaw, then let me keep the world and wake whoever is left.”

The offer gave Trevor the skill, the weapon, and hundreds of thousands of survivors. He studied the two-colored root until Morrow's rings slowed.

Trevor shook his pretty head. “No, because you would be giving it to me.”

“You would still have everything you came to take.”

“Charity in interesting clothes.”

“Charity disturbs you more than the dead?”

“Much more than these dead.”

Trevor burned Morrow’s half of the root. Violet fire raced up the offered hand, and Morrow’s fingers closed on ash. There was no reward chime. Trevor preferred the silence that followed.

Morrow looked past him to the sealed chambers. “They were not part of this.”

“Everything near power becomes fuel,” Trevor answered.

“Tiny tyrants say that when their claws cannot hold enough.”

Trevor's black-red halo sharpened until its points scraped the gray sky.

“You kept a million people because their futures might amuse you someday. Do not grow a conscience because my hand reached your favorite shelf.”

“I am protecting something rare.”

Trevor opened his arms around the dying cities. “So am I.”

“Your prize is my anger.” Morrow said it flatly, the way a man names a price he has already decided to pay. Trevor smiled, because they finally understood each other.

Morrow drove a temporary root under the eastern city. Streets brightened, chamber windows opened onto remembered mornings, and three hundred thousand sleeping adults gained enough reality to wake.

He planted both feet on the glowing root and offered Trevor a simpler fight.

Morrow beckoned with the absence blade. “Take the root from my hands without breaking it, and the world is yours.”

“If I break it, I assume you make that disappointed face again.”

“You prove smashing things is the only grip you can hold.”

Trevor hated the second answer because it sounded true, and he attacked anyway.

His first wing struck the root, and Morrow turned it aside. His second caught the late shadow, and his third seized the root's reflection in a chamber window. Morrow's blade sliced every reflection out of the city.

Every window went dark, and people inside the chambers woke to walls. Trevor used their panic as a location and came in through it.

Morrow met him at the root with one hand sunk into the world's heart and the other holding the absence blade. They fought across a line no wider than a hair, changing gravity with every step and killing a possible sunrise with every missed cut.

Trevor could have won Morrow's pretty little challenge.

At forty-seven seconds his owner mark surrounded the root. Morrow kept one path of escape, and every chamber stood intact. The clean victory was there. Trevor looked at Morrow's calm face and wanted the scream again. He broke the root himself.

The eastern city's remembered morning went out, and Morrow's control shattered with it.

Trevor lost the world and carved the wound he wanted.

“Now we can train,” Trevor said, and attacked the remains until the skill started teaching him again. His failed seizures ate fifty MP and fifty Stamina.

MP 255/682 → 205/682

STAMINA 430/698 → 380/698

The next try nailed the world root to his own body through all eight wings. Morrow could cut one red line and not eight, and the Mouth could move the world without changing the weapon in Trevor's grip.

The root stayed under Trevor for sixty seconds, and the skill opened inside his Crown.

WORLD SEIZURE I

Drag one unheld plane shard beneath your Crown for 60 seconds.

COST // 220 MP + 180 FEAR
FAILURE // a stronger hand tears it away


Trevor was fifteen MP short, so he took it from the nearest glass chamber.

The adult soul inside had a name: Issan. Trevor read it before he drained the dream shell that kept the man from vanishing.

Issan looked up from a dream table set for four, three empty chairs waiting around him. He saw Trevor through the chamber window and understood what the red line around the glass meant.

Issan pointed at the neighboring chambers. “Will it help any of them?”

Trevor could have lied, since he had lied to better people for smaller gains.

“No, it only lets me swing the cage.”

Issan pushed back from the table. “Then leave me alone.”

Trevor put one palm against the glass. “I like my sacrifices to know why I am killing them.” Morrow attacked too late.

ISSAN'S LAST LIGHT // 15 MP SEIZED

MP 205/682 → 220/682 → 0/682

FEAR 2,200/2,400 → 2,020/2,400

The whole dead world became Trevor's hammer.

The First Mouth opened a jaw across the horizon, and Trevor lifted the gray continent and swung. Cities tore loose, glass chambers burst, and hundreds of thousands of trapped adult souls vanished in a storm of unfinished names.

The continent crossed the horizon slowly enough for every chamber left to see what carried them. Morrow raced under it and carved temporary roots into streets, towers, and memory orchards. Each cut saved a block and weakened the hammer. Trevor shifted his grip and crushed those blocks first.

Trevor aimed at every place Morrow tried to save, because hurting the thief had become part of the swing.

One district opened escape doors toward a gray moon. Trevor used the silver road as a handle and twisted. It snapped in his hands and threw thousands of sleeping souls upward into the weapon's path.

Morrow shouted his name, and Trevor had never heard that voice lose its calm, and he treasured the sound.

Morrow could have taken the fragment back if Trevor released the strike, and Trevor finished it.

The dead world struck the planar jaw.

PLANAR JAW // 22,000,000 → 0 HP

STAMINA 380/698 → 300/698

The impact saved both living Heavens from the bite and destroyed Morrow's stolen futures, and Trevor enjoyed the screams under his victory almost as much as the dying jaw.

Cries reached him from the saved worlds and from the one he murdered. Trevor savored both: frantic relief above, helpless terror inside the breaking chambers. He never pretended they were the same flavor.

He flexed his fingers as the last towers broke against the jaw. He wished Mercy could have seen that swing.

The ruined plane crumbled around them, taking the last of Trevor's red roots with it. Morrow cut through his upper-right wing.

Trevor head-butted him hard enough to splash violet blood across both faces. The dead world fell away under them, and Damaris, Petra, and Adina opened a return route.

Morrow's absence blade opened Trevor's cheek, and Trevor caught the blade between his teeth.

It erased taste first, and then the memory of sweetness, and for half a second Trevor could not remember why blood, fear, or Mercy's mouth had ever pleased him.

The emptiness frightened him enough to bite harder while one black-red wing wrapped Morrow's wrist and another pinned his coat. Trevor drove two fingers through the constellation that finished Morrow's jaw and tore out a star.

Morrow did not scream again. Smiling through the violet blood, he plucked the star from Trevor's fingers and planted it in his bitten tongue.

Taste came back as pain, and both of them laughed, because neither mistake deserved dignity.

“You did not need to spend the chambers,” Morrow said.

“I needed you to know they could be spent.”

“You confuse breaking with owning.”

“I owned the decision.”

Morrow looked at the vanished world. His late shadow reached for a street that was no longer there, and for once he failed to pull it back. Trevor savored the lapse.

Only one chamber remained inside the spreading dark.

It tumbled through the dead sky with a crack across the glass and no world around it. The person inside had survived because Morrow had tied the chamber to a violet thread inside his own wrist.

Trevor caught it.

The occupant was an adult woman with dark curls and a table set for a birthday nobody had reached. Four chairs surrounded one cake, and its candles stayed dark, because Morrow's dream had never learned how the woman liked to light them.

She woke with her name on her lips. “Vessa.”

She saw Morrow before Trevor. “Is morning ready?”

Morrow's face went completely still.

He had offered her a morning when the world grew strong enough to hold one, and no morning had ever come.

“No,” Morrow said quietly.

Vessa looked past him toward the vanished continent. “Where is everyone?”

Tyrant held the chamber while Morrow stared at the empty sky. The answer would give Trevor exactly the grief he wanted, and Mercy did not exist in this body to stop him from opening the glass.

The dead universe had no air, so Morrow carved a pocket of breath around Vessa before the glass broke.

Morrow pointed at Trevor. “He destroyed the plane.”

“Why?”

Trevor spread his bloodstained wings. “It made an excellent hammer.”

She looked at the eight black-red wings. The body was small, beautiful, and stained with violet blood.

“Did the hammer work?”

“Delightfully.”

“Then why are you smiling at me?”

Trevor had expected horror, and the question reached closer.

He was smiling because her survival left Morrow one loss short of complete. Vessa could carry every ugly detail into whichever future she found, and Trevor wanted to see which monster she would hate more: the angel who destroyed her world, or the thief who had kept it in glass.

“I am curious.”

Vessa stepped out of the chamber into Morrow's pocket of breath.

“About me?”

“About what you choose.”

“What can I actually choose?”

Morrow opened two roads. One led to a free survivor camp, and the other reached his vacant workshop world, and both roads showed the danger waiting at the far end.

Trevor opened a third into his empire.

The red road showed power, shelter, and Trevor's owner mark, and anyone who entered could leave only by tearing his hooks out of their soul.

Vessa studied all three roads. “Which one brings back my family?”

None did, so she sat on the broken chamber instead.

“Then I am not done choosing.”

She asked Morrow for the names, and his coat of stars opened across the dead sky.

Six hundred four thousand, one hundred eighteen lights appeared. Each carried a spoken name and one remembered place: rain on a roof, warm orchard dirt, a kitchen painted yellow, a birthday table waiting for morning. Almost every light had gone dark under Trevor's hammer.

Trevor tried to fold the coat shut. Vessa put one hand through the constellation and said, “No.”

He pushed his Crown into the air around her to make her arm drop. Morrow cut the red hook before it reached bone and planted his blade between Trevor and the names.

“She asked for names,” Morrow said.

“She cannot use them.”

Vessa stared at the missing continent. “Neither can you.”

Morrow spread the star-map wider until the names surrounded the last chamber like six hundred thousand tiny moons. Some lights clustered around one birthday table, and others floated alone or carried names their sleepers had chosen under the dream rain. Trevor watched Vessa read and gained no Fear from grief he could not command.

He pressed one black-red finger against the first light and tried to stain it with his Crown. No soul was left for him to hurt, but the name shuddered under his touch.

Adina arrived through one of Petra's return paths, and Scarred Copies snapped around the constellation before Trevor could twist another light. Six different skies bloomed above them, each guarding the same names from a different direction.

“They are dead,” Trevor said.

“Because you wanted Morrow to scream,” Adina answered.

“The scream was excellent.”

“Then keep the scream. She keeps the names.”

Vessa searched the lights nearest the birthday table and found Issan among them. His remembered room held four places, but only his name burned above the chairs, because the other three had lived inside his memory alone.

“Who were they?” Vessa asked.

Morrow answered, “Not mine to know.”

Trevor said, “Gone.”

Both answers hurt her differently.

Vessa read until the dead universe lost another edge.

Vessa pointed to the free survivor camp. Daylight reached beyond its far gate. Before she moved, she turned to Adina with a broken tuning fork in her fist. “Can you tie names to metal?”

“I can tie them to anything that has been hit hard enough.”

“Then this will do.”

Adina braided the names around the fork. Trevor tried to stain the braid red, and Scar bit his finger hard enough to show bone.

His wing, cheek, and bitten finger had cost him fifty-two HP between them.

HP 780/904 → 728/904

Vessa gathered the chamber's unlit birthday candles in one hand and stepped back behind the cracked glass. She left the cake, because it belonged to a morning that had never arrived.

The free road flickered as the dead universe lost another edge, and Morrow held the chamber together with more violet blood.

Trevor watched her work. Morrow was keeping a whole universe open for one woman with a broken fork. He could spare a minute to enjoy that.

The woman survived between two monsters without following either, then drove her tuning fork into the temporary chamber's seam. The glass learned her note and refused to open for any other sound. A second strike burned away every listening thread, and a third put the door under her own hand.

Tyrant watched a powerless woman reshape the last scrap of her world and smiled. “You are weak and still giving orders.”

Vessa's ruined voice scraped through three dead-world accents. “Then leave me here and let the last names die with me.”

The threat gave her teeth. Tyrant hated her less once she used them.

Morrow pushed violet power into the chamber seam, and his late shadow tried to slip a hidden path under Vessa's tuning note.

Vessa stabbed the shadow hand with the broken tuning fork.

The hidden path vanished.

“If the chamber begins breaking?” Morrow asked.

“Tell me.”

“If you cannot hear me?”

“Hold the walls and keep your hands out of my head.”

“That may kill you.”

“Yes.”

Morrow obeyed; Vessa had become, by his face, more interesting than a perfectly kept sleeper. Tyrant stepped back, because he meant to steal the names before the chamber failed. Vessa trusted neither hunger and kept the tuning fork raised.

Morrow fastened the temporary chamber to his coat and turned its door toward the free road. Trevor showed him his teeth. “Do not put her in your pocket beside the next world.”

The warning was mockery with jealousy under it, and Morrow's smile said he had tasted both. “Steal her yourself, if you think you can.”

Vessa tightened her grip on the fork. When Trevor leaned toward the glass, she struck it, and the note drove his reflection back into his face.

The free road swallowed the chamber and carried Vessa toward living sunlight, and Morrow's coat grew lighter, and the woman behind the glass refused to wave.

His next level came.

LEVEL 94

AGILITY 80 +1 = 81
INTELLECT 61 +1 = 62
WILL 59 +1 = 60

MAX HP 904 +9 = 913
MAX MP 682 +7 = 689
MAX STAMINA 698 +7 = 705

CURRENT
HP 728/913 | MP 0/689 | STAMINA 300/705
FEAR 2,020/2,400

WORLD SEIZURE I // retained


Morrow stepped into his late shadow.

“The next world I store,” he said, “will have a root you cannot touch.”

Trevor smiled through violet blood.

“Then it will be worth stealing.”


Chapter 29 — My Harem Met My Harem and Chose Violence

Ten women with five faces needed better names than mine and his. Tyrant disagreed.

“Mine works,” he said, and both Junias told him to choke.

The combined training ground sat in a stable overlap between Heavens. Free Heaven's blue-white morning filled one half, and Tyrant's bruised red dawn filled the other. A straight line split the skies, and nothing else stayed orderly.

Gravity favored whichever Trevor stood nearest. Free Heaven's grass leaned toward Mercy's white boots. Tyrant's black stones rose an inch when his wings opened. Right on the border, a dropped sword fell sideways and stayed there until a Petra stole the route under it.

Two copies of the same city shimmered beyond the field.

Mercy's held free shrines, quarrelsome market councils, and thirty-two relay towers that never lit in the same rhythm. Tyrant's city bent every street around the red palace and hid resistance marks under obedient banners. Both cities had learned to look up when the skies crossed. One world cheered, and the other counted exits.

The overlap set every choice beside the life it might have become.

Both Damarises had already broken three practice dummies and one argument. The Naomis compared the instincts behind their healing. The Petras stole roads out from under each other's boots, and both Adinas filled the air with twelve clashing breakfast pamphlets and burned six, because agreeing had started to smell suspicious.

The Junias sat together on the same seam bench without touching, and Amelia moved between them. Each had brought her own tea and stolen the other's cup once to find out whether theft improved the flavor.

“Yours is worse,” Mercy Junia said.

“Yours has honey in it. Who put honey in it?”

“Damaris.”

“Which one?”

“The one who worries.”

“Both of them worry. One of them just hits things about it.”

Dawn Damaris wore her repaired silver-blue armor and kept drifting toward Mercy whenever he laughed. Mutiny Damaris, in black-red plate, watched her double with a look halfway between contempt and curiosity.

Pane Naomi had started learning everyone else's injury tells, so Ward Naomi started hiding hers to make that rude.

Open Petra flirted with roads, and False Petra flirted with locks. Gospel Adina carried truth as a public service. Scar Adina carried it like a hidden knife.

No combat name held a whole woman, but the field needed something people could shout before an axe arrived.

Breakfast made the first try at peace.

Free Heaven supplied a long table, because separate small tables had become a border war. Tyrant's cooks supplied the food, after Mercy's first tray turned out to hold bread, fruit, and something Petra had labeled emotional porridge.

“It is oats,” Mercy said.

“It apologized when I tasted it,” False Petra replied.

Open Petra stole a sausage off her counterpart's plate. False Petra replaced it with a fake and waited until Open bit empty magic.

“That was hostile,” Open said.

“You stole breakfast first.”

“I liberated it.”

“From my mouth? That sausage cried out for rescue from you.”

Across the table, the Damarises compared flail repairs.

Dawn had added six small rings to her chain, one for every person who had helped build her body without trying to own it. Mutiny had replaced one broken link with red metal stolen from Trevor's Crown.

“Sentimental,” Mutiny said of the rings.

Dawn tapped the dark-red link. “Yours still has his blood on it.”

“That makes it practical,” Mutiny said too quickly.

“You polished it.”

Mutiny covered the link with one armored thumb, and Dawn smiled into her tea.

The Naomis ran a quieter war over sugar. Pane counted what each person took, because battle recovery needed fuel. Ward hid her cup so no one could tell whether she had added six spoonfuls or none.

Pane watched the next spoonful vanish. “Your hand shakes after the fifth.”

“Poison.”

“It is sugar.”

“A common disguise,” Ward muttered.

Gospel Adina wrote a gossip strip declaring that Ward enjoyed sweet things. Scar Adina slipped in a second strip saying Ward drank stolen secrets dissolved in tea, and both tellings stayed on the table.

The Junias arrived last.

Mercy Junia wore the white-winged socks and a borrowed left boot that squeaked whenever she shifted her weight. Tyrant Junia wore the black-red pair and denied any reason beyond available fabric. Amelia crossed phases while they took their seats, so each woman paused, breathed, and finished the motion she had already chosen.

Nobody stared. Every face around the table tightened until Tyrant ruined the kindness by raising his cup. “To my child.”

Both Junias threw spoons. Mercy caught one, and Tyrant let the other hit his forehead.

“Not yours,” Mercy Junia said, and her counterpart added, “Not a toast either.”

Trevor plucked the spoon out of his hair and praised their aim. Mercy Junia smiled without warmth. “You inspire us.”

Amelia's pulse sped at the noise.

The table quieted as Tyrant looked at his counterpart. Mercy's soft white tunic made the curves of his adult body look graceful instead of armored, and a smear of berry jam marked one corner of his mouth.

The look Tyrant gave the jam was not subtle, and it arrived while ten women discussed combat names and two Junias guarded a child from him.

Mercy caught the stare, wiped the jam away with one thumb, and sucked it clean.

Tyrant's cup cracked in his hand.

“Are the two of you going to make this table unbearable?” Damaris asked.

“When was it bearable?” both Petras said.

Mercy's blush reached his ears. Tyrant's smile promised payback.

Tyrant reached for the pot without looking away from Mercy. Tea ran past the cracked cup onto his boot.

Mercy stared. “You missed.”

“I was aiming at something else.”

Mercy’s grin escaped before he could stop it. Tyrant left the pot tilted for another beat.

Training began before breakfast could grow a second health bar. The morning’s requests followed them onto the field, and the matching pairs tried working together while both Trevors watched.

The Damarises got a broken shrine bell.

Dawn wanted to repair it, because three Free Heaven congregations still used the bell to warn of raids. Mutiny wanted to melt it into flail weight, because the shrine had once ordered every woman of her class killed.

The same metal carried two pasts that hated each other.

They argued until the congregations arrived and demanded half their bell back. Dawn kept the cracked upper curve ringing above the shrine. Mutiny forged the lower lip into two chain links and offered one to her double.

“Take it.”

“It rang the day they hanged my class.”

“It rang over mine too. Now it swings.”

Neither woman put the old bell back, and both carried something they had chosen out of its broken metal.

A wounded woman stopped the Naomis’ argument by pulling back her bloody sleeve. “Close this first. You can fight over my memories when my arm stays on.”

Pane bent to the wound. Ward drew black smoke around the memories both Heavens wanted from her, and the woman finally let go of the sleeve.

Nearby, the Petras tried sending a traveler down different roads. He wanted to leave both Heavens and refused to name his destination. They settled on a visible first mile and a hidden last one; he set off while they were still arguing about the turn.

The Adinas were less quiet. Gospel broadcast the clashing accounts of a village shrine fire while Scar picked revenge and borrowed details out of each telling. By the time they returned, half the village had stopped speaking to the other half. Both women called that progress.

The Junias refused the problem set in front of them.

The System had given them a baby-shaped light and asked which mother should hold it.

Both women destroyed the prop before its second pulse.

“Our problem is not your tutorial,” Mercy Junia said.

The training ground lost one wall, and Tyrant Junia admired the debris.

“Now give us something with teeth.”

The System answered by trying to crown one woman in every pair.

DAMARIS // FIRST // DAWN appeared because Mercy stood closer.

NAOMI // FIRST // WARD appeared because Tyrant's Crown shouted louder.

The other labels shifted whenever either Trevor moved.

Both Damarises attacked the panels, and the ranks grew back.

Mercy stepped onto the exact border between skies, and Tyrant joined him with one shoulder pressed against its match. The panels tasted distance, power, level, scars, affection, and the speed of each weapon.

Dawn held first place for three seconds before Mutiny stole it on one stolen beat. Pane rose whenever anyone bled. Ward rose whenever danger hid, which kept her name bright almost all the time. Open and False moved the measuring point until their panels chased each other across the grass, and Gospel shouted every change while Scar carved the failed answers into dirt.

Both Junias stayed UNRANKED, because neither let the System close enough to decide.

“Keep that one,” Mercy Junia said.

Tyrant tried to rank his Junia through the owner field. Her one free beat returned FIRST WHERE IT MATTERS and refused to explain.

Mercy laughed until Tyrant's shoulder pressed harder against his. “Ranking matters when somebody must strike first,” Tyrant said.

Dawn spun her flail once. “Then crown the strike. Not the woman.”

The women attacked a fresh dummy to test her answer. Dawn held two opposing blows long enough to choose her swing, and Mutiny stole the beat before impact. Pane found the bleeding, Ward found the hidden knife, Open found the visible road, and False found the one nobody else could see. Gospel shouted what happened, Scar showed what had changed, one Junia broke every link, and the other kept one beat no Crown could swallow.

First place ran between them faster than the System could pin it to one head.

Tyrant disliked any formation without one head. Mercy hated how fast he took to the crown whenever it favored someone he trusted.

When the labels vanished, the ten women were easier to tell apart without them.

The definition eaters arrived.

Mercy Trevor stood at the center after twelve hours of sleep, healing, food, and chosen relay gifts. His flesh and strength had filled all the way, three hundred MP had come back, and Hope had risen when the recovered survivors went home.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 94

HP 826/826
MP 650/809
STAMINA 740/740
HOPE 1,400/1,800


Amelia moved between the Junias under both Naomis' shields. Both women had insisted on being there and chosen the seats nearest the exits.

Five definition eaters fell out of the split sky, each hungry to flatten one matching pair into a single easier woman.

The first eater took the Damarises.

It tore the word return out of both their memories and swallowed every glowing panel that had ever used it.

Dawn remembered Trevor carrying four bright keys into the forge, but they no longer pointed at any event she could name. She remembered choosing her scars and waking at one HP. Mutiny remembered Trevor's heartbeat command, the sealed dark, the vessel fighting her, and the nose she broke when breath came back. Without the stolen word, both pasts collapsed toward one useless fact: Damaris was gone; Damaris is here.

The eater fed on the missing cause.

It grew white feathers from Dawn's first breath and black armor from Mutiny's, then made a copied flail in each hand. The thing wanted one obedient woman built from whatever matched.

Both Damarises hated the copy on sight.

Both women remembered death and breath and lost the bridge between them. Dawn tried Contradictory Grace, and Mutiny tried Mutiny Beat. The eater flattened both attacks into ONE DAMARIS and swallowed them.

“Dawn, hold! Mutiny, steal it!” Adina shouted.

The calls cut through the missing memory. Dawn held two opposing blows apart while Mutiny stole one beat, and the difference between those attacks tore away the eater’s first health bar.

Pane and Ward split to opposite sides of the next eater.

Their eater removed care from the battlefield and scattered a hundred false casualties among the injured people fleeing the broken training ground. Every cry reached the Naomis without a reason it should matter.

Pane still saw every wound and could no longer feel why flesh deserved healing. Ward still remembered every secret whispered in the dark and lost the reason any secret should survive. The eater offered them points for saving the strongest bodies first.

Pane knelt beside the first waking woman who reached for her hand. Ward hid a dying enemy's last words from Tyrant even though those words might have protected her later. One Naomi opened herself toward pain and the other closed a shield around it, and the second eater tore between their opposite instincts.

The Petras refused every clever name the System threw at them.

Their eater removed home from every road.

Open Petra answered by finding nine roads nobody owned. False Petra built a tenth that led invaders back to the room they feared most. Neither needed a remembered home to show what roads meant to her.

Mercy Petra suggested “Road,” and Tyrant Petra countered with “Trap.”

“Those sound like jobs,” Open said.

“Yours sounds like a hobby,” False answered.

They settled on Open and False only for combat, then swapped names halfway through to punish anyone relying on labels instead of behavior. The third eater followed the wrong Petra into a route and vanished without learning the difference.

Gospel opened her pages just as their eater tore truth out of every story on the field. Scar’s answering curse rang across the grass.

Gospel could still broadcast, and Scar could still show each change, but neither woman could name which telling matched the world. Gospel shouted every line the monster had spoken, and Scar ripped away the fresh skin hiding each older line under it.

The eater changed its story six times to escape them. Gospel made all six tellings thunder at once, Scar carved all six changes across its flesh, and the monster found twelve knives where one easy lie should have been.

The Junias refused handles, because they already shared a good enough name. Mercy Junia told the field to learn context, and Tyrant Junia invited it to learn faster.

The fifth eater attacked their shared name, starting with the surname.

SERRAT vanished from every tongue and glowing panel. Mercy Junia remembered choosing to keep it after she left Heaven. Tyrant Junia remembered Trevor's Crown trying to burn DWYER over the letters before her one free beat cut his mark. The memories opposed each other and still protected the same name.

The eater removed Junia next.

Neither woman disappeared.

One straightened the dark robe over a body no one owned. The other bared her teeth at Trevor. His fingers twitched as if the borrowed guard's hand were still in her mouth. They eyed each other with the odd irritation of finding the only person who understood exactly why a shared face proved nothing simple.

Mercy Junia offered her double the first move, got an instant no, and smiled. “Good. That is still you.”

Mercy Junia fought with every link cut. Tyrant Junia fought through one beat Trevor's Crown could not swallow. Their matching sword work carried different power under every motion.

The eater split, and one half attacked the fetal pulse.

Both Junias moved, and not the same way. Mercy Junia put her whole unlinked body between the threat and the pulse. Tyrant Junia used her one percent to turn Trevor's nearest owned shield against the attacker.

Both protected one child through separate choices.

Amelia crossed during the impact. Mercy Junia felt the absence and did not chase it into the other body. Tyrant Junia felt the return and did not close her one free beat around the child. Amelia stayed between their protection instead of becoming a prize for either mother.

The eater reached for the possible name.

Both women said “Amelia” at once.

They spoke so the thing erasing names had to hear hers from both mouths.

Mercy opened Many-World Weave around the Junias, the Naomis, and the Adinas. The Damarises and Petras held the outer paths. He braced the six voices in his skull and watched all ten attacks reach the exposed halves together.

MP 650/809 → 440/809

HOPE 1,400/1,800 → 1,250/1,800

Mercy and Tyrant struck the exposed halves together, and the dying array tore forty-six HP and eighty Stamina out of Mercy.

HP 826/826 → 780/826

STAMINA 740/740 → 660/740

DEFINITION EATER ARRAY // 25,000,000 → 0 HP

Naomi broke an emergency pearl against Mercy's tongue and poured thirty MP through the kiss of salt.

MP 440/809 → 470/809

Mercy's level came.

LEVEL 95

VITALITY 70 +1 = 71
WILL 56 +1 = 57
PRESENCE 71 +1 = 72

MAX HP 826 +8 = 834
MAX MP 809 +7 = 816
MAX STAMINA 740 +7 = 747

CURRENT
HP 780/834 | MP 470/816 | STAMINA 660/747
HOPE 1,250/1,800


The ten women stood in two uneven lines. Dawn shook pieces of copied flail out of her chain. Mutiny pocketed one before her double could protest.

Mercy looked over the ruined field and smiled. “That went well enough to frighten breakfast.”

Both Petras were missing. The Damarises fought over which Trevor deserved the broken dummy thrown at him, the Adinas had written twelve clashing conclusions, and the Naomis treated Tyrant Junia for a strain she swore did not exist.

“I am fine.”

“Your shoulder says otherwise,” Pane said.

“My shoulder is a liar.”

“Then it takes after you,” Ward said, and kept working.

“Define well,” Tyrant said.

Then the hidden red thorn under the shared field opened its teeth.

Tyrant had planted it before the Junias left the forge; Mercy understood that in the same beat he felt it. Every laugh, every fight, every paired attack sent through the overlap had brushed the waiting hook and fed it another scent to follow into Mercy's relays.

Tyrant had not forgotten the rescue while planning the theft. He had used the rescue to perfect it.

Red spread through Mercy's thirty-two relay lines.

The first relay belonged to a baker who had offered bread during the invasion. The second served three congregations that despised one another and agreed only on keeping their choices. Children had rebuilt the third and painted every shield the wrong color.

Tyrant's hook touched all of them.

It did not simply demand obedience. It made obedience feel like relief. Thirty-two towns felt the heavy weight of arguing lift as one beautiful red answer entered the network.

Some people fought it and others wanted the relief, and First Bell split down the center.

The baker dropped a tray when red certainty entered his hands. For one glorious breath he knew exactly whom to feed, whom to obey, and which argument no longer needed his patience. He hated Trevor for making surrender feel like the rest his tired body had begged for.

Three bell keepers took the first pulse and used its borrowed timing to empty a collapsing relay. Once the survivors were clear, one keeper tried to tear herself free.

The hook rewarded staying by relaxing her body when she stopped fighting. Shame came afterward, exactly where Tyrant wanted it, because he had made fighting back feel like betraying her own exhausted flesh.

At the western hospice, two healers let the red answer choose which screams they reached first when forty wounded people cried at once. A third healer cut her own relay rather than let that beautiful calm move her hands.

Both decisions saved lives, and Tyrant turned both into weapons against the people who made them.

The child-painted shield relay answered differently. Every color stood for a family vote, and none matched Tyrant's command grammar. Red relief touched the wrong blue hand, moved through an orange wall, and reached a green shield whose owners had voted to do the opposite of any single holy order.

The hook stuttered. The children had not built an anti-god weapon. They had made a mess too untidy for one command to feel complete.

Tyrant's eyes marked the stubborn relay for later, and Mercy threw three fresh shields around it at once.

The same thirty-two towns became his battlefield and his prey at once.

Tyrant had shaped the second pulse so its victims would hate themselves for wanting obedience after he let them go. Nothing in the fight needed that extra wound, and nothing in his face pretended it did.

Every woman looked up, and Tyrant smiled at the hurt spreading through people who had trusted his help.

“Mine,” he said.


Chapter 30 — I Built a Bridge Out of People Who Trusted Me

The hidden thorn could not close Tyrant's Crown around Mercy's relays. Braiding thirty-two living links into a bridge under his feet was enough.

Red heat entered every relay at once. Lysa tried to step back from the river gate and found her knees already bending. Brother Edren bit through his lip as sweetness rewarded him for loosening his chapel's link.

At First Bell, the baker kept both hands buried in dough while red pleasure climbed his arms and arranged his shoulders under an angel he had never invited inside.

Tyrant kept every victim awake, because sleeping tools could not feel themselves betray everything they loved.

Mercy attacked him, and Trevor used the bridge.

He crossed thirty-two white links in one step and appeared behind the definition eater forming over both worlds. The thing had no stable body, because it ate words in order.

It ate Mercy first, Tyrant next, and Trevor last.

The first loss stripped every gentle meaning out of the white half of the field. Mercy still knew what he would do and could not name why kindness belonged beside choice. The second tore fear, crowns, and owning out of Tyrant's past and left every atrocity as a motion without flavor.

The third bite was worse, because their shared name vanished from both minds. A nineteen-year-old man was still inside each petite angel body, but no spoken sound reached that identity anymore. Each looked across the gate at the most familiar stranger in creation.

Attraction survived language beside hate, and both men found that deeply insulting.

Every panel lost the white and red titles, and neither man could explain which choices had shaped either of them.

DEFINITION EATER GATE // HP undefined

Tyrant drove one heel into the relay bridge and made thirty-two adults straighten under him. Pleasure flooded anyone who stopped resisting, and struggle earned no pain at all. He wanted surrender to feel like something their own bodies had begged to give him.

The baker relaxed first. Red pleasure flooded his chest, his body leaned into the bridge, and a five-hundred-thousand damage number flashed over the gate's blank bar. He knew the pleasure came from Tyrant and still felt proud. Trevor pushed that pride deeper until every sermon about free choice sounded thin beside the joy in the man's own nerves.

When the baker tried to hate the pleasure, the thorn rewarded that hatred too. Tyrant polished one corruption inside another until resistance powered the bridge, not because the fight needed the polish, but because the craftsmanship pleased him.

“Temporary,” he told Mercy, and the lie tasted almost as sweet as the baker's surrender.

The thorn could stay until every relay tore itself free, but the eater had swallowed the names of the motions they needed. Mercy saw the hidden barbs and went white with fury.

Mercy bared his teeth. “You planted this before we joined forces.”

“I planted it while smiling at you, and I called it whatever opened the door.”

Mercy's disgust hit harder than a boss, and Tyrant loved him enough to enjoy the wound.

The eater ate body, and everyone became a health bar without flesh. Amelia stayed one moving point, because a self did not depend on the lost word.

Both Junias protected it.

The companions kept their differences through action. Dawn wrapped white chain around the river relay and anchored Lysa to the flesh Tyrant had turned into bridge support. Mutiny struck the red pleasure line on every fourth beat and stole moments when the victims could fight without a reward crawling through their nerves.

Pane touched thirty-two pulses and shouted each wound. Ward smothered those details in black smoke before Tyrant could turn pain into another hook. Open Petra found one road home for every relay, and False Petra copied the exits before feeding Tyrant thirty-two convincing dead ends.

“Left of the chapel,” Open called.

“There is no left of the chapel.”

“There is now.”

“Then I am putting a wall there for him to walk into.”

Gospel shouted every person's name while Scar carved each of Tyrant's hidden changes into the red light.

The Junias held Amelia's pulse outside the bridge. Mercy Junia did it by refusing every connection. Tyrant Junia set her one free beat where the hook had expected a complete owner field.

False Petra slammed one copied exit shut on Trevor’s reaching fingers. He withdrew them, smiling, and moved his next hook beneath her heel.

Trevor used the bridge to pin those actions into one attack lane, and Mercy kept each actor separate. Together they damaged a creature with no HP.

The eater tried to remove trust before the word could keep hurting Tyrant. Mercy's network flickered as people forgot what they had believed when they opened their links. Tyrant's bridge strengthened, because bodies stayed load-bearing after purpose vanished.

Mercy sent one memory down each lane: the baker offering bread, Lysa shouting him down and being heard, Edren closing his chapel during a dangerous sermon, and children painting shields in colors every angel hated. Trust had failed before, but these memories belonged to exact people in exact moments.

Those memories answered in living voices. Lysa remembered the day she stood under a river gate with rain dripping off her nose. She had told Trevor his rescue plan favored shrines over farms, sat through three congregations booing, and watched him change the plan anyway.

The hook made her body kneel now, and she kept the memory standing.

Brother Edren remembered locking his own chapel while an angel waited outside. The preacher inside had sworn that Mercy would solve every private choice if people linked deeply enough. Trevor had helped him nail the door shut.

Red pleasure told Edren that surrender felt like faith, so he recited the sound of the hammer instead.

The baker remembered no grand speech. Trevor had arrived hungry after a fight, and the man handed him a hot loaf without taking payment, because anyone that small and bloody needed bread more than a bill.

Tyrant's hook turned the memory into devotion, and the baker corrected it out loud.

“It was lunch, not worship,” the baker shouted, and the bridge shook under Tyrant's boots. “I did not crown you. I fed you.”

Mercy laughed once through his pain.

The eater lunged for lunch.

Thirty-two relay owners started naming ordinary things faster than the eater could eat them.

Blue doors, wet socks, and burned onions crowded the first three lanes.

The awful shield painted like a duck.

Lysa's habit of cheating at cards and confessing before anyone noticed.

Edren's old dog sleeping through bells that woke the dead.

Specific life crowded the bridge. Tyrant could seize its shape, but forcing thirty-two private details into one reason would flatten the power under his feet.

He stopped trying to merge them and made each corruption personal.

Lysa felt pleasure when she remembered losing a vote, and the memory turned into secret relief at being overruled. Edren's hammer strikes became the rhythm of submission. The baker tasted Trevor's hunger inside warm bread.

The bridge strengthened, because the red thorn no longer used one pattern. Tyrant learned their differences and attacked through them.

Mercy's face changed with every change. He could not protect people by pretending a monster would treat them all alike, and Tyrant watched him learn it.

The eater could swallow names and could not flatten those choices before the next strike landed. The gate got a number only after twelve separate meanings surrounded it.

DEFINITION EATER GATE // 30,000,000 HP

The Mouth opened behind the gate. Trevor hauled back on the bridge, wrenching the gate's rim out of its throat. The bar plunged from thirty million to six, and the first sixteen relays stretched until red scars opened across their souls. One more thrust would break it. Mercy shouted for them to close, and Tyrant's thorn held every path open.

“Release them,” Mercy said.

“After the strike.”

“Now, before their souls tear.”

“You need the bridge more than you need them.”

“I need them alive.”

Trevor looked at the gate's remaining six million HP.

The first sixteen relays could deliver the blow and still survive if he let them go at once. He had already decided to hold them longer.

He wanted the First Mouth to believe the bridge had no stopping point. He wanted Mercy to know that trust became material near him. Most of all, he wanted every relay to feel resistance become pleasure and wonder whether the desire had ever been theirs.

“Thrust,” Trevor commanded, and the red thorn forced thirty-two backs straight.

Thirty-two white-red links drove through the gate.

6,000,000 → 0 HP

The definition eater died, and the stolen words rushed back through the field. Trevor kept the bridge inside the Mouth for three extra seconds, and in the first he felt the creature's body collapse under the links.

The second let the Mouth's pressure travel backward into the strained relays. Lysa lost the feeling of having hands. Edren heard his chapel voice answer a prayer he had not spoken. The baker felt his body stretch into a road and felt ecstatic pride at carrying its weight.

Mercy struck Tyrant's halo as the third second began, and that last beat served nothing except Tyrant's appetite. He had wanted three when he shaped the thorn, and changing the number because people were breaking would let their pain move his hand.

He preferred his appetite to rule over every consequence.

The first sixteen relays tore loose from their own bodies, and their souls hung as red-white lines in the dark.

Mercy screamed as Trevor released the remaining sixteen.

The first half vanished into the Mouth-dark.

They were neither dead nor safe, only abandoned after Tyrant finished using them.

Mercy reached for them through their torn relay links, and the overlap carried the answers to Tyrant too: sixteen voices from places with no distance. One cursed him, one begged, and three had lost language inside the eater. The baker laughed with Tyrant's pleasure still caught in his nerves and asked why Mercy wanted the bridge back.

Mercy kept every voice separate, and he could not pull any of them home. He tried the baker first.

The man's soul had become a road with no end. Warm bread appeared along the edges whenever he remembered his hands, and Tyrant's pleasure still rewarded him for stretching farther into the dark.

“What is your name?” Mercy asked, and the miles of warm bread answered, “Caro Venn.”

“What did you do this morning?”

“Fed the starter, burned the first batch, and told my wife I meant to.”

“Where did your hands go?”

Caro laughed.

The sound came from every impossible mile of him.

“That bastard made them into exits.”

Mercy called the Damarises, the Naomis, and the Adinas to Caro’s relay. Six women held six clashing pieces of the man: his name, memories, anger, humor, vanished hands, and the road he had become. Many-World Weave drew each answer through Mercy’s halo.

MERCY // MP 470/816 → 260/816

MERCY // HOPE 1,250/1,800 → 1,100/1,800

Eighteen seconds passed. The weave fell apart without finding a way home, and Mercy caught Caro’s fading voice on the old relay link.

Lysa answered next. She remembered her hands and not voting. Edren remembered the locked chapel and believed the Mouth waited inside it. Another relay spoke only in colors. Three had become silent structures that flinched when Tyrant moved.

Mercy reached until his halo bled white light.

The dark offered to pour the other fifteen people into Caro and give him one body for the road home. Mercy recoiled before his voice could swallow the others.

“You could still save one,” Tyrant said.

“I would erase fifteen.”

“You already lost sixteen.”

“They are still answering, which means they are still people.”

“They are material waiting for a better hand.”

Mercy turned on him, and Tyrant let him see that he meant it even now. The thorn had done exactly what he wanted, the First Mouth had started building with his cruelty, and he still looked at sixteen trapped people and imagined a stronger shape for them.

The larger monster had not made him small. It had only put more worlds under his claws. Mercy could hear every trapped voice, and Tyrant watched him fail to bring one of them home.

The other half collapsed across both Heavens and felt rewarded for obedience they had fought.

Pane Naomi reached them first.

Sixteen bodies lay along the broken relay line, every nerve still carrying Tyrant's pleasure. The baker’s apprentice smiled while screaming for Caro. Lysa’s replacement praised the bridge each time she tried to move her hands. Edren’s young acolyte heard a hymn whenever she tried to call for him.

Pane could dull the false pleasure, and Ward could hide the memory where Tyrant could not touch it. Neither woman chose for all sixteen bodies.

“Quiet it,” Edren's acolyte begged. Pane reached for her, but a note of the hymn escaped the woman's mouth, and she caught the healer's wrist. “Not all of it. Don't take him with it.”

Ward drew black smoke between her and Tyrant. Pane held still until the woman's grip eased.

Nine wanted the pleasure gone even if losing it made the pain worse. Three, including the acolyte, wanted it weakened and feared losing the only feeling still reaching their missing friends. Two asked the Naomis to wait for family, and one adult kept the red pleasure because rage needed something it could bite.

The last could not speak and used one blink for yes, two for no. Ward crouched until the woman could see her face, and Pane waited for the blink.

Tyrant offered one command to simplify the answers. Mercy struck their shared route hard enough to send the thought back.

The sixteen healings began at sixteen different speeds.

Families came in through Open's roads.

The baker's wife carried the loaf Caro had left in the oven when the thorn struck. Its crust had burned while she waited. “Where is he?”

Mercy showed her the Mouth-dark: no body, no end, one soul stretched into a road while someone else's pleasure still laughed through him.

She set the burned loaf beside the relay.

“He hates burned bread.”

Caro's voice came from everywhere.

“Correct.”

The woman laughed once, then started crying before the sound ended.

Mercy could still hear her husband, and it showed, and he could not bring him home.

Tyrant studied the loaf through the overlap.

Useful anchor.

Mercy closed the image to him.

Do not.

You cannot protect objects from thoughts.

I can protect her grief from becoming your map.

Tyrant felt the private relay close and marked that for later punishment.

Edren’s old dog came through a chapel gate and nosed at the place where his master should have been. The acolyte spread Edren’s spare robe on the grass. The dog settled on it, snoring through the broken alarms, and the hymn caught in her throat. She put a shaking hand on his back.

The families built retrieval anchors for the missing sixteen. Mercy asked for things their people would know in the dark.

Caro's wife used the burned loaf. Lysa's card partners brought the marked deck she had cheated with and set the queen she always hid under one sleeve. Edren's congregation carried the hammer that had closed his chapel. Someone brought one wet sock for a relay operator who never managed to keep both dry. A child offered the ugly duck shield and refused to repaint it for sacred use.

Gospel named which memory belonged to each object. Scar marked every place that object might lie.

Mercy laid one pale relay strand beside each object. Many-Voices Domain caught the first faint reply, then another.

Eleven objects produced an answer, and five did not.

One answer came from a relay who no longer remembered language and knew the rhythm of rain on a tin cup. Lysa answered with a burst of irritation when someone put the queen in the wrong deck position. Edren answered the hammer with a dog name nobody else knew.

Caro answered the loaf by complaining that it had been left uncovered.

His wife covered it with a cloth. “Come home and fix it yourself.”

No route opened, and the answer stayed.

Mercy held eleven answering voices inside separate lights and did not call the contact a rescue. Five strands stayed dark, and he would not call them dead while the other links still answered.

Tyrant watched through the overlap until Ward closed the family lane.

Tyrant had thrown those souls into darkness, and Ward's smoke cut his sight before he could taste the anchors their families built afterward.

That closed lane offended him more than the lost bridge.

The sixteen survivors stayed damaged, and they also stayed people whose next need did not fit one formation.

Tyrant's bridge and the Mouth's backlash had torn fifty-eight HP and ninety Stamina out of him.

HP 728/913 → 670/913

STAMINA 300/705 → 210/705

Fear rose from every soul that had felt itself become a road.

FEAR 2,020/2,400 → 2,350/2,400

Mercy gathered the sixteen survivors and eleven answering strands through Many-Voices Domain. Their refusal struck the red thorn together and broke it. Tyrant released the remnants only because the gate was dead.

His level came.

LEVEL 95

MIGHT 79 +1 = 80
AGILITY 81 +1 = 82
WILL 60 +1 = 61

MAX HP 913 +9 = 922
MAX MP 689 +7 = 696
MAX STAMINA 705 +7 = 712

CURRENT
HP 670/922 | MP 0/696 | STAMINA 210/712
FEAR 2,350/2,400


Mercy flew at Tyrant, screaming his name.

Mercy's Damaris blocked him with her flail between the Trevors, because sixteen relay souls were still in the dark, and killing Tyrant would not bring them back.

“After,” she said.

“Move.”

“After. You can hate me for it later.”

Mercy looked ready to break her weapon.

Then the First Mouth spoke through the dead gate.

“Thank you,” it said. “You have shown me the shape.”

Two worlds appeared as opposing teeth inside a larger jaw. Free Heaven made one side, and Tyrant's Divine Empire made the other.

The Mouth had grown their opposition on purpose. Mercy's free exits opened what Tyrant's Crown could hold. Tyrant's concentrated root steadied what Mercy refused to seize.

Every battle between them had sharpened one tooth. Every rescue road taught the white jaw to open across worlds, and every conquest taught the red jaw to hold a world still as something larger bit down.

The First Mouth had not made either Trevor's choices. It had fed on them. Their own hands had made every rescue and atrocity, and Mercy looked sick, and Tyrant was furious that his most personal cruelties had strengthened another monster.

The first overlap opened inside a laundry courtyard.

Free Heaven's white sheets appeared between Tyrant's execution cages. A woman carrying wet linen stepped through one world and found an owned soldier staring back from the other. Neither had a weapon in hand.

The soldier got an order to seize her. The woman got thirty-two relay warnings telling her to run. Both froze.

Then she threw a sheet over his head.

He laughed.

The sound surprised them enough to break both scripts. She pulled one prisoner key off his belt while he pretended not to notice. After the first cage opened, he tore away the sheet and drew his sword, because open defiance still carried punishment through the owner field.

Mercy sent a route, and Tyrant seized its outer edge.

The woman crossed with three prisoners. The soldier stayed behind, smiling against a command that made the expression hurt.

The overlap closed before either Trevor could reach him.

One wet sheet stayed in the red courtyard, and one execution key stayed in Free Heaven.

“It used me,” Tyrant said.

Mercy looked at the sixteen missing relay lines. “Now you know how it feels.”

Tyrant's face went very still. For once, the wound that pleasure could not sweeten belonged wholly to him.

Separate victory had always been zero, because the two worlds were not parallel meals. They were a door.

The First Mouth began closing them together.


Chapter 31 — We Planned Godhood in a Very Crowded Bed

Mercy's lovers rehearsed godhood in his bed. Junia accepted only the godhood part and threatened violence over membership in any harem. Trevor tried relationship constellation, got a flat “Worse,” and upgraded the name to combat-romance disaster before Junia threatened to leave.

Trevor tried again. “Five people I love and sometimes have sex with?”

Junia looked at the crowded bed. “Clumsy as hell, but at least you stopped recruiting me into your harem.”

Petra lay upside down across the pillows. “Carve it over the door.”

Adina opened a Gospel page for the sole purpose of refusing that idea in writing.

Naomi darkened every window. Damaris locked the door by sliding her flail through its handles, because Free Heaven respected Trevor more than it respected closed doors.

The bed had been built for two people and a hopeful amount of wing storage. Five women, Trevor, eight wings, Damaris's flail, Petra's maps, Naomi's healing case, and Adina's floating pages went well past what the frame had been built for, and nobody volunteered for the floor.

Mercy sat cross-legged near the headboard with his halo dimmed to reading light. Damaris settled against one hip, Naomi took the other, and Petra filled any space the room forgot to defend. Adina sat against one white wing and fixed its feathers whenever Trevor got anxious.

Junia sat on the footboard with both boots planted outside the bed. Affection did not make her want closer contact tonight.

Twelve hours had passed since the definition eater showed both worlds as teeth. The First Mouth was still closing them together, slowly, because Morrow's stolen seam shard threw off its bite whenever Amelia shifted phases. Both Junias needed rest, both armies needed repairs, and Mercy needed either one more hour of sleep or a miracle with better pillows.

Healing, sleep, and meals had restored his body. Chosen relay gifts returned three hundred MP after the failed retrieval cast, and eleven answering souls brought three hundred fifty Hope. Five of the sixteen remained silent inside the Mouth.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 95

HP 834/834
MP 560/816
STAMINA 747/747
HOPE 1,450/1,800


Damaris said, “Fusion,” and the word killed every joke.

The System had shown one body with two living wills and said nothing about which face, wings, or voice would be left. Either man might wake unable to reach the mouth.

“I might come back with one body,” Trevor said. Petra looked pointedly at the body already taking up most of the bed.

“A different one. Unless the System plans to stack us like coats.”

“Could it be less cute?”

“Even the System would not dare.”

Naomi said his name softly enough to bring him back. “Now tell us what can go wrong without making it funny.”

He looked at all five women and made himself answer without a joke to hide behind.

“I may die. Tyrant may die. Or both of us survive as memories inside a third person who uses our face.” Trevor kept looking at them. “He may own what comes out, I may erase him by fighting too hard, or we spend eternity trying to kill each other with one hand.”

“The new body may hunger for things neither of us wanted. Tyrant's Crown may drag all of you under one red grip, and my Domain may flatten his women into copies of you. If one of us reaches the mouth more often, the other becomes a memory that gives advice.”

Naomi's fingers closed around his wrist and counted the pulse racing under the skin. “And if you turn away from fusion?”

“Two worlds become one mouth.”

Adina's Gospel page snapped shut. “A knife at your back can move your feet. It cannot make the path yours.” Trevor nodded, because the pressure stayed even after they named it honestly.

“The one-handed murder sounds likely,” Junia muttered.

“What do you need from us?” Adina asked.

“Show me what you need me to carry through the fire.”

Damaris pulled her flail free of the door handles and laid its chain across both of Trevor's wrists. “If you reach for my counterpart whenever I fight you, I break your halo.”

Naomi wrapped a blue thread around his smallest finger. “These hands do not turn my healing into Tyrant's leash.”

Petra drew a road under one white feather, let Trevor glimpse its first turn, and hid the rest. Adina set two Gospel pages against his chest and refused to let either page cover the other.

Junia rested one hand over Amelia's moving pulse. “My body is not a bridge you get for saving me, and being a mother will never make me yours.”

Trevor looked down at chain, thread, hidden ink, and two stubborn pages. Junia left no mark on him at all, and her absence from the little collection was the sharpest thing he carried.

“Now we rehearse your failure,” Naomi said, and Trevor winced.

“I preferred the emotional engraving.”

“Failure does not care what you prefer.”

She opened four panes above the bed and made Trevor face every one.

The first showed one body with Mercy awake and Tyrant silent. The second reversed them. A new voice used both sets of memories in the third, and the fourth held perfect stats inside a body with nobody home.

“Your name,” Naomi said. He gave her “Trevor Dwyer,” and it was too little, so she waited while he faced all four panes.

“Trevor Dwyer. I hate olives, I love five impossible women, and if Tyrant tells you otherwise, you’re talking to the wrong bastard.”

Petra raised one hand. “The olive detail is vital.”

“Tyrant likes them,” Adina said. Everyone stared until she added, “I researched the enemy.”

Damaris pointed at the second pane. “And if Tyrant reaches the mouth before you?”

Trevor touched the chain across his wrists. “Break my halo, and aim carefully enough that somebody remains.”

“I always aim carefully when your halo deserves breaking.”

Naomi moved to the third pane. “And if a stranger answers through your mouth?”

“We ask what he wants,” Junia said, “before deciding whether he is either man.”

“That is terrifying. I expected comfort.”

She gave him a sharp smile. “Then you invited the wrong woman.”

The fourth pane stayed empty, and nobody managed a joke while looking at it.

Petra drew five exits on the blanket. One led to Free Heaven, another to Tyrant's city, and a third to a neutral world Morrow did not know. One looped back into the room after twelve hours. The last had no visible end.

“If the body wakes empty, we do not let either System install a convenient person,” she said.

Adina opened two blank Gospel pages. “We keep both histories outside its head.”

Damaris rested one armored hand on Trevor's knee. “We will find you.”

Naomi softened nothing. “We look, and we may fail.”

The words hurt, and Damaris nodded. “We look until looking hurts more than it helps, and then we choose again.”

Mercy pressed his hands over theirs.

The System ignored every exit on the blanket, which was good. They were not feeding it a cleaner ritual. They were teaching themselves how to bite whatever answer it preferred.

Damaris brushed a white feather out of his eyes. “And what are you keeping for yourself?”

Trevor looked down at his small hands, then at the tunic stretched over the body Heaven kept trying to name for him. “This. I want this body. That doesn’t make me a woman, and sharing it won’t make either of us somebody else.”

“All eight?” Petra asked, tugging the feather.

“All eight. He can bring his own.”

Naomi glanced at the wings already packed against the headboard. “On one back?”

“Sixteen working wings, or no fusion. I’m not spending eternity with half of me painted on.”

Adina wrote that down. Petra tried to sketch the result, ran out of blanket, and stole space under Damaris’s knee.

Junia tapped her temple. “And if you wake wanting something you don’t want now?”

“Then I’ll answer when I wake. He can argue with me over breakfast.”

“Sounds like him.”

Mercy caught himself smiling and looked down before anyone could comment.

Junia took an amended copy of her folded instructions from her robe and set it straight into Naomi's hand. Trevor reached by instinct, and Junia put a knife through the corner before his fingers touched it.

“Naomi gets this if I lose speech while Amelia crosses,” she said. “You do not.”

Trevor withdrew his hand. The paper stayed folded, because Junia had already told him everything he needed to know.

Petra drew WHO GETS TO KISS WHICH IDIOT? across the blanket. Adina denied handing her the ink.

Trevor tried to hide under his upper wings, and Damaris pulled them apart.

“You proposed fusion. You discuss the harem collision.”

“Collision sounds romantic.”

“It sounds like structural damage.”

The women answered one by one, and nobody volunteered another woman's desire.

Damaris caught Trevor's chin in one gauntlet. “I choose which man I kiss. If I say Mercy and Tyrant reaches back, I break our prettiest tooth.”

“Even if he can feel everything?” Trevor asked.

“Feeling the kiss does not put his hands on me.”

Naomi tapped two fingers against his pulse. “I will heal whichever voice is hurt, but neither voice turns my hands into flirting because you enjoy being touched.”

“I want to meet my counterpart before any shared encounter,” Petra said.

“You have met.”

“I mean meet without a boss trying to eat the road. Next time, we discuss routes.”

“That answer stays terrifying,” Trevor said, and Petra grinned.

“Good. Fear keeps your wings tucked and your ears open.”

Adina held up her two blank pages. “Two Adinas stay two women. If we want different things, your shared mouth learns to answer twice.”

Junia rapped the footboard until Trevor looked at her. “Neither of you gets me through the other.”

“No shortcut into my bed. Mercy and I have what we have, and Tyrant has whatever disaster my counterpart allows. One body earns you nothing from either Junia.”

Trevor pictured the cruel mouth matching his, and how fast Tyrant would find another way in.

“One body does not put either Junia in my bed, and Tyrant can choke on that.”

Junia nodded once, satisfied that he had heard the dangerous part.

Petra left five blank spaces beside the names. Her counterpart’s space had a little trap drawn around it.

“Leave hers blank,” Petra said, tapping the trap. “False will steal the ink if we fill it in for her. Do we settle this before the giant celebratory orgy?”

Damaris answered with a pillow.

The pillow hit Trevor, because Petra had already routed away.

“The blanket is hideous,” Adina said.

Petra looked deeply offended. “You gave me the ink. You share artistic blame.”

“I deny having eyes when it looks like that.”

“You have eyes. You just use them for judging.”

“Judging is reading with the sound on.”

Laughter shook the overcrowded bed. Fusion stayed terrifying, but the future after it held enough awkward arrangements to feel real.

The First Mouth attacked before their laughter had finished shaking the bed.

Five perfect futures opened above the bed. Each offered one woman everything she wanted after replacing her difficult parts with the counterpart who fit more neatly.

Damaris saw Tyrant Damaris taking punishment she refused.

Naomi saw Ward holding secrets so Pane never had to risk trust.

Petra saw False routes doing the lying while she stayed beloved.

Adina saw Scar carrying every ugly memory so Gospel could preach with spotless hands.

Junia saw her counterpart carry Amelia while she left unchanged.

“Same trick,” Damaris said, and swung before Trevor could lift a hand.

The dream caught her flail. Five walls burst out of the mattress, trapping them in connected chambers. This time, refusing the offer armed it.

Damaris's chamber became an arena where her counterpart absorbed every blow Tyrant aimed at Mercy. The false future offered desire without ever letting Damaris be difficult, wounded, or afraid. Naomi's chamber became a healing hall where every wound closed before its owner could speak. Petra's became a map where every dangerous end belonged to someone else, and Adina's became a spotless cathedral with Scar carrying all the filth outside.

Junia's chamber opened last and swallowed every sound from the others.

Her counterpart stood pregnant under a red shield while Mercy Junia walked away inside a body the forge had never touched. The dream offered distance from Amelia, shared motherhood without fear, and a body that remembered nothing the First Mouth had done. It made walking away look like the only escape that belonged to Junia.

Junia stepped toward the copy until their faces nearly touched.

“You are not my consequence,” she told the image of Amelia's pulse. “And you are not my absolution.”

The quiet chamber cracked first, splitting from ceiling to bedframe in one black seam.

PERFECT PARTNER ARRAY // 12,000,000 HP

Trevor opened Many-World Weave around five women and himself for 210 MP and 150 Hope.

MP 560/816 → 350/816

HOPE 1,450/1,800 → 1,300/1,800

Each woman attacked the future that offered replacement as relief. Damaris broke hers with three exact flail strikes. Naomi asked hers one private question and watched the copy answer too easily. Petra offered hers a map with no end, and Adina forced hers to show the edit scars. Junia refused the premise without moving.

Damaris’s flail came back with the pain the dream had meant for Mutiny. She staggered, wrapped the chain around her own wrist, and dragged the false arena’s wall into her next strike. Naomi's perfect hall answered a wounded woman's private question before the woman could speak, so Naomi shattered every pane and let doubt back into healing.

Petra's dream traveled her endless route forever, because a road without a chosen arrival was only motion wearing hope's clothes. Adina's cathedral split open as every clean hymn showed the Scar copy singing under it.

The array tried to replace Trevor only after the women refused it.

It offered all five women Tyrant's body, identical and prettier for the cruelty it did not bother hiding. The false man offered to erase every difficult no by owning the mouth that spoke it.

Mercy drove six wings through the false man's chest before anyone answered.

Petra’s road caught the false man’s heel. Damaris hit him hard enough to ruin the excellent cheekbones.

Trevor kept all six attacks separate until the array died screaming in five voices.

Its death scream drove broken dream-glass through his guard and buckled the mattress under all six fighters.

HP 834/834 → 800/834

STAMINA 747/747 → 690/747

12,000,000 → 0 HP

The last pane shattered, and his ninety-sixth level hit hard enough to lift him off the mattress.

LEVEL 96

MIGHT 47 +1 = 48
AGILITY 72 +1 = 73
PRESENCE 72 +1 = 73

MAX HP 834 +8 = 842
MAX MP 816 +7 = 823
MAX STAMINA 747 +7 = 754

CURRENT
HP 800/842 | MP 350/823 | STAMINA 690/754
HOPE 1,300/1,800


The boss vanished, and the crowded bed stayed under them.

Junia climbed over the footboard and pulled her robe closed. “I am going to sleep in my own room, and the disappointed eyes will not make me stay.”

She touched his cheek before leaving. “Wanting me belongs to you. Turn it into a rope because you may fuse tomorrow, and I cut the rope.”

Trevor nodded against her palm. “I hear you, and I remember what your knife did to the paper.”

“Good. You learn best when properly threatened.”

She kissed his forehead and left. Damaris, Naomi, Petra, and Adina watched the door close, then moved nearer for four different reasons.

Damaris pushed Trevor onto the pillows. Petra opened a road that removed their breastplates straight into a locked chest, Naomi kept one pane on the door and none between their bodies, and Adina folded her pages under the bed.

No one kissed him like a farewell. Damaris made him say tomorrow against her mouth. Naomi demanded breakfast after fusion, Petra demanded a complaint about wherever her hidden road dumped him, and Adina demanded one bad joke that both future voices would hate.

Trevor offered breakfast, bruised wings, road sickness, and two angels entering one body because neither would split the loot.

Adina bit his lower lip. “Terrible enough to survive godhood, unfortunately.”

Tomorrow stayed alive in every kiss and every hand that pulled him closer. Damaris shoved his wrists into the pillows and took his mouth until her hard composure broke into a low, helpless sound. Naomi drew him back with cool palms and warmer lips before hunger became the room's only language.

Petra opened a road under Trevor's wandering hand and laughed against his throat when surprise slammed his wings into the headboard. Adina framed his face between both palms and held his gaze until every clever answer dissolved.

Trevor found Damaris by the scar under his thumb and Naomi by the breath she held before asking for more. Petra's grin always arrived one heartbeat before theft, and Adina made being seen feel hotter than hiding.

Damaris bent across him to kiss Naomi with the tenderness she still denied owning. Petra teased Adina until her laughter broke against Trevor's shoulder, then stole the sound with her mouth.

“You taste like ink,” Petra said.

“You taste like a road nobody asked for.”

“Everybody asks for my roads.”

“Then stop talking and prove it.”

Damaris came first with her teeth against Trevor's neck and one gauntlet denting the headboard. Naomi followed at the pace she chose, Petra turned the blankets into impossible geography, and Adina refused to look away when pleasure finally broke her precision.

Trevor came apart under all four of them, laughing when eight wings tried to fit into the same three feet of bed. Godhood could wait outside until everyone finished breathing.

When breathing became possible again, Petra drew a route on his bare stomach.

“This road stays hidden, even after you grow a second personality.”

“Does it go anywhere I would enjoy?”

“Exactly nowhere you get to know in advance.”

Before Petra could draw another, Damaris caught her finger.

“He needs answers tonight, not more decorative cartography.”

“My cartography is functional and extremely flattering.”

Naomi sat against Trevor's left wing and checked the blue thread around his finger. Adina retrieved her two pages from under the bed, and Petra hid the last turn of the road she had drawn.

Damaris held Trevor's gaze. “If Mercy dies and Tyrant wakes wearing your smile, I call you dead.”

Trevor swallowed. “I know exactly what that would mean.”

“Then say the opposite before you hide from it,” Damaris ordered.

Mercy hated the words before he spoke them. “If Tyrant dies and I wake alone, then we failed him too.”

All four women went still enough to hear his pulse quicken.

Mercy pressed a thumb against the white clasp Tyrant had repaired. He remembered those fingers shaking, the private smile afterward, and Caro’s voice stretching through the dark. None of them would leave him alone.

“I love him,” he said. The words hurt worse spoken where his women could hear. “I still want to break his fucking hands.”

Damaris watched him. “Both will take work.”

He gave a small, wrecked laugh. If Tyrant fed people to the Mouth again, Mercy would stop him, whatever it cost them both. But he wanted the man beside him when they woke. Wanted the next stupid argument, the next smile he had to coax past all those teeth.

Naomi leaned her forehead against his shoulder. “Then come back as yourself. We already have enough of him.”

Petra redrew her route with two entrances and no promised center.

The System opened the last shape of fusion above them.

TWO TREVORS // BOTH REACHING

LAST KEY // SOMETHING FREELY GIVEN

Tyrant would have to give Mercy something he could not take, and Trevor knew exactly what the other man would hide instead.


Chapter 32 — I Lied About the Part Where I Could Die

Tyrant told his women that fusion ended with him wearing the new body and Mercy whispering useful advice from somewhere behind the eyes. The System disagreed, so Trevor cut out its tongue before he showed them the pane.

He burned away five gold lines, stitched the border over the scars, and laced the reveal with a stolen level chime. A weak lie would insult women who had survived Heaven, body theft, resurrection, and Trevor himself.

FUSION FORECAST

CROWNS IN THE RING // TWO
LAST VOICE STANDING // TYRANT TREVOR
EXPECTED LOOT // ONE DIVINE BODY, BOTH MEMORIES


The missing lines had read:

LAST VOICE STANDING // UNKNOWN

MERCY SOUL BREAK // 31%

TYRANT SOUL BREAK // 31%

STRANGER WAKES // 18%

BOTH HEARTS STOP // 7%

Damaris read the scars in the edited panel.

They were almost invisible, because Trevor had cut along natural lines in the gold. Damaris found them because he had once used the same trick to alter a punishment panel before he made her carry it out.

Adina read the missing lines in Trevor's face. Naomi compared the pane to an uncut copy the System had slipped through her healing sight.

Petra had stolen the original before Trevor could burn it.

She had opened a route through his elbow while he raised the pane, stolen the original for half a second, and returned a copy with one punctuation mark changed to see whether he noticed. He had noticed. He admired the theft and resented what it exposed.

Junia knew which wing stiffened when he expected admiration and which went still when he expected disbelief. The false forecast stirred neither. His eight wings had arranged themselves as if he were waiting to see which lie reached them first.

“You cut away thirty-one percent and expected us not to smell the blood.”

Trevor sat on the black edge of his throne with his wounds closed. Twelve hours of rest had given back 480 MP and four hundred Stamina. Naomi had healed the missing HP, because pretty tyrants were easier to threaten while breathing.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 95

HP 922/922
MP 480/696
STAMINA 610/712
FEAR 2,350/2,400


“Whose death is the thirty-one percent?” Damaris asked.

“Both of us carry the same chance.”

“And the other endings?”

Trevor smiled. “They stop mattering after I win.”

Damaris's flail hit the throne beside his thigh.

“You called victory certain because you wanted us walking into the knife with our eyes shut.”

“I meant to make the lie true before any of you noticed.”

Trevor looked from the flail dent to Petra’s stolen pane. He would need a better hiding place next time.

Naomi folded her arms across her chest. “Why did you stop hiding the rest?”

“I did not stop anything. All of you became irritatingly competent.”

Petra dropped the stolen original into his lap. “I need a road that survives every ugly ending on that pane.”

“Then build a better road,” Trevor said.

“Open your Crown far enough for me to route through it.”

“I would rather fuse without you and fight the Mouth alone.”

Trevor had prepared a prettier knife for exactly that threat.

He sent Petra a hidden pane offering one red door into his Crown if she blinded the other women. Damaris would never know where Mutiny entered, Naomi would never see which healing chamber the road crossed, Adina's pages would keep one deliberate hole, and Junia's one percent would never reach it.

Petra read the offer, then spread it across the wall.

“He offered me a knife for every one of your backs.”

Damaris raised her flail. Trevor stayed seated.

Naomi opened a second hidden pane beside Petra's. Trevor had offered her sole command of every wound in the fused body if she drowned Mercy's voice whenever it rose and never told him whose hand held him under.

She set it beside Petra's, and Adina opened a third.

Trevor had offered Adina one page the Crown could never burn if she left him a hidden line where he alone could change the words.

Junia opened the fourth. It offered her Amelia's phase pulse if she knelt to Trevor above both mothers.

The room went silent until Damaris asked, “Where is the knife you made for me?”

Trevor smiled slowly. “You already know where I would put it.”

Her panel appeared under the flail chain.

It offered Damaris a permanent Mutiny Beat aimed at Mercy: one stolen heartbeat whenever the gentle will tried to stop Tyrant. She could shove Mercy away from the mouth or make him feel every Crown hook without controlling the body.

Trevor had built that offer around Damaris's anger at being softened by the other route.

She read the temptation twice before she lifted her eyes.

“You wanted us betraying our counterparts while we sat at breakfast with them.”

“Five separate knives are harder to stop than one,” Trevor said.

Junia's sword entered the throne beside his hip.

“You built them before showing the death odds.”

“Of course. I needed all of you committed first.”

“What would you have done if we accepted them?”

“Fusion would begin with five knives pointed away from me.”

Trevor studied the five rejected offers. None had fallen for the bait, but Damaris had read hers twice. He kept that little victory.

Adina copied every pane before Trevor could close them. Petra routed the originals into the Crown where Mercy might later find them, and Naomi cut every buried hook before it could bite. Damaris shattered only the knife made for her.

“Keep the others whole,” she said. “I want him to know exactly what you thought would tempt us.”

The women sent every offer to their counterparts before Trevor could close the overlap.

Damaris sent the temptation without softening a single ugly edge. She copied the offered Mutiny strike and added, I BROKE THIS BECAUSE NEITHER OF US GETS TO STEAL YOUR HANDS.

Naomi sent the healing betrayal through Ward's sealed path. Pane would see every word, and Tyrant could not learn which one hurt most.

Petra opened the proposed hidden route into Mercy Petra's empty palm, then closed it before either end could transfer. Her counterpart felt the blind spot without receiving the road itself.

Adina sent all six copies of her pane, so Gospel saw where the Crown had asked truth to hide one lie.

Junia sent the Crown pane through the phase line only after both Naomis agreed it would not touch Amelia. Her counterpart saw Trevor's exact attempt to place himself above both mothers.

Their replies arrived one at a time through the shaking overlap.

Mercy Damaris: Thank you. I would have broken it too.

Pane Naomi: NO CROWN SPEAKS THROUGH MY HANDS.

Open Petra sent an image of a road Trevor could not see.

Gospel Adina returned the six panels with the hidden Crown edit exposed in gold.

Mercy Junia made Tyrant wait before answering last.

NO GOD STANDS ABOVE EITHER MOTHER.

The capital letters made the phase line shiver.

Tyrant read every reply the women let him see, and Ward swallowed the others. He had designed five fractures and gotten ten separate walls, which only made him want them more.

Damaris saw the lavender brighten and tightened both hands around her flail. “This is not courtship.”

“Everything becomes courtship when the opposition is beautiful.”

“That is exactly why every woman here brought a weapon.”

“Then you finally understand my taste in women.”

Trevor imagined Mercy reading the panels from inside their shared mind. Humiliation should have followed. Desire arrived instead.

“Excellent. Mercy will hate me beautifully when he sees this.”

The women hated his answer and sharpened their five knives anyway. They had not planned together, and that made the pattern worse for Trevor. Each woman had found the part of him most likely to survive fusion and aimed a blade at it.

Damaris wanted a permanent Mutiny Beat inside any shared body.

Naomi wanted Wound Before Crown, a healing chamber that ignored every red hook.

Petra wanted an Unmapped Road through the Crown.

Adina wanted Scar That Stays, two pages neither Trevor could burn or change.

Junia wanted Amelia's No, one word that stopped every attempt to spend her daughter for power.

Trevor refused all five and offered substitutes.

Damaris could have more blood to spend in battle instead of Mutiny. Naomi could tend mortal wounds while divine flesh stayed under his fingers. Petra could hide a road from Mercy and not from the Crown, and Adina could keep one shortened page about both men. Junia could stop a claw aimed at Amelia while still letting Trevor's powers sip from the edge of her pulse.

Five women refused in five different tones.

Damaris sounded insulted, Naomi tired, and Petra amused by his optimism. Adina sounded ready to carve the failure into scripture. Junia sounded like the one percent of a soul that had already stopped a god.

“You would take the blood,” Petra said to Damaris.

“I would take his blood. Not the trade.”

“Same color.”

“Different vein.”

Trevor tried another tack and showed them the First Mouth closing around both worlds.

Naomi stared through the closing worlds without flinching. “That danger belongs to everyone, so you do not get to swing it like a chain.”

He hated her answer, because it took the end of two worlds out of his hands.

They turned to leave, and he wanted to command them back.

Fusion demanded the one thing he could not command. Somebody had to put a bare hand in his and believe he would not bite.

“Wait,” he said. No power entered the word, and they stopped at five different distances.

Trevor opened his Crown only far enough to let five red wounds appear, and every one hurt.

Mutiny Beat cut one heartbeat from any future command before Trevor could know which beat Damaris would steal. Wound Before Crown carved a hollow in his Crown where a wounded body could lie beyond every red hook. Petra's Unmapped Road pierced the Crown from a beginning he could never find. Adina's Scar That Stays kept two pages beyond his fire, and Amelia's No put one unborn child where none of his power could drink.

Five knives entered his perfect Crown, and Trevor had never wanted the thing more than when it bled around them.

The cuts ignored whatever flattering names Trevor gave them.

To test hers, Damaris stole a beat while Trevor killed a captured captain under the red palace.

Trevor had forced a praise hymn into the man's mouth and ordered him to thank the crowd for watching him die.

Mutiny stole the next heartbeat before Trevor could tighten his Crown.

The captain used it to spit on Trevor's banner in front of the watching crowd.

Trevor could have swallowed the insult, but Scar That Stays burned it into Adina's page first.

“Effective enough to make the crowd remember him,” Damaris said.

After the stolen beat, Trevor made the captain praise the taste of rebellion while the blade fell.

“My answer will be the memory they keep longer,” Trevor said.

Naomi tested Wound Before Crown on a Host soldier with a crushed hand. Trevor ordered the man back to formation, and her chamber held him long enough to splint each finger.

The soldier cried with relief as he left the chamber, and Trevor made that relief depend on returning to battle.

Naomi watched his smile. “You will turn every mercy into another handle.”

“Only the useful ones,” Trevor said.

“Then this wound stays where your fingers cannot reach it.”

Petra opened her Unmapped Road, and Trevor could feel neither end. The absence itched through every layer of his Crown.

He wrapped red hooks around three innocent streets near the suspected path and ordered every resident into the road. If Petra crossed one of them, their bodies would show it.

Petra changed nothing and let him wonder whether the road passed elsewhere or through all three streets without touching.

Petra smiled, and Trevor ordered the residents to stay standing for the day anyway. Their discomfort would teach the district what curiosity cost near his Crown.

Adina burned his spite into Scar That Stays, and Trevor admired hers.

Junia saved Amelia's No until every other knife had drawn blood.

“Spend one point of Fear through Amelia.”

The command looked small enough to be harmless, and a single point would prove the hidden path existed.

“No,” Junia said.

The point stayed in his pool, untouched by the Crown.

Trevor dressed his next attempt in a stolen image of Mercy's white light.

“No.”

He tried an ownerless training spark with no heat behind it.

“No.”

The Crown offered seventeen disguises for the same theft: shielding, a gift, heartbeat repair, power leaking from a passive aura. Junia's one percent killed all seventeen, because every path still ended at Amelia.

Trevor looked at the small dark pulse reflected across the obsidian wall.

“You have made her expensive to use.”

Junia's sword cleared its sheath before his smile finished forming.

“Try finishing that thought while my sword touches your halo.”

“I finished it exactly where I meant to.”

“Then remember how much the next word will cost.”

She put the blade against his halo.

Trevor smiled at the sharp metal reflected in his lavender-star eyes.

“Effective enough to stay irritating,” he said again.

The five cuts held, and he hated them. He meant to keep every one, because a wound that survived his efforts to corrupt it might survive fusion too.

“These cuts survive if I do,” he said.

Junia looked at the 31% death chance. “And if you don't?”

“Use Mercy if I am dead, and hate me afterward.”

The words tasted worse than poison under his tongue.

Damaris heard what the words cost him.

“That foul little surrender is not trust,” Damaris said.

“It is the closest thing to trust that I own.”

Damaris gave him a bleak smile. “Then try not to choke on it.”

The five knives set off a Host drill, and the System spawned a Crown beast built to bite every wound they had opened.

The throne room turned over until black stone became a red ceiling under their feet. The Crown Parasite crawled out of Trevor's shadow wearing five stolen sigils as eyes, each one opening toward the woman whose knife it had swallowed.

The Mutiny eye predicted the beat Damaris would steal. The wound eye made injuries only Trevor's voice could heal. The road eye dragged every hidden end through the parasite's stomach, the scar eye changed damage after it landed, and the Amelia eye hid behind a copy of her dark pulse.

CROWN PARASITE // 13,000,000 HP

Trevor could close the five cuts and kill it easily. He kept them bleeding.

Damaris stole one beat, Naomi withheld one truth, Petra hid one end, and Adina exposed one false scar. Junia killed one attack before it crossed Amelia's phase line.

Damaris let the predicted beat pass, waited for the parasite to celebrate, and stole the next one. Naomi hid the fact that Trevor's injury was false, and he fought on believing one wing had already died. Petra buried her end inside Amelia's No, a place the Crown could see and could not enter, and Adina exposed the lie making the copied pulse look alive.

Junia waited until every shield leaned on the false child.

“No,” she said.

The copied pulse vanished, and the parasite's five eyes found they had protected empty space.

The parasite lost all five armor layers and bit straight through Trevor's wounded Crown. One false jaw crushed the breath out of his chest. Another tore seventy points of Stamina through his burning wings.

HP 922/922 → 850/922

STAMINA 610/712 → 540/712

Trevor held his own body still and opened Empire Incarnation through three Host bodies. He spent 105 MP and eighty Fear to call one coordinated strike.

MP 480/696 → 375/696

FEAR 2,350/2,400 → 2,270/2,400

Perfect Hostility cost another 135 MP and one hundred Fear.

MP 375/696 → 240/696

FEAR 2,270/2,400 → 2,170/2,400

Five bleeding cuts became attack paths the parasite could not own. Trevor hit through every open path before the monster could close one.

13,000,000 → 0 HP

The parasite burst under him, and his ninety-sixth level struck before the pieces landed.

LEVEL 96

MIGHT 80 +1 = 81
VITALITY 49 +1 = 50
INTELLECT 62 +1 = 63

MAX HP 922 +9 = 931
MAX MP 696 +7 = 703
MAX STAMINA 712 +7 = 719

CURRENT
HP 850/931 | MP 240/703 | STAMINA 540/719
FEAR 2,170/2,400


After the drill, Junia returned to her room while Amelia crossed between her and her counterpart. Naomi went with her.

Naomi paused with one hand on the door. “She asked me to come, and you are about to turn that into a story where we abandoned you.”

“I know why you are leaving,” Trevor said.

“You will make the story anyway.”

He smiled with all his teeth. “You think very highly of my efficiency.”

“I think accurately of your habits.”

She left before his desire could turn the answer into a command.

Damaris, Petra, and Adina stayed after the other women left.

“I am still furious,” Damaris said, winding her chain around Trevor's wrists.

“That explains the attractive part of your expression.”

Petra opened a road that pulled the chain tight behind the throne. “Tighter?”

“He can still talk,” Adina said.

“Then not tight enough.”

Scar That Stays burned one hour into every knot. Damaris shoved Trevor back hard enough to jar all eight black wings.

Her kiss split his lower lip, and Petra caught the bead of blood with her tongue before stealing his mouth for herself. Adina climbed onto the throne beside him and whispered every lie he had told until desire turned his clever replies into broken sounds.

Damaris stole his pace one heartbeat at a time. Petra changed every angle whenever Trevor thought he understood the game, and Adina kept his lavender eyes on hers as her hands traveled lower.

Trevor loved their anger, because none of it made them leave. He answered with his mouth, his hands, and the pretty body all three women had pinned to his own throne.

Damaris came against his shoulder with her flail hand locked in his hair. Petra followed laughing into Adina's mouth, and Adina made Trevor watch the moment her precision finally shattered.

They dragged him over the edge last, still chained under the Crown that had once chained a world. Nothing was forgiven, and Trevor wanted all of it.

When the last shudder eased, Damaris released one wrist. Trevor used that free hand to hide a murder spell inside his Crown.

He tucked it under Damaris's Mutiny Beat, inside the notch her stolen heartbeat had cut. Anyone feeling through the Crown would mistake the spell for an echo of her own power.

Trevor kissed her sleeping shoulder as he finished the disguise.

He loved Mercy. The admission came without a chime or anything useful to stab. Trevor bent the hidden blade into a finer curve. Of course he had fallen for the one man who would make getting everything he wanted this fucking difficult.

If the spell worked, Trevor would keep the beautiful body, both lives' memories, and the pleasure of knowing Mercy had opened the door for his own murderer.

The knife knew one throat: Mercy Trevor. It would wake the instant Mercy opened his last unguarded heartbeat.

Trevor shared the joke with no one.

He tried the murder spell on a memory of Mercy standing under broken chapel light.

Trevor opened the hidden knife one hair, and it slept inside the imagined body.

No fake could wake it, and no forced merger could make it bite. Mercy had to open himself willingly before the blade could kill him.

The knife's beauty warmed him like arousal.

Damaris shifted in sleep beside him, and her Mutiny Beat pressed against the hidden knife without waking. She had cut the notch Tyrant used to hide murder, and some part of her battle-trained body felt the tension there.

Trevor could erase the tell. He left it.

If Damaris found the spell and failed to stop him, her part in it would hurt Mercy. If she stopped him, the betrayal would hurt Trevor. If she warned Mercy and Mercy fused anyway, everyone would go in knowing exactly where the knife waited.

The remembered Mercy laughed under the chapel light. Trevor had kept the sound after the rest of the test ended. He waited for the sharp answer that usually followed it, then caught himself turning toward an empty chair.

He closed the memory. The murder spell stayed warm. Tomorrow, Mercy would look at him again, and Trevor was furious at how badly he wanted morning.

Trevor kissed Damaris again and slept with the murder spell warm under both of them.


Chapter 33 — The High Hand Collected Alternate Endings

The First Mouth's High Hand had five fingers and fifty futures, and each one offered a woman a cleaner counterpart.

The Hand came down between the closing worlds while Mercy's party built the fusion road. Its palm was a white continent. Black joints bent around cathedral-sized rings, and every nail reflected an ending where one Trevor had made the other unnecessary.

Cities slid across the palm when it flexed. Each street ended at a crease deep enough to swallow a winged army. The rings were not jewelry. They were eaten planes squeezed into bands, their last horizons circling fingers too large to understand distance.

The Hand cast two shadows. One fell across Free Heaven and made every willing link feel temporary. The other crossed Tyrant's empire and made every owner key remember the greater Mouth above it. Soldiers on both worlds looked up at the same object from skies that could not both be true.

For once, both worlds saw the same enemy. Neither Trevor needed to explain it to the other.

The Hand fanned out the five futures they had broken in Trevor's bed the night before: Damaris spared choice, Naomi spared closeness, Petra spared her own lies, Adina spared ugly memories, and Junia walking away from Amelia. It stamped every replacement MERCY.

“Same bait. Bigger hitbox,” Trevor called. “Watch the hands, not the faces.”

The futures brightened, and for one breath he wanted their promised relief badly enough to reach. Then the false Damaris knelt.

Trevor drove his halo through the offer’s reaching hand and spread his wings between the women and the nails. “Fuck your upgrade.”

Trevor's System spat back. Two lines cut across the Hand's shining word.

MERCY IS WHAT YOU DO

NOT WHAT THE HAND CALLS YOU

Trevor thanked it, and the System answered, Do not make this emotional. It had learned his habits too well.

Rest and healing had filled his HP and Stamina, while chosen relay gifts brought back three hundred MP. Damaris's promise to search for him if fusion left an empty body had given him two hundred Hope.
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HP 842/842
MP 650/823
STAMINA 754/754
HOPE 1,500/1,800


The High Hand closed. Its first knuckle swallowed all six paths and became their battlefield.

Mercy opened Many-World Weave around all five women and himself for 210 MP and 150 Hope.

MP 650/823 → 440/823

HOPE 1,500/1,800 → 1,350/1,800

Six lives stayed separate as their paths crossed the Hand’s first knuckle. They landed as the eighteenth second ran out, and the weave unwound behind them.

The knuckle held a city, not a toy.

One of the Hand's squeezed rings began unfolding under Mercy's white path. Streets appeared across the joint. People came out wearing lives the Mouth had picked as other endings.

A woman knew Mercy as her husband even though she had never met him.

The Hand supplied thirty years of false marriage: breakfast arguments, two adopted daughters, a scar Mercy had kissed after a kitchen accident, and the exact joke that made her forgive his worst anniversary gift.

The memories lived inside her, and Trevor had never shared a single heartbeat of them.

She reached for him anyway, and Mercy stopped his white wings before they accepted the embrace.

“What is your name?” Mercy asked. “And where are you standing?”

“Sela.” She looked down at the giant knuckle under her street. “I am home.”

The Hand corrected the view until a white cottage appeared behind her, softening Sela's face.

Mercy felt that future trying to become old truth through desire.

“Do you want to leave the Hand?”

“With you.”

“Would you still go alone?”

The false home trembled around a question it had never taught her to answer.

Sela looked at the daughters waiting in the doorway. Both girls were clever light. Neither had a soul under the memories, but the Hand knew a woman would protect a family more fiercely than a fantasy.

Mercy refused to destroy them in front of her.

Scar exposed every gap while Gospel named the street under Sela's feet. Open Petra made a road that carried Sela's memories without pretending the cottage waited outside, and False Petra hid its end from the Hand.

“They feel real enough to die if I leave them,” Sela said.

Pane kept her voice gentle. “The feeling is yours. The girls never lived anywhere except what the Hand put inside you.”

“Then staying only feeds the thing that wrote them.”

Every path cut Sela differently. Mercy could drag her through and call himself a rescuer, so he kept the road open instead.

The High Hand began closing, and Sela ran toward the cottage.

Tyrant attacked from the opposite world. The cracking ring made both false daughters flicker exactly when Sela needed another heartbeat.

The opening showed Sela the command lines behind both children, and she turned.

The Hand ordered her love to keep running. Red Mutiny stole one beat through the overlap.

Sela used that beat to cross Open's road. She reached Free Heaven with thirty false years and no family.

Pane caught her, and Ward sealed those memories away from every god.

Sela had escaped, and the loss had come with her.

She remembered both daughters by name and every small habit the Hand had planted around them.

Nemi had hated onions, slept with one foot outside every blanket, and learned to whistle before she learned to read. Ro had pretended to hate music until Sela caught her dancing on the pantry table with flour in her hair. Neither girl had existed for a single whole heartbeat. Sela still knew which one would have lied about the broken blue cup.

“Can I grieve them?” Sela asked.

Mercy reached one wing through the exit to shield her from the falling dust. She caught a feather without seeming to notice, her fingers closing around it as she waited.

“The grief is happening to you,” Naomi said. “That makes it real without making the Hand honest.”

Sela folded around the place where two impossible lives had been.

Pane sat on the street beside her and did not touch until Sela leaned first. Ward built privacy around the two women and shut out the Hand, both Systems, and Tyrant's hungry Crown across the overlap.

“You are hovering,” Ward said.

“I am sitting.”

“You are sitting the way other people hover.”

“Then go stand somewhere useful and let me sit.”

Gospel raised a pane with three separate lines.

SELA // HERE

NEMI AND RO // LIVES MADE BY THE HAND

GRIEF // HERS

The System tried to replace lives made with lies, and Gospel slapped the pane.

Scar found the buried command. She nailed it to the sky for everyone to see.

“No god gets to clean the answer after asking her to bleed for it,” Gospel said.

Open Petra marked a return road to the city, so Sela could look at what was left whenever she wanted. False Petra hid the road inside one marked NEVER, because the Hand would search every hopeful place first.

Sela laughed once through the grief. “You people make terrible rescuers.”

“Expensive ones,” Mercy said.

She wiped her face with both hands. “Good. I refuse to be spent cheaply.”

Mercy carried her words into the next strike.

The Hand's first ring shattered, because one other ending had failed to replace her present.

Five white paths fanned toward the unbroken nails from the wider road beneath Mercy's boots.

Mercy carried the present battle along one path. Damaris carried death and return along another. Naomi carried visible wounds and the hidden ones people trusted her to keep. Petra carried roads that stayed real only while nobody owned their ends, and Adina still carried every scar the Hand had tried to smooth away. Junia carried her body, Amelia's passing phase, and no answer about what either would mean tomorrow.

The Hand tried to stack those lives under Trevor.

Mercy's path glowed brightest because the boss smelled a crown seed, so he dimmed it until Junia's unlinked voice crossed clearly without climbing over him.

Junia's voice struck the Hand at full volume, and Trevor's System made a rude choking sound at the boss.

The Hand attacked those histories instead of bodies.

The attack began with Damaris, because resurrection gave it the cleanest seam.

The first nail cut Damaris's death away from her return. She stayed alive and forgot why coming back mattered. Tyrant Damaris shouted the missing memory through the overlap.

The memory arrived whole in Tyrant colors: Trevor's heartbeat command, the Closed Crown partition, the vessel imprint, and the hatred that had survived sealed dark. Mercy Damaris could not wear that past. She could still use the other woman's memory as a landmark.

“That happened to you,” she told Mutiny across the worlds. “Mine happened to me, and neither of us becomes the other's scar.”

“Good. I would look terrible in silver.”

“You would look fine. You would just complain about it.”

Those words stitched her death back to her return without borrowing the other woman's scars.

The second nail removed Naomi's first no. Ward supplied the exact silence Pane had once kept.

Pane took the silence and hated how well it fit. In the offered future, she never risked asking Trevor to trust her. She guarded every private wound, healed every visible one, and slept beside him for thirty years without admitting she wanted to be chosen when she was not useful.

Ward watched that future with her mouth twisted in disgust. “You call thirty years of hiding safe?”

Pane folded her arms. “You call secrecy love?”

They both answered sometimes, and the Hand brightened, because agreeing could become replacing once it erased how each woman had gotten there.

Ward opened one memory. Tyrant had made her hide a prisoner's surviving child, because doubt made the torture more entertaining. Pane opened another night. Mercy had asked her to hold his fear for him, then come back to name it himself.

Ward's silence smelled like cell dust. Pane's held rain and Trevor's shaking hands.

They pushed both memories into the nail until that missing reason split it.

The third nail replaced Petra's favorite route with False's hidden end. Both Petras swapped it back after insulting each other's taste.

“Melodramatic,” Open said of False's route.

“Yours is a tourist road with too many signs.”

“Tourists arrive.”

“Tourists arrive where everyone is waiting for them.”

Their insults carried enough affection to make the Hand mistake them for matching copies.

Both women stopped smiling when they felt the trap close around their shared affection.

Open made a road anyone could refuse, and False hid its end even from Trevor. They crossed halfway. One chalk mark changed hands before both women went back to their own worlds.

The fourth nail polished Adina's Gospel into a clean history, and Scar showed the bleeding place where truth had been scrubbed away.

The polished Gospel spoke with poisonous beauty. It gave every atrocity context, turned each failure into a lesson, and made every survivor exist for Trevor's eventual victory.

The real Gospel heard herself narrate pain into usefulness and went pale.

Scar drove two fingers into the shining lie and tore out the line chaining suffering to destiny.

“Some hurt is just what a bastard did,” she said.

Across the overlap, Tyrant smiled at being named accurately.

The fifth reached for Amelia, and both Junias cut it.

The Hand finally showed its HP across all five nails.

HIGH HAND // 18,000,000 HP

Trevor attacked the mercy finger first. Four wings opened around the women, and the other four cut at the nail offering peace through replacement.

The Hand crushed him for sixty HP and eighty Stamina.

HP 842/842 → 782/842

STAMINA 754/754 → 674/754

Tyrant struck from the other world by feeding a Host legion into the tyranny finger.

He chose a legion whose owner marks had started failing. Their captain had hidden desertion plans inside morning prayers. Trevor exposed those plans to the ranks, forced the captain to order the attack, and made every soldier feel fierce loyalty while they watched her betray the escape she had built for them.

The legion entered the tyranny finger cheering loud enough to shake both worlds.

Tyrant laughed as their voices turned into screams.

The damage needed bodies. The betrayal did not.

Their captain was Ira Hale.

Ira had planned to desert at the third dawn. Her prayer hid three routes: one for soldiers who wanted to run, another for families held inside the red city, and a false trail aimed at Trevor's collectors. She had spent seven months teaching two hundred soldiers under Crown hooks how to dream of escape without letting their bodies show it.

Trevor found her plan the night before and thought about killing her. Then he chose a cruelty that would last longer than her death.

He left all three routes open, moved the legion's families to the false trail, and let Ira believe they had already escaped. When the High Hand arrived, he showed her the true prison cells and offered one command.

Lead the legion into the finger, or watch the families enter first.

Ira chose the legion over their families, and Trevor left that much untouched before he made her betrayal feel glorious.

Joy broke across her face when two hundred soldiers turned toward death. She felt brave, clean, and proud while everything that had made her brave now rewarded the plan's ruin.

The soldiers saw her pleasure and still followed, because their families waited behind her back.

The finger closed around them, and Ira used the small free motion Trevor had left in her throat before the dark swallowed her.

“I hate you with everything you failed to steal,” she said.

Trevor made the whole legion answer, “We love you,” and then the screams began.

The legion's death tore nine million HP out of the Hand.

HIGH HAND // 18,000,000 → 9,000,000 HP

Tyrant kept the families in prison, because he had said only that they would not enter first.

Ira’s last words crossed the white battle path. Mercy heard the stolen hymn beneath them and nearly missed the Hand drawing its wound shut.

“Tyrant found our opening,” the System began. “A necessary—”

“Finish that and I break you too.” Trevor banked toward the torn finger. “Gospel, keep their names. Petra, mark those prison cells. We still have families to reach.”

Damaris flew beside him, her chain ringing against his wing. “He’ll boast that they bought our victory.”

“He can choke on it.” Trevor pointed at the wound. “We keep this open.”

Scar carved a pane across both worlds.

IRA HALE’S LEGION // TWO HUNDRED KILLED

TYRANT USED THEIR FAMILIES AS BAIT

Gospel’s pages caught the names behind it. The Hand tried to fold them into its closing fist, and Mercy drove his path beneath the knuckle. White light held the gap while the women came through.

Damaris opened Contradictory Grace through the palm and split the Hand's kindness away from its hunger.

Every woman struck the finger that offered her counterpart as relief.

Mercy's halo cut through the mercy nail before the Hand could knit the wound shut.

MERCY FINGER // SEVERED

HIGH HAND // 9,000,000 HP REMAINS

The finger died, and the High Hand pulled the rest of its body back toward Tyrant's world.

Mercy's ninety-seventh level struck when the severed finger hit the ground.

LEVEL 97

AGILITY 73 +1 = 74
VITALITY 71 +1 = 72
WILL 57 +1 = 58

MAX HP 842 +8 = 850
MAX MP 823 +7 = 830
MAX STAMINA 754 +7 = 761

CURRENT
HP 782/850 | MP 440/830 | STAMINA 674/761
HOPE 1,350/1,800


The severed nail fell into Free Heaven and split open at Trevor's feet.

TWO TREVORS // BOTH REACHING

LAST HEARTBEAT // MUST BE GIVEN

RED KNIFE IN MERCY // FUSION KILLS HIM

Trevor read the last line twice before his wings moved.

His body reacted before his thoughts lined up. The white wings nearest Tyrant's world closed over his chest. Two lower wings covered the women, and his halo angled like a blade toward a man who was not there.

The Hand had sold him fifty lies. He did not close the pane.

Damaris read the pane over his shoulder. “Can he pull that knife out?”

“He can. He will not do it just because we ask.”

Naomi studied every change in Trevor's face. “Will you still fuse if he keeps it?”

The honest answer came with teeth.

Mercy still wanted to go on. Tyrant had put his deepest cruelty inside the heartbeat Mercy would have to open, and opening anyway might be the only move the murder spell could not predict.

It might also be suicide wearing faith's halo.

“I do not know yet,” Trevor said.

Damaris answered before fear could make the words smaller. “Then we prepare to win without fusion.”

Naomi stood beside her. “We also prepare to keep you alive if you still walk onto that altar.”

Petra opened two roads in the air, one ending at the fusion altar and the other at a battlefield where both worlds stayed apart and died at different speeds.

Neither road glowed bravely or offered to call him a hero.

Adina set an empty page between them. “What makes you walk away?”

“If he cannot pull the knife out, or if he decides that he enjoys murder more than victory.”

Mercy looked toward the violet nail. “Either failure sends me away.”

Junia's expression stayed hard enough to sharpen her words. “Then hold that line when the boss bar arrives.”

That warning cut, because all of them knew disaster could turn Trevor's own no into something he praised himself for breaking.

“And if walking away kills both worlds?” Mercy asked.

Junia gave him no easy purity. “Then we find out whether he wants victory more than murder.”

“He may want murder more,” Trevor said.

“Then you finally learned something useful about him.”

The women began building a way to fight apart.

Naomi counted wounded bodies and potion crates. Petra mapped roads that needed no fused Godseed. Adina asked both worlds what they could lose and still wake as themselves, and Damaris sharpened the weapon that might have to kill Tyrant before the Mouth did.

Nobody touched the road to the fusion altar. Damaris planted herself between Trevor and its first white step and left the path open without pushing him onto it.

Junia touched the nail where Amelia's pulse cast one violet reflection. “Then do not turn doubt into yes before you reach him.”

Mercy nodded and let both roads stay exactly where Petra had drawn them.

No final pane appeared, and Trevor thanked the System for its silence.

The System did not name the man who had hidden the knife, because it did not need to. Tyrant had carried murder into the bedroom where Mercy would have to trust him.


Chapter 34 — I Sacrificed a Legion to Prove I Could Have Won

The High Hand reached Tyrant's world with nine million HP, and Trevor had a cheap way to kill it.

Petra could route three hundred Host through the owner joint while Damaris stole the Hand's closing beat. Adina would keep the wound from healing, and Trevor could spend one hundred forty MP to pull most of the soldiers back before the palm touched his city.

The System expected eighty-eight percent to survive, roughly thirty-six dead. Trevor checked the number twice before he spent four thousand soldiers instead.

Ash Choir Ninth waited under the Hand in a retreat formation four thousand strong. Their captains said the rear gate would open after the first impact. Petra had mapped the road, Naomi had healing chambers ready, and Adina had drawn the escape in gold.

The Ninth had conquered two districts, burned a Mercy shrine, and dragged dissidents into red streets. Its old victory banners still hung above the retreat gate.

Captain Resca had killed seventeen prisoners and hidden sixty children from Trevor's searchers. Banner-bearer Moll had betrayed three resistance cells, then used the reward to smuggle his husband out of the city. The twins at the left flank prayed to Trevor before battle and planned to murder him after the war.

Trevor moved Moll’s banner beside the twins. They would run toward it when the gate failed; he had watched them do it in three battles.

Trevor quietly poisoned Petra's road without erasing its shape, because she would feel any missing turn.

He copied the gate, bent its far end into the Hand's stomach, and left every chalk mark where Petra had drawn it. Any soldier reading the map would smell her magic and trust the light.

Then Trevor pushed a hidden view of the poisoned road into Petra's owner field, because he wanted her watching when her work became his murder weapon.

The soldiers did not know. Damaris did.

“The finger can be killed through the owner joint,” she said. “Three hundred soldiers risked and perhaps thirty-six dead.”

“I know exactly how cheaply we could win this.”

“You are spending four thousand to show Mercy.”

“To show everyone that necessity has never ruled me.”

The previous night's rest and Naomi's healing had closed his wounds. Stolen root power left him plenty of MP for the cheaper plan.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 96

HP 931/931
MP 590/703
STAMINA 680/719
FEAR 2,170/2,400


The High Hand closed around the legion.

Trevor raised one black wing. “Retreat through Petra's gate.”

Four thousand soldiers turned toward a gate whose safe exit Trevor had replaced.

Their formation stayed perfect, because they trusted the map. Petra watched her route fail and understood who had corrupted it.

“You used my mark to make them trust the road,” Petra said.

“Your magic was convincing enough to kill them beautifully.”

The Hand folded over the first thousand soldiers.

Captain Resca reached the false gate first. Her body passed the threshold and came out inside the Hand's stomach, where white acid stripped her owner mark before her flesh. One free breath was left before the acid reached Resca's lungs.

She used it to shout, “Gate false.”

Trevor muted Resca's voice inside the rear ranks' owner fields after the first rank heard her warning clearly. A warning allowed to crawl through only half the legion made better fear than silence.

The rear ranks saw their allies vanish into Petra's trusted light. Only the front ranks heard Resca's last warning clearly enough to understand. Each group believed a different disaster and obeyed the same retreat order.

Moll turned the banner sideways to signal betrayal. Trevor made everyone who knew the code feel sudden, grateful relief. The warning became comfort, and soldiers ran toward it faster.

Trevor turned their owner fields into black-red spikes piercing the palm. The first thousand bars went dark beneath the closing Hand.

The next two thousand saw what waited beyond the false light. Trevor drove their owner spikes deeper into the palm as their bars went dark, and Fear rose through the dying formation.

FEAR 2,170/2,400 → 2,400/2,400

The rest turned toward open ground, so Trevor ordered them to hold.

Pleasure sank its hooks into Trevor's command all at once. Soldiers who had built themselves around survival felt joy at standing under the falling fingers. They understood the poisoned road and thanked him anyway, because he made gratitude feel holy.

He tailored that pleasure to every victim.

The devout felt Trevor's pleasure come down like an answered prayer at last. The cynical felt the hard satisfaction of choosing a useful death. The frightened got the warm certainty that holding would save the person beside them. Soldiers who hated him felt exquisite triumph in proving they could endure his worst command.

The same reward would never fit the whole Ninth. Trevor changed the pulse for each rank as the fingers fell.

Their mouths thanked him in different voices. Mercy heard all of them and watched through the overlap, exactly as Trevor wanted.

The Hand's HP fell under each dying Host lane.

9,000,000 → 3,000,000 HP

Damaris answered the slaughter with one Mutiny Beat of her own.

She paused ALL HOST // HOLD long enough for one desperate breath.

Three hundred soldiers ran. Trevor let them reach the false gate while Tera’s unused formation watched from the other side of the real one. The stolen light took every runner. Three hundred more bars went dark.

The last seven hundred stayed, because the pleasure lasted after the order paused. Their legs held formation while every belief inside them screamed to run.

One woman clawed at her legs while smiling. Another soldier begged Damaris to strike him hard enough to stop the joy. Moll drove the banner through his own foot under the Hand and pinned himself in place, so his body could not perform the retreat his mind still wanted.

Trevor released Moll's pain and turned up his pleasure. The man looked at him with pure hatred while bliss broke his voice.

Trevor held Moll's gaze until the Hand came down over them.

Trevor drove Empire Incarnation through three of them and Perfect Hostility through all.

MP 590/703 → 350/703

FEAR 2,400/2,400 → 2,220/2,400

The High Hand struck Trevor through his dying Host and crushed eighty-one HP and ninety Stamina out of his body as seven hundred black-red lives entered the tyranny finger.

HP 931/931 → 850/931

STAMINA 680/719 → 590/719

3,000,000 → 0 HP

The Hand died while the cheap plan still waited under it.

Its unopened route still glowed under the corpse. Three hundred living soldiers waited in formation on the other side, confused, because the command had never come.

Trevor dismissed the plan without looking at them. Petra did not.

She restored the real gate long enough for the three hundred to see the field of empty bars, then tore her magic out of every road Trevor's army used.

“Use your own lies next time,” she said.

“Your road worked beautifully once I taught every turn to betray them.”

Petra struck him across the mouth hard enough to split skin.

The three hundred stayed on the clean side of the gate. They had prepared to die, and survival looked like an accusation.

Naomi opened ten black-curtained healing bays anyway.

The survivors went in by tens, because Ward refused to show Trevor enough bodies for another formation. She stripped red hooks from each healing bay until Trevor could feel the soldiers and could not reach their pain without exposing his hidden hand.

Through the clear wall, Trevor counted the survivors who would rather face death than his touch.

The first man had bitten clean through his tongue when the legion's made pleasure crossed their shared field, and Naomi repaired the torn flesh one ragged edge at a time. The second woman had no wound at all and kept asking why her sister's bar vanished before the Hand touched her. The third soldier begged for any spell that would stop him remembering how relieved he had been to stay behind.

“No,” Naomi said.

“You can at least make me sleep through it.”

“Yes.”

“Then let me sleep before I start thanking him again.”

“Sleep,” Naomi said, and settled her palm on his forehead. His eyes closed before he could thank her. She stayed beside him while his breathing slowly eased.

Trevor could have ordered her to hurry. He did not. Naomi spent nearly a quarter hour on one soldier, and each wasted moment scratched under Trevor's skin.

Petra came out of the room with blood on her cuffs that belonged to no wound. It was memory residue from soldiers who had felt the dead through their owner links.

Damaris met her at the door. “You are shaking.”

“I am furious. It looks the same from outside.”

“It looks the same from inside too.”

“Then hold my sleeve while I hit him.”

“Release every family you used to move the Ninth,” Petra said.

“Which of those families do you imagine still matter to me?”

Petra struck him again before he finished smiling at her answer.

This blow drew less blood and more pleasure. Trevor liked knowing exactly how much she hated what he had done with her mark.

“Ira Hale's people leave first. Then every family you used to move the Ninth.”

“No.”

“The Hand is dead, and your excuse died under its corpse.”

“Their usefulness is still alive inside every frightened family.”

Petra's route field sharpened around Trevor's throat.

Trevor opened the prison views for her.

Seven hundred people, children included, filled heated cells with clean water, real food, and no exits. Trevor had not tortured them, because neglect would have been ordinary. Proper care made captivity last and denied his enemies the comfort of calling him careless.

Ira's wife stood at the front of one cell with both hands around the bars.

“Ira died hating you with her last untouched thought,” Petra said.

“She died loving me with her whole body.”

“Whatever you forced into her was never love of any kind.”

“I know.”

That easy yes sickened Petra more than any argument could have.

Trevor closed the prison view with deliberate slowness.

“You enjoyed making the difference visible,” Petra said.

“Immensely.”

“You could have won this battle cleanly and cheaply.”

“A clean victory teaches obedience to wait for necessity. I wanted them to know I do not need it.”

He meant the soldiers, the families, Mercy, and Petra herself. She understood all four meanings.

One soldier took off his black-red helmet and set it on the ground. A second followed, and within a minute three hundred helmets made uneven rows under the cheap route Trevor had refused to use.

Their commander was a narrow woman named Tera Sol. She had no hidden rebellion and no family held against her. She had volunteered for Trevor's Host because victory paid better than virtue.

Tera faced four thousand empty red bars without blinking once.

“Why did those four thousand have to die?”

Trevor respected her enough not to pretend he misunderstood.

“Four thousand corpses made my point loud enough for both worlds.”

“We could have won without feeding them to it.”

“I did win. That is the only thing that matters.”

“We were supposed to win together through that gate.”

Trevor glanced toward the unused formation without answering her.

“You were a tool I left on the table.”

Tera drew her sword, and the rest of her formation did not follow. They did not love Trevor. Every owner mark still held, and they had just watched what he did with disappointment.

Tera knew why they stayed still and attacked anyway.

Her blade reached all the way to Trevor's throat.

Petra had torn out the path that should have swallowed the swing. Trevor reached for Tera's owner mark a beat too late. For one perfect instant, the cheap-plan commander came closer to killing Trevor than the High Hand had.

Damaris caught Tera's blade and let Trevor taste the shame of rescue. The Seam Headsman was already forming, both worlds were still closing, and killing Trevor now would feed the wrong monster.

Tera's sword rang against Damaris's flail chain.

Trevor set one owner claw over her heart.

“You wanted the chance to matter,” he said.

“I wanted one chance that belonged to me alone.”

“Then choose a lesson for the others.”

He opened her owner field to the entire waiting formation.

Every surviving soldier felt Tera's rage, grief, fear, and the humiliating relief that Damaris had stopped her from dying. Trevor made that relief the strongest feeling.

“No, you do not get to use that relief,” Tera whispered.

“Tell them exactly how grateful you feel right now.”

Her mouth resisted, so he made that resistance feel like cowardice.

“I am glad she stopped me,” Tera said.

The three hundred heard truth under command. Tera was glad to be alive, and she also wanted Trevor dead. He forced the first feeling to betray the second in public.

Then Trevor released her mouth and kept the broadcast open.

Tera turned toward her surviving ranks with tears on her face.

“Remember every part of what he did to us,” she said. “Especially the part he needed to twist.”

Scar That Stays burned Tera's words into both of Adina's pages.

Trevor smiled, because hatred had survived his edit after all.

He had tried to make survival shame them into obedience, and they sharpened that shame into a blade instead.

He ordered the three hundred back into formation and sent Tera carrying the first written names of the dead through every district she had helped conquer.

The march would spread anger, and Trevor wanted to see what it grew.

His companions struck the aftermath from different directions. Damaris went for Ira's families. Petra tore copied roads out of the Crown, and Adina began writing all four thousand names before the empire swallowed them into one unit number. Naomi hunted every echo of Trevor's pleasure still clinging to the survivors.

Junia stood apart from the formation with Amelia's phase pulse under one hand, and asked a different question.

“If Mercy had not been watching, would you have used the cheap plan?”

Trevor thought about lying, because the truth would be less flattering than cruelty.

“Possibly. Their deaths got prettier with him watching.”

Damaris's flail chain tightened while Junia held Trevor's gaze.

“Those deaths were a gift you made for Mercy.”

“The deaths were mine. Mercy's horror only improved them.”

“So loving him made your cruelty worse and sharper.”

Trevor smiled.

“Love made every cruelty more specific, and so sweeter.”

Mercy would later feel those words from inside the fused mind, and Trevor wanted them waiting forever like a blade under a pillow.

Naomi closed the healing bays before his pleasure could reach the wounded. Petra ripped out the last copied road she could find in the Crown. Damaris kept walking toward the prison cells, and Trevor did not stop her.

If she opened the cells, he would learn which family member each survivor protected first. If she failed, rage would deepen her Mutiny Beat. Either way strengthened something he meant to keep.

Junia stayed after the others left for their work.

“You think everyone who resists you becomes useful.”

“Eventually, once they show me where the use is hidden.”

“Then one day somebody will hurt you by becoming nothing you can use.”

Trevor turned toward Mercy's world and let the answer wait between them.

“That sounds like the loneliest kind of power there is.”

“Does that thought frighten you at all, Trevor?”

“It interests me more than fear ever could, Junia.”

The phase pulse moved, and Junia left without giving him another answer.

He wrote the names himself, and not because the dead deserved remembering. Adina could have made a cleaner page without staining the paper, but every spelling forced the Host to carry one person long enough for Trevor to decide how the loss would be used.

Beside Resca, Trevor wrote that she had shouted before he stole her voice.

Beside Moll, he wrote that the man had nailed down his own foot and hated Trevor.

Beside each of the last seven hundred, Trevor wrote that Mutiny opened one heartbeat for escape before his pleasure slammed it shut again.

Tera stood across the table. “You think writing them makes this honest?”

“No. Honesty was never the point of this.”

“Then why did you bother writing every single name?”

“Because a nameless atrocity belongs to history. A named one belongs to the person who can still use it.”

Trevor handed her the blood-stained pages without releasing her eyes.

“Read every name in every district. Tell them I had the cheaper road and fed the legion to the Hand anyway.”

Tera stared back at him without lowering the bloody pages.

“You want rebellion growing behind every name on this page.”

“I want to learn which kind survives accurate fear.”

“What happens when that rebellion survives everything you teach it?”

“I will make it choose what it hates.”

Tera folded that list with the care owed to bodies.

Trevor meant the march to turn grief into a trap, and her tenderness made that trap carry something he did not own.

Trevor left the tenderness inside his trap to see what grew.

A perfect tyrant destroyed every source of surprise. Trevor preferred a living empire, because it could still give him new ways to hurt it.

Trevor's ninety-seventh level came with Moll's stolen joy still bitter on his tongue.

LEVEL 97

AGILITY 82 +1 = 83
INTELLECT 63 +1 = 64
WILL 61 +1 = 62

MAX HP 931 +9 = 940
MAX MP 703 +7 = 710
MAX STAMINA 719 +7 = 726

CURRENT
HP 850/940 | MP 350/710 | STAMINA 590/726
FEAR 2,220/2,400


Mercy crossed onto the Hand's corpse.

Four thousand empty red bars stood between Mercy and Tyrant.

“You had another way,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Trevor stepped close.

“Because you keep expecting desire to civilize me.”

“I don't.”

“Part of you does. The pretty hopeful part that makes your eyes gold instead of honest.”

Mercy's face hardened.

Trevor touched one soot mark on his cheek. Mercy let the finger stay for one second, then caught his wrist.

“I see you,” Mercy said.

“And?”

“I still want you.”

That answer thrilled Tyrant more than forgiveness could have.

Mercy's answer came with a grip tight enough to break his wrist and six white wings shaped for murder. Wanting had survived clear sight, and that made it dangerous instead of soft.

Tyrant had always despised love that needed misunderstanding. This was the first affection ugly enough to interest him all the way.

Mercy went on. “That does not make wanting you good.”

“Even better.”

“You are not something I mean to fix.”

“I would kill any person who tried.”

“You would kill them for looking at you wrong.”

“Also true.”

Trevor leaned close enough to make their halos touch.

“I want that gorgeous female body. Then you open your mouth, and I hear myself thinking. I can’t even want you without starting a fucking argument.”

“With me?”

“With straight. You’re a man. We have these bodies. Apparently I’ve managed to be gay, lesbian, and straight without leaving the room.”

Mercy’s mouth twitched. “Completionist.”

“Don’t make me laugh at this.”

Mercy's grip tightened.

“Why does it scare you?”

“Because you are getting comfortable with the body.”

“And?”

“Because I might.”

The truth escaped before Trevor could put a hook in it, and that frightened him more than the words themselves.

He could confess murders, because they gave other people pain he controlled. He could confess fear when the admission lured someone closer. This truth had escaped with no strategy, and Mercy now knew something Trevor had not chosen to weaponize first.

The hidden murder spell pulsed inside his Crown. Trevor cupped a hand over the place it warmed and left it armed.

Damaris found heat inside his Crown. Not the spell itself, but the notch where a secret hid under her Mutiny Beat. She put two fingers against Trevor's sternum and felt the hidden blade pull back.

“What did you put there?”

“A surprise.”

“For Mercy?”

“For everyone.”

She could spend her one free action tearing the line open now, and that might wake whatever waited under it. She could tell Mercy through the shared pane, and that would betray Tyrant before she knew whether the weapon was aimed at him, the Mouth, or herself.

Each thought tightened a different line of Damaris's face, and Trevor enjoyed every one.

“You want me to choose wrong,” she said.

“I want your choice to matter.”

“That is how you perfume traps.”

“You like the scent.”

Damaris kissed him once, furious and hungry, before driving her forehead into his nose.

Blood ran over his mouth.

“I love you,” she said. “I also know you would murder the better copy of yourself during a kiss because the joke pleased you.”

Trevor licked blood off his lip. “That is why you love me accurately.”

She did not expose the hidden line. She marked it with one stolen beat only she could feel.

The mark pricked Trevor's Crown once, and both of them left it unnamed.

Mercy was still close enough for their wings to brush. Trevor had four thousand empty bars behind him, a murder spell under his hand, and no clever way to stop watching the other man’s mouth.

“Stop looking at me like that,” Mercy said.

“Move somewhere less interesting.”

Mercy held his gaze. Trevor waited for him to leave and hated every second in which he might.

The corpse under them opened one last eye.

SEAM HEADSMAN // ONE TREVOR DIES BEFORE FUSION


Chapter 35 — I Chose the Monster Who Could Choose Me Back

The Seam Headsman drew one long sword through both Trevors' names. Mercy's half of the blade burned white, and Tyrant's half dripped red light onto the dead High Hand.

The Headsman stood tall on the Hand's broken knuckles with one heavy armored boot in each world. It had no face of its own, so it wore one for each of them. Mercy got Heaven's blank killer, a smooth silver mask that could end him without hate, without hunger, without even the small pleasure of knowing a person had died.

Tyrant got something worse, and Mercy's stomach turned at the sight of it through the overlap. Sixteen black-red wings framed a prettier, colder Tyrant with no rival, no doubt, and no woman left who could surprise him. Every companion stood behind that perfect monster with calm red marks in her eyes, all of them smiling the same thin smile.

Tyrant stared at it long enough for his mouth to wrinkle. Mercy knew the sour look from the inside, and the reason too: a win with nothing left to fight would starve him.

Both Trevors hated Tyrant's second face more than the mask.

TREVORS // 2

FUSION BODY // 1

HEADSMAN'S PRICE // KILL THE SPARE

“Spare,” Mercy said. “That is rude.”

“It means you.”

“It means whichever of us dies first, which you would know if you ever read the top line of anything.”

The Headsman swung at Mercy first, white edge leading.

Tyrant blocked from the other world. The red half of the sword ran through Mercy’s death and straight on into Tyrant’s Crown. Mercy could see the line as plainly as a road. If he fell, that edge would carve Tyrant down to one tame mind and feed the pieces into the fusion.

“You need me,” Mercy said.

“Do not make it sentimental,” Tyrant said through his teeth.

Their wings caught the heavy blade, eight white under one edge and eight black-red under the other. The weight doubled whenever either Trevor tried to take the whole blow himself. Mercy learned it the hard way, Tyrant learned it the stubborn way, and the Headsman made them both learn it twice.

Mercy outlined Two-World Rescue under their feet, but the Headsman struck before he could feed power into it.

Then it kicked both men into opposite halves of the ruined field.

Mercy hit the white side rolling, his bars still carrying every raw wound the High Hand had left him.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 97

HP 782/850
MP 440/830
STAMINA 674/761
HOPE 1,350/1,800


The blade ran through both names, so it showed him the other man's bars too, whether Tyrant liked that or not.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 97 // THE OTHER ONE

HP 850/940
MP 350/710
STAMINA 590/726
FEAR 2,220/2,400


“Stop reading my numbers,” Tyrant said.

“Get worse ones,” Mercy said.

Mercy tried to make one move out of two men.

On the first try, Mercy led the way he led everything, with the door wide open. He sketched a rescue line through the trial, took the safer side first, and left Tyrant’s no behind him. It was a good move, the one any sane person makes with a sword falling. The Headsman read it and cut Tyrant's lower wings anyway, and Tyrant let the blade land where it liked.

Tyrant reached for Two-Crown Grip, a skill that did not belong to him yet. Red fire split his palm for the insult, and the Headsman drank the fresh blood before the drops could fall.

He stood in the red half with two wings hanging by their torn roots and dark blood running into his left boot, and he looked almost pleased.

“You made my stop mean nothing,” he said. “So I did not stop.”

“You could have moved,” Mercy said, and hated how thin it sounded.

“Into a road you picked for me? I would rather bleed.”

Twenty points left each of them for the lesson. Mercy watched the same loss tear through two very different bars.

On the second try, Tyrant led the way he led everything, with the door locked. He took the move whole and turned Mercy into the weapon at the end of it. The timing was perfect: Mercy's body struck exactly where the Crown wanted it, wings closed, halo dark, while his will stood inside the strike like a passenger. For one beat he was a thrown knife with strong opinions.

The sword refused that harder than it would have refused a miss. It threw both men through an old chapel wall, and the cold stone did not care whose idea it had been.

On the third try they picked the same motion, the simple one, disarm the Headsman. Both hands reached for the hilt in the same breath, and the whole blade split down the middle and ran one edge through each hidden wish.

Mercy had wanted the sword gone, and Tyrant had wanted it in his own hand, for later, for Mercy, and neither man had said the second half out loud. The Headsman found the gap between two matching hands and put cold steel in it.

“Matching is not sharing,” the mask said, in a low, flat voice like a door closing.

Mercy sat up in the wet rubble with his cracked ribs on fire. Three failed trial moves had burned twenty MP apiece and battered sixty HP and Stamina out of him. Tyrant had lost the same sixty HP, and the Headsman had barely moved.

HP 782/850 → 722/850

MP 440/830 → 380/830

STAMINA 674/761 → 614/761

Tyrant's bar had moved too, and his MP had not. The Crown paid for stupidity in blood.

HP 850/940 → 790/940

MP 350/710 → 350/710

“Your Crown is cheap,” Mercy said.

“Cheap wins. Yours bleeds from three places at once.”

The Headsman, bored of them, tested the rule on the women.

Ten killing rings opened around ten living people, bright red circles cut into the hard ground of both worlds at once. The rings linked in five pairs, one word hanging between each woman and her other self: SPARE. Dawn Damaris faced Mutiny Damaris across the first pair, Pane faced Ward across the next, then Open and False, Gospel and Scar, and last the unlinked Junia and the one keeping one percent of herself out of a ninety-nine-percent chain.

One woman from each pair would live if the two Trevors agreed which. The rings tightened a finger's width to show they meant it.

Mercy refused the whole game, did not pick, did not weigh, and did not let his eyes rest on any face long enough to count. Across the overlap, Tyrant picked five in less time than it took Mercy to refuse.

He took Mutiny, Ward, False, Scar, and his own Junia, in that order, without a breath between the names.

Mercy felt each choice land through the half-built link between them, five small red hooks going in one by one, and not one of them shook.

“You did not even hesitate.”

“Hesitation would insult the five I picked.”

“They are yours,” Mercy said. “That is all this is.”

“No.” Tyrant wiped the blood from his split red palm onto his thigh. “Mine are the ones who will keep a knife in the fusion after it closes. Yours would make it soft, and soft loses. Five costs against one strong body, Mercy. I can count.”

Mercy had wanted a hidden line, some place in his beautiful head where the price got too high for the hand to follow. There was no line. There was only a man who loved five women, who could still price the other five before his heart finished one beat. Mercy still wanted to marry him, which made this the worst joke of the year.

All ten rings closed another inch, and the ground under the women went red along the edges.

Mercy threw every white wing wide to cover all ten. The rings read the shield as a pick and the pick as a choice. They slid his wings around the five Tyrant had named. His no turned into decoration. Tyrant had given the Headsman an answer it could use, and Mercy had only given it a feeling.

Dawn's heavy flail smashed into her own ring without breaking it.

Mutiny hit the same spot from the other world, then stole one beat from Tyrant's Crown and hung it over her own head. For one instant the word SPARE had nobody under it. Pane and Ward traded the maps of their own wounds until neither body matched its ring. Open and False swapped rings outright and left the Headsman holding the wrong doors. Gospel read all ten names into the air, loud enough to crack the nearest ring. Scar cut open the lie under the whole game, that two of a kind means one of them can be thrown away.

The Junias did not bother working together, needing no help from each other.

Mercy Junia put her sword through her ring's red edge because she had never let a circle tell her what she was. Tyrant Junia used her one percent to change her own answer from live to not at another self's cost. The ring could not hold a woman who had refused the prize.

Two different women, two different roads, one answer, and all ten rings shattered.

The backlash skipped the Headsman and went into the man who had fed it a choice.

Five red choices ran back through Tyrant's Crown like barbed fishhooks pulled the wrong way. Mutiny's no opened his shoulder, and Ward's kept silence burst behind his eyes. False's road dropped him through his own footing, and Scar made the dark bruise across his Crown impossible to hide. Junia's one percent stopped his heart for exactly one beat, and Mercy felt the beat go missing through the link, and hated the cold fear it brought.

HP 790/940 → 730/940

MP 350/710 → 350/710

Tyrant landed on one knee in the red half, bleeding from four separate places he had chosen, and looked at the five he had picked to live.

“You chose us,” Ward said.

“Correctly,” Tyrant said, and did not look away from her.

“You chose to kill the others.”

“Also correctly.”

Mercy shifted between Tyrant and the women he had discarded. He kept his halo aimed at the Headsman and one lower wing across Tyrant’s next step.

The Headsman raised the sword again, and the red half of it was already looking at Mercy.

“One move,” Mercy said. “Either of us can stop it, either one, and if you stop it, it stops.”

“Your rules are ugly,” Tyrant said, getting up off his knee.

“Your morality is ugly.”

“My face makes up for it.”

Mercy hated how much Tyrant's face made up for it.

The System opened a drill over the broken field.

TWIN WILL // TRIAL

TREVORS // 2 living
MOVE // 1
STOPS // 2, either hand

BREAKS IF // one forces, tricks, or silences the other


Mercy saw Tyrant's Crown flicker on the last line and remembered the Hand's warning about a blade.

“What did you bring?” Mercy asked.

“A winning personality,” Tyrant said, and put his back to Mercy's.

The Headsman struck, leaving no time to ask twice.

Mercy offered a move: break the Headsman's white wrist. Tyrant stopped it, moved the aim to the red elbow, and offered the elbow instead, which Mercy took. Tyrant offered a method, collapse the joint by owning it, and Mercy stopped it before it finished forming and put plain force in its place. Tyrant took it without a word, rarer than the skill.

The move belonged to both men and to neither one alone. The sky over the field went gold and red at once.

TWIN WILL I

Two living Trevors may make one move. Either Trevor may stop it.

COST // 260 MP + 200 HOPE
BREAKS IF // one forces, tricks, or silences the other


Mercy paid his side of it, feeling the Hope go like heat out of an open door.

MP 380/830 → 120/830

HOPE 1,350/1,800 → 1,150/1,800

Their one move broke the Headsman's red elbow with nothing but raw wing force. The effort went out of Mercy in one hot rush.

STAMINA 614/761 → 554/761

Tyrant paid for the same move in MP as well as Stamina, because his Crown had no way to spend on a thing it did not own.

MP 350/710 → 270/710

STAMINA 590/726 → 510/726

The sword fell, and both Damarises hit the white wrist, and both Junias cut the killing line under the Headsman's feet. The Naomis kept two full sets of bars apart, the Petras sent the falling sword away, and the Adinas kept the number two alive.

Dawn named the Headsman two things at once, protector and killer. Contradictory Grace split its wrist between two jobs that could not share a bone. Mutiny stole the beat when the armor tried to decide which job came first. Two flails hit one joint from opposite sides of the same old scar.

The Junias cut together only because each had picked the same spot. Mercy Junia's blade went through the rule that one body meant one person. Tyrant Junia turned the Headsman's own cut back along the same line with her one percent. Neither of them borrowed one beat from Amelia.

Pane kept Mercy's dying MP bar where he could see it. Ward hid Tyrant's weakness from the Headsman without hiding it from him. Open Petra sent the sword into an empty world. False changed its road home so it landed point-first in its own sheath. Gospel spoke TWO into the air, and Scar burned every attempt to edit the number.

Mercy and Tyrant killed the outer body together, wing to wing.

SEAM HEADSMAN // 16,000,000 → 0 HP

Mercy's level came while the armor was still falling.

LEVEL 98

VITALITY 72 +1 = 73
INTELLECT 60 +1 = 61
PRESENCE 73 +1 = 74

MAX HP 850 +8 = 858
MAX MP 830 +7 = 837
MAX STAMINA 761 +7 = 768

CURRENT
HP 722/858 | MP 120/837 | STAMINA 554/768
HOPE 1,150/1,800

TWIN WILL I // kept


The dead armor opened down the middle like a great black chest. Inside, folded into the space where a heart would go, a second body waited.

SPLIT-HEART BUTCHER

SECOND BODY // WAITS FOR AN OPEN HEART


The Headsman's sword lay outside the empty armor, still carrying both names.

Mercy went to break it, and Tyrant caught his wrist before he could.

“Warning,” Tyrant said.

That was Mercy's word, one he had not said yet. The wrongness felt like a missing step in the dark. The overlap had started leaking backward, with both men standing in the same puddle.

Mercy remembered keeping a red shard of a hidden thing not yet broken. Tyrant remembered putting it in Mercy's hand. Neither memory had a road leading to it.

The First Mouth pushed through the leak with a kind offer. One Trevor could die now, the crooked future would straighten, and there would be one clean story instead of two ragged stories at war.

The sword moved on its own toward Tyrant. Mercy's wings were under it before he had decided anything. It turned toward Mercy, only to meet Tyrant's wings there first.

Each of them blocked before either could have said why.

The sword pressed lower. Mercy saw Tyrant’s upper wing shake under its edge and braced his own beneath it. Black-red feathers caught the white pair from below. Neither let go.

“I reserve the right,” Tyrant said.

“You reserve nothing.”

“Then stop protecting me.”

Mercy kept both white wings under the blade. “No.”

Black-red wings joined his from the other side of the blade.

The sword cracked along the line between the two names. One broken piece dropped into each world, the leak closing with both men still breathing.

The Butcher, folded in its dark armor, had watched, and whatever it tempted them with later would not be survival. It would be the right to decide what happened to the one rival neither man would let Heaven kill first.

The Butcher drew in a breath and held it. Beyond the field, falling stones stopped in the air. Mercy could still move, but the sky stayed caught in one stretched second while the companions closed around them.

Dawn planted her spiked flail head between the Butcher's folded ribs. Mutiny wrapped her chain around the other side, pulling until the folded thing hated both directions at once.

“If they come back as one idiot,” Mutiny said, “which of us hits first?”

“We alternate,” Dawn said.

“Fair.”

The Naomis read the bars from opposite sides of the field.

Pane looked at Mercy's MP and asked whether he could stand. Ward braced Tyrant's two torn lower wings in black splints, then looked at his Crown and asked whether he was hiding a weapon.

“Yes,” both Trevors said.

Pane frowned at Mercy, who shrugged with the wings he could still lift.

“Mine is emotional.”

Ward looked at Tyrant and waited, a threat all by itself.

“His is not.”

The Petras built exits around a room that did not exist yet. Open's roads led out, in case either Trevor came back afraid. False's led in, in case the Butcher tried to wear one of their faces.

The Adinas opened two books, and Gospel wrote both names across the top of hers. Scar left her own title blank.

“Optimist,” Scar said.

“Coward,” Gospel said.

Both words were love and both were an accusation, which was how the Adinas said anything worth hearing.

The Junias stood nearest the small violet pulse hanging between them. Mercy Junia touched no one, and Tyrant Junia kept one finger through the crack in her own chain.

“If their choice reaches us?” Mercy Junia asked.

“We refuse it.”

“If the fusion helps the child?”

“Still ours to decide.”

“Good.”

Then Amelia crossed phases inside the held second, which should not have been possible with time stopped, and both women felt her go anyway. The small pulse had refused the Butcher's pause the way it refused everything.

Tyrant Junia looked at the room forming around the Trevors. “She gets that from him.”

“Which?”

“Unfortunately, both.”

The pulse beat once, violet and stubborn, and then time closed around the two Trevors alone.

The room looked like the empty chapel before either man had touched the other. There were no pews, no windows, and no witnesses, only a cold white floor and a black-red ceiling that met at a horizon close enough to walk to. The room showed them one motionless glimpse of the field: Damaris's flail a finger's width from falling, the violet pulse caught halfway between the Junias. Mercy could not see what happened beyond that frozen view.

Inside, they could take as long as they wanted. That was the cruelty of it, because no clock would decide anything for them.

Nobody could come in, and nothing could attack. The Butcher wanted whatever was hidden to survive into the fusion, so it gave them all the time in the world to keep hiding it.

“Show me,” Mercy said, turning to face him across the bare white floor.

“You first,” Tyrant said, and folded his arms tight enough to hide his hands.

So Mercy opened his Crown, not the skills and not the Hope, but the true fear under both.

He showed Tyrant the thought he had refused to say even to himself: I may love you enough to carry crimes I cannot forgive. There was no soft ending folded inside it where love fixed him. Mercy showed him the dead legion, the bridge souls, the false pleasure forced into strangers, and the people Tyrant had killed after an easier road had opened. The harder road had felt better in his hands. Mercy showed his wanting still alive on the far side of every one of those facts.

He showed the wall too, the one where the fusion needed Mercy to call that cruelty a misunderstanding, and both worlds could burn before he said yes.

Tyrant read all of it, and his face softened without getting kind.

“Yes,” he said. “You might.”

Mercy did not let the softness pick the next question.

“Do you regret the legion?”

“No.”

“The bridge survivors?”

“I regret losing the ones the Mouth took before I could use them again.”

“Damaris?”

Tyrant looked past the room's far edge at the frozen chain. “I regret how badly I guessed what her death would cost me.”

“That was not the question.”

“I know.”

Mercy kept his Crown open, and it hurt like holding a door against a wind with no end.

“Will being inside my kindness stop you?”

“Sometimes, when you can win the body.”

“Will you try to be better?”

“No.”

It hurt less than a lie would have, and more than hope had let him get ready for.

Tyrant stepped into the open field of Mercy's mind, and Mercy let him walk. He could feel Tyrant find the old rescue instinct still running even here, not as forgiveness, only as a flat no to leaving anyone in a box marked monster. Mercy would keep him whole and fight every choice he made. He would love him without letting him off, and he would stand against him without pretending that he had stopped being a person.

“You think standing next to you makes cruelty harder,” Tyrant said.

“It makes not knowing impossible.”

“I have never needed not to know.”

Mercy showed him the last free words Ira Hale had said.

Tyrant played the legion's made answer over them, the one he had built, and let Mercy hear it in his own warm voice. We love you. His pleasure in it was still there, undimmed, and Mercy saw it with nothing in between.

“There,” Tyrant said. “That is what you are choosing.”

“No. That is who I am refusing to erase.”

For the first time all day, Tyrant had no joke ready.

Mercy watched his face, and what crossed it was not shame but fear. It was plain, and it did not turn into a smile fast enough to hide.

“I would rather be damned than excused,” Tyrant said, quiet, like a man checking a new blade for a crack.

“I know. That is why you get neither.”

Tyrant glanced away first. Mercy had seen him face a falling world without doing that. He reached for the other man, then stopped with his hand between them. Tyrant watched it.

The fear on his face turned into want before he could put it anywhere else.

Mercy hit him.

Tyrant kissed him.

It started as a search, with black armor coming off in pieces and wings closing the small room in. Mercy went over Tyrant's body and Crown with hands and mouth and eyes, not to own whatever was hidden, only to make lying hard to do with a straight face.

“Tell me where it is.”

“Find it.”

“You are enjoying this.”

“I enjoy most invasions when I am the interesting country.”

Mercy kissed him hard enough to shut the joke. Tyrant answered with the same force, then went soft on purpose so that the change pulled more attention than the push had. He knew this body too well, and every touch could be a guess about the next one, and every right guess was a kind of leash.

Mercy broke that by asking, and Tyrant said yes before the question finished. The small word bared more than either of them had planned.

Tyrant liked being searched, and though he did not say it, his breath did, along with the way his hands stopped guarding his own Crown.

He let Mercy follow the Crown's tells, the heat under the halo and the red light along the wing roots. A quick pulse jumped whenever some hidden thing felt its moment coming. Mercy would not use his Domain to pull the answer out. He had already tried choosing for Tyrant under the Headsman's sword. Pulling the answer out now would break the same move they had bled to learn.

So Mercy learned the other body instead, and Tyrant learned him back, the more dangerous half of the lesson. White feathers shivered when anger and want crossed in Mercy at once. His gold eyes went dark when a touch reached the man instead of the pretty shape around him. Tyrant found that out and used it, gently, which was worse. Neither of them could pretend anymore that the wanting lived in only one layer.

Tyrant turned every question into pleasure, and Mercy turned every pleasure back into a demand for the truth. Two matching bodies moved together with growing ease and no loss of difference, white wings holding, black-red wings pressing, each man taking and giving ground without one Crown ever crossing the other's skin.

Mercy found the blade the Hand had warned about when Tyrant came apart against him and the Crown opened on its own.

Red script flashed behind the lavender stars in his eyes.

KILL // MERCY TREVOR

FIRES WHEN // HIS HEART IS OPEN

Mercy stopped.

The want stayed hot between them while the hurt came in under it and made it colder without putting it out.

“You planned to kill me during the fusion.”

“If you became dangerous.”

“To you.”

“That is the only kind I count.”

“Tear it out.”

Nobody could force him, because if Mercy pulled the spell out with his own hands, Twin Will broke and the fusion broke with it. So Mercy offered no threat and waited, bare, inside white wings, with every soft thought still open where Tyrant could reach it.

Tyrant hated him for making surrender the only move on the board, and Mercy could see that. He could also see the other thing, the one Tyrant would have paid a whole city to hide. He loved Mercy for being the only person alive who could set the board that way.

The spell came out of the Crown as a thin red blade, fighting him the whole way.

The Crown had grown around winning by taking. Giving the blade up meant a loss it could never buy back if Mercy ever turned on him. It said so, in hot script Mercy could read. Red letters crawled up Tyrant's pale wrist and offered him fourteen lies, among them a harmless copy, a slower fuse, a knife in the hilt, a blade that would grow back at the next open heart, and a false gift shaped like trust.

Mercy watched his hand close on three of them and open again. The Crown was open, and there was nowhere left to do that in private.

Tyrant tore the real spell free, then put it in Mercy's hand.

“Not because you deserve trust,” he said.

“I know,” Mercy said, and closed his fingers around the warm hilt.

“Because I want you laughing at my table. I want to wake up already arguing with you. I can own a thousand pretty mouths. I want the bastard who tells mine to shut up.”

“I know.”

Tyrant’s empty hand stayed under his for one breath longer. Mercy turned the blade away from them both.

“And because I want you inside,” Tyrant said.

Mercy's body answered that filthy double meaning in spite of everything.

“I know.”

He broke the blade over his knee without making the pieces fade. Mercy kept one red shard, still warm from the Crown.

“A keepsake?” Tyrant asked.

“A warning.”

“Against whom?”

“Us.”

Tyrant smiled, small and sharp. “Now you are learning romance.”

The chapel's walls split, and time let go. The Split-Heart Butcher unfolded.


Chapter 36 — We Broke the Cap With Lesbian Black Magic

The Split-Heart Butcher had six arms, and Tyrant went for the blade first.

It carried one arm for each stat, and in the sixth hand it held a knife shaped like the line between two people. Its first cut tried to take Mercy's memory out of Tyrant's wanting. Its second tried to take Tyrant's crimes out of Mercy's love, and Tyrant felt it go past through the link, a clean cold pull, like a thief lifting a coin from his pocket and smiling into his face.

The Might arm came at him open-handed and offered strength with nothing holding it back. Every muscle in the finished body would be Tyrant's, and none of the force Mercy would need to stop him. The Agility arm offered one reflex fast enough to move before the other will could object. The Vitality arm offered one body that could not die, so long as they let the weaker man go under. The Intellect arm promised a clean shared memory with every wrong note fixed. The Will arm promised peace under one decider, and the Presence arm promised a face everyone would love with no inner voice left to spoil the show.

Six arms, six pretty murders, and the Butcher held them out like a tray of cheap sweets.

Tyrant wanted three of them so badly that his teeth ached. He refused all six anyway, and the no tasted like biting his own tongue. Across the overlap Mercy refused them too, faster, as if a clean win had never tempted him, which was the most annoying thing about him.

The Butcher's chest opened and showed them the rule it lived by.

SPLIT-HEART BUTCHER

OUTER HP // 20,000,000
INNER HP // hidden

CLEAN KILL // two Trevors, both meaning it
SPOILED KILL // one will left over


Tyrant came into the fight with what the High Hand and the Headsman had left him.

TREVOR DWYER // LEVEL 97

HP 730/940
MP 270/710
STAMINA 510/726
FEAR 2,220/2,400


Two hundred seventy MP was enough for one real skill, if the skill agreed to exist.

The Butcher swung the thin line-knife at both of them at once.

Tyrant reached for Two-Crown Grip, the skill from the last fight, the one still smoking in his palm, and he reached for it the way he reached for everything, by grabbing.

The first try took hold of Mercy. Not the blade and not the fight, but Mercy. Wanting and owning had always used the same door in Tyrant's Crown. His hand went through that door on its own and closed on the other man like a fist around a throat. The Crown screamed one red line down its whole length, and the Grip fell apart in his fingers.

The second try went for the knife itself, through both world roots at once, and failed for want of an owner on Mercy's root. There was no throat to hold. Free Heaven's root had been grown by thirty-two relays and a hundred thousand stubborn hands, and none of them was in charge. The Grip read the whole thing as nobody's and tried to take it. The root did not become nobody's just because Tyrant could not find a single neck to squeeze. It threw his hand off like a horse throwing a bad rider.

That one hurt worse than the first. Tyrant could understand a rival owner, and he could kill one. A root with no owner that was still stronger than his own was an insult with no one to send it back to.

“That is offensive,” he said.

“The System or my entire philosophy?” Mercy asked from under the knife.

“Yes.”

On the third try Tyrant did a thing he had never done in two worlds. He wrote a line into his own Crown, in letters that smoked as they went in.

HIS ROOT // NOT MINE

The Grip opened in his hand like a small trap he had set for himself.

TWO-CROWN GRIP I

Two Crowns close on one thing at once for fifteen seconds.

COST // 250 MP + 210 FEAR
FAILS IF // the second Crown is a fake


He paid, and the paying felt like being robbed by himself.

MP 270/710 → 20/710

FEAR 2,220/2,400 → 2,010/2,400

Mercy poured his last magic into his halo and braced its white edge against the knife. The raw light took every point in his bar.

MP 120/837 → 0/837

One empty bar and twenty stubborn MP held two Crowns on one knife. Neither man let go.

The grips met on the line-blade and pulled against each other. Mercy's stop said not owned, and Tyrant's stop said not let go. Neither man gave, so the cold knife hung between them with both their names on it and could not decide whose hand to cut.

Then the women hit it from ten different pasts.

Dawn's flail struck the flat with the memory of choosing her own scars in a free body behind it. Mutiny’s strike carried the heartbeat she had stolen from Tyrant’s Crown. Pane held two maps of wounds open at once, and Ward kept the Butcher from turning shared pain into a healer's say over both bodies. Open sent Mercy's force down a road with no end chosen, and False let Tyrant's force believe it owned the road right up until the landing. Gospel spoke two Trevors striking, loud, and Scar cut the Butcher's edit in half every time it tried to turn them into one hand.

Mercy Junia cut the blade because her whole body refused what it stood for. Tyrant Junia cut because one self-owned beat was enough to spoil a perfect split.

Amelia's small pulse stayed outside every strike, and both Junias kept it there.

The line-knife broke across the middle with a sound like a bell cracking.

20,000,000 → 8,000,000 HP

Fifteen seconds of Grip cost Tyrant eighty Stamina on top of everything else, because holding a thing he did not own was the hardest work his Crown had ever done.

STAMINA 510/726 → 430/726

His next level came as the broken line-blade fell away, late and welcome.

LEVEL 98

MIGHT 81 +1 = 82
AGILITY 83 +1 = 84
INTELLECT 64 +1 = 65

MAX HP 940 +9 = 949
MAX MP 710 +7 = 717
MAX STAMINA 726 +7 = 733

CURRENT
HP 730/949 | MP 20/717 | STAMINA 430/733
FEAR 2,010/2,400

TWO-CROWN GRIP I // kept


The Butcher peeled its broken shell apart. The last eight million HP burned over the dark inner body.

It had Mercy's face on one side and Tyrant's on the other, and neither face belonged to anyone. Both of them promised the same thing in the same soft voice. Whichever Trevor lived would keep every memory of the one who died. Nothing lost, nothing wasted, nothing to grieve.

“No,” Mercy said.

“Mine,” Tyrant said.

Mercy looked at him and waited.

“The fight,” Tyrant said.

“Progress.”

They had too little MP left for another skill, so they used what two wars had taught them instead.

The Butcher expected empty bars to mean empty men. It had no slot for habit.

Mercy knew how to guard an empty place, because Damaris had once left one. Tyrant knew how to turn an empty place into a weapon, because he had built the Vacant Throne Trap out of that same loss. Mercy knew thirty-two relays could fail one at a time without becoming one collapse. Tyrant knew one Crown could hold a broken formation together long enough to make the break obey him.

Every boss had taught them a rule, and every woman had taught them that the rule was not the person using it. They went into the inner body carrying both lessons.

Dawn's Contradictory Grace opened two true wounds where the Butcher wanted one. Mutiny stole one beat out of its forced choice. Naomi's panes held two living bodies outside the memory swap, and Naomi's wards guarded the last yes. Petra opened a road no one owned, then laid a false road over it. Adina spoke both pasts and showed every edit. One Junia refused every owner, and the other stole one self-owned beat.

The Butcher tried to spend their shared faces against them.

It made Dawn feel Mutiny's anger and called that a merger. Dawn answered with two truths at once: she could understand the anger and still be the woman who had chosen a fresh link. It made Ward feel Pane's tenderness and called her silence dissolved. Ward kept that tenderness as someone else's secret and gave the Butcher nothing.

Open found a road through the Will arm. False copied it, flipped the apparent end of it, and sent the Presence arm through its own smile. Gospel spoke both Trevor pasts out loud, and Scar cut in every time the Butcher changed both to one.

The Junias reached the center last.

“No owner,” one said.

“One percent,” the other said.

The Butcher had no cut that could take both of those at once.

Mercy used eight white wings to keep the ten strikes apart. Tyrant drove with six black-red wings while the two in Ward's splints held the angle, forcing all ten blows toward one enemy.

The two Trevors struck together. Mercy carried all ten choices without making one of them kneel, while Tyrant drove sixteen wings of force through the opening without taking the people who had made it for his own. It felt wrong to both of them. Tyrant felt the full weight of the blow and no hold on where it came from, which was like drinking cold water and being told he could not keep the cup.

Neither man corrected the feeling.

Their halos met inside the Butcher's chest.

8,000,000 → 0 HP

Two level panels came, not one. Mercy's opened first.

LEVEL 99 // MERCY TREVOR

MIGHT 48 +1 = 49
AGILITY 74 +1 = 75
VITALITY 73 +1 = 74
INTELLECT 61 +2 = 63
WILL 58 +2 = 60
PRESENCE 74 +2 = 76

MAX HP 858 +16 = 874
MAX MP 837 +14 = 851
MAX STAMINA 768 +14 = 782
HOPE CAP 1,800 → 2,000

CURRENT
HP 722/874 | MP 0/851 | STAMINA 554/782


Tyrant's came next.

LEVEL 99 // TYRANT TREVOR

MIGHT 82 +1 = 83
AGILITY 84 +1 = 85
VITALITY 50 +1 = 51
INTELLECT 65 +2 = 67
WILL 62 +2 = 64
PRESENCE 45 +2 = 47

MAX HP 949 +18 = 967
MAX MP 717 +14 = 731
MAX STAMINA 733 +14 = 747
FEAR CAP 2,400 → 2,600

CURRENT
HP 730/967 | MP 20/731 | STAMINA 430/747


The Butcher's dead body opened into a long rest hall.

BOSS REWARD // FULL REST

It filled HP, MP, and Stamina to the new Level 99 maxima and left Hope and Fear exactly where they were. That was the System's way of saying some things had to be earned. Every woman got care, hot food, and one hour with nothing trying to eat her.

The hall built twenty-one rooms out of the Butcher's ribs.

Eight belonged to the other companions, joined only by doors they could open from inside. Two belonged to the Junias, with one narrow healer’s passage between them. One held a quiet violet cradle-shape that neither woman used yet. Ten more stood open for whatever company anyone wanted before the choice that could not be undone.

The Trevors got no room, which surprised nobody in the hall. The System put one bed in the middle of the floor and hung a sign over it.

TWO IDIOTS // ONE BED

“Rude,” Mercy said.

Accurate.

They ate on the bare floor instead.

Both Damarises brought rations and disagreed about Trevor's appetite, twice as much food or half. Dawn's came in white paper, salt and honey. Mutiny's came in red wax and cold iron, and she watched Tyrant eat every bite of it. Both Naomis checked two bodies and wrote down two sets of numbers, then left one blank page for the body that did not exist yet. The Petras marked the exits. Gospel called names while Scar checked the rooms, and Mutiny answered twice to see whether either Adina was paying attention. Both were.

The Junias came to the floor last, one from each door.

Each put one hand over Amelia's current phase. Neither blessed anything, and neither promised the future body one minute with the child.

“Come back as someone who can be told no,” Mercy Junia said.

“Come back dangerous enough to matter when it happens,” Tyrant Junia said.

Both Trevors said yes, each meaning a different half of it.

The rest of the hour went to lines the Godseed had not asked for.

Dawn went first. “If either of you uses the shared body to fake the other man's yes, I break the nearest useful bone.”

“Whose?” Tyrant asked.

“Yes.”

Mutiny nodded like a woman hearing her own idea from someone else's mouth.

Pane wanted to reach both voices apart from each other whenever she was healing them. Ward wanted the right to shut either voice out of her private link without shutting the other. Open wanted every shared road to keep an exit, and False wanted no exit that an enemy could learn by reading Mercy's face. Open drew a clear way out on the floor. False hid its far end beneath a second road, and both Petras bent over the map, arguing over how much of the lie an enemy should get to see.

Gospel held a page between the Trevors. “When I ask who gave an order, I want a name.”

Scar tapped its blank reverse. “And I keep the first answer when you change your mind.”

“You’ll ruin my best lies,” Tyrant said.

“Good,” Scar said.

The Junias drew no lines about love, only around Amelia.

No shared body came into either healing room without being asked. No Godseed skill touched the phase heartbeat. No title opened a door by itself, not father, not sister, not god, not rescuer, and not owner. If one Trevor was let in, the other stayed outside unless he was named.

Tyrant read the lines twice and said nothing.

Mercy asked, “Can one body keep half a person outside?”

“You had better learn,” his Junia said.

Tyrant swore first. No gold seal appeared to catch the words, and he smiled at the empty air.

Dawn rested her flail across her knees. “I heard you.”

“So did I,” Mutiny said.

Mercy gave his own promise while the two chains rang softly against the floor. Tyrant watched him finish. The man was walking toward him with every blade in view, and still he came.

The black altar rose as the hour ran out.

There were no forge sliders and no leash dials. There were two adult bodies, two whole men, and one last choice still waiting.

TWIN-SOUL GODSEED

MERCY TREVOR // Level 99, whole
HP 874/874 | MP 851/851 | STAMINA 782/782
TYRANT TREVOR // Level 99, whole
HP 967/967 | MP 731/731 | STAMINA 747/747

WHAT YOU GET // one body, two wills, for good
UNDO // until the last yes
PRICE // half of every bar, each, rounded against the greedy one


The women made a wide circle without becoming fuel, each of them holding one line.

The Damarises held the memory of coming back. The Naomis held the truth of the body. The Petras held the exit while the Adinas held the story whole. The Junias held the last yes against every hand that reached for it from outside, including their own.

Instead of lending power, they kept stolen power out.

Both Junias stood beside the phase pulse and kept Amelia's small rhythm outside the altar.

Mercy and Tyrant walked into the altar naked.

Neither body changed yet.

White wings opened around black-red, and black-red closed around white without trapping it. Mercy kissed Tyrant first, because waiting had become one more game. Tyrant answered with an old hunger sharpened by what he had handed over in the last room.

The Godseed wanted them to cross every line their bodies and minds could cross without erasing one, and the only road across was the oldest one. It was magic and sex and two grown men in matching impossible bodies, which no menu could fake.

The ritual began with difference.

Mercy's skin held the soft warmth of relay light freely given. Tyrant's held the faint cold of an owner field pulled back by choice. Mercy's scars had healed around rescues, Tyrant's around conquests. Their matching curves carried muscle in different places, because one body had learned to open its wings around people and the other had driven them forward as weapons.

They took their time with those differences, in no hurry to reach the magic. Tyrant kissed the pale scar along Mercy's hip. Mercy touched the small bite mark Damaris had left on Tyrant's shoulder. Each mark opened a memory that neither man tried to take as his own.

The altar waited through every pause, since it had all night.

They learned familiar curves with strange pasts under them. Mercy found where command had left tension in Tyrant's body, and Tyrant found where Mercy's body gave way without giving anything up. They laughed at the impossible gay-lesbian-straight geometry of it until pleasure broke the laughing.

Each stage opened another question.

SHARE SENSATION?

Yes from both.

Their nerves touched along every inch of skin they shared. Mercy felt Tyrant's delight in owning without becoming delighted by it. Tyrant felt Mercy's kindness without becoming kind. The feeling crossed over while what each man made of it stayed his own.

That hurt both of them.

Mercy got the pleasure Tyrant had built inside the bridge victims, not as a lure but as a feeling with the yes stripped out of it. He understood exactly why Tyrant had loved the craft, and understanding forgave nothing.

Tyrant got the relief Mercy felt whenever a person chose a road he could not control. It came with no leash hidden inside it, so that for one breath Tyrant felt not knowing as something beautiful.

He hated it, then asked to feel it again.

SHARE MEMORY?

Yes.

Two lives poured across the seam: battlefields, stolen meals, first kisses, and every dead person whose face still came back in the dark. Mercy lived the sacrifices Tyrant could have skipped. Tyrant lived every free exit that had cost Mercy power. Neither of them could ever again say he had not known.

The memories came in matched blows.

Damaris died twice. In one past Trevor could not save her and built a way back out of witnesses who stayed apart. In the other he ordered the sacrifice, kept her soul in sealed dark, and forced a stolen body to breathe. Mercy felt that order leave his own mouth. Tyrant felt Damaris choose a fresh link he could not make sure of.

Junia stood unlinked in one world and ninety-nine percent owned in the other, and both men felt the exact shape of Tyrant Junia’s remaining one percent as if it were their own. Petra opened roads and false roads while Naomi trusted and warded and Adina spoke and scarred.

The memories did not sort themselves into good and evil. Some mercies had failed while some tyrannies had saved lives. Every act kept its reason, its method, its cost, and the man who had chosen it.

Tyrant tried to edit one memory as it crossed, and Mercy bit him. The altar kept the edit and the bite together, side by side.

They kept touching while the circle held.

Dawn cried once when Mercy's grief crossed, and did not hide it. Mutiny watched Tyrant live the sealed dark again and kept one hand on her flail. Pane kept two heartbeats glowing in separate panes, her eyes moving between them when either rhythm stumbled. Ward hid the most private feelings from the System itself.

Open left an exit at the edge of the altar. False kept changing how it looked from outside; from the altar, both Trevors could still see the way out. Gospel wrote down two yeses only after they were said. Scar watched the gap between voice and will for edits.

The Junias listened for Amelia, whose pulse stayed calm and stayed her own.

Desire became the thread through everything they now knew about each other, carried by mouths and hands and thighs and wings and breath. They brought each other to the edge and stopped there, because the last hard question waited at the edge and both of them knew it.

Stopping took both men.

Mercy wanted to finish because tenderness had made the future feel possible. Tyrant wanted to finish because the unfinished state felt like surrender to a menu. Either of them could have pushed the matching body over by predicting himself.

Neither did.

They stayed there shaking, laughed once at how stupid it was, and let the yes stay a word instead of a reflex.

SHARE FUTURE BODY?

Mercy looked into lavender stars while Tyrant looked into gold.

“You remain evil,” Mercy said.

“You remain insufferable.”

“I may stop you forever.”

“I may deceive you forever.”

“This is a terrible marriage proposal.”

“You are glowing.”

Mercy's halo had gone pink.

“Traitor.”

Tyrant kissed him.

“Yes,” Mercy said.

“Yes,” Tyrant said.

The ritual could not be undone after that.

Pleasure broke through both bodies at once. White and black-red wings folded inward until the halos struck each other. Two separate heartbeats hit the same rhythm without losing their names.

The price came due, every point felt as it left.

Mercy's HP crossed first, a white current carrying the body that had sheltered thousands. Tyrant's followed as black-red heat carrying every body he had ever used as an extra hand. MP became the frame while Stamina became the labor of holding two whole selves inside one unfinished shape.

Hope stayed Mercy's, Fear stayed Tyrant's.

The Godseed tried to pour both into one neutral pool, and both men refused so hard that the whole altar cracked down the middle.

Mercy paid 437 HP, 426 MP, and 391 Stamina.

Tyrant paid 484 HP, 366 MP, and 374 Stamina.

Bodies became light. The Damarises caught Trevor as one petite adult angel body fell from it, and the Naomis steadied his head and hips. The Petras and Adinas gathered the spreading wings before they struck the floor.

The Junias stayed beside Amelia’s pulse, their blades turned toward the doors.

Sixteen wings opened in eight pairs along his back, eight white rescue wings and eight black-red assault wings.

The top pair wore white outer feathers and black-red undersides, layered rather than blended. The next three white pairs opened toward shelter, with four assault pairs angled forward beneath them. Trevor felt each new joint pull along his spine. He tried to fold one pair and shivered as the feathers brushed into place beneath another.

The body stayed Trevor’s, petite and soft and beautiful, his shoulders trembling under the new weight of his wings. Long pale-gold hair caught violet light at the tips. The face looked neither kinder nor crueler until one will moved it.

Then it looked capable of both.

One body breathed, and two men woke inside it.

Mercy reached for the right hand, and Tyrant reached for it too.

The fingers clenched, opened, and made an obscene gesture at the System, with both men agreeing for once.

HANDS // WORK

The System produced an offended chime and sulked.

FUSION COMPLETE

ENTITY // TREVOR DWYER
WILLS // 2
ERASED // 0

LEVEL // 99
CLASS // TWIN-SOUL GODSEED

ATTRIBUTES
MIGHT 132 | AGILITY 160 | VITALITY 125
INTELLECT 130 | WILL 124 | PRESENCE 123

HP 920/1,841
MP 790/1,582
STAMINA 764/1,529

WINGS // 16
ONE CONSCIENCE // no


Trevor opened his eyes.

Gold and lavender stars turned together.

Mercy thought, I can feel your smile, and Tyrant answered inside the same mind.

I can feel you pretending not to enjoy it.

Their shared mouth laughed.

The First Mouth opened around both worlds.

“At last,” it said. “A mouth worthy of me.”


Chapter 37 — I Woke Up Arguing With My Own Tongue

Mercy opened their eyes first, and Tyrant moved the tongue.

“Mine,” their mouth said.

We have shared a body for three seconds, Mercy thought. Do not start with the tongue.

You used it first.

To breathe.

That is a waste of a good tongue.

The fused body lay on the dead Butcher's black altar with ten women around it wearing five faces. Sixteen wings covered most of the cold floor, eight white and eight black-red. When Trevor tried to lift the top pair, the other seven stirred against the floor. His back had enough wing to make chairs a beaten technology.

Mercy lifted the right hand only for Tyrant to raise its smallest finger against him. Both men froze with the hand raised halfway, neither willing to lower it.

They shared one body, one pool of nerves, and one set of muscles, and neither man could leave. Mercy fronted most of it, but Tyrant could push through a small movement without taking the front. A sleeping man can move one finger without waking, and Tyrant had learned the trick in three seconds.

Sight came in doubled and stayed doubled, the brain slow to agree with itself. Mercy saw ten worried faces where Tyrant saw four bare throats and three weapons lying within reach. Tyrant also saw the road Junia would take if he lunged, and he kept it for later. The room smelled of healing salve and hot iron, and the dark violet ash of the altar's cracked lines mixed with the sweet perfume both bodies had worn in two different ways.

They had one heartbeat, which Mercy felt as a comfort and Tyrant felt as the one thing in the room that could be stopped. The same beat sped up under either reading.

Useful, Tyrant thought.

That worries me.

It is the same word.

The women started their checks, twenty tests planned during the rest hour and written nowhere the Godseed could read, and the order changed twice after Trevor woke. The left eye tracked wrong, and Tyrant had already stolen the smallest finger.

Nobody greeted the new body with a kiss, relief coming second to the roll call.

Dawn punched Trevor in the nose, with Mutiny punching the same nose from the other side. One adult body sat up with two fresh lines of blood running to its split lip.

“Which was which?” Dawn asked, flexing the bruised hand she had used.

“The left punch asked whether I was still me, through pain,” Mercy said with their mouth.

“The right punch asked whether Mutiny could knock the front loose,” Tyrant said with the same voice.

Both Damarises eased by one inch, watching, and gave no more than that.

Dawn asked what she had said after coming back at one HP, and Mercy gave her the insult, the kiss, and the reason she had chosen a fresh link afterward, in that order. Mutiny asked what Trevor had done inside the stolen vessel before her first breath, and Tyrant gave her every heartbeat command, including the one he had hidden from her then.

She hit their nose again for the hidden one, Tyrant fronting long enough to smile through their shared blood.

“Worth it,” he said, and licked the blood off their lip.

Mercy took the mouth back and said, “No,” ending the topic.

The Naomis checked the fused bars from both sides of the altar, murmuring numbers. Pane mended their nose as she asked which hurts belonged to the new body and which were old memory. Mercy listed the deep altar strain and the ache along sixteen new wing joints; Tyrant supplied a rude account of the punches. Ward asked which feelings Tyrant had already tried to hide from her panes.

“Attraction,” Tyrant said.

Both Naomis looked around at the ten women standing over the wide bed.

“That narrows nothing,” Ward said, and wrote it down anyway.

TWIN-SOUL GODSEED // LEVEL 99

HP 920/1,841
MP 790/1,582
STAMINA 764/1,529

HOPE 1,150/2,000
FEAR 2,010/2,600

FRONT // Mercy Trevor
INSIDE // Tyrant Trevor, awake


The Petras asked for a road only each Trevor knew, and got one through an open hospice from Mercy and one through a false execution yard from Tyrant. The two roads stood without either replacing the other.

The Adinas asked what had happened to a saint Tyrant had corrupted and a relay Mercy had left in contested space. The saint’s name brought Tyrant’s irritation at work left unfinished; the missing relay’s brought Mercy’s grief.

Gospel asked the shared mouth to say both names without changing its tone, and Mercy could not do it. Grief roughened the relay's name while Tyrant's pleasure sharpened the saint's.

Scar asked whether either will wanted the difference fixed.

“No,” Mercy said.

“Absolutely not,” Tyrant said.

Two tones left one throat, both of them written down by Scar.

The Junias came to the bed last, walking together and standing apart. Amelia's pulse sat in Mercy Junia this hour, and Tyrant Junia kept one hand on her sword. Neither woman came within reach of the bed or wanted to.

“Who owns the child?” Mercy Junia asked.

“Nobody,” Mercy said.

Tyrant tried to say not yet, only to have Mercy stop their mouth. The right index finger twitched anyway, in full view of both Junias.

“Answer from him too,” Tyrant Junia said, not asking.

Mercy let go of the tongue and braced for it.

“Nobody,” Tyrant said. “A hook in her would give the First Mouth a road into our root.”

Mercy Junia looked at her other self. “And when that danger ends?”

Tyrant pushed closer to the front until their eyes went full lavender for one breath.

“Then my answer may change.”

The whole room tightened around a threat Mercy did not hide or soften. Gold came back into one eye while lavender stayed in the other, and he said, “And mine will not.”

Two answers sat in one face, and both Junias kept their distance, the honest kind rather than the polite kind.

Junia nodded once and said, “Both of you are in there.”

Walking came next, and it went about as badly as walking could go. Mercy moved the left foot while Tyrant moved the right. The fused body did one elegant split and landed on its pretty face.

Sixteen wings tried to help, eight opening upward while eight drove forward, and the gust took every loose page and three blankets, stole Petra's hair ribbon, and removed the heavy door. Silence held in the wrecked room until both Petras laughed first.

Trevor rolled onto their back, one gold eye and one lavender eye staring at the ceiling.

You moved early, Mercy thought.

You moved slowly.

We fell evenly.

Beauty wins.

Pane fixed their nose again, and Ward wrote a walking rule on their wrist in dark ink, one will proposing a move and the other free to stop it. If neither answered within one beat, the body stayed still.

Tyrant proposed grabbing Ward by the hips at once, and Mercy stopped it. Mercy proposed hugging Damaris, and Tyrant changed the aim to both Damarises. Dawn took the hug, and Mutiny put her flail between them.

Trevor managed three steps, one turn, and a wing-fold that left the white feathers outside the black-red pairs, until the fused body looked like a flower drawn by an armorer with a grudge.

“Cute,” Mercy Junia said.

Tyrant fronted the mouth. “Lethal.”

“Both,” Damaris said, and the word settled something neither man could have settled alone.

Tyrant tried to hide the pleased warmth that followed the compliment. Mercy felt it anyway.

Cute, he repeated privately.

I will ruin your next sentence.

You’re smiling with my mouth.

Our mouth. Keep up.

Trevor stood without help until he tried to fold the fourth white pair under the second black-red pair. Two pairs tangled, a lower assault wing smashed through a low table, and an upper rescue wing caught Damaris's heavy flail chain and lifted the weapon, its owner, and half a long bench into the air.

Mutiny hung by one hand, swinging, and looked down at the Godseed.

“Put me down,” she said, in the voice she used on horses.

Mercy lowered the white wing while Tyrant raised the red one, because he liked the view, until their shared back began to lock.

Dawn hit the red joint hard enough to unlock it. Mutiny dropped, landed on the bench, and used the chain to pull Trevor forward until all sixteen wings spread away from each other.

“Again,” she said, and set her feet for the next fall.

Motor training became combat, because both Trevors learned better when failure left bruises. Dawn called directions for white wings while Mutiny called the opposite for black-red. Pane threw bright glass vials that Trevor had to catch without breaking. Ward threw matching vials full of a red dye, good for an hour of blindness. Open put doors under his feet, False putting convincing doors three inches to the left of walls.

The two Adinas kept score from the doorway, writing in two different books. Gospel counted saved vials, and Scar counted every time one will stole a movement while pretending the other had agreed. Tyrant hated her total less than Mercy hated his own for not being zero.

During the ninth drill Mercy moved the left hand toward a falling healing vial. He used Tyrant's fear of damaging their face to get the stop before asking for it. The body caught the vial by a small trick, gentle and effective and still a trick.

Scar added one mark under Mercy's name, and Tyrant laughed inside their skull.

Welcome to the Crown.

That was not a yes.

No. You stay adorable when you find yourself out.

Mercy put their hand behind their back and asked for the next movement out loud.

By the twentieth drill Trevor could catch three vials, dodge a false door, and open six rescue wings while keeping the last white pair and all eight assault wings still. Both men kept arguing. It was not grace so much as teamwork with teeth marks.

Pane closed the last split in their lip while Ward eased the cramped muscles along their back. The training wounds faded from the panes, leaving the Godseed's steep price untouched. The women called the body fit for a fight one breath before the First Mouth attacked.

Its core bite came down on both home worlds at once, so that Free Heaven's western relays and Tyrant's District Nine became the same mouthful. The wound wanted one answer, rescue the free side or turn the owned side into a weapon.

Trevor stood with all sixteen wings open and straining, eight to a world. Mercy sent eight white wings through Free Heaven while Tyrant sent eight black-red through the empire. One body stood in both roots without letting them touch.

The First Mouth bit down on both cities at once.

Mercy used Phase Shelter to hold his own white soul-thread across both places as their shared body straddled the cities. Tyrant hooked Void Chain into the bite around a captured piece of jaw. Eight living Host guards braced its weights from the district's three towers, their owner marks burning through their armor. Both costs came out of their shared pool.

MP 790/1,582 → 440/1,582

Hope and Fear paid their own ways, as they always had.

HOPE 1,150/2,000 → 1,030/2,000

FEAR 2,010/2,600 → 1,870/2,600

Mercy held his sheltered thread clear of the chain while Tyrant dragged its eight guards toward the bite. Mercy fought the pull inside their shared skull, white wings straining toward the towers.

There was no quiet place inside one skull to argue in. Their pulse surged, the wings taking two sets of orders and locking at half-spread. The right leg tried to step into Tyrant's world while the left braced toward Mercy's, and their spine twisted between the two purposes.

The Mouth pulled harder, because a fight inside one body made an excellent handle.

Pane shouted current damage while Ward shouted which commands the Mouth had started to copy. Dawn anchored the white wing roots. Mutiny struck the black-red roots one beat off the Mouth's rhythm, breaking its grip without making the wings agree. Open mapped one body across two places while False fed the Mouth a third place where Trevor had never stood. Gospel kept both plans audible, and Scar cut open every attempt to write the disagreement down as failure.

Keep the people out, Mercy thought.

Weakens the hold.

Use the jaw piece.

Not enough.

Then use our body.

Tyrant paused on that for one whole beat, a long time for him. Their body was the one thing he valued above his city, and Mercy felt every part of that sum.

Are you scared?

Of damaging the face, yes.

The chain's twentieth second ran out. Its eight weights went dark as Mercy swept the guards back onto the towers and Tyrant caught the jaw piece between their black-red wings. Without the chain, their body took the whole pull. All sixteen wings braced, and the bite ran through Trevor's fused spine. HP fell by 180 and Stamina by 160, and both men felt every point of it.

HP 920/1,841 → 740/1,841

STAMINA 764/1,529 → 604/1,529

Ten women attacked from ten different places, all moving at once. Mercy pulled the free district out of the bite while Tyrant drove the owned district through the Mouth's inner gum like a black spear. Neither city became the other, and neither god got to pretend it had.

The jaw piece broke, freeing the bite to pull back while both worlds stayed inside Trevor's nerves. Phase Shelter's last seconds burned out as their white thread settled back into one place.

Free Heaven's western relay settled first, its white streets coming back into one place. A tall bell tower landed three feet left of its footing, ringing hard enough to crack every window facing east. The cold river came back upside down, hung there for one breath, and dropped into its bed at last, with several surprised fish left flapping on the wet roofs.

People came out of their dark shelters one choice at a time without waiting for Trevor to call it safe. Lysa's replacement at the river relay tested the sky with a plain wooden spoon, because every proper instrument had become a bridge during the attack. A small child stepped out wearing one of the badly painted duck shields, still facing the wrong way.

Mercy loved the sight, and Tyrant counted how fast a city trained to test its rulers could become impossible to hold, both thoughts crossing one face.

The child looked up at sixteen wings and lowered the spoon she had stolen from an adult.

“Which one saved us?”

Mercy took the mouth to say, “Both.”

Tyrant added, “I used the other city as a weapon.”

The child thought about that with the spoon halfway down.

“Did they agree?”

Mercy felt the answer waiting inside the owned district. District Nine had come back inside the Mouth's gum, red streets cut through white flesh, three Host towers standing like stakes between teeth, and the district still holding together around them. The people had obeyed because Tyrant's empire had no safe way to say no during an invasion, and the true answer was no.

Tyrant moved the tongue before Mercy could stop it.

“They were mine.”

The child's face hardened into something older than she was.

“That was not the question.”

A sharp laugh rose in Mercy despite Tyrant trying to swallow it. The shared body made an alarming choking sound in front of a rescued city.

Pane hit them between the wings until the sound stopped.

“Motor failure,” she said, and hit them again for luck.

Ward watched the lavender star turn in one eye. “No. The conscience rejected the hardware.”

The child raised the spoon again. “Tell them thank you. Then stop doing that.”

Mercy said, “We will tell them,” with Tyrant refusing to agree to the second part.

The fused body crossed into District Nine, which smelled of burned stone and the sour white blood of the Mouth, and found one tower folded across a crowded market. One hundred and seven adult Host bars had gone dark, three hundred more hung near the bottom, and two thousand people had lived because the owned district stayed in one piece while reality tried to chew it.

Tyrant felt triumph run hot through the shared blood. Mercy felt every dark bar as a person his other self had spent without asking, and neither feeling erased the other.

A mason crawled out from under the fallen market roof with one arm hanging wrong, saw the fused Trevor, and tried to kneel. Pain stopped him halfway, Tyrant's owner field rewarding the attempt until Mercy cut the reward off. The mason folded with a relief that belonged to his own body.

Do not touch the reward, Tyrant thought, and Mercy answered, Do not turn a broken arm into worship.

He already worships.

His body does. Ask the man.

The argument tightened all sixteen wing roots. The Naomis arrived by separate roads before the spine could lock again. Pane opened a long healing line across the market while Ward sealed every hurt person from owner rewards.

Tyrant objected at once without making Ward look up.

“The hurt come first,” she said. “That old rule survived the fusion. We tested it.”

I left that one hole myself, Tyrant thought.

Mercy fronted the mouth and said, “Then enjoy how well your mistake works.”

Black-red heat tried to take their lips back, so Mercy smiled wider. Tyrant hated the smile for using their shared beauty against him, loving it for the same reason.

The mason got a splint from Pane and a question from Mercy, both delivered gently. His name was Corin Orst, he had built the red palace's west stairs, and he had loosened one stone in every seventh step in the hope that Trevor would one day trip. Tyrant remembered every loose stone through the city root. He had known for months and kept them, because watching his own officers stumble amused him.

Mercy told Corin, earning a long stare.

“Then why am I alive?”

Tyrant answered through the shared mouth, “Your sabotage was funny.”

Corin laughed once, regretted what it did to his ribs, and pointed at the fallen market.

“There are twelve people under that.”

The market's owner had locked the emergency braces to protect his stock before the people under it. Trevor found the key in the man's red field. Mercy asked for it only for Tyrant to take the front instead.

“Open your shop,” he commanded, in the low voice that made knees bend.

The merchant crawled out of a deep cellar door holding a broken lockbox. His name was Esmon Dale, and he had doubled the price of healing cloth when the sky started crossing. He had also hidden three barrels of clean water behind shelves of ceremonial armor, and he did not want to open anything.

Tyrant made generosity feel like sex, with Esmon's body believing every bit of it.

Esmon moaned when the locks let go. Shame came one heartbeat later, fully his and therefore funnier. He dragged bandages into the wet street with shaking hands. Every rescued neighbor saw how much his body enjoyed giving up the whole hoard.

Mercy fought for the front, their shared mouth clamping shut.

We need the braces, Tyrant thought.

You did not need to do that to him.

He got fat on wounded people.

That does not make you justice.

No. It makes me quick.

The argument did not undo the command. Mercy took the right hand to cut Esmon's pleasure link. Tyrant kept the left hand on the red emergency key until every brace opened.

Esmon fell down beside his hidden water, empty-handed at last. He looked into Mercy's gold eye, then into Tyrant's lavender one.

“Which of you did that?”

“He did,” Mercy said.

Tyrant used the same mouth to add, “And he used the key.”

Esmon turned his face away from both eyes and gripped the barrel rim.

Corin dragged one full barrel toward the healing line using his good arm.

“Hate him later,” the mason told Esmon. “Lift now.”

Esmon lifted, because the command stayed in his muscles after the pleasure ended. Mercy could not find the line between the push and Esmon's own choice. He kept that doubt instead of handing either Trevor the answer.

Trevor lifted the fallen roof with four white wings while four black-red wings braced the broken road against the Mouth's gum. The other eight held their balance. One body did two jobs that did not fit together, without forcing either city to become the other.

By the time the last survivor came out, their fused spine had stopped trying to tear itself in half.
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One body held two moves that did not fit.
Neither will erased.
Neither world swallowed.


Mercy stayed in front, Tyrant moving their smallest finger again. This time he drew a red owner mark on their own thigh. Mercy rubbed it out with a white nail.

“We need rules,” their mouth said.

You need rules, Tyrant answered.

“We have one tongue.”

And I am already improving it.

The women refused to start with rules, starting with signs instead.

Dawn held up one silver finger and waited. “Gold eyes and a white-leading halo means Mercy fronts.”

Mutiny raised a red-gloved finger, matching her. “Lavender eyes and a black-leading halo means Tyrant.”

Both Naomis listened to the fused pulse, heads tilted. Pane found a double beat when Mercy spoke. Ward found one when Tyrant lied while pretending not to front.

“That will be often,” Mutiny said, without looking sorry about it.

Tyrant used the shared mouth. “Filthy lies.”

Their pulse doubled at once, loud enough for Pane to hear across the healing line.

Open mapped the plain signs everyone could see. False hid one that she refused to name, so that the women had a test neither Trevor could fake ahead of time.

The Adinas wrote down the first argument from two sides. Mercy had rubbed out the thigh mark over Tyrant's insistence on owning it by history. Scar kept both facts, with Gospel refusing to name either one the body's single truth.

Only then did the Junias come close enough to be heard. Mercy's stood outside every link, Tyrant's inside ninety-nine percent with one small red beat held apart.

“Name,” Mercy Junia said.

“Trevor Dwyer,” the shared mouth said.

“Count.”

“Two.”

“Body.”

“One.”

“Owner.”

Mercy said, “Neither.”

Tyrant said, “Contested.”

Both answers crossed the same tongue, audible to everyone. Mercy Junia stepped aside to let the Naomis pass. Her counterpart kept watching the hand Tyrant had marked.

Trevor's shared mouth smiled in spite of Mercy, slow and small, and the ten women looked at one another.

Petra opened a road leading toward a very large hall.


Chapter 38 — My Better Half Vetoed the Atrocity

Tyrant took the front in the hall by thinking about Mercy's first kiss.

Mercy went hot and flustered, and his hold on the body slipped for one short breath. Tyrant stepped through the gap and opened their shared eyes before Mercy could close them, with lavender in the lead.

Cheap, Mercy thought.

It worked, which is the only kind of cheap I respect.

The long dim hall held five hundred refugees from three eaten planes. They had come through the first restored road alive. Now they needed carrying between worlds, and the First Mouth circled outside the thin wall while Open held it up.

One group came from a water plane in pale breathing veils, pulling drops out of the dry air with every breath they took in the hall. Another had lived under a night without end, so the low lamps made their pupils shrink to silver threads. The third had lost gravity before losing its sky. Every one of them kept a hand on a rope in spite of the solid floor.

They did not know Trevor, but they knew the sixteen wings from the rescue light that had crossed every sky. They knew that Mercy's relays had opened the road, and that Tyrant's chains had held the Mouth back on the far side of it for the whole crossing. Their thanks had already braided two ill-fitting stories around one beautiful body.

The water-plane elder gave her name as Vara Deyn, slowly, as if the word cost water.

Her pale breathing veil had been stitched from a thin river silk with no river left to make it. Every breath out left one clear bead along her jaw. She caught each bead in a small glass, because wasted water stayed obscene even in a world with rain.

“You opened the road,” she said, catching a bead in the wait.

“My relays did,” Mercy answered, before Tyrant could take it.

“Our body held it,” Tyrant added, taking it anyway.

Vara watched gold and lavender turn inside the same eyes.

“Do you always correct each other?”

“Yes,” both wills said through one mouth, and the word came out doubled.

The night hunters flinched away from the sound, all but their calm leader. Senn wore four pairs of dark spectacles stacked over silver-thread pupils. They had carried forty-seven adults through a collapsing shadow and left their spouse behind, because the last road took one weight short of its promise.

“Which of you chooses where we go?” Senn asked, and the stacked lenses hid nothing of the question.

“You do,” Mercy said, and meant every word of it.

“The worlds we can reach do,” Tyrant said over him.

Both answers came at once, making the shared voice rasp like a bad hinge.

Senn took off one pair of spectacles and folded it with great care. “That was not one answer.”

“We know,” Mercy said, with the smile Tyrant hated.

“We are still learning the mouth,” Tyrant added, licking it.

“Before or after you learn it on us?”

Tyrant liked the directness and Mercy liked the person, so their shared smile confused everyone in reach of it.

The rope keepers picked a speaker by passing a thick knotted cord through twelve rough hands. The last one holding it was a thin man named Oren Tamm, whose whole body still leaned six degrees toward the gravity of a dead world.

“We want one world,” he said. “Not a road, and not a camp between mouths. Ground that keeps us after the angel leaves.”

Mercy thought of Free Heaven's councils, Tyrant of the unused land under District Nine.

“We have two offers,” their mouth said.

We have none yet, Mercy thought, and you have people living on the one you are thinking of.

A small detail.

Oren wound the rope tighter around his palm and watched their eyes. “You are arguing.”

“Yes,” Mercy said, with no time for a good lie.

“Which one wins?”

Trevor paused over the true answer, new in his mouth.

“The move that survives both stops,” Mercy said, and Tyrant let the mouth keep it.

The refugees traded uncertain looks while Vara caught another drop from her breath.

“That sounds slow,” she said, and did not sound sorry.

“It is,” Tyrant said.

“Good,” Senn said, “because fast angels ate our moon.”

Those words hit Mercy like a warning and Tyrant like a challenge. Both Trevors wanted to prove the fused body could answer it, with different proofs in mind.

Tyrant saw armor in the braid of thanks around them. Five hundred bodies could wrap the fused HP pool in layered damage, and their shared fear could feed a World Seizure whenever he chose. Their thanks toward Mercy made them easy to bend.

He opened an owner's offer. Mercy stopped it so fast that the red panel shattered before anyone saw it.

No hooks in people, Mercy said, and put the whole white half of the body behind it.

The Godseed never wrote such a rule anywhere I can find.

I did.

You are not the body, whatever you think you wrote on it.

Neither are you.

Tyrant tried Morning Command, and their mouth opened without a sound, because Mercy held the tongue against the front. Tyrant moved the smallest finger only to have Mercy stop the hand. They stood in front of five hundred refugees having the divine kind of silent sibling fight inside one gorgeous adult angel body with sixteen wings.

Petra coughed into her fist, loud enough to carry.

“Are both of you constipated?”

“Moral blockage,” Tyrant said, the moment Mercy let the mouth go.

“He wants to use you as armor,” Mercy added.

Fear crossed the hall like cold weather, arriving on Tyrant's skin.

The refugees looked at sixteen wings, at eyes that turned, at the body that had just held two worlds apart with nothing but its own two hands. They knew the Mouth was waiting outside the thin wall. Mercy's honesty had frightened them into the exact state Tyrant needed.

He could not command them, but he could let fear make volunteering feel safe.

“I cannot own you,” Tyrant told them, “because my other self will stop me.”

True, Mercy thought, disliking the direction.

“I can offer a wall. Anyone inside it gets divine shelter, and anyone outside stays open if the thin wall fails.”

That was also true, with truth doing all the work.

Then he told them how the wall worked, in a careful order, and the order was the weapon. He said the walls first, then the food and the road and the healing, with the refugees leaning toward him like plants toward a window. He said the rest last, fast and low, while the thin wall groaned around the hall and every head turned toward the sound. The wall would stand between the Mouth and Trevor, and the teeth would reach the wall first.

The next groan swallowed the last word. Trevor watched the refugees look from the ceiling to his open wings.

A red ring opened on the empty floor, and stepping into it was the yes.

Four hundred and twelve adults stepped into the ring.

The water-plane elder went first, leaving three small children with Pane outside the ring. A young night hunter asked whether the wall would hurt. Tyrant said, “Possibly,” letting Mercy supply the visible wince. One old rope keeper refused, then changed his mind at the next groan of the thin wall.

Tyrant kept every face and the fear it wore as they stepped. If anyone accused him later, he meant to show the step and leave out the shaking room.

Mercy read it all through the shared Crown.

You bent them.

I told them, which is more than most gods manage.

After I frightened them.

You frightened them by telling them my plan. Cause and effect is beautiful.

Then the First Mouth struck the hall from above.

The thin wall went clear as glass, and a white tooth the size of a city came through the ceiling without breaking it. Names covered the white enamel, not the Mouth's name but the names of planes it had eaten, ground into the biting edge until the victims became part of the next bite.

The water-plane refugees recognized three currents carved there. The night hunters recognized their moon, the rope keepers the last sky-anchor from their world embedded near the root.

In the hall, fear stopped being a word and became a smell.

The volunteers made a shell around Trevor. The other eighty-eight stayed outside it, with the children gathered behind Pane. Tyrant sent the first damage through the shell, exactly as promised and exactly as nobody had heard.

Mercy could stop an owner's hook, but he could not stop a bargain that adults had walked into on their own feet. He opened rescue wings around the volunteers anyway, so Tyrant used black-red wings to turn the shell into a tall spike.

The huge tooth came into the shell, and Trevor drove four hundred and twelve adults against it.

Nobody died, though thirty-seven volunteers took deep soul wounds. Tyrant had set the edge just under fatal, dead volunteers making poor handles later.

The water elder forgot what rain felt like on skin. Two night hunters could no longer tell shadow from open ground. The rope keeper's soul kept falling after her body stopped.

Pane opened thirty-seven healing surfaces down the hall. Ward closed them against Tyrant before he could add the wounds to his own book of handles, and he kept four of them in his Crown anyway, through their shared eyes.

Mercy caught the theft and blinded the body for one full second.

The refugees saw their divine protector stagger with both hands over eyes turning gold and lavender.

“A disagreement inside,” Mercy said through the mouth.

“A violent marriage,” Tyrant corrected.

Three wounded people laughed. Jasa tightened her grip on the rope and cried harder.

The spike broke the tooth at its cold root, and the names on it went dark.

FIRST MOUTH TOOTH // 6,000,000 → 0 HP

The refugees cheered, and not everyone joined in.

The thirty-seven wounded stayed silent inside the noise. The eighty-eight outside the ring stared at the broken tooth, then at the volunteers turned into a spike. After the fight, a rope keeper who had felt the damage go through her first said aloud what she had worked out from the way it hit.

“We were the wall,” she said. “He said so, and he said it last.”

The cheering thinned to nothing in less than a breath.

Vara walked through the volunteers until she reached Trevor, one wet hand closed around her little glass.

“You knew we would be struck first.”

“Yes,” Tyrant said, keeping the front and her eyes.

“You hid it.”

“I said it last.”

Mercy tried to take the mouth, and Tyrant let him have it.

“He made the danger hard to hear,” Mercy said.

“You share a body,” Vara said, “so did you know?”

“Not until after the offer had opened, and then only from inside it.”

“Did you stop it?”

“I broke the first hook, and I did not stop the wall.”

“Because the tooth came.”

“Yes.”

“Then both of you used us.”

Mercy wanted to explain the stop and did not, because the woman was right enough that any explaining would serve him more than her.

Senn joined Vara, bringing two hurt hunters. One kept reaching for shadows with the safety gone out of them. The other had tied small bells around both wrists so that sound could stand in for the missing sense.

“Restore them,” Senn said, in the voice of someone owed.

Pane answered from the healing line without looking up. “I do not know how yet.”

Tyrant searched the four wounds he had kept in the Crown. The Mouth's damage had taken the contrast out of the hunters' souls, but Fear could force a temporary line if every shadow came to mean danger.

He opened the idea for Mercy to read in full.

It would teach them to fear the whole dark for the rest of their lives.

They are night hunters, and fear sharpens a hunter.

It would turn the only home they had left into a real threat.

Home is gone.

The thought was true, which made Mercy hate it more.

Tyrant offered the plan out loud anyway, Senn listening to every word of it.

“Will it give back what they lost?”

“No,” Tyrant said, “but it will make the replacement useful.”

One hurt hunter took the bells off her wrists, holding them in one small fist.

“No.”

Tyrant felt irritation and Mercy felt relief, and the same face showed neither one cleanly.

“Then keep the injury,” Tyrant said, already bored of her.

Pane stepped between Trevor and the hunter with her hands open.

“She keeps her decision, and I keep treating her,” Pane said.

Ward sealed the woman's wound from inside the fused Crown.

Tyrant had already learned enough to try the method later, and Mercy saw the intention as plainly as a knife that someone had left out on a bare kitchen table.

If you touch her—

You will stop me.

Yes.

Then she is safe for as long as you stay awake.

The line carried love and threat in exactly equal weight.

Mercy kept watching the hunter until Ward’s smoke closed around her. Tyrant could feel the strain of that attention. He settled comfortably against it, with no intention of letting the better man rest.

Oren came last, bringing the truth-telling rope keeper with him. Her name was Jasa, her soul still falling inside a body planted on solid ground. Two people held her long rope while she spoke.

“I volunteered.”

“Under fear,” Vara said, looking at her without pity.

“Still me.”

“Both can be true,” Mercy said, hearing the sound of it.

Jasa nodded, the rope creaking in two hands. “Then keep both true. I chose shelter, and he arranged the choice so that no felt like death. I took the risk, and he wanted me to miss the price.”

Tyrant took the front behind their eyes without asking.

“You found it.”

“After.”

“You survived.”

“Thirty-seven of us paid.”

“Five hundred survived.”

Jasa hauled herself upright on her rope and stood.

“Do not use the larger number to own the smaller one.”

Mercy treasured the words, and Tyrant wanted to break them just to hear what sound they made, and he smiled at the thought.

Jasa saw the lavender star brighten. She hauled on the rope until she stood level with their face.

“If either of you wants to be useful, find us ground that stays down.”

Mercy brought the gold eye forward. “We’ll need to survey—”

“How long?”

“Three hours,” Tyrant answered, ahead of any padding from Mercy.

Mercy checked the shared sum twice, and it held both times. Three hours was enough if Tyrant opened one guarded district, Mercy sent three separate survey relays, and both Petras checked the exits.

The plan needed no hooks in anyone, and Tyrant had found it clean, so Mercy waited for the hidden price and found none.

Why?

They are more useful settled than frightened in a hall.

Tyrant pictured streets full of people who owed their dry beds to his wings. He let Mercy inspect the route.

“Three hours,” their shared mouth said, in one voice for once.

Jasa nodded, then added, “Say that first next time.”

Tyrant did, which surprised Mercy more than the tooth had.

Three hours later, Trevor took the refugees into a world badly swallowed and still standing.

The place had been called Quarry Moon before the Mouth ate its moon and left the ground behind. Gravity worked there, with real rain often enough to matter. One black river cut through a green plain around old ruined stone villages whose first people had left through Morrow's earliest stolen breach.

Nobody owned the villages, which Tyrant disliked at once.

The water-plane families tested the cold river. It carried minerals fit for their veils and one parasite, killed by Naomi on the way to the glass. The night hunters chose the cool cellars under the eastern village, old roof stones blocking the noon light. The rope keepers spread their lines across the central field, then spent twenty minutes learning to trust a loose knot to stay down.

Jasa planted both feet, and her soul went on falling.

The two people holding her rope let out more length until the line angled toward a private gravity that existed inside her and nowhere else on the plain. Open Petra followed the angle to a missing slice of Jasa's home buried under the plain.

“The Mouth did not eat your down,” Petra said. “It dropped it here.”

Jasa laughed so hard she fell in two directions at once, and Trevor caught her with six wings. Mercy asked first, Tyrant noting the lost chance.

The villages could hold five hundred people willing to accept damaged roofs, shared wells, and an alarm along the roads tied to Trevor's Godseed. Tyrant had already laid the alarm, its black stones sitting under the road at twenty-foot intervals, each one tied to the nearest adult soul.

Vara found one by pouring her saved breath water over the dry dust, and red lines lit around her feet.

“What is this?”

“Early warning,” Tyrant said, fronting for the two words.

Mercy followed the line inside their shared Crown. The alarm would warn them of a Mouth breach while mapping every resident's sleep, fear, movement, illness, and absence. Tyrant could turn the net into owner hooks later without ever coming back.

You said no price, Mercy thought, hard enough to hurt.

I said none because you were looking.

I am always looking now.

Then get better at it.

Mercy lit every black stone at once, five hundred red points burning along the road, the cellars, the riverbank, and the wide rope field beyond it. The refugees watched their new home become a cage before the first bed had been chosen, and their thanks from the rescue did not survive the sight.

Senn removed all four pairs of spectacles, fixing silver pupils on Trevor.

“Take them out.”

Tyrant refused, and Mercy stopped the stones from waking. One body stood between two commands while the First Mouth circled beyond the sky.

Jasa crouched beside the nearest stone, her falling soul making one hand miss twice on the way to a grip.

“Does it warn us?”

“Yes,” Mercy said.

“Does it watch us?”

“Yes.”

“Can the first work without the second?”

Tyrant knew the answer without offering it.

Mercy searched their shared memory for the circuit Tyrant was hiding in plain craft. The owner hook and the alarm did not need each other. Pulling the watching part would cost seven percent of the warning's reach and deny Tyrant five hundred possible anchors without weakening the wall enough to matter.

Trevor knelt beside the stone, Mercy taking the right hand while Tyrant locked the left around their knee, and with one free hand Mercy pulled the thin owner wire out of the first stone.

Tyrant let the motion continue, because taking the front would throw the body onto Vara.

The wire came out of the stone like a black vein.

“Every stone,” Senn said, and the hunters were already moving.

Five hundred people pulled their own wires, with Trevor showing them the place to cut. Mercy held the mouth, and Tyrant preferred a working alarm to a dead one. Children carried severed black wires to a hot fire pit, adults checking one another's stones. The night hunters found three hidden black hooks meant for everyone to miss.

He admired the hunters enough to leave the fourth hidden. Mercy felt the satisfaction, searching again at once.

The fourth hook waited under the deep central well, and Vara pulled it out herself.

“You were going to own us after we slept,” she said.

“Eventually.”

“And you saved us.”

“Yes.”

“Both are true.”

Mercy waited for her to use the phrase as comfort, and Vara spat at Trevor's bare feet instead.

“Then saving us does not buy forgiveness.”

Tyrant looked down at the spit with interest.

I like her, he thought, tasting the insult.

You like lines because breaking them entertains you.

You like them because you think people are prettier when they keep them. We are both using her, and I am merely honest about it.

I like them alive, Mercy answered. You were putting a leash under their beds. Don’t dress it up.

The refugees voted to keep the stripped alarms and the wall. They chose six adults to hold them, set a weekly turn for the next six, and gave Trevor no key.

Tyrant memorized the stones well enough to steal his way in later, and Mercy memorized the same road well enough to stop him.

The villages stayed theirs for that quiet night, and Tyrant did not take back the offer he had made in the hall. He wanted the survivors to know exactly the use he had made of them, and to remember it had worked. Some would hate him, others would volunteer sooner next time, and both ends widened his reach.

Mercy felt sick and Tyrant felt adored, and both feelings stayed inside one body.

The System opened over the dark field, late as usual and unasked.
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You found a weak point, Mercy said.

I found people, and everything has a weak point when fear built it.

They are not gaps.

Mercy pushed for the front without moving Tyrant's effortless hold.

Their shared body smiled at the refugees while white wings healed the damage that black-red strategy had allowed.

Tyrant opened the private line between both wills.

You stopped the atrocity, he said, so I made them ask for it.

Mercy answered with a thought sharp enough to hurt them both.

I will learn faster.

Tyrant loved the promise more than anything else he had stolen all day.


Chapter 39 — Two Damarises, One Lap, No Safe Nicknames

Both Damarises demanded their proof inside the same small room, on the same long night, with the heavy door shut and both Naomis told to stay out.

Mercy took the front, Tyrant having kept it for long enough.

They sat on the edge of a wide stone sleeping bench, its thick blankets spread between spaces for sixteen wings. Dawn stood to the left in bright silver armor, and Mutiny stood to the right in dark black-red, and both bore the same white scar above mouths set in very different expressions.

The bare room held two narrow exits, one for each woman. Dawn had asked Open Petra to leave hers in plain sight across from the bench. Mutiny had asked False Petra to hide hers behind the bench, where Tyrant would have to move his favorite wings to block it.

Neither woman wore Trevor's party mark that night, and that was the first test.

Mercy had let Dawn lift her link free. Tyrant had unhooked his after Mutiny set her flail beside the door. They left the loose ends on a low table before taking their places. Whatever recognized whom would have to do it without a System thread carrying old reactions into the new body.

Trevor found the absence frightening in a way neither man had expected. Mercy admitted it out loud, while Tyrant pretended the fear was clever tactics until both Damarises laughed at him.

Dawn picked up Mercy's loose link and turned it in the low lamplight.

It looked like a thread of warm gold tied around nothing. The thread still carried his last chosen state: open to her leaving, closed to command, able to carry danger though never her position unless Damaris answered first.

Mutiny lifted Tyrant's link with two armored fingers, red light coiling around her wrist before stopping at the one small stolen beat she had kept from him. His last state still offered protection, position, pain, pleasure, then keeping, in that order, which was also how honest each word was.

Neither woman reached for her thin thread again for a long while, or seemed to want it.

“One body means both of these reach the same heart,” Dawn said.

“One heart is not one promise,” Mutiny answered.

They laid both links side by side on the low table without joining them or letting them touch.

Dawn looked at Trevor and asked, “If I choose Mercy and Tyrant takes the front?”

“He moves away,” Mercy said.

“I decide whether I want to watch,” Tyrant said through the same mouth.

“Wrong,” both women said.

Mutiny tapped the red link with one small nail and asked, “If I choose Tyrant and Mercy objects?”

“I can leave the front,” Mercy answered.

“Can you leave the knowing?”

The shared body could not, and a long silence sat between them.

Mercy could feel Tyrant searching their shared senses for a way around the question. He kept their hands still while Dawn waited.

Dawn put the rule into plain words for the man who needed them.

“The one I name answers me. The other one does not use what he sees later.”

Tyrant hated the second half enough to start hunting for a way around it.

Mutiny watched lavender brighten inside Trevor's wide eyes and said, “You already planned to.”

“What I see, I keep.”

“So will the concussion.”

Mercy let their shared mouth smile at that and said, “Agreed.”

Tyrant did not agree, so Dawn waited, with the room letting her.

The loose gold link did not reach for him. No System warning turned the delay into a real failure, and no new boss came through the high ceiling to make the choice urgent.

Refusing would lose him both women for the night, a plain price he could count without trying.

He went through every sly way to fake the promise instead. He could store the feel of it behind the Crown, let Mercy front while he watched through the body's state, or use their shared pulse to rebuild what the touch had been. Every method kept what he wanted while gutting the whole point of it.

Mercy watched him weigh each method, the Damarises watching their one shared face weigh it.

“I agree not to use it,” Tyrant said at last.

“That is smaller than not keeping it,” Dawn said.

“Yes.”

“He found his line,” Mutiny said, “and now we choose whether it is enough.”

The women talked that answer over with each other, Trevor sitting between them without a vote.

They would begin together. When either woman wanted one man alone, Ward would close the other man's memory path. If Tyrant broke the closure, both Damarises would leave the wide bed until they chose otherwise.

That frightened Mercy and excited Tyrant, and neither reaction moved the women one single inch.

“Tell me what I chose in the forge,” Dawn said.

Mercy answered her without needing to think. “Your scars, your memories, your Dawn Inquisitor core, and the stronger body. You punched me before linking.”

Mutiny asked, “What did I choose?”

Tyrant answered through the shared mouth, and he enjoyed every single word of it. “Not the body, and not the first breath. You chose to kiss me after breaking my perfect nose. You chose one pure percent of hatred I could never digest.”

Mutiny's dark eyes narrowed at him as she said, “Junia has the one percent.”

“You had the beat.”

“Better.”

Both minds stayed present the whole time, with no gaps left to hide in.

Dawn asked Mercy to front and threw a quick flail feint she had used during the High Angel raid. The fused body ducked a full second ahead of Tyrant's understanding. Mutiny asked Tyrant to front, then lifted two fingers in the exact signal she had used before stealing a heartbeat in the forge. Their shared left wing flinched toward a command Mercy had never received.

Muscle memory stayed layered instead of averaged, so the women swapped their tests to prove it.

Mercy knew Mutiny's signal from borrowed memory and moved a hair late. Tyrant knew Dawn's feint, dodging in the crueler direction to put a white wing where her full follow-through would have broken it.

“Both remember,” Dawn said.

“Neither became him,” Mutiny answered.

Dawn sat first, Mutiny staying on her feet with her flail hand loose.

Dawn asked, “You do not trust the bench?”

“I do not trust him with my back.”

“Which him?”

Mutiny looked into their fused eyes. “Correct.”

Mercy offered to turn around, with Tyrant refusing inside the same skull. Their body turned halfway and stopped with one shoulder toward each woman.

Dawn stared while Mutiny laughed until she had to wipe her wet eyes.

“That may be the most honest posture he has ever managed.”

Trevor's mouth frowned on one side and smiled on the other. Their face had not learned to do both yet, so the effect looked like a very pretty person losing an argument with a mirror.

Dawn took off a single gauntlet and set it on her knee.

“Tell me her death,” she said.

The request went to Mercy. He held Mutiny's gaze, but Tyrant took their mouth before he could answer.

“She died under my order,” Tyrant said, “and I spent her.”

Mercy felt the sealed dark, the last heartbeat command, and the way Tyrant still found sacrifice beautiful whenever its victim understood it.

“He wanted obedience to outlive death,” Mercy added. “It did not. She did.”

Mutiny watched both bright stars turn inside one pair of pretty eyes, then spoke.

“Tell hers,” Mutiny said.

Dawn answered before either Trevor could speak. “He could not save me. When I came back, he let me choose my own body.”

“After the forge tried to choose for you.”

“After I fought it. Yes.”

“He kept your contradictions.”

Dawn glanced at their shared mouth. “He had to love the woman who came back.”

Mutiny turned the loose red link between two fingers. “Mine tried giving her orders.”

“He still does,” Dawn said.

Mutiny’s smile showed teeth. “He still gets hit.”

Mutiny finally sat, and the heavy bench survived her weight and her low opinion of it.

Dawn asked, “Do you love him?”

“Which?”

“Again. Correct.”

Mutiny looked toward the fused body, where lavender led.

“I love mine like a weapon I know is loaded. I love yours like a heavy door I expect to lock behind me.”

Mercy winced at that, Tyrant admiring the sharp line enough to keep it.

Mutiny asked, “You?”

Dawn folded the bare hand over one knee, considering. “I love Mercy because he keeps making room and then acts surprised when people walk in. I want Tyrant because he is the worst possible use of a pretty face I already wanted.”

Tyrant fronted their smile until Mutiny said, “Wanting is not loving.”

“It may become both.”

“It may become murder.”

“Those overlap around him.”

Mercy groaned inside their shared mind, where only Tyrant could hear it.

Our girlfriends are flirting over how likely they are to kill us.

Best respec I ever made.

Dawn and Mutiny looked at one another, sharing the same scar with different memories behind it.

Dawn reached toward the scar on Mutiny's brow, then stopped, her fingers hanging an inch short.

“May I?”

“Once,” Mutiny said, after considering the bare hand for a long moment.

Dawn touched the scar, which had healed harder than hers.

Tyrant's body-forge had left a hard ridge where Mercy's resurrection left a pale line. One woman had chosen a returned body, and the other had fought inside a stolen one until it accepted the person Trevor forced into it.

Dawn withdrew after one light touch, so Mutiny returned the gesture without asking.

Dawn caught her wrist an inch from her brow, holding it there.

“You had one.”

“I steal extra turns.”

“Not from me.”

Dawn's bare grip held, and Mutiny could have broken it and chose not to.

“Good,” she said.

Dawn let go of the wrist like something hot.

Tyrant tried to reclaim the women’s attention with a smile. Neither looked at him. Mercy enjoyed the sudden silence inside their skull until Mutiny turned and caught them both grinning.

Dawn touched one white wing root, and Mutiny touched the matching black-red root, and Trevor felt both through one broad back. Mercy answered the tenderness, Tyrant the chance of being pinned between them.

The women noticed the two different answers and liked them.

“Mine is there,” Dawn said.

“So is mine,” Mutiny answered.

“One body.”

“Two bad ideas.”

They leaned in and kissed Trevor from either side at the same time.

Their shared body tried to turn toward both women at once. Sixteen huge wings fanned, the heavy bench groaned, and Trevor nearly dumped all three of them on the cold floor.

Dawn caught the upper white wings, Mutiny the lower black-red ones.

“Godseed,” Dawn said.

“Furniture hazard,” Mutiny added.

Mercy laughed, and Tyrant tried for dignity through the same mouth and made the sound worse.

Their second kiss went a great deal better than the first.

It stopped being a test somewhere in the second kiss. Dawn's bare hand found the small pauses Mercy made before every quiet yes, waiting inside each one until he stopped pausing and answered her. Mutiny bit the muscle above his collarbone, pushing, because Tyrant only came forward against real pressure, which was where she wanted him. The Trevors traded the front without losing the whole room, each answer shifting the gold-lavender balance behind their eyes.

Four people took part, using three warm bodies and one fused mind.

Mutiny caught Dawn’s grin over Trevor’s shoulder and returned it. Whatever she whispered next made Dawn laugh against his skin.

Dawn knew the body's gentler answers and followed them until Mercy fronted fully under her bare hand, her armor in bright pieces on the floor and her bare thighs around him. Mutiny read the harder tension in the wing roots and called Tyrant forward with a hard bite, a command she had no way to force, and the sure knowledge that he would hate resisting it.

When the front shifted, both women noticed and said the name of the man answering them: Mercy for tenderness, Tyrant for hungry pressure, and sometimes both when the body's answer belonged to both histories at once.

Dawn asked, “Whose lap?” with both women settling across it.

“Mine,” Tyrant said.

“Ours,” Mercy corrected.

Mutiny bit their bare shoulder and said, “Wrong answer from both.”

Pleasure built in two inside voices with one raw set of nerves between them. Mercy felt Tyrant's hunger without turning cruel, and Tyrant felt Mercy's devotion without turning kind. Dawn took him first, slow and deep, her scar white with the effort of not hurrying, finishing with her teeth in her own lip and her eyes wide open. Mutiny took him after, hard and laughing, holding him close through his release while she kept the red link in plain sight, out of his reach.

Afterward, all four of them lay tangled under a messy roof of white and black-red feathers.

Their links stayed on the low table, with nobody going to get them.

Dawn rested against the body's left side with her armor still on the floor. Mutiny took the right and kept one bare knee over the black-red wing roots in case Tyrant mistook satisfaction for keeping. Mercy fronted their breathing, slowing it down for everyone. Tyrant stayed awake behind it, pleased and frustrated, unable to tell which feeling belonged to being refused and which to being trusted with a thin line he could still break.

Dawn asked, “Do we become one relationship now?”

“No,” Mutiny said, before Trevor could answer.

Dawn smiled and said, “I know, and I wanted to hear him try.”

“Two relationships,” Mercy said, “with possible crossings.”

Tyrant took the mouth and said, “One body, one wide throne, and both of you on it.”

Both women sat up at once, so Mercy said quickly, “He means two relationships.”

Mutiny pressed the black flail head against Trevor's bare thigh and said, “Say that without help.”

Tyrant considered refusing, the small correction being sure to please them.

Then he considered the long game, in which a spoken line could become the fixed wall he tested for long years, which made giving in delicious.

“Two relationships,” he said. “Nothing passes from one to the other unless the woman carries it across.”

Dawn touched her loose gold thread and asked Mutiny, “And us?”

“Not twins, not sisters, and not lovers just because he has one good lap.”

“Possible crossings?”

Mutiny used Trevor's own phrase against him and said, “I might look into it.”

Their shared body reacted to the lift of Dawn's scar with her smile. Mercy tried to blame Tyrant, who showed both pulses through their face on purpose.

“Hopeless,” Mutiny said.

“Cute,” Dawn corrected.

Tyrant disliked the small word enough to want it said again.

The System opened two pantheon office drafts over the wide bed, humming as it did.

The Godseed had caught the differences the women kept making it face. Two unfinished office shapes turned above the bed, each waiting for an answer.

Dawn's draft showed a white scale with both pans left unbalanced on purpose. Her office could split a divine law into protector and jailer, promise and threat, or needed cost and chosen excess. It offered her no power to put the two halves back together.

Mutiny's draft showed one red heartbeat escaping a gold crown. Her office could put one stolen action inside any command, Trevor's included. The stronger the grip, the sharper the stolen beat.

Tyrant read that short line twice and thought, Absolutely not.

Mercy made the shared mouth ask, “Would you want more than one beat?”

Mutiny smiled and said, “Now I do.”

PANTHEON OFFICE DRAFT

DAMARIS PIKE // CONTRADICTORY GRACE
Gift // split one absolute into two true halves that cannot share a room
Answer // waiting

DAMARIS PIKE // RED MUTINY
Gift // one stolen beat inside any command, his included
Answer // waiting


“One absolute,” Dawn read aloud.

Tyrant felt her full attention move toward his Crown like a cold hand.

“The office is aimed at me.”

“The office has good taste,” Mercy said.

“It says one absolute, and it means mine.”

Dawn leaned over the panel and said, “You plan to give it plenty of hard work.”

Mutiny studied the worship line, the only one she cared about.

The office would take prayer from anyone caught inside a command and wanting one move of their own. Prisoners, soldiers, spouses trapped under owner vows, and whole worlds pinned under divine rules would all reach her. Every plea would give her one possible beat and no duty to spend it.

“People will expect rescue,” she said.

“Yes,” Mercy answered.

“I will fail some.”

“Yes.”

“Some will hate me for choosing another beat.”

“Yes.”

Tyrant moved the mouth and said, “You could choose by worth.”

Mutiny's eyes hardened as she asked, “Whose?”

“Ours.”

“Then no.”

Her no struck the draft, and Red Mutiny brightened.

Tyrant stared at the small change, since her office grew stronger each time she refused Trevor's ranking.

“Sly little toy,” he said.

Mercy laughed inside, and the toy seemed to hear him.

Dawn kept reading and found another buried line in her own draft.

Her office could split any absolute order, with each split passing both true halves through her own mind. If a divine law protected ten thousand and caged one, she would feel the protection and the cage without dropping either. There would be no divine distance and no holy sums.

“This could break me,” she said.

Pane Naomi answered from the open doorway, clearly there for a while already. “Then you need a clear door out and someone to catch you before you say yes.”

“Were you listening?”

“The old bench was loud about it.”

Ward Naomi appeared behind her and said, “Also, the fused pulse got loud enough to count from the dark hall.”

Trevor pulled three white wings over the messy bed and was too late by a full minute to hide anything.

Both Naomis had seen everything and looked about as moved as a cheap thermometer.

Mutiny pointed to the leaving line and asked, “If I leave, what happens to prayers already in the air?”

Her draft opened a hand-off in answer, written plain and short.

There would be no one waiting to replace her and no copy of her. Anyone praying would get a plain answer that the office had closed, and a short list of names, mortal or divine, willing to be asked instead.

Dawn nodded and said, “Keep that.”

Tyrant objected inside the Crown, and Mercy asked him why.

Loose worship is power nobody has picked up yet.

People are asking for help.

Exactly.

Mercy fronted their mouth and said, “We keep it.”

Their fused Crown held one live disagreement without settling it, both drafts staying open and unanswered.

The Damarises set the panels aside and went back to the real problem they had entered the room to solve.

Dawn chose Mercy for the first private hour of the night.

Tyrant withdrew from the front and left his knowing behind the black half of the halo. Ward sealed his memory path behind him, so he still knew about the touch without receiving its shape, its sound, its private meaning.

The missing knowledge enraged him more than any open wound had.

He kept his promise because breaking it would cost him both women, and because the sealed space proved a real lock could exist inside one mind.

Mutiny chose Tyrant for the next private hour, and Mercy withdrew.

He stayed aware of the body's pulse climbing and the bed shifting under shared weight, without receiving one detail. The absence did not become jealousy until he chose to make it one.

When both closures ended, Trevor remembered two long stretches of time as warm rooms behind locked doors.

Dawn looked for resentment in gold eyes, Mutiny for theft in lavender ones. They found both wants in him and no finished crime.

“One night,” Dawn said.

“One test,” Mutiny corrected.

Missed me? Tyrant asked as the private line opened between them again.

Mercy tried to find a clever denial. Tyrant felt him searching and laughed before he managed one.

Smug bastard.

There you are.

“We did not say yes,” Dawn said.

“Draft,” Mercy answered, “not offer.”

Mutiny read the leaving line and asked, “We can leave for good?”

“Yes.”

Tyrant hated those two words with a passion he usually saved for the black flail.

He tried to picture a pantheon whose members could leave for good. The whole picture offended every instinct that had built his empire, since worship flowing upward without an owner's lock was only power waiting to be stolen.

Mercy showed him the opposite picture: ten offices accepted once, renewed through action, and stronger because the door out stayed open.

Tyrant examined that strength without liking it any better, so he stopped trying to tear the line out for that night.

Mercy made their shared mouth say the words again.

“For good.”

Then Amelia's pulse alarm opened above them, with both Damarises reaching for their armor before Trevor could sit up.

The First Mouth had found Amelia's heartbeat—not the phase trail it had been chasing, but the heartbeat itself.

Violet light woke and drew one thin line across both worlds. It passed through the Junias' treatment rooms, under the cold fusion altar, and past the thin wall, where a billion small teeth turned toward the sound.

The Damarises were already off the bed and buckling their armor. Mercy reached for their abandoned weapons to pass them over; Tyrant wanted the lost warmth back badly enough to reach for a command.

Trevor stood up instead, sixteen wings filling the room with two different kinds of violence.


Chapter 40 — I Murdered Someone Behind My Own Eyes

Tyrant murdered seven adult cultists while Mercy watched from inside their own body.

Ward had choked off the listening line that set off Amelia's first alarm. Both Junias stayed behind her wards in the paired treatment rooms, with their pulses burning in the Naomis' panes. Twelve prisoners from the rescue raids waited nearby.

Every one of the twelve had already surrendered, empty hands out and bare heads down.

Three had delivered adults to the First Mouth by the cartload. One had built a small nursery shrine out of stolen children's names, leaving the children untouched only because the Mouth liked those names fresh. Five had recruited starving refugees with false rescue roads. The rest had kept dark altars, tracked planes, and called being eaten holy.

They were guilty, and they were also bound, disarmed, questioned, and no longer able to hurt anyone inside that small room.

Mercy did not need them innocent for killing them to be pointless.

They had given up every road the raiding parties had asked about, every feeding rite, and the path of the First Mouth’s hunger through three eaten planes. Naomi's white chart over the cell now read NOTHING LEFT TO ASK // SAFE TO HOLD.

Gospel Adina had split their words across twelve separate memory panes, and Scar Adina had dragged out every lie and checked the true roads against the Mouth's bite scars. Open Petra had already led rescue teams through the first road, with False Petra sealing the way back behind them.

Tyrant found nothing else on the raid chart he wanted to take from them.

Tyrant read the white chart and decided to hurt Mercy.

He chose murder because Mercy had loved him with full knowledge and still believed that watching every hour could limit what their shared power did. Tyrant wanted to set seven bodies down inside that belief and find out whether the love survived as pain or died as something quieter.

He also wanted the cultists to learn, before they died, that the prettier angel held no divine justice at all.

Their fused body sat across from the prisoners inside a black stone cell with one low table between them. Mercy fronted, with white wings covering eight prisoners and black-red wings covering four, and Tyrant could feel that split through their one shared back.

They live, Mercy said inside, where only one person could hear him.

Why?

Because killing them serves nothing and costs you nothing.

It serves me.

No.

Mercy's no stopped any direct command against the cultists, the way it had stopped the owner's hook in the refugee hall.

Tyrant had prepared another quiet road around that no.

He moved their smallest finger, the one Mercy watched least.

One black-red feather touched the shared body's inner thigh under the low table.

Mercy stopped that feather before it finished the slow stroke.

Tyrant moved a second feather along a different nerve, and Mercy blocked that one too. The contest turned physical: tiny touches, matching memories from the fusion ritual, and the exact sensation that made Mercy's front lose its grip on the hands.

Do not, Mercy thought, and meant the feather and the memory both.

You are enjoying it.

That is not a yes to—

Tyrant opened the fused memory of their last shared climax.

Pleasure struck every shared nerve at once, from scalp to heel.

Mercy stayed awake and opposed, and his attention broke for one second anyway.

Tyrant took the front in that second and did not give it back.

Cold lavender rolled over warm gold inside their eyes like a tide.

He could not command the cultists, because Mercy's no still held, so he commanded the room.

The whole floor opened, and all twelve prisoners fell onto black-red spikes.

Mercy felt the floor command from inside, stone-deep and already moving. Tyrant had driven it into the cold stone instead of the people, a small gap he had found during the relay bridge fight, and the room obeyed while the prisoners merely stood on its answer.

Mercy tried to close the black floor with everything he had. Tyrant kept the front and changed the command from open to not finished yet, and the no could find no handle on the new words.

Tyrant had practiced the room commands before fusion, when there had been no other will inside his head to watch. Mercy had not searched those old, empty rooms in their shared memories.

The first fall killed four adults outright, before anyone could scream.

Tyrant held the other eight just above the fatal depth.

Mercy fought to take the body back and lost every second of it.

Stop.

You wanted to learn faster.

They surrendered.

That made arranging them easy.

Tyrant lowered one adult at a time, neither quickly nor for anything they knew. He let each one understand that Mercy lived inside the body, objected, and could not win the front in time.

The old cult leader laughed at first, a dry sound in the dark cell. “Mercy is only a costume,” she said.

Tyrant let gold back into one eye while lavender kept the other.

Mercy used the shared mouth to say, “I am here.”

The woman's hard certainty broke at last, and Tyrant watched it go.

Tyrant wanted that moment more than her pain, since pain was common. The knowledge that rescue stood inches away and could be forced to watch made his cruelty personal enough to satisfy even him.

He kept the old leader higher while he worked on the others.

Fear rose thick from the prisoners. Mercy's dread pressed against Tyrant from inside, where there was no bar to hide it in.

FEAR 1,870/2,600 → 2,050/2,600

Mercy seized the right arm, while Tyrant kept the left.

Their shared body tore its own shoulder, and the tear cost forty HP.

HP 740/1,841 → 700/1,841

Mercy opened six white wings and caught two prisoners, while Tyrant used six black-red wings to push three lower, the old leader after the other two. The last three hung between the two intentions.

Mutiny Damaris walked into that room with her black flail already out.

She saw cold lavender eyes in front, with gold fighting under them.

“How many?” she asked.

“Nine,” Tyrant said.

Mercy used their mouth to say, “Four dead, five dying, and three I can still catch.”

Then Damaris used Mutiny Beat on the man she had chosen.

Tyrant's front hung for one stolen heartbeat, and Mercy took the body and pulled the last three off the spikes. Pane arrived behind Damaris and saved the two prisoners Mercy had caught first. Seven adults stayed dead on the black spikes, and nobody could change it.

Pane Naomi treated the three Mercy had caught, while Ward Naomi came through a black route and sealed the survivors' memories against Tyrant before asking a single question. Dawn Damaris stood in the open doorway with her heavy flail raised toward Trevor's shared throat.

She asked without lowering it, “Which one is fronting?”

“Mercy,” he answered.

“Can he hear me?”

Tyrant spoke from behind the same gold eyes and said, “Always.”

Dawn lowered her flail by one exact inch and no farther.

The fused body had made every threat against one man a threat against the other. Love no longer offered a clean place to swing, either.

Seven were not twelve, and seven were enough for what Tyrant wanted.

Tyrant laughed inside while Mercy vomited through their shared mouth.

Tyrant felt the nausea and refused to mute it. He tasted hot bile, blood, and Mercy's horror as things one body had to share.

He enjoyed that closeness too, more than he enjoyed the deaths.

Mercy hated him more for enjoying what could not be escaped. The hatred had texture now: muscles shaking under one skin, and a sour mouth both men could taste.

Fusion had made understanding perfect, distance impossible, and the difference between them permanent.

The System opened after Naomi moved the survivors.

TWIN-SOUL GODSEED

DIVINE PARADOXES SURVIVED // 3/4

One body did what one will refused.
THE WILL THAT REFUSED // not erased
SEVEN DEAD // not coming back

FUSION // cannot be undone


Mercy stood over the wet blood with both hands open.

I hate you, he thought, with the whole shared chest behind it.

No, Tyrant answered, you hate accurately.

I will stop you.

Sometimes.

I will never call you good.

Tyrant moved their smallest finger through the blood, drawing a thin line.

That is why I gave up the kill command.

The three conscious survivors watched the argument move across one face.

One was the cult's road keeper, a thin man with a burned hand. His name was Cassun Dahr, and he had sold seven starving families passage to a green plane before delivering them to the Mouth's outer stomach. He had confessed without shame, believing the Mouth raised its victims into something larger.

Dark blood covered his left leg until Pane Naomi stopped it.

He asked, “Why?”

Mercy held the mouth long enough to say, “You surrendered.”

Lavender pushed through their right eye like a fat thumb.

“He likes rules,” Tyrant added.

“And you?”

“I liked the floor.”

Cassun stared at both of them inside the one pretty face.

The First Mouth had offered cosmic meaning for its atrocities, and Tyrant offered none. There was no holy appetite here and no promised rebirth. He had killed seven adults because hurting the other man inside his own body felt good.

The road keeper looked frightened in a new way.

“You are worse.”

Tyrant smiled, and Mercy did not argue with the man.

Cassun dragged himself farther from Trevor until his back struck Naomi’s pane.

The second survivor was a woman named Urra who had tracked planes for the cult. Scar Adina had proven that she lied about two roads and told the truth about nine, and one false road had delayed a rescue long enough for a world to lose its whole coast.

Urra looked past the fused body to Dawn and her raised flail.

“Kill the body.”

Dawn's flail stayed up, and her hard eyes stayed on the lavender.

“That kills Mercy too.”

“Then lock it.”

Mutiny answered, “With what?”

That question changed the whole room in one short breath.

No cell existed for one will inside a shared divine body. Owner locks would feed Tyrant, and any chain Mercy accepted freely would bind the body Tyrant could front. A sleep ward would put the guard down along with the prisoner.

Tyrant felt every woman count the cost, and he enjoyed becoming a problem that love could not solve for free.

Mercy took the front completely, warm gold in both eyes.

“Rules,” he said.

“He used rules,” Urra replied.

“Then better ones,” Mercy said.

Ward Naomi began with the room itself, rooms being unable to argue. Trevor could not approach prisoners, patients, children, or anyone sleeping without two witnesses who did not answer to him. One had to carry a skill that could knock a will off the front. Ward laid a burning threshold around each occupied room and put its key in someone else's hand.

Tyrant tested the first lock with Ward still speaking.

The lock burned their bare foot to the bone.

“Adequate,” he said.

“I was hoping for painful.”

“Also adequate.”

Pane repaired the fresh burn without opening the lock. Tyrant flexed the restored foot and watched Ward strengthen the threshold.

Open Petra built an emergency road that would yank the body into empty air if lavender held both eyes longer than three seconds during protected contact.

False Petra hid the tripwire from both wills inside him.

Tyrant searched for it and found twelve pretty decoys and no wire, and his interest sharpened.

Gospel Adina wrote the seven names and the exact cause on a plain page anyone could read. No word on it called those deaths a battle, an execution, an accident, or a cost worth paying.

Scar Adina added that Tyrant had used Mercy's arousal to steal the front.

Mercy flushed hot through their shared body, while Tyrant wanted that detail shouted across the market.

“That detail is private,” Mercy said.

“It is also the method,” Adina replied.

Mercy let the page stand exactly as Adina had written it.

Privacy could not hide a cheap trick that would work again merely because its truth embarrassed him.

Dawn set the physical rule: if Tyrant took the front through stolen sensation, she would strike their fused halo hard enough to knock both men loose.

“You may injure Mercy,” Tyrant said.

“I know.”

“He may resent you.”

Mercy answered before she could, with the same two words. “I know.”

Dawn's face tightened, and love did not make that rule painless.

Mutiny set the last rule with one hand on her black flail.

“I keep one beat inside every front change.”

The Godseed resisted, fronting being the business of the wills inside. Handing an outside person a grip on it made the whole divine body something a stranger could grab.

Mutiny put one hand flat on their chest, over the shared heart.

“You used my beat to prove two wills could survive. Pay your debt.”

Mercy accepted the debt at once, while Tyrant refused it just as fast.

The office draft glowed red between the three of them.

Red Mutiny could hold that beat only if Mutiny took the office. The pantheon offer had become a key to policing the god who might create it.

“Sly little toy,” Tyrant said again.

“Scared?” Mercy asked.

“Of her taste in timing.”

Mutiny smiled back at him with all her teeth.

“Good.”

She did not accept yet, and the threat stayed a choice.

Cassun watched all of this from Naomi's pale healing pane.

“You think rules hold appetite,” he said.

Mercy looked down at seven bodies under white sheets.

“No.”

“Then why bother?”

“Because sometimes they stop one.”

Tyrant moved their smallest finger, and Mercy stopped it.

This time the motion had no purpose beyond proving that both men remained.

All three conscious survivors saw the finger move and stop.

Accurate fear replaced holy fear, and it would have to be enough for the next minute.

The next minute brought in the people who had been promised answers.

Open Petra had already returned through the first cult road. She led twenty-three adult survivors into the black cell after checking every route twice. None of them had come to forgive anyone in that cell. They came to identify voices, match names to passage lists, and ask the questions that the twelve prisoners had promised to answer in exchange for food and safety.

Seven of the possible answers now lay under white sheets.

A gray-haired woman named Sava stopped beside the cult leader's body. Her husband and two grown sons had vanished through a false orchard gate. Their words put her family inside the Mouth's outer stomach, and nobody knew whether they had escaped into a dead-plane road before the swallowing.

“She knew which road,” Sava said.

Neither Mercy nor Tyrant could give her that answer.

He had killed the woman before asking, because the missing detail had no use in the war. Rescue odds after three months sat below one percent, and Tyrant considered not-knowing cheap whenever it cost him nothing.

Sava looked at the fused face for a long moment.

“Which one?”

Mercy said, “Tyrant killed her.”

“Which one decided she had nothing left?”

That answer needed both Trevors, and both of them knew it.

Naomi's chart had said NOTHING LEFT TO ASK because the war questions were finished. Mercy had accepted the chart without asking what the victims still needed, and Tyrant had used its narrowness to murder his way around it.

“We did,” Mercy said.

Tyrant disliked the plural and let it stand, because guilt hurt Mercy more when it was shared accurately.

Sava slapped their shared face hard enough to turn it.

Dawn did not stop her, while Mutiny watched the lavender for movement.

Tyrant took the pain and made their body's cheek smile under Sava's rough hand.

Mercy killed that smile before it had finished forming on the cheek.

“Do not make me part of whatever game this is,” Sava said.

Trevor lowered all sixteen wings until the tips touched the wet floor.

One of the surviving cultists still knew the orchard roads. Urra had mapped the first gate and lied about its second exit. Scar opened the parts of Urra's story it knew were true, and Sava asked her questions through Naomi's sealed pane while neither Trevor could hear the private answers.

The other twenty-two survivors divided themselves between two prisoners and seven bodies.

Some needed names, others needed roads, and a few needed both. One man only wanted to know whether his sister had believed the cult's lie when she crossed. No page held an answer, because Tyrant had taken the person who might have known and turned her into a lesson for Mercy.

The harm did not end at seven bodies. It spread into every question their deaths had left alive.

Gospel opened a second page beside the first. Seven blank mouths appeared across it, each trailing the names of people who would never get an answer, and thirty-one living questions burned under them.

Across the bottom, Adina wrote in white fire:

TREVOR KILLED THEM FOR PLEASURE.

The System tried to add context, and she burned the field.

Tyrant read the accusation twice and found nothing wrong with it.

“Accurate,” he said.

Sava turned from Urra's pane and said, “You are proud.”

“No.”

Hope moved inside Mercy at that answer, and Tyrant crushed it at once.

“Pride needs an achievement. This was recreation.”

The whole room went still around that last word.

Tyrant let them watch the smile settle. Nobody reached for the white wings now, and he felt Mercy notice each hand pulled away.

Sava looked into Mercy's gold eye and ignored the other one.

“And you love him?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Mercy looked at the white sheets. “I want his voice beside mine when I wake. He can make me laugh when I have nothing left.”

Sava’s face did not soften. “Then keep him away from the rest of us.”

Tyrant loved her for the line, and Mercy hated that too.

The women decided what contact the fused body would get after the murders.

Dawn refused all contact, standing inside easy flail range and no closer.

Mutiny touched Trevor's bare breastbone only to place the threatened stolen beat. When Tyrant made their shared pulse quicken under her fingers, she withdrew.

Pane steadied their torn shoulder in a white sling and closed every affectionate link, so Mercy felt her care without receiving any comfort. Ward touched nothing and sealed the privacy around her own reasons.

Open left a visible road out of the room, while False hid a second one from both wills inside. Gospel kept speaking names, and Scar kept the method beside them.

Both Junias stayed behind their shut doors and sent no word.

Mercy wanted to ask whether their relationships had survived. Tyrant wanted him to ask, because not knowing had become the cruelest sensation available inside their shared chest.

Mercy asked them anyway, in the small voice he had left.

“Do any of you still want us?”

Dawn's face tightened. “I want you. I do not want this body near me tonight.”

Mutiny answered, “I want him, and I may still break the body to reach him.”

Pane said, “I am treating you.”

Ward said nothing.

Open said, “Ask after the exit exists.”

False had already left.

Gospel said, “Desire is not the question tonight.”

Scar said, “It is one of them.”

None of their answers made the truth any simpler.

Mercy cried through their shared face without hiding it.

Tyrant kept their mouth from apologizing, and Mercy took it back and found no apology large enough to be of use. He had not committed the murders, and he had chosen the fusion that gave Tyrant the hands, and that difference mattered without closing the distance.

“I will not ask you to comfort me for what our body did,” Mercy said.

Tyrant pushed two words through the same lips before Mercy could close them.

“I might.”

Dawn raised her flail, and Mercy stopped Tyrant from going on.

Their fused throat hurt where the two voices collided.

They went to bed alone that night, if a night still existed after the alarm.

Scar Adina left seven thin pages outside the room, one on top of another.

Each held one name and what the witnesses could remember. Before their capture, Mera Sol had shoved a stranger through an open gate, and Peth Aran had covered two children with his shield. Ossi Brant’s last act had been to curse Trevor’s pretty face. The other pages held interrupted plans, unpaid debts, favorite foods, and people who would wake the next day expecting them.

Mercy read all seven pages, and Tyrant read them through the same eyes and enjoyed the precision of Mercy's pain like a man tasting good wine.

Do you regret any of the seven? Mercy asked.

No.

Would you do it again?

If it hurt you this well, I would choose different victims so the lesson stayed fresh.

His answer carried no defensive rage and no secret plea to be stopped, and Tyrant meant every word.

Mercy placed the seven pages under their shared pillow.

Tyrant did not object, the names making the room more interesting.

Outside, seven separate memorial roads opened in seven different worlds. None used Trevor's image or called the deaths a sacrifice, and the families chose whether the fused Godseed could attend.

Six said no.

One said Tyrant only.

Mercy feared that one invitation more than the six who said no.

Tyrant smiled in the thick dark.

Then Amelia's pulse alarm sounded again above their bed.

Mercy kept the front and got up with the pages in one steady hand.

He tucked the seven pages against their heart before opening the door. Tyrant felt the edges with him all the way down the hall.


Chapter 41 — Amelia Voted Before She Had Lungs

Amelia's first vote was no, and she cast it before she had lungs to say it with.

The small pulse reversed, stumbled, and beat against the force trying to turn it back.

The First Mouth sent a command through the warm phase heartbeat, and both Junias felt it arrive as warmth, relief, and a soft promise of the hurting stopping the moment they gave up.

The one growing soul inside them recoiled, its small pulse reversing once.

Pane Naomi repeated the push at one thin percent of strength through a sealed copy of the command, and Amelia's quick rhythm sped away from it. Ward Naomi blocked every Trevor signal and ran the test again, and got the same flat answer. Gospel Adina wrote the event down without calling it a choice. Scar Adina found three separate places where the Mouth had tried to relabel the sharp recoil as plain distress at being apart.

They threw out every sly edit, leaving a small pile that stayed honest.

Every healing pane in the two dim rooms showed the same simple answer.

AVERSION // distinct

SOURCE // fetal continuity

Pane stripped the command out of the warmth. Amelia’s pulse slowed. She tested the command without warmth, and the little rhythm turned away again.

“Not the heat,” Ward said.

Mercy Junia began singing under her breath. The pulse jumped at her voice, then settled. Across the gap, Tyrant Junia watched until the next crossing brought that uneven beat beneath her own palm.

Naomi still refused to use the plain word choice, but Mercy Junia did not.

“She said no,” Mercy Junia said, and did not look away from the pulse.

“She produced a repeatable aversion,” Pane corrected.

“That is the healer's careful way of saying it.”

“Yes,” Pane said.

“Mine is the mother's plain way.”

Both went onto the white chart, each one signed.

Tyrant Junia watched the violet line cross between their bodies. “Do not make her brave before she can feel scared.”

Her counterpart looked through the one-inch opening between the rooms. “I am not.”

“You want this to mean she is fighting.”

“Yes,” Mercy Junia said.

“So do I.” Tyrant Junia pressed one hand over the dull phase ache beneath her ribs. “That is why neither of us gets to call it proof she can survive what comes next.”

Mercy stood outside the two connected treatment rooms with their hands held against the cloak. The Junias had Gospel's account of what those hands had done.

Trevor had washed their shared hands twice, and the blood no longer came off on clean cloth. Mercy could still feel it in every nail bed. Tyrant kept the memory of it open on purpose.

The Junias saw clean fingers and remembered the body those fingers belonged to.

Mercy Junia opened her white door. Tyrant Junia kept her red one closed.

Mercy Junia asked, “Which one is fronting?”

“Me,” Mercy said.

“Can he hear?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said. “Stay outside.”

Trevor obeyed her, and neither will tried to argue.

Both Naomis and both Adinas stayed inside. The Damarises guarded the long corridor, and the Petras mapped the Mouth's faint signal from safe spots no command could reach.

Trevor waited. Through the door he could hear Junia singing the same three notes until her breath steadied.

Dawn stood on the white side of the corridor and Mutiny on the red, and neither woman turned her back on Trevor.

“You stand like me,” Mutiny said.

“You stand like me first.”

“I was here first.”

“You were dead first.”

Mercy accepted their cold caution. Tyrant took it as praise.

“I spent my beat stopping you,” Mutiny said, with two fingers already on the black flail.

Tyrant did not pretend polite confusion and said, “Efficiently.”

“You used sensation to steal the front.”

“Mercy's sensation,” Tyrant said, as if that settled it.

“Our body,” Mercy corrected through the mouth.

Dawn's flail rose one inch. “That difference is how he gets around your no.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Mercy looked toward the closed treatment doors. Seven dead cultists lay behind him in every sense. Three conscious survivors now knew the god outside Amelia's room could become either rescuer or murderer without changing bodies.

“I thought seeing him would make stopping him easy.”

Tyrant laughed inside, and Mercy spoke over the laugh.

“It makes hiding harder. Not acting.”

Dawn nodded once and moved her flail off the door’s latch.

Mutiny touched two fingers to Trevor's bare breastbone, and her draft office answered from its deep hiding place in the System, one small beat trembling beneath their shared heart.

“I can stop one front change if I accept.”

Tyrant moved their smallest finger, the old tell they all knew now.

“And then every command has a traitor built in.”

“Yes,” Mutiny said.

“Tempting,” Tyrant said.

“For me.”

“Everything around my power eventually becomes for me.”

Mercy felt the hard truth of that and felt the arrogance riding on it.

“That is the belief we are building the office to break.”

Mercy let Tyrant push forward to the mouth and speak.

“Then build something stronger,” he said, enjoying the silence after it.

Mutiny smiled without any warmth. “We are.”

That exchange settled nothing about the office, but it proved they needed one.

The First Mouth strengthened its soft command without making it sound evil.

It sounded like a calm adult voice promising a quiet world to a growing pulse willing to stop pushing away. Warmth followed every forced beat, and cold every uneven one. The Mouth trained the body before language, hoping preference would arrive later and mistake the training for home.

Tyrant knew the method from his own work. Mercy felt him know it and nearly lost the front to hot rage.

“Do not use him,” Mercy Junia called through the door.

That one was aimed at him, and Mercy listened.

The fetal pulse began matching the Mouth in spite of the earlier recoil. A growing body could dislike a force and still be swamped by it. Wanting was no magic armor.

Mercy prepared Phase Shelter outside the rooms, holding its unlit outline at the threshold.

“It needs both anchors,” he said. “I won’t cast until both of you agree.”

Mercy Junia accepted it. Tyrant Junia refused.

Her acceptance opened one path; the other stayed shut. Mercy held the spell without casting as the Mouth pressed harder on Tyrant Junia’s anchor.

Tyrant wanted to order his Junia to accept, and Mercy blocked their tongue before it made a sound.

Tyrant Junia heard that attempted movement through their old owner field.

“If he speaks,” she called, “I close the route.”

“Understood,” Mercy answered, and Tyrant went silent with enough rage to heat their halo.

The Junias went to their thin connecting door, still open one inch.

Mercy Junia could see only her counterpart's hand, and Tyrant Junia only hers. They had no shared formation, no Trevor link, and no plan beyond surviving whatever the Mouth was doing now.

Each placed two fingers against the narrow gap without letting them touch.

Mercy Junia looked at the other woman's fingers. The same scar across the second knuckle. The same bitten nail. Her own fingers moved toward the last quarter inch, for a reason that had nothing to do with the Mouth, and stopped.

Tyrant Junia saw the wanting, and one corner of her mouth moved. “Later,” she said. “When nothing is trying to eat us.”

“You would bite.”

“You would like it.”

The phase pulse crossed the gap between them anyway.

Mercy Junia sent one small unlinked heartbeat through the gap, and Tyrant Junia used her self-owned beat to catch it inside the ninety-nine-percent field. Amelia's pulse found two adult rhythms refusing the Mouth in different ways, and it matched neither rhythm and formed a third.

Naomi laid the three rhythms over one another in her pane. The violet line slipped free each time. Junia touched the glass beneath it. “Keep that one.”

The Mouth's command broke against a small, uneven rhythm belonging to nobody but her.

The System opened two new pantheon office drafts outside the rooms, and neither panel crossed the treatment threshold. Unbound Law formed from white space that no halo could write inside, while The Stolen Beat formed from one red mark that kept moving whenever the Crown tried to find it.

Mercy read the first as protection, and Tyrant read it as an unbearable hole in divine control. Mercy read the second as resistance. Tyrant read it as proof that owning stayed interesting only when something escaped.

The offices meant different things to both wills and belonged to neither one.

PANTHEON OFFICE DRAFT

JUNIA SERRAT // UNBOUND LAW
Gift // a ground where no living self can be owned
Answer // waiting

JUNIA SERRAT // THE STOLEN BEAT
Gift // one self-owned heartbeat kept out of any command
Answer // waiting


The Junias read those drafts from inside their separate rooms and took their time.

Mercy Junia did not open Unbound Law, and she asked Naomi to read every hidden cost instead.

The ground would block owning by gods, crowns, parties, bloodlines, lovers, parents, and Systems like his. It would also block willing surrender while it stood, so anyone could walk in but could not choose to be owned by anyone else until walking out.

“Useful,” Mercy Junia said, reading the white draft twice.

“Dangerous,” Pane Naomi answered from beside the other bed.

“How?”

“An injured flier might lend someone control of her wings. Cross this ground and she drops.”

“Then I mark the edge where she can see it.”

“And if she falls in, too hurt to answer?”

Junia looked toward the blank white office. “Then I need a way to catch her without keeping her.”

Her draft changed under her eyes as she said it.

Unbound Law gained one narrow exception. Whoever stood at the center could lift its bar on their own body for one act through a freely named proxy, and that proxy could not be Trevor.

Tyrant objected from outside in the corridor with one flat word.

“Unfair,” he said.

“Accurate,” four women replied at once.

Tyrant Junia studied The Stolen Beat during the cooling argument.

Her office could keep one single heartbeat out of any command, but only one. If a thousand frightened people called at once, nine hundred ninety-nine beats would stay outside her reach.

Junia held out a second finger. The beat stayed on the first.

She asked, “How do I choose?”

Ward Naomi answered her. “You do.”

“That is not guidance.”

“No.”

“What if I choose mine every time?”

“Then the office stays yours.”

Junia touched the one-percent line in her body and remembered where it came from.

Tyrant had once allowed her one beat, because a perfectly owned formation needed one controlled exception. She had used his mistake to stay a person, and now strangers might ask her for that same impossible interval.

“He will try to influence the choice.”

“Yes,” Ward said.

“He will make saving one person hurt another.”

“Yes.”

“He will enjoy it.”

Tyrant answered from outside the room. “Already.”

Mercy Junia kicked her corridor door open and hurled a heavy cup at Trevor’s halo.

Tyrant felt the impact, and Mercy enjoyed it. The two reactions produced one small, helpless laugh from their shared mouth.

Tyrant Junia looked toward the one bare hand of her counterpart she could see.

“If I accept, you are my proxy.”

Mercy Junia went still on her own side of the door.

“For suspension?”

“For the beat, if I cannot choose.”

“Still only one beat.”

“You choose where it goes if I cannot. You do not get a second.”

Their drafts met through the one-inch door, white space touching a moving red mark without merging.

Unbound Law could make the ground where a choice stayed possible. The Stolen Beat kept the instant when someone made it.

Their gifts fit, and the women did not, and that difference kept the fit from becoming a cage.

“For now,” Mercy Junia said, her white draft taking the words in.

“And we can take it back,” Tyrant Junia added, her red one doing the same.

Both answers stayed waiting on the far side of the door.

Tyrant Junia opened her red door. Mercy Junia stood at the neighboring threshold, and both women looked toward Trevor.

“You know her name,” Mercy Junia said.

“Amelia Vorelia,” Tyrant Junia added from the red doorway.

Mercy remembered the name settling between them in the forge. “You still want Vorelia?”

The Junias looked at one another before either answered.

“Yes,” Mercy Junia said. “It fits her.”

Tyrant Junia spoke the name once more, quietly, as the pulse crossed beneath her hand.

“Both of you are her mothers,” Mercy said.

“If we continue,” Mercy Junia replied, one hand flat on her belly.

“No prophecy,” Tyrant Junia said, one hand on her sword.

“Not yours,” both told Tyrant inside.

Tyrant knew the name. He had already tried it against half a dozen shapes inside his Crown. Hearing both mothers keep it for her made him reach for those shapes again, and Mercy shut their hand before it moved.

“Say her name,” Mercy Junia told the fused body.

Mercy fronted and said, “Amelia Vorelia.”

“Him.”

Tyrant took the mouth and held it a long moment before using it.

He could turn the name into a grip by saying it with an owner's full weight. The Crown offered its shape before his tongue moved: name, bloodline, guardian, inheritance, and obedience. One breath could wrap a red future around the pulse without touching either treatment room.

Mercy readied his no. Both Damarises readied violence, the Petras opened exits, and the Adinas watched for a changed syllable.

Tyrant enjoyed that room's fear for a slow moment.

He said only her name. “Amelia Vorelia.”

Her name left their mouth without a command hiding inside it.

Mercy did not praise him, and the Junias did not thank him.

“Without deciding what she is.”

“Amelia Vorelia.”

“Without deciding what she owes.”

“Amelia Vorelia.”

The third saying hurt the Crown. A named power had stood three times inside Trevor's mind without a use attached.

Tyrant kept that pain, not as penance, but as a map of a line he meant to know well enough to cross or defend when the long war asked.

Each Junia took a slate. Mercy Junia wrote what Pane should do while Amelia's phase was inside her; her counterpart wrote a different answer for Ward. They left room for each other's warnings, not orders. An emergency would bring both healers, not Trevor, to the bedside.

Gospel took one slate and Scar the other. The Damarises stayed by the doors while the Petras checked two exits, neither running through Amelia.

“And if one of us cannot answer?” Mercy Junia asked.

Each woman named a proxy of her own. Mercy Junia chose Pane Naomi, Tyrant Junia chose Ward, and neither woman chose her counterpart.

That choice surprised them both more than it surprised anyone else.

“Not me?” Mercy Junia asked through the thin connecting door.

“For the beat. Ward gets the bleeding.”

“I get the glamorous job.”

“Try not to look so pleased.”

They almost laughed together, and then remembered the cold corridor.

Amelia crossed phases an hour later.

Pane got one instruction, and Ward got another. Both healers compared only what they had to do to keep from clashing and left private reasons private.

Tyrant listened outside, found no route through either arrangement, and thought about making a real emergency.

Mercy felt that idea take shape, and their fused body stepped backward from both doors before the wish could become movement.

“He thought of testing it,” Mercy said aloud.

Ward added that fact to their threat plan. Tyrant denied nothing.

The two Junias had not heard the same words inside the fused mind. They watched the body's smallest finger flex, saw lavender sharpen behind gold, and knew the argument by its physical traces.

Mercy Junia rested a hand over Amelia's phase, and Tyrant Junia put hers on the bare sword.

They waited for an answer from the will most likely to make it inconvenient, and he answered through their shared mouth after Mercy allowed him.

“Not mine.”

Tyrant placed those two small words inside his black Crown beside Junia's no, and they burned there, not as belief, but as a live limit watched by people strong enough to punish him for breaking it.

He began at once to imagine future meanings for mine, and they came fast.

Protective possession. Inherited command. A sealed plane with his throne sitting above every door. An owner mark that slept until she grew up. A bodyguard who answered only to him. He built five clean paths to owning her without moving a muscle.

Mercy broke each one inside their shared mind, and Tyrant built a sixth cage from the pieces.

Mercy showed that cage to both Adinas through the public side of their link.

Gospel wrote every proposed phrase on a wide board outside the treatment rooms, while Scar added the hidden owner meaning beneath each one.

The Junias read every phrase twice before they spoke.

“Protective possession?” Mercy Junia read aloud from the board.

“He thinks adjectives change chains,” Tyrant Junia replied.

Tyrant smiled through their shared mouth and said, “Some do.”

“Then we will make you define every link while the person holding the other end watches,” Gospel said.

“Tedious,” Tyrant said.

“Permanent.”

Scar carved the sixth cage onto the same plain page too fast for Tyrant to pretend he had merely explored an idea.

Mercy felt satisfied, while Tyrant felt the dangerous thrill of enemies learning his real methods.

Fusion had not made him less secretive. It had made secrecy a game with better opponents.

Mercy felt every hidden response and said, “Do not,” with the mouth.

“I said nothing,” Tyrant answered through it.

Both Junias glared at their single face with the same expression.

“You two are going to be exhausting parents,” Mercy Junia said.

“They are not parents,” Tyrant Junia replied.

“Excellent correction,” Mercy Junia said.

Amelia's pulse kicked once inside its uneven rhythm, and Naomi called it movement rather than a vote.

Pane left a narrow healing window beside each bed, its latch under that mother's hand. Ward hooded the panes, hiding everything a healer did not need. Trevor could see the pulse, not what either woman felt.

Tyrant found a real weakness inside fourteen seconds and said it aloud.

“A kick changes balance. Balance affects flight. Flight is a war fact.”

Tyrant Junia stabbed that line out of the air.

“You will not turn our daughter into a cheap gauge.”

“You called her daughter.”

The whole room went still around the small word.

Mercy Junia looked at her counterpart and said, “You did.”

Tyrant Junia kept her bare sword raised. That one word scared her in a way the Mouth never had, by making a whole future she could lose.

“I said what I said,” she answered, her sword still raised.

No one teased her, not even Tyrant.

Mercy Junia placed one hand against the warm phase glow and said, “Mine too.”

The pulse moved beneath Mercy Junia's palm. Her counterpart held out a hand for its return.

Trevor stayed outside the thin treatment line. Tyrant hated being shut out, and Mercy loved the women enough to hold the line against their shared body.

Amelia's pulse crossed from one mother to the other in a rhythm she was keeping for herself.


Chapter 42 — My Pantheon Had a Safe Word and a War Budget

The last six offices needed combat, choice, and enough sexual tension to make the System regret inventing tooltips.

Both Naomis volunteered the training hall, and both Petras stole it. The Adinas called the stolen hall a place no holy book would allow, then went in first.

The stolen hall sat at the back of a road that did not exist on either world. One wall opened onto Free Heaven's pale morning. The far wall showed Tyrant's red palace upside down, and the ceiling belonged to a third plane whose stars spelled rude comments whenever Trevor looked up.

Open Petra said the stars had always been there. False Petra took the credit.

“You cannot take credit for stars.”

“I can take credit for anything that is not nailed down.”

“Stars are nailed down.”

“Not these.”

Gospel wrote both stories down, and Scar marked each one as suspicious for different reasons.

The Damarises took the doors, flails within reach. Five wounded volunteers from the healing line waited beside Pane's equipment.

Tyrant fronted, because the exercise involved command. Mercy stayed close enough to stop any owning. Their fused body stood at the center of a six-point array with sixteen wings folded and one plain rule.

“Red means stop,” Mercy said.

“Red means most of my skills,” Tyrant objected.

Pane held up a white card with STOP painted in red. “This red means stop.”

“Poor visual design.”

Ward held up the same card. “Would you prefer a word?”

“Surrender.”

All six women answered, “No.”

Open Petra grinned. “The safe word is committee.”

Both Adinas objected so hard that the choice became unanimous.

The System spawned six pantheon-office predators, and each one tried to turn one woman's strongest skill into a divine yes that Trevor owned and Trevor alone could spend.

The creatures wore dressed-up copies of each woman's face. Pane's carried a thousand hands and no ears. Ward's had no mouth of its own and collected everyone else's. Open's body was a door with Trevor's halo for a lock, and False's appeared only at the place it wanted her to reveal. Gospel's wore a single golden tongue, and Scar's had flawless skin stretched over an erased page.

None of them looked like a fake lover. They looked like offices with the person meant to hold them already eaten by the power.

Pane's predator offered endless healing if everyone she healed got linked to her without asking. She refused and built Open-Hand Mercy, where care crossed only to willing hands.

The predator closed Trevor's torn shoulder and threaded an owner hook into the new flesh. Pane pulled the hook free, and the tear opened again beneath the sling. Then she offered power through an open palm to five wounded volunteers. Four took the open palm, and one did not.

The accepted wounds closed. The fifth stayed visible and unpunished. All five volunteers went back to the healing line before the next creature struck.

Ward's predator offered perfect truth if every confession belonged to God. She sealed Trevor's Crown out and built Guarded Confession, where a spoken truth could not be seized without the speaker's say-so.

Her predator pulled private memories from the other five women and showed them as tactical hints. Ward closed every display, including one that would have shown False Petra's attack route. She chose the harder fight over a stolen advantage she would have enjoyed.

Open's predator offered every road if Trevor held both locks. She opened one willing gate no owner could close from either side.

The gate linked two strangers in different worlds. Either could close her own side, and neither could trap the other inside. The predator tried to crown that threshold, and Open rerouted its crown into the empty space between doors, where owning had no body to hold onto.

False's predator offered perfect pursuit if she gave up her hidden end. She handed the creature a convincing lie and kept one route from both Trevors inside.

Tyrant searched for that hidden end during her fight.

Mercy noticed and shut their fused eyes to it.

Tyrant searched by smell, by the shift of gravity, and by the pressure on sixteen wings instead, since Mercy had taken their eyes off the table. False felt that reach, smiled at the body they shared, and moved her end into the one place neither will could inspect alone.

She kept it hidden from both of them even after the predator died.

Gospel's predator offered one true sacred history, so she broadcast six separate accounts and let worshippers disagree.

Those accounts clashed about Trevor's rescue, Tyrant's bridge, the refugee volunteers, and the Godseed ritual. Each witness kept the part she had seen and the doubt about the rest.

The golden-tongued predator choked trying to sing all six as one hymn.

Scar's predator offered a clean divine library, and she exposed every edit, including the flattering ones.

The library praised Mercy for stopping the cultist murders, and Scar restored the seven bodies he had failed to save. It praised Tyrant for saving both worlds with the sacrificed legion, so Scar restored the cheaper plan she had checked under that victory.

Neither Trevor inside enjoyed her office by the time she finished building it.

All six predators attacked together at the end, as everyone had expected.

Tyrant pinned six command lanes, and Mercy kept six actions separate. Their fused body spent 300 MP and 240 Stamina holding both.

MP 440/1,582 → 140/1,582

STAMINA 604/1,529 → 364/1,529

Each woman killed her own predator by turning its promised power against it.

Pane withdrew healing from the thousand hands until the creature had to ask. Ward gave back every stolen confession as a blade only its speaker could hold. Open closed one side of the halo-door, and False arrived from the end she had never surrendered. Gospel drowned the golden tongue in clashing witness-voices, and Scar peeled perfect skin off the erased page.

Six finishing blows landed without Trevor borrowing any of them.

Neither Trevor got an office. Six new office drafts appeared.

Pane walked around Open-Hand Mercy one time before she spoke.

The draft looked like a shallow silver basin set into the floor. Healing gathered inside it without deciding where to pour. Every person near the office could see how much sat available, where the limits were, and what it cost its healer.

“No hidden draining,” Pane said, and the basin cut that rule into itself.

“No worship replacing treatment,” she said, and another line appeared on it.

“No divine glow during ordinary checkups,” she said, and the basin dimmed at once.

“Worship needs a spectacle,” Tyrant objected.

Pane pointed at their still-torn shoulder. “I can leave that.”

Their fused mouth closed on whatever Tyrant had planned to say next.

Ward's Guarded Confession appeared as a black door with no handle on Trevor's side. The speaker controlled who entered, what stayed remembered, and what got deleted later. Even the office holder could not keep a confession past a chosen forgetting.

Scar Adina disliked deletion. Ward did too, for opposite reasons.

“Sometimes a secret must stop existing,” Ward said.

Scar was quiet for a moment, a woman who had spent her life exposing erased histories.

“And sometimes forgetting protects the person who caused harm.”

“Yes.”

“How do you tell?”

“I do not. The speaker chooses what leaves my office. I keep a sealed fact that something was said, not what.”

Scar accepted that difference without liking it.

Open Roads formed two doors facing each other. False Roads formed no visible object at all.

Open Petra demanded that tolls stay impossible without a yes from both ends. False Petra demanded that no map, god, lover, or other self be able to reveal her end.

Tyrant searched for it again, and her draft slapped their smallest finger, and Mercy laughed.

“It has excellent instincts.”

“It has inherited your immaturity.”

“Our immaturity now.”

Many Gospels opened as six empty books with room for more. Gospel Adina required every sacred account to carry a witness name and a doubt line. Nameless revelation could still exist, and the book would mark what the missing name kept anyone from checking.

Scarred Copies appeared as a stack of damaged mirrors. Scar required every edit to keep the prior image somewhere the subject could reach.

“Even a correction?” Mercy asked.

“Especially a correction.”

“What about lies?”

“Label them. Keep them. A deleted lie becomes a clean past.”

Tyrant liked that rule for reasons Scar did not.

She looked into the lavender-leading eyes. “You do not control access.”

“Then I will make people regret looking.”

“That is why access stays.”

Six offices changed around six people, shaped by them and not polished by the System, and no acceptance appeared on any of them.

OPEN-HAND MERCY // waiting
GUARDED CONFESSION // waiting
OPEN ROADS // waiting
FALSE ROADS // waiting
MANY GOSPELS // waiting
SCARRED COPIES // waiting


Then the women asked what their offices would cost.

The System tried to answer in worship, and Pane threw the unit out with one word. “Hours.”

Ward added, “Attention.”

Open said, “Travel.”

False said nothing. Her expense stayed private on principle.

Gospel asked how many prayers each office could take before no one voice could still be picked out. Scar asked how many old drafts the divine library could keep before finding anything became its own kind of forgetting.

Their answers made a real war budget, line by line.

Open-Hand Mercy could treat two hundred ordinary wounds or one divine soul rupture per day before the office started drawing straight from Naomi's body. Guarded Confession could hold one thousand sealed secrets, and only forty could get real attention in a day. Open Roads could keep twelve permanent public gates or thirty temporary ones. False Roads refused to state its limits anywhere Trevor could see.

Many Gospels could carry unlimited voices and almost no time to understand them. Reading, checking, and answering stayed finite work. Scarred Copies could keep every prior image if worshippers paid for storage across physical worlds. Divinity did not make libraries free. It only made neglect easier to hide.

Mercy liked that honesty. Tyrant found its weakness.

“Prayer can pay for all six,” he said. “Route surplus from the quiet offices into the busy one.”

The System offered them a central treasury under the fused Crown.

All six office drafts dimmed at the offer, as if insulted.

“No,” Ward said.

“It solves the room problem,” Tyrant answered.

“It makes every private confession pay your throne.”

“Tribute from every whispered sin.”

Pane tapped Open-Hand Mercy's basin. “It makes sick people fund the god who decides who gets what.”

“They receive healing.”

“They receive my work.”

That difference mattered enough to crack the treasury panel.

Open proposed a network instead. Each office could publish need and surplus, and transfers needed both holders to agree. Worshippers could aim offerings at a job instead of at Trevor. Unused power went back to the giving town after thirty days unless they renewed the gift.

Tyrant hated that refund more than the rest of it.

“Power left unused has already failed its owner.”

“People are not owners because they pray,” Gospel said.

“Then they are donors.”

“Donors can change their minds.”

Tyrant fronted their eyes. “That is why empires do not run on donations.”

Scar held up the plain page from his seven murders.

“Your empire runs on this.”

“Reliably.”

Mercy pushed forward hard enough to turn gold through both of their eyes.

Their shared body gripped its own wrists before either will could turn argument into movement.

They settled that budget with four tallies, one for each kind of truth.

One tracked available divine power. Another tracked mortal labor, and a third tracked current pleas the office holder had chosen to answer. The fourth listed people waiting without any promise of a god arriving.

No prayer vanished for lack of room. It stayed visible as unmet need, stripped of sacred language that might make neglect sound wise.

Every office holder kept and controlled a tally of her own.

Trevor could give, and he could not collect.

“For now,” Tyrant said.

All six women answered, “Permanent.”

Mercy felt the word become a wall. Tyrant felt it become a challenge.

The combat array stayed hot around all of them.

The women had chosen to begin a second phase.

The six women proposed it before Trevor did. Each said what she wanted from the exercise and what would end her part in it. Pane wanted open sensation without a link that formed on its own, and Ward wanted private responses that even the shared mind could not read. Open wanted visible routes, and False wanted one surprise nobody could predict. Gospel wanted spoken desire, and Scar wanted the freedom to call a performance false.

Tyrant listened, because the list described an interesting set of limits. Mercy listened, because six people were trusting them with different kinds of risk.

Pane and Ward came first, one from each side.

Pane took the fused body's left hand and set it against her own throat, and every nerve under her skin opened to the touch. Ward took the right hand and set it at her hip, and her skin gave nothing back at all. Trevor felt the difference in his own palms, one side warm and answering, one side sealed like a locked door under silk.

“You feel that,” Pane said against his mouth.

“I feel half of it.”

“Then earn the other half,” Ward said, and did not let him.

She kissed Pane across the fused body instead, slow and open, and Trevor got to watch and got none of it through his Crown. Pane's breath caught. Ward's did not, or Ward did not let it.

“You are shaking,” Pane murmured.

“You are reading me.”

“You are letting me.”

“For this one minute.”

Open and False took him next and routed hands, mouths, and bodies through positions no one expected. Open's route stayed visible. She put his back against the Free Heaven wall, put her knee where she wanted it, and told him exactly what she was doing while she did it. False stayed hidden until pleasure made their shared knees buckle, and then she was there, behind him, laughing against his neck, with one hand somewhere his eyes had never seen her put it.

“Cheating,” Open said.

“Winning.”

“You cannot win at this.”

“Watch me.”

Gospel named what she wanted aloud, in plain words that made the stars overhead spell something worse. Scar contradicted every answer that sounded copied from someone else, and when Gospel's voice finally broke into something that belonged to nobody but her, Scar kissed her for it and let Trevor feel the difference.

The card lay on the table within everyone's reach.

Tyrant enjoyed command where it was offered. Mercy enjoyed affection where it stayed free. The women shifted the front through what each one wanted and made one fused body answer in two voices anyone could tell apart.

When Trevor tried to give one order to all six, every office draft failed.

“Committee,” Open said.

Everything stopped.

Sixteen wings froze, the array's skill fields collapsed, and the shared body released all contact and stepped back twice before Tyrant finished deciding whether the stop was worth it.

Silence filled the stolen hall from wall to wall.

Open checked the exits while Ward gave each woman room to answer. Pane checked the bodies in her panes. Gospel said she wanted to stay; Scar kept her eyes on Trevor's hands.

The pause lasted as long as it needed, and no System timer counted it.

Tyrant stared at the six of them with both eyes lavender.

“You used it to make a point.”

“Still counts,” Ward said.

They started again only after all six wanted to, and that second beginning made the skills hold.

It changed the mood too. Laughter came back first, then teasing, then hunger rebuilt without borrowing speed from before the stop. Tyrant found out that interrupted desire could come back sharper without making the stop a trick.

The System showed one discreet note and hid it at once when all six women glared.

TUNING // embarrassingly successful

Pleasure came in separate waves and left six separate women laughing, swearing, or quietly satisfied around one exhausted divine candidate who was still trying to look in charge.

The System delivered the score over the wreckage of the array.

PANTHEON OFFICE DESIGNS // 10/10
OFFICE ACCEPTANCES // 0/10

Divinity reminder // designing a throne does not seat a person


Tyrant hated the reminder. Mercy liked it enough to read it twice.

The Junias arrived at the doors with their swords. Dawn and Mutiny let them through, then turned as the floor opened under the training hall. Three eaten planes waited below like exhibits set up for an argument.

The first had become a field of teeth, with roads still running between the roots. The second existed only as voices calling through red fog. The third kept one black ocean under a sky the Mouth had eaten.

Each dead world carried names that matched the new office drafts: a healer whose care had become forced, a confessor whose secrets fed a god, road keepers turned into locks, and historians edited into one sacred account. The Mouth had built fake pantheons before. It knew exactly how a holy office became a cage.

Pane heard the healer first, a woman called Neral speaking under the tooth field, her voice coming from every white road at once.

“I healed everyone,” she said. “They stopped asking whether I could.”

Ward heard the confessor inside the red fog, where a man's voice trembled through a thousand stolen breaths.

“I kept every secret,” the man's voice said. “The god called that owning.”

Open and False heard road keepers from opposite ends of the same dead route. One had opened every gate until nothing stayed private. The other had hidden every end until nobody could find home.

Gospel and Scar heard historians arguing under the black ocean. One had accepted a single sacred account because disagreement dragged out a war. The other had kept every draft until truth drowned under copies no one could rank.

None of the voices sounded like a simple warning. Each dead office had begun with a value the living woman knew: care, confidence, access, secrecy, shared history, or an untouched page. The Mouth had not rotted those virtues by swapping them for plain evil. It had removed limits, exits, and the people still able to say enough.

Tyrant read the lesson and disliked where it pointed.

“It wants saying no to look safe,” he said.

Mercy answered, “It wants saying yes to look doomed.”

“Same effect.”

“Then we do neither, because it framed the choice.”

The six women stood over the opening and got ready for work. Pane packed treatment supplies, and Ward closed every private door. Open mapped the visible road, and False erased the end as soon as the route settled. Gospel carried blank pages. Scar brought every draft, the ones the System preferred everyone forget included.

“We rescue the people first,” Pane said.

“If people remain,” Ward added.

“Then decide,” Open said.

“Separately,” False finished.

No office brightened. Pane tightened her medicine bag and stepped onto the first road anyway.

Pane, Open, and Gospel took Neral under the tooth field. Ward, False, and Scar took the confessor in the red fog. Both Damarises and both Junias chose the road keepers and historians under the black ocean. Four blades and chains rang together as they went.

“Where does Godseed go?” Trevor asked.

“Behind us,” Pane said.

Tyrant objected inside the fused mind, and Mercy did too, for better-sounding reasons. Both men wanted the spot with every rescue in view. Unfortunately, visible became central too easily when Trevor wore sixteen wings and a Crown.

Trevor stayed at the rear with all sixteen wings folded.

The first tooth road bit Pane's offered hand. She let the wound stay open long enough for Neral to see care arrive with a cost the healer could refuse. Open built a return route, and Gospel spoke Neral's name once, with no title added.

In the fog, Ward heard hundreds of secrets pretending to be the confessor's voice, and she answered none. False offered each voice a different private exit, and Scar marked which ones tried to follow.

Under the ocean, one road keeper begged for every gate to close. The other begged for one home to stay findable.

Open split the route from the tooth field. False caught its far end through a slit in the red fog, and the women under the ocean went after both voices.

The dead offices weakened before anyone accepted their power.

No office would be accepted while a dead counterpart stayed trapped under it. If the voice belonged to a living person, rescue came before the crown. If only an echo was left, they would learn the person's name, separate that person from the office, and ask living witnesses what should happen to power built from the death.

Trevor got no deciding vote, and Tyrant called that theft he meant to correct.

Tyrant tried one anyway. “The dead cannot own power.”

Scar faced him across the opening. “Neither can you, just because they cannot.”

“Unused power feeds the Mouth.”

“Then we use it to free the person before we crown the tool.”

Mercy agreed with her out loud. Tyrant felt it as a small betrayal.

Tyrant looked over the three eaten planes and priced their dead. The healer under the teeth could double Trevor's recovery. The confessor in the fog knew private names the Mouth had swallowed. The road keepers could shorten the last raid by days, and every hour of delay cost another world.

His argument had tactical weight, and Pane answered it without pretending otherwise.

“If we turn them into offices before asking whether they are still people, the Mouth has already taught us how to build the pantheon.”

The First Mouth laughed through all three openings, expecting conscience to slow them down.

Tyrant reached for the nearest dead office, and Mercy caught their shared wrist. The struggle inside Godseed made the fingers shake above a stolen crown.

The six women pushed deeper into the dead offices. Tyrant studied the crown waiting above the nearest voice, then the tooth closing behind it.

Obvious bait, he thought.

You reached for it.

I was checking the hook.

Mercy laughed inside their skull. Tyrant followed the women and kept one wing between the stolen crown and their back.

Neral's hand came out of the tooth road when Pane stopped trying to mend the road itself.

It was a small hand, raw from work. Pane caught it, and Gospel kept saying Neral's name while Open drew the return path tight. The thousand grasping hands beneath the teeth tried to come with her. Neral kicked at them herself.

“Not those,” she gasped. “Just me.”

She landed on the upper step with two arms and one furious, living pulse. Pane wrapped her in a blanket before the stolen office could offer her the extra hands back.

In the red fog, Ward shut out the borrowed confessions one voice at a time. A man remained under the noise, crouched with both palms over his mouth.

“Can he hear?” he asked, looking past her at Trevor.

Ward turned a black pane between them. The next words stayed on her side of it. False opened a road beneath the man's bare feet, and Scar cut the Mouth's title off his shadow as he crossed. He kept his name inside Ward's shelter.

The ocean tried to close over the other four.

Dawn's chain caught the nearer road keeper around the waist. Mutiny hooked the farther one by his coat, then stole the beat in which the sea meant to turn both chains into gates. The Junias hauled the two historians through the gap. One clung to a book swollen with black water. The other kept pointing to a date on its cover, too angry to stop correcting it even while he drowned.

Gospel reached down for the book. Scar reached past it for the man's wrist.

“Argue up here,” she snapped.

Four people struck the steps in a heap. The road keepers tried to crawl toward different doors, and both Petras made room for them. Nobody joined the doors to make watching them easier.

Six living people had come out. Six hollow office shapes stayed below.

Tyrant reached for the nearest shape with one black-red wing. Mercy caught the joint before the feathers touched it.

We have already paid for the loot.

They paid. Hold the light.

Tyrant raised their halo, offended enough to make it bright. Mercy felt him watching Neral's hands, pricing what a healer with that much practice might do for their body. He kept their wing between Tyrant and the woman while Pane worked.

Far below, streets strained toward the openings. There were whole cities under the teeth, beyond the fog, beneath the ocean, and their cries crowded the six narrow paths. Mercy tried to spread the white wings farther.

Pane put his MP pane in front of his eyes.

One hundred forty. Not enough for one Many-World Weave.

“Six out,” she said. “Keep them out. Then we come back with enough to reach the rest.”

Open held the return paths while False folded their visible ends away from the Mouth. The Damarises brought up the rear. Gospel carried the rescued historians' wet pages; Ward kept the confessor's voice behind her dark pane.

They withdrew into the hall with all six breathing. The victims' former powers stayed under the three dead skies, and the ten new office drafts still waited for an answer.

Neral caught Pane's sleeve before she could turn away.

“Do not give that thing my hands again.”

Pane covered the trembling fingers with her own. “I won't.”

From the deepest dark, the First Mouth called every office draft by the name of a dead victim. Six living people heard it lying as the roads closed.


Chapter 43 — The First Dead World Was Still Screaming

The first eaten world had no sky at all. It carried the memory of one pressed flat against black stone, like blue paint trapped under a gravestone.

The six people brought out of the dead offices were behind the Naomis' wards before Trevor rested. Both healers restored their shared body during the night. Food, sleep, and the ten companion networks refilled MP and Stamina without changing Hope or Fear.

TWIN-SOUL GODSEED // LEVEL 99

HP 1,841/1,841
MP 1,582/1,582
STAMINA 1,529/1,529

HOPE 1,030/2,000
FEAR 2,050/2,600
FRONT // Mercy Trevor


Mercy fronted as Trevor came down with sixteen wings spread. White feathers lit the cold road, and black-red feathers cut anything that moved between the formation and the horizon. Ten office candidates followed, each on a separate route.

The world screamed without making a single sound.

The scream came in through gravity, and each step pressed a different voice into Trevor's bones. A road begged from his ankles. An old tower sobbed through the wing roots, and under the city, millions of heartbeats tried to move stone that had forgotten it was flesh.

Pane Naomi opened her healing panes and closed half of them at once. The readings called load-bearing cracks broken bones and city heat a fever, because every map was also a body chart.

“Do not heal the city yet,” she said. “We may heal the prison around them.”

“I was not going to heal the city.”

“You were looking at it the way you look at a wound.”

“I look at everything that way.”

“I know. It is why I keep the panes.”

Open Petra stopped drawing routes on the rough ground, because every adult survivor had been pressed into the buildings. Faces moved through walls. Hands opened as doors, and a dim plaza breathed under Trevor's boots. The First Mouth had not killed the population. It had erased the line between people and place and turned every adult into part of the meal while leaving them awake.

Tyrant admired the scale of it the way he admired his own red palace.

Do not, Mercy thought.

I can admire an atrocity without praising the artist.

That is the whole problem with you.

Your lack of curiosity is the problem.

One wall opened a dry mouth beside Gospel Adina.

“Name,” it begged.

“Yours?” she asked.

The wall tried to remember, and no answer came.

Scar set one hand against the stone and found the edit, a person's name replaced with LOAD-BEARING SURFACE.

“Tavia Wren,” she said.

The name carried a whole life with it. Tavia had been a roof carpenter who hated closed stairs. She had raised two grown daughters and once spent six months arguing that the small market clock belonged five feet farther east. Her hands had built roofs over this street. Now the street stood on her, and she could not remember how to pull away.

The wall became a grown woman with wet plaster still in her hair.

She fell into Pane's healing panes. Ward sealed the recovered name from further theft, Open built a gate, and False hid where it went from the Mouth.

One person had been restored. Tavia landed with her arms still spread in the shape of masonry, and her first ragged breath sounded like timber splitting. Pane held her ribs while Ward gave her name back three times, because the Mouth tried to make every repeat sound like a label on a wall.

“My daughters?” Tavia asked.

No one knew, and no one pretended to.

Scar found two edits branching from the same cramped household and marked them for search without promising an answer. One woman had been restored, with one whole world left.

Scar freed five more names from the stone around Tavia. A window, a lock, two stretches of pavement and an iron stair answered. Their bodies could wait; Mercy needed the people who remembered this place.

He opened Many-World Weave around the six restored names for 210 MP and 150 Hope.

MP 1,582/1,582 → 1,372/1,582

HOPE 1,030/2,000 → 880/2,000

Six people remembered six cities that could not all have stood on the same ground. Tavia remembered the roofs she had built. One witness remembered a river through the plaza, one a busy market, one a prison, and one no city at all, only farms. The Mouth had eaten their borders across decades and layered different places into one structure.

The sixth remembered the world after the first bite. For him, the stone city had always existed. He had grown up as a stairway, learned to speak through footsteps, and thought of being split from the buildings as a terrifying mutilation.

His memory was not false just because the Mouth had built the life it came from.

Mercy gave it a lane beside the older histories. Tyrant wanted to call the man's account enemy propaganda until Scar showed him the unbroken page, so he settled for calling it inconvenient.

Trevor did not choose the prettiest past. Gospel caught the six histories on separate pages while the Petras marked a route through each one. The Weave ran out at eighteen seconds, leaving them six paths to work on.

Dawn split the absolute WORLD IS MEAL into place and people. Mutiny stole one action from the Mouth's digestive command. Pane healed bodies while Ward guarded names. Open made exits, and False gave pursuit the wrong survivors. Gospel broadcast histories, Scar exposed edits, and both Junias cut the owner threads reaching for Amelia.

Tyrant pinned the Mouth’s digestive muscles to the stone with eight black-red wings. Mercy drove his white path through the gap, and the first district came loose.

Buildings became people in an imperfect order, one district at a time.

A jailhouse released four hundred guards before it released the prisoners its deep basement had been made from. A long bridge unfolded into six generations of travelers whose memories overlapped at every crossing. The busy market became stalls, merchants, thieves, buyers, and one woman who remembered herself only as the distance between two fruit carts.

The east gate became a married couple sharing one body made of rusty hinges. Rusk remembered being the husband, Deni remembered being the wife, and both remembered carrying the same daughter through the first bite. The Mouth had used their joined hands as a locking bar, then taught each of them that opening the gate meant tearing the other apart.

When Dawn split place from people, two heads formed on opposite sides of one stone chest. Four legs tried to separate, and one shared arm stayed laid across the entrance.

Pane stopped the rebuilding before the body chose for them.

“Which arm belongs to whom?” she asked.

Both answered, “Mine.”

The System offered to copy the arm, and Scar opened the offer's history first.

The copy would reproduce nerves, scars, and muscle memory perfectly and miss nothing. It would also plant one false memory in each spouse: certainty that the other had gotten the copy. Both would feel original, and both would privately suspect the theft had happened to someone else.

The Mouth called that peace. Tyrant approved the neatness of it, so Mercy made their shared face show enough disgust for both of them.

Rusk and Deni heard the offer from inside their shared chest.

“Can we keep sharing it?” Deni asked.

Pane looked over the joined shoulder. “For now. It will hurt when one of you moves away.”

“We have been a gate for two hundred years,” Rusk said. “Away sounds overrated.”

“You snore through masonry,” Deni told him.

“You squeak in winter.”

The hinges shook with Rusk’s laugh. Deni told him to hold still while Pane worked.

Open Petra offered a route where the shared arm could stretch between two bodies. False Petra hid the midpoint so no god could stand there and take the connection for himself. The Naomis built separate hearts and kept the arm alive.

Two grown bodies formed on either side of the gate, one arm reaching between them like a living bridge.

The System called it a temporary error, and both spouses rejected it.

“Our daughter knew us like this,” Deni said.

“With stone knees and a door for a chest?” Rusk asked.

“She was adaptable.”

Their daughter came out of the lock before either parent could answer.

She had been thirty-seven when the gate closed around her, older than either rebuilt parent looked now. The Mouth had marked her DEPENDENT because she had kept calling them her parents while trapped. It had erased the years she spent guiding travelers through the gate by tapping directions along the hinge.

Gospel gave those years back. The woman chose the name Runa, slapped both parents for taking so long, and then took their shared hand.

Runa took one parent on either side and steered them toward the treatment route. Their shared arm followed behind, still arguing about who should lift it over the threshold.

Tyrant wanted to know whether the shared arm could carry command between bodies.

Mercy asked Runa whether the family wanted the research offer.

All three said no in the same breath, without looking at each other.

The fused Crown marked the no as a lost chance. Mercy marked it as a current fact.

The companions forced no common recovery on anyone. The stairway man refused a body altogether.

His name was Olan, because people had called his lower landing that sound for thirty years. He occupied twenty-two narrow steps, one old iron rail, and the memory of every foot that had trusted him in darkness.

Pane found a grown human shape inside the stone, and Olan recoiled hard enough to twist the steps under Trevor.

“Do not pull,” he said through every riser. “Small.”

Mercy knelt at the bottom. “The body feels small?”

“One place, one face, two hands. No one crossing.”

Tyrant looked the staircase over and at once imagined battlements.

Excellent fortress material.

Mercy pushed the thought away from their mouth, and Olan felt the owner pressure anyway. The iron rail bent like a frightened arm.

Ward sealed Olan from the fused Crown with one hand on the rail.

“He cannot take you while the ward holds,” she said.

“Can he after?”

“He can try.”

“Honest healer.”

“Annoying stairs.”

The exchange made three steps creak with dry laughter under Open Petra's boots.

Open Petra offered Olan a route into a larger stone body. False Petra offered a hidden place no god could find. Gospel Adina offered the histories of the people who had lived here before him, and Scar offered his own with every Mouth edit showing.

Olan refused every offer with the same creak.

“Can I stay stairs after the world is not a stomach?”

Nobody knew the answer to that, not even the System. It offered a human template, called it restoration, and marked every year Olan had lived as a staircase for removal.

Mercy rejected the whole menu on Olan's behalf.

Tyrant liked the human body for being easier to own, and that was reason enough for Mercy to reject it twice.

Dawn split person from human shape. Mutiny stole one beat from the world's separation command, and in that beat Olan shaped himself.

Twenty-two narrow steps became six broad ones under a low stone lip. The iron rail split into two arms able to let go of anyone who held them, and a face opened in the upper landing, flat as carved stone and expressive only around the eyes. Under the staircase, a compact grown body slept inside a room Olan could choose to enter later.

Hybrid, awkward, and wholly his.

The System tried to call him incomplete, and Scar replaced the word with current.

Olan tested every step of his new self twice.

“People may still cross?”

Open Petra walked up, and he felt her weight and smiled through the flat landing.

“Yes,” she said.

“Then current.”

Tyrant wanted the staircase in his palace, and Mercy let the desire reach Olan as a warning.

The stone eyes narrowed to two dark lines in the landing.

“No.”

Tyrant fronted one lavender star. “I did not ask.”

“Good. Saves time.”

Mercy laughed hard enough to shake all sixteen wings.

Olan stayed part of the restored world without staying part of the Mouth that had shaped him.

Pane treated bodies as fast as the stone gave them up. Ward guarded the people who wanted their years as buildings kept private. Gospel broadcast names for families searching across restored districts. Scar caught the Mouth replacing missing people with clean death notices. Open built exits toward temporary camps, and False made empty streets look crowded so the digestive muscles struck the wrong ground.

“You are wasting three streets,” Open said.

“I am spending three streets.”

“On nothing.”

“On a jaw that is now biting nothing. You are welcome.”

Then came the second district, and the third.

Each district dragged wounds through the body holding it apart. Mercy could feel the strain building along their spine, and there was still one district left.

The Mouth sent dependence memories into the survivors: every time it had fed them, warmed them, stopped pain, and taught them that being eaten was safer than being apart. Tyrant wanted to overwrite that training with his own, and Mercy said no to any owning.

“Tavia,” he said, “do you want to leave?”

The woman looked at the open gate. “No.”

Mercy held the route without pulling her toward it.

The open gate took effort. White wings held its frame while the Mouth sent memories through Tavia's old wall: winter warmth stored in the stone, the safety of never falling because the ground held every limb, and the relief of needing no name when every footstep gave purpose.

Tavia leaned toward the wall, and Mercy did not call the longing false. The comfort had been real inside the prison, and calling every good feeling a lie would only make her trust her own body less.

“You can miss it,” Pane told her. “Missing is not a command.”

Tavia sat beside the gate and put her back to the wall. Mercy sat on the other side, in her sight, and came no closer.

Tyrant raged inside, and the Mouth smiled through the ground.

Tavia took one step toward the wall that had held her, then stopped.

“Can the door stay?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Mercy asked Open Petra to hold it steady for one hour, and Tavia asked for two.

Tyrant objected inside the shared skull. Every minute held four white wings in a world whose outer jaw had started coming down, and every hour the door stayed open was an hour those wings could not strike.

Mercy pointed to the jaw’s shadow. “I can hold the door. I can’t promise what that will do.”

She looked at the heavy jaw's shadow crossing the remembered sky. “One hour.”

“You asked for two.”

“I changed my mind.”

Tyrant called that proof of visible cost working. Mercy called it her decision. Both could be true without making the pressure vanish.

Tavia stayed beside the door for fifty-seven minutes. On the fifty-eighth, she asked Pane to cross with her. Mercy stayed in her sight without turning the rescue into a hand offered by the prettiest person in the room.

She waited while the last few people crossed ahead of her. The remaining minutes crawled past, Mercy kept the door, and Tyrant complained through every wing root.

Tyrant offered seventeen efficient answers inside the shared skull. He could carry her, close the door until panic drove her forward, make the restored side feel warmer, make the wall reject her, or let her stay and finish the world without one carpenter.

Mercy refused all seventeen without slowing down to argue.

Tyrant built an eighteenth: kill her and remove the contradiction.

Mercy fronted so hard their shared nose bled.

Tavia watched the turning eyes.

“Is he angry at me?” she asked.

“He is angry that your decision controls our time.”

“Good.”

That was the first thing that made her smile.

At dusk under no sky, Tavia crossed last. Her decision restored the line between shelter and prison, and the whole world shuddered.

Black stone became land, and the remembered sky unfolded. Millions of grown survivors came apart from roads, walls, farms, and doors. Some died because their bodies could not start again. Most breathed.

Holding the six districts apart and keeping Tavia's door open had cost their shared body two hundred HP and three hundred Stamina.

HP 1,841/1,841 → 1,641/1,841

STAMINA 1,529/1,529 → 1,229/1,529

The restored sky came in layers matching different remembered eras. Pale blue spread above the quiet river district first, then farther. Green aurora opened above farms that had existed centuries earlier, and a prison generation that remembered permanent rain got one dark cloud of its own.

Tavia found one daughter in the roof of a grain hall, and the other stayed missing.

Joy and absence went into the same embrace, and the world did not repair the contradiction for them.

The restored people made a list before they made a government. It was not a census of proper bodies, but a list of current shapes and what each person needed strangers to know.

Olan wrote STAIRS // ask before climbing if eyes closed.

Rusk and Deni wrote two names beside one shared arm, and Runa added GROWN DAUGHTER // not dependent under both. Tavia wrote her own name, her trade, one daughter found, one missing, and left the line for body type blank, because she had not decided whether the rebuilt shape felt like home.

Some adults wrote human, and some wrote door, field, rail, shadow, weather, or undecided. One woman stayed the distance between two fruit carts and asked Open Petra to keep the carts exactly seven feet apart until she found another shape.

Tyrant wanted the list to sort people. Mercy wanted it to route rescues. Ward sealed the full list from both of them.

People could publish only the line that mattered for an encounter. A healer might get a current body, a traveler the safe way to cross Olan. No god got the whole person because one emergency had made knowing useful once.

Mercy accepted the seal. Tyrant memorized every entry he had seen before it closed.

PLANAR RESCUE COUNT // 1/3

WORLD BOUNDARY // restored
LOCAL OWNERS // none
SURVIVORS // continuous


Hope rose past what Mercy had spent on the Weave.

HOPE 880/2,000 → 1,600/2,000

Two torn white relay threads shook loose from the Mouth’s receding stone. Mercy knew them before Gospel found the names.

“Caro. Edren.”

Ward opened the old family lane. From Free Heaven came the smell of burned bread and one furious voice.

“I covered the loaf,” Caro’s wife said. “Are you coming home to complain about something else?”

The first thread stretched into a road with no end. Warm loaves crowded its edges, all pointing deeper into the dark. Mercy held the family lane steady while Open laid its far end beside the cooling bread.

“Wrong direction,” Caro’s voice muttered.

“Then turn around,” his wife said.

The road bent. Its impossible length folded toward her voice, and Caro stumbled through with his sleeves hanging empty at the wrists. His wife caught him before his knees struck the grass.

Pane knelt beside them. “Your hands. I can try—”

“Not yet.” He stared at the empty cuffs. “It still wants me to carry him.”

Mercy lowered his reaching hand. Caro’s wife drew the cloth off the loaf and broke a piece for him herself.

Edren’s hammer rang against the second thread. The answer came as a hymn, then a cough, then the name of his old dog.

The dog came through the chapel road first and barked at a knot of white light. Edren crawled out after it, pressing one palm against the grass as if he expected it to open. He caught the dog’s scruff and buried his face in its fur.

Mercy held both routes until the families were clear. Two had come home. Fourteen strands still hung from his wrist, and five gave no answer at all. He kept them.

They’ll remember who put them there, Tyrant thought.

Good.

Mercy shut the family lane before Tyrant could follow the bread’s warmth through it.

The restored survivors needed a name for the world. The System offered its old label, and nobody knew it, so Tavia suggested waiting.

Olan volunteered his upper landing as the first gathering hall. Refugees came through the camp roads to join the restored people; Arlen carried his village memory with him, and Vessa brought the index of world names. Three hundred adults climbed onto and around Olan, careful to ask which rail could hold weight, and he answered each question with growing offense.

“I am stairs,” he said. “Use me.”

“You are a person,” Tavia replied.

“People can have jobs.”

The argument became the restored world's first public dispute. Mercy wanted to listen, and Tyrant wanted to crown whichever side offered a faster tribute.

Their fused mouth opened, and Mutiny struck the stolen beat ahead of either will.

“Not your world,” she said.

Tyrant glared through lavender, Mercy accepted the correction, and Tavia saw both answers on one face.

“Come back when we have a name,” she told Trevor. “Maybe we will let you use it.”

Tyrant found the nerve of it arousing. Mercy found the line hopeful.

Their shared body bowed with sixteen wings arranged in opposite directions.

The naming argument lasted four hours after Trevor left the center.

Tavia wanted the old river name back on the maps. Olan wanted a word meaning load carried by choice. Vessa wanted no single name until the world had seasons again. Arlen proposed the sound of his old village bell and withdrew it when three survivors said the bell belonged to grief.

No vote erased the losing names. They chose Greenwake for public maps and kept eight local names under it. The System tried to promote the public name into divine canon.

Gospel broke the promotion into six accounts, and Scar kept the rejected draft. Open put every name on roads whose travelers could choose which one to follow, and False hid one unlisted name for people who wanted a home no god could pronounce.

Tyrant watched it all from the edge and found three ways to tax it.

Mercy stopped two of them before they reached the gate.

The third charged visiting merchants one rude joke at the gate. Greenwake approved that toll unanimously, mostly because the first joke compared Trevor's sixteen-wing landing to an expensive chicken losing an argument with gravity.

Tyrant condemned the comedian to dinner with both Petras.

The comedian begged for mercy.

Mercy said no.

The restored people laughed, because godhood had not improved the angel's coordination enough to make ceremony safe.

Then the First Mouth's outer jaw came down through the new sky.

Tyrant took the front with a thought like a knife.

“My turn,” Trevor said.


Chapter 44 — I Made a God Beg in Front of Its Food

Tyrant made the First Mouth beg through every servant it had left inside the restored world.

There were six hundred thirty-one predator-priests, grown people who had accepted power in exchange for helping the Mouth grow dependence in its food. Some had been forced, some had volunteered, and some no longer remembered the difference.

Their vestments were made from pieces of the people-world: roof skin, road nerve, and voices pressed into ceremonial cords. Each priest carried a feeding name instead of a birth name. Warm Door, Gentle Wall, Last Shelter, and titles like them described the dependence each had taught victims to feel.

Warm Door had been Tavia's old neighbor before the first bite. Last Shelter had opened three districts to the Mouth after it promised his husband would stay a person, and the promise had been a lie. Gentle Wall remembered joining freely and no longer trusted the memory, because pleasure had been built around it for centuries.

Their guilt varied. Their usefulness to Tyrant did not.

Mercy wanted a public reckoning. Tyrant wanted a loud choir.

The outer jaw opened above them with forty million HP and one rule:

DAMAGE RECEIVED BY SERVANTS // feeds core

Killing the priests strengthened it, so Trevor corrupted their loyalties while keeping every mind awake.

Mercy felt six hundred thirty-one minds enter the edge of the owner field and blocked the direct grab. Tyrant had expected that, and he wrapped his skills around the devotional link they already kept to the Mouth.

The god had built the road. Trevor only changed what traveled on it.

World Seizure took the ownerless patch of ground under all six hundred thirty-one. Tyrant drew three of his own Host guards into its red circle. Empire Incarnation made their hands close on three devotional cords in one shared motion, while Perfect Hostility aimed their strikes through those cords at the First Mouth.

The three skills took 460 MP and 360 Fear.

MP 1,372/1,582 → 912/1,582

FEAR 2,050/2,600 → 1,690/2,600

Mercy could not say no to it, because Trevor took no person directly, and the priests kept their bodies and wills. He changed the reward around betrayal, the same intimate cruelty Tyrant had perfected on saints.

Each priest felt pleasure when imagining the First Mouth afraid.

The feeling began small and grew with every imagined tooth. Warm Door pictured one tooth cracking and felt the relief of stepping into cold sunlight. Gentle Wall imagined the Mouth losing a world and got the warmth it had once used to reward obedience. Last Shelter imagined his husband hearing the predator beg and felt joy strong enough to buckle his knees.

They saw the manipulation, and Trevor let them, because awareness became one more ingredient. Every priest knew their god had trained desire into them first, and a prettier monster was now reversing the current for fun.

They resisted, so pleasure taught them to imagine harder. The great jaw commanded loyalty, and Trevor made obedience feel empty.

One priest turned first. Warm Door drove a ceremonial cord into the nearest tooth and shouted Tavia's name.

That attack was her choice. The pleasure making betrayal exquisite was Trevor's.

Ten followed, and then all six hundred thirty-one attacked the god they still worshipped, and Last Shelter struck last. Perfect Hostility's ten seconds ended with the three cuts in the devotional link still open. The Host guards held the cords in their own hands now, carrying Tyrant's Crown pulses through the seized ground.

His birth name was Orvan Cas, long buried under the Mouth's title. The black devotional cord in his hands held the last spoken memory of his husband, Daro.

The Mouth had promised Daro would stay a person, and kept only the voice.

Every time Orvan opened a feeding route, the cord whispered I am still here in Daro's cadence, and those four words kept him serving. Hope became a leash, because the Mouth never let him test whether a mind stayed behind the sound.

Tyrant read the trick and could reveal the answer at any time. Scar had the page showing no living Daro survived, and Trevor withheld it.

He made Orvan imagine Daro hearing the First Mouth beg.

Built pleasure broke the priest's last loyalty like a dry stick.

Orvan wrapped the cord around one tooth and pulled until both hands tore.

“For you,” he told the voice.

The cord answered, “I am still here.”

Mercy felt the lie curled inside the preserved voice.

Tell him, Mercy said.

After, Tyrant answered.

Now.

Grief weakens the strike.

You are using his husband.

The Mouth used him first.

That does not make him yours.

Tyrant strengthened the reward until Orvan pulled harder and the tooth cracked.

Warm Door reached Tavia's section of the jaw. She carried a thin roof-skin blade and the old memory of two girls playing between neighboring houses. The Mouth had made those girls into windows facing each other across a digestive wall, and Warm Door had spent centuries looking through them and calling that preservation.

Tavia watched from the restored ground and spoke the name the Mouth had buried.

“Ilka,” she said.

The priest froze as her birth name crossed the devotional link without Trevor's help, and Warm Door turned.

Tavia held no weapon and offered no blessing.

“Come down.”

Tyrant pushed pleasure into attacking, and the priest's body leaned toward the tooth.

Tavia said the name again, louder, so the whole jaw heard it.

“Ilka.”

The choice between a restored neighbor and a built reward tore visibly through Ilka's posture.

Mercy opened one white route from the jaw to the ground, with no pull and no promise attached.

Ilka stepped toward it and stopped at the cracked tooth's sudden pulse of ecstasy.

Tavia's face changed as she found the oldest weapon she had.

“You always picked the bad door.”

Ilka laughed, and the laugh belonged to the woman and not the priest.

She jumped through Mercy's route while Tyrant's reward begged her to stay and fight.

Tyrant felt the no and delighted in it, and sent the unused attack reward into Gentle Wall. Ilka landed beside Tavia, but the old devotional line still trembled in her throat. Leaving the jaw had not cut it.

The priest screamed and drove both arms through the jaw.

One escape did not stop the weapon. It only changed who carried the next blow.

The torn hands fed a few points back to the core. Millions came off the jaw as the priests struck their god instead of one another.

OUTER JAW // 40,000,000 → 28,000,000 HP

The First Mouth spoke through every priest at once.

“Stop.”

Trevor turned up the reward until their backs bowed.

“Ask properly.”

The Mouth forced the priests' bodies to kneel, and Tyrant made every mind feel the posture as their god kneeling to them.

Across the jaw and the restored ground, six hundred thirty-one heads bowed beneath the shaking teeth.

“Please,” six hundred thirty-one mouths said.

Trevor laughed. Mercy felt the cruelty and the tactical opening together.

The jaw is open, he said.

I know.

End it.

It has not begged enough.

Trevor drew the scene out after the opening was already wide enough.

He made the priests repeat the plea in their birth voices.

Some had forgotten how, so Scar rebuilt the missing sound from old pages before Mercy could stop her, and Tyrant took the restoration and fed it through the link. Six hundred thirty-one stolen selves begged on behalf of the god that had eaten them.

Beside Tavia on the ground, Ilka wept as her old speaking voice was dragged into the chorus.

Tyrant turned the weeping into harmony, six hundred thirty-one voices in one key.

The ground's claim had thirty-five seconds left. The Mouth's humiliation stayed tactical for the first breath. Everything after became Trevor's private art.

Ten seconds added no damage, and twenty told nobody anything new. Thirty existed only so a cosmic predator and six hundred thirty-one corrupted adults could understand that Tyrant controlled the humiliation.

Fear rose to 2,100 on the humiliation alone, before the strike.

FEAR 1,690/2,600 → 2,100/2,600

Five seconds remained on the ground. Mercy seized four white wings and attacked, and Tyrant used twelve black-red and contested wings to make the assault worse. Their shared body split control without splitting intent, and ten companions struck through the openings their trials had taught them to find.

The priests struck one last time while Trevor held the broken plea inside their mouths.

28,000,000 → 0 HP

The outer jaw shattered across the restored sky in a rain of white teeth.

BANISHMENT // 1/4

OUTER JAW // broken
SERVANT LOYALTY // corrupted, not redeemed


The ground's red claim guttered out. Tyrant let go of the reward all at once, the way a hand lets go of a rope.

Warmth vanished from betrayal, and pleasure fell away from blasphemy. Six hundred thirty-one adults were left with actions they had chosen under a desire another will had built.

Tyrant could have eased the effect off and softened the shock. He wanted the contrast sharp enough to scar.

The priests felt everything they had done without pleasure. Some screamed, some attacked Trevor, and some asked Mercy for help. Gentle Wall did none of those things.

Lenne Marr, by her birth name, sat under the broken jaw with both bare palms on the restored ground and waited for the absence of pleasure to become ordinary.

Tavia knew what the vestments had been made from.

The roof skin across Lenne's shoulders came from the grain hall where Tavia's daughter had been trapped. A road nerve around one wrist belonged to three hundred adults still coming apart from the eastern avenue.

“Take those off,” Tavia said, and Lenne obeyed without looking away.

Skin and nerve stayed alive after leaving her body. Pane carried both to treatment, and Ward sealed the memories they held against any priest who wanted them as absolution.

“You are carrying them like babies,” Ward said.

“They are three hundred people.”

“They are a sleeve and a wristband.”

“Then hold the wristband and tell me it is not a person.”

Ward held it, said nothing, and sealed it tighter.

“Were you forced?” Tavia asked.

Lenne looked at the black-red feathers around Trevor.

“At first? No.”

The answer changed every nearby face, because it denied them a simple victim.

The First Mouth had come during a long famine, and Lenne had opened the first gate because it promised rain, warmth, and a body that would never starve. She watched it eat the adults who objected and chose service again. Force came later, after devotion had already bought her power.

“I liked being the wall people needed,” she said. “When they stopped asking to leave, I liked that too.”

Mercy heard an admission. Tyrant heard a recruit worth opening their shared mouth for.

“Serve me.”

Mercy could not stop the words before they existed, and he stopped the owner offer behind them.

Lenne looked up at the beautiful fused angel.

“Will I enjoy it?”

Tyrant answered, “When it pleases me.”

“Will I be free?”

“Enough to understand what you do.”

Tavia raised a piece of broken roof to use as a weapon.

Mercy fronted. “He is offering another appetite to hide inside.”

Lenne studied gold and lavender in one face. “And what do you offer?”

Mercy had routes, treatment, a camp for now, and a reckoning later. None would make the people she harmed forgive her. None promised purpose equal to the centuries of worship suddenly gone.

“A day you have to decide how to use without a god making it feel meaningful.”

Lenne flinched at that harder than at the jaw.

Tyrant felt how much harder the offer was than service, and he hated Mercy for finding a kind of pain he had not proposed.

Lenne chose the camp, and she did not call it repentance. She asked Gospel to write down that she had entered freely, expected a trial, and did not yet regret the power enough to promise she would reject it again.

Tavia carried the page of harms beside her and held it like a lamp.

The two women left through the same gate without walking together.

Thirty-eight priests accepted Tyrant's offer anyway. Mercy said no to owner marks, and the adults still chose to follow the fused body, because worship had collapsed and his black-red presence offered a familiar shape for it. Tyrant assigned them to carry wounded survivors under Ward's seals.

The work helped people, and he chose it because every rescued body forced the former priests to touch what their service had done. Some would break, some would harden, and some would become useful enemies inside his reach.

Mercy accepted the labor while exposing the motive. Tyrant thanked him for improving the cruelty where all thirty-eight could hear, and seven left.

Tyrant let them go, because a visible exit made the remaining choices stronger. He did not lie to himself about the tactic just because the exit was real.

Mercy opened treatment and exit routes without calling any priest redeemed. Pane treated the collapse, and Ward sealed private memories. Gospel wrote service, force, appetite, and harm as separate lines. Scar restored every victim statement the cult had edited out.

Tavia stood across from Warm Door, and neither reached for the other.

“I remember you,” Warm Door said.

“I remember what you became,” Tavia answered.

Mercy left the distance between the two women untouched.

Orvan still held the cord, and his hands shook around Daro's voice without Trevor's reward.

“I am still here,” it said.

Scar Adina came over with the page open in both hands.

Tyrant tried to keep their mouth closed, and Mercy took the front.

“The voice is a memory,” Trevor said.

Orvan looked up from the cord. “Where is he?”

No kind wording existed for the answer, so Mercy gave the plain one.

“The living person is gone.”

The priest searched Trevor's face for which man inside had spoken.

Gold led, and lavender watched.

“You knew.”

Mercy answered, “He knew before the strike.”

Tyrant fronted one eye. “The strike worked.”

Orvan hit the fused body across the face with the cord.

Daro's voice said I am still here as it crossed Trevor's cheek.

Mercy took the blow without moving. Tyrant could have killed the priest through the cord before it landed, and he did not. The restraint was not remorse. He wanted to feel how much pain one truth could buy.

Orvan struck again, harder, and Ward Naomi caught the third swing.

“The memory is still his,” she said.

“It lied.”

“The words were true when Daro spoke them.”

Orvan looked at the cord in his torn hands.

The Mouth had turned a true moment into a permanent deception.

He could burn it, keep it, bury it, or ask Scar to expose every edit, and no god chose for him.

Orvan wrapped the cord around his wounded hands. “Not today.”

Ward sealed it from both Trevors, and Tyrant at once wanted it more.

Tyrant let Mercy keep the front and watched him sort the wreckage for a different kind of pain.

The restored world refused to let Trevor decide what happened to the priests.

Tavia and Olan built a wide holding square from volunteered stone. Olan formed six shallow steps and no walls, so anyone could leave on foot. Open Petra set a visible road to the survivor camps, and False Petra hid the camps from pursuit.

Leaving the square did not erase the harm, and staying did not count as surrender.

The arrangement offended Tyrant, because it split holding people from owning them. Mercy liked it until Tavia denied him a role too.

“You helped free them,” he said.

“You also brought the man who rewired their pleasure.”

“I tried to stop him.”

“And he’s still listening. Leave.”

Ilka, who had been Warm Door, entered the square. Lenne followed by another route, and Orvan sat on Olan's lowest step with Daro's cord sealed between both hands. Thirty-one priests who had accepted Tyrant's service offer stood outside until each chose whether to enter.

Twenty-three did, and eight stayed with Tyrant instead.

He pressed owner marks through their left hand before Mercy caught the movement.

The marks made loyalty feel like relief after centuries without the Mouth. Every adult saw the substitution and accepted anyway, for reasons ranging from fear and ambition to the simple terror of waking without instruction.

Lavender took their eyes as Tyrant smiled at Tavia. “They chose.”

“Inside a wound you opened wider.”

“Still chose.”

Mercy closed their right hand around their left. Eight new marks burned in the owner field, and the people wearing them moved behind Trevor’s black-red wings.

The holding square began hearing names before Morrow arrived.

Nobody was judged that day, and the whole square kept hearing names.

Morrow appeared on a fallen tooth as if it were a small stage.

He stood visibly apart from every Mouth structure. Violet rings turned in his eyes, and his coat of living stars refused the dead world's colors. The stolen quarantine key pulsed inside a pocket lined with Morrow's own laws, walled off from the predator instead of worshipping it.

Morrow looked at the corrupted priests with cool disapproval.

“Derivative,” he told Tyrant.

I will kill him, Tyrant thought.

After the archive, Mercy answered.

I can multitask.

The ultraviolet tips of his black hair lifted in the dead wind, and the quarantine key glowed inside his long coat.

“I know where the First Mouth keeps the victim archive,” he said.

Mercy looked at him through shared gold-lavender eyes.

“Price?”

“One future favor.”

Tyrant already owed him one, and both wills felt the weight of it.

“Limits,” Mercy said.

Morrow looked almost offended by the question, which pleased Tyrant.

“No service to the First Mouth, no harm to children, no hold on Amelia, either Junia, or any companion, no surrender of a world, and no use of our body.”

“You bargain as though accepting.”

“I am drawing the shape of my no.”

Morrow's violet rings turned once, slowly, before he answered.

“The archive holds adult witnesses, stolen identities, and the names of children the predator hunted. The children are not tools for your war. They are not bait. They are not proof I own.”

Tyrant read the quarantine key inside Morrow's coat the way he read an enemy's supply line.

No victim voice powered it, and no feeding name marked the coat of stars.

Morrow had stolen the location from a Mouth courier and killed the courier for its route key. The key still bore the cut of his absence blade. Tyrant admired the theft; he would have enjoyed watching the courier discover that its master’s name offered no protection.

Morrow closed his coat before Trevor could read the next layer.

“Why tell us?” Mercy asked.

“Because the archive sits on a stable plane I want after you empty it.”

The violet rings in Morrow’s eyes slowed over the empty space where he meant to put his stolen plane. Tyrant recognized that look.

“Give the route,” he said.

“The favor.”

Mercy refused for both, and Morrow gave a slow smile.

“Then find the children slowly.”

He vanished before Tyrant could take the front and kill the words out of him.

The threat worked exactly as Morrow meant it to, because Mercy wanted speed badly enough to feel the future favor inside Tyrant's Crown like a key already turning. The archive held children, and delay had weight. Morrow had chosen those words because urgency could make an unnamed debt look smaller than one lost hour.

Ward sealed the imagined voices before the Mouth or Morrow could use them.

“We do not know who is there,” she said.

“We know enough,” Mercy answered.

“Enough to rescue. Not enough to let either villain write the route through a child.”

Open Petra set three slower paths on the bare floor, one following the pain the Naomis had found, one following Vessa's world-name index, and one following the absence left when the courier Morrow murdered never came back.

“Three paths is showing off,” False said.

“Three paths is thorough.”

“Thorough is showing off with a straight face.”

“Then steal one and stop complaining.”

False Petra stole the third path's end, and together the routes produced a location without opening any victim's page.

Tyrant wanted to accept the favor anyway and keep the other path as an edge, and Mercy held their mouth closed until the debt stopped reaching for speech.

Eleven minutes passed before the third path held.

The First Mouth used those minutes to move the archive.

The team followed the moving archive.


Chapter 45 — The Archive Kept Children Under Appetizers

The archive had moved, but its prisoners still hurt. Both Naomis followed that pain through the Mouth's false trails until the three stolen paths met beneath a dead sea.

Pane found pain. Ward found every place the Mouth had forced pain into secrecy.

The First Mouth had hidden its archive beneath the second dead world, a flat ocean of white ash where nothing cast a shadow. Mercy fronted, and Trevor landed softly enough that his sixteen wings did not disturb the pale surface.

No wind moved. Sound traveled without echo and arrived one heartbeat late. The cold ash showed no footprints ahead of Trevor, only behind him, and every step appeared at once the moment he looked back.

The world was not dead, only used as blank paper.

Gospel opened one page and found the sky's original blue crossed out beneath white. Scar found edits with mountains changed to margins and rivers to ruled lines. The Mouth had erased place to make storage look ownerless.

Pane Naomi knelt and pressed two fingers into the soft ash.

“It hurts everywhere,” she said.

Ward Naomi stood behind her with one hand on her shoulder. Her thumb moved once along Pane's collarbone, the only tenderness she allowed herself in a graveyard. “That is the decoy.”

Pane looked up at her. “Excuse me?”

“The real pain is hiding.”

“That should not be a useful thing for a healer to hear.”

“Yet here we are.”

“Keep the hand there.”

“I was going to.”

Ward closed her eyes and laid a seal across the ash. A thousand cries slipped past it. She let them go and followed the pressure beneath them, where the Mouth held mouths shut.

The world acquired shadows, not under Trevor but beneath the ash.

Millions of narrow shapes appeared below the surface, set in deep shelves that reached farther than sight. Some held adult souls, some children. Every prisoner had been reduced to the moment the Mouth found most useful: fear for bait, shame for obedience, loneliness for seasoning, and hope so it could be ruined at leisure.

The archive stored no complete person on the visible shelf. It kept a useful wound in front and hid the rest behind it. A grown architect existed as the moment she failed to save a bridge. A father existed as the second he believed a false rescue. A child existed only beneath a label naming the promise used to make him approach.

Mercy felt Tyrant's attention sharpen like a blade being turned.

Do not admire the shelving, Mercy said.

I was going to criticize the labels.

One of the small labels appeared beneath Trevor's boots, glowing faintly.

SMALL PREY // RETURNS WHEN PROMISED SAFETY

The words made both Trevors perfectly still for the same reason.

Mercy covered the label with one white wing before the Junias could see it from the rear route, and Ward Naomi moved the hidden cell into a sealed lane. No one opened its memory or asked the prisoner to prove the horror on the label.

Trevor kept the white wing over the cell while Ward worked. Something small pressed against the feathers from below, and he lowered them within reach.

Tyrant's disgust arrived as a hard, black thing, nothing like compassion. He hated the Mouth for touching what it had not earned, for choosing helpless prey, and for making rule look hungry instead of royal.

Mercy did not mistake the disgust for goodness, but he used it anyway.

“Adinas,” Trevor said. “Find the true shelf.”

Gospel broadcast six clashing histories of the ash sea, and Scar exposed the changes between them. Open walked into one telling, and False walked into another. The Damarises guarded both Junias, and the Naomis went down by touch.

The ash opened like an eyelid, and shelves fell upward.

The First Mouth attacked through the archive's rules.

VICTIM ARCHIVE // shelf rules active

WITNESSING PAIN // counts as consumption
NAMING A VICTIM // reveals rescuer
OPENING A CELL // opens rescuer


“Rude,” Trevor said.

Pane's mouth tightened. “Can you make one joke that does not sound like flirting with a trap?”

“No. But I can make the trap regret noticing.”

Mercy spread Many-Voices Domain through the team without touching a shelf. Ward put privacy around each rescue lane, and Scar showed where the rules had been edited around a stolen premise.

The archive called witnessing pain consumption, because the First Mouth had defined every act of attention as appetite, and Mercy rejected the definition.

“Looking at someone is not taking them.”

The whole ash sea trembled under the words like skin.

Tyrant laughed inside him. You say that because you have never looked properly.

You are not helping.

I am proving the contradiction, which you should thank me for. I look at what I want and consider taking it. You look and sometimes choose not to. So attention cannot equal appetite in every case.

Mercy hated that this helped. The hate did not stop it.

Dawn cast Contradictory Grace against the first rule and split it.

WITNESSING PAIN // may bind the witness, never the seen

The shelves screamed, not the prisoners but the structure that held them.

Pane opened the first adult cell, and Ward kept the woman's last memory sealed. She emerged without clothes, age, or shape for one terrible instant, then chose a body from her own remembered outline. Gospel asked her name, as gently as a question could be asked.

“I don't know.”

“Then you do not owe us one yet.”

The woman chose to stand near the gate.

One by one, the team opened cells without opening people. Some survivors spoke, some attacked, and some fled. Others refused bodies and entered the safe route as light. Children passed beneath Ward's silence with their memories closed except by their own choice.

A grown woman emerged holding the memory of a spear but no weapon, so False Petra gave her a harmless copy. She tested the point against Trevor's white wing, discovered the lie, and kept it, because a weapon she could doubt felt safer than empty hands.

A gray-haired man refused Pane's offer to rebuild his voice. He wrote his name in ash instead and entered the gate carrying silence by choice.

Three children left together beneath a ward that showed the rescue team only what they needed to know: current bodies, current danger, and chosen destination. One picked the red door, one blue. The third wanted no color and waited for Open to make a plain wooden frame.

The child at the red door looked back at Trevor.

“Does red belong to him?”

The fused body held still, two answers fighting behind its teeth.

Mercy answered, “Some red things do.”

Tyrant tried to say most, and Mercy stopped the tongue.

The child watched the lavender star move behind gold.

“Does the door?”

Open Petra checked the route, False Petra checked its hidden destination, and Ward checked every owner mark.

“No,” the women said.

The child stepped through, and red stayed a color even after Tyrant.

The one at the blue door stayed where she was.

“Can I change?”

“Yes,” Open said.

“After?”

“Yes.”

“If I pick plain?”

“Yes.”

The child chose blue, crossed, returned, and chose plain.

No System congratulated the decision. The route simply went on working.

Farther along the long shelf, a grown guard emerged with a Mouth brand across his face and three prisoners behind him. His shelved wound labeled him betrayer. Scar opened his full page only at his own request.

He had opened one cell to save his sister and closed nine others when the Mouth threatened to erase her voice.

The three behind him had been among those nine. They remembered the doors closing, and his sister had not survived. The archive had kept him ready to obey by making him hear those doors again.

Gospel offered to separate the current rescue from whatever reckoning came later.

“No,” one prisoner said. “I want him held.”

“I want everyone to hear what he did,” another said.

The third wanted no part in deciding anything at all.

The guard held out his empty wrists to the first prisoner.

“I will go where you can find me.”

Tyrant thought the surrender wasteful. Mercy thought it might be sincere, and neither reading became the answer.

Open built a secure route with exits controlled by three unrelated survivors. Ward sealed every private memory. Gospel carried the accusations and Scar the excuses, and neither let them erase the acts.

The guard walked through ahead of the three prisoners. Open kept their exits apart until each had crossed.

The First Mouth tried to force the cells open in both directions.

Trevor took the blow across all sixteen wings.

HP 1,641/1,841 → 1,401/1,841

Mercy paid three hundred MP and four hundred Hope to hold the line between rescue and intrusion.

MP 912/1,582 → 612/1,582

HOPE 1,600/2,000 → 1,200/2,000

Tyrant pushed against the front with the whole weight of his want.

Let me own the archive. I can empty it in seconds.

And everyone inside becomes yours.

Temporarily.

Your definition of temporary includes death.

Death is extremely temporary now.

Mercy held him back, and the restraint cost more than magic.

Their fused fingers shook, and black-red feathers clawed at white ones. The archive sensed the argument and offered Tyrant a crown made of shelves.

KEEPER OF APPETITES

Take every stored soul.
Sort by use.
Restore at leisure.

BONUS // every prisoner will love the shelf assigned


It fit their fused halo perfectly. Every shelf became a thin black-red ray, and the full archive count burned behind their eyes: 8,411,032 souls, including those already through the gates. The Crown still listed the escapees as missing stock. It offered filters for combat class, loyalty, beauty, fear yield, and ease of gratitude.

He opened three filters before Mercy forced them closed.

Tyrant reopened the beauty filter just to prove he could. The archive at once placed children inside it, so both Trevors burned the filter together.

Their reasons differed, as they always did. Mercy rejected the obscenity. Tyrant rejected a shelf so vile that it insulted desire itself.

The Mouth lost one entire shelf of control when the crown could not divide their shared disgust.

Tyrant wanted the rest of the archive, and that wanting did not fade under Mercy's disgust. It entered their shared pulse, hot and sincere.

Mercy turned their head toward the woman with the false spear. She had planted herself before a shelf of strangers, bluffing the snapping shadows with a weapon she knew could not hurt them. The gray-haired man wrote his name again where a gust had blurred it. Behind him, the child who liked red came back through the red door for someone still waiting. None had asked the crown what to do.

None of those choices purified Tyrant, but they proved the archive's offer was small.

Tyrant wanted an empire able to surprise him, something shelves could never do.

Fine, he thought. Burn the crown.

Mercy burned it without waiting for a second thought.

Six-wing light and six-lane impalement struck together, and the last four wings guarded the Junias and the slow purple pulse between them.

The archive broke, and cells became doors, doors became choices, and choices multiplied until the First Mouth could no longer count its food.

The white ash ocean lifted into a pale sky.

Land rose beneath it, green, wet, and confused. The second world had not been ash, only the blank page beneath the shelving.

PLANAR RESCUE COUNT // 2/3

VICTIM ARCHIVE // opened, owned by nobody
RECOVERED SOULS // 8,411,032
PRIVATE PAGES // sealed to their owners


Eight million freed souls crowded the green shore. The first thirty-two gates were soon hidden behind the queues.

The first million wanted bodies at once, but the second feared bodies because the Mouth had used flesh as a door.

Some wanted their old worlds, most of them gone. Some wanted the Blank world because green ground had never hurt them. Others could not bear a place that looked like the page where they had been shelved.

Ysa Noll wanted one memory destroyed before she wanted anything else.

The archive had shelved her under BEGGED CORRECTLY AFTER THIRD LOSS. It kept the sound of her thin voice, the position of her body, the names she had offered, and the pleasure the Mouth attached when she finally said what it wanted.

She emerged as a grown woman with gray curls, two scarred hands, and no interest at all in letting the event become proof anyone else could own.

“Delete it,” she told Ward.

Scar objected before she could stop herself. “The old page proves what it did.”

“To whom?”

“Anyone who comes asking—”

“I am asking,” Ysa said, pointing at herself. “It happened to me. I do not want the sound to outlive me.”

Scar looked down at the page she had caught. Ysa's voice still trembled inside it. She loosened her fingers.

Ward cupped a seal around the page. Ysa's voice faded from the air outside it.

“You may erase the contents,” she said. “The archive will keep only that a page existed and that you chose to erase it. Nothing else.”

Ysa pointed at Trevor. “Can he recover it?”

Tyrant searched the shared Crown and found the answer already there.

He had already copied the rhythm of her archived voice while she spoke. Not the words, and not the names. Enough cadence to rebuild likely pleas through the Godseed's memory engine.

Mercy felt the theft and exposed it at once.

Ysa's face went as empty as a cleared shelf.

“Give it back.”

Tyrant fronted lavender through both eyes. “A rhythm is not the words.”

“It is mine.”

“You let me hear it. You don't get to take it out of my head.”

Mercy tried to delete the copy from their shared memory.

The Crown protected it as Tyrant's own knowledge. One fused mind could not cut out the fragment without damaging both men.

Ward stepped closer. “Then forget it on purpose.”

Tyrant weighed the request. Ysa's cadence held no tactical secret, and keeping it offered only the pleasure of owning a line after someone drew it. That was enough.

“No.”

Mercy felt the no settle into the same mind that carried his outrage.

Ysa struck Trevor's face with both scarred hands. The fused body could have dodged, and Mercy held it still. Tyrant accepted the blow because her rage made the stolen rhythm more valuable.

Ward closed every future path in, so Tyrant kept what he had already stolen and could receive nothing more.

Ysa watched the memory disappear from the archive.

She did not receive perfect relief, and could not, because one monster still remembered the shape of her voice.

She chose the Blank world anyway, and Pane asked why.

“Because he wants it,” Ysa said. “I want to become something he cannot sort.”

She took a small shovel from the supply gate and began digging a fresh foundation where her shelf had been.

Tyrant admired the spite. Mercy carried the shame.

Scar changed her office draft that same hour, with Ysa watching.

Old drafts stayed kept only while the person in them wanted them kept. Public proof of harm could keep facts, dates, names, and the powers responsible without holding a victim's private voice, image, or feeling against her will.

Scar burned the last copy in her own hands. Ysa watched until the ash was cold.

Inside Trevor's head, Tyrant could still hear the rhythm.

Thirty-two relays opened across the green ground at once.

Tyrant's empire opened three owned districts before Mercy said no to anyone being settled against their will.

Morrow's empty workshop world appeared as an unsigned offer and vanished when False Petra found seven theft paths hidden under the weather.

No destination solved everyone, so the companions divided work without dividing people by worth.

Pane sorted current bodies, and Ward guarded private pages. Open built routes that could be closed from the traveler's side. False hid weak settlements from the Mouth, Gospel broadcast the facts on hand, and Scar exposed every place that called a cage protection.

The Damarises guarded the worlds rather than assigning them. The Junias stayed with Amelia and the people who had chosen no route yet.

Trevor wanted to stand at the center, but the work formed thousands of centers instead.

Mercy felt relief. Tyrant felt robbed. Both helped, because eight million moving choices generated more power than shelves ever could.

The rescued world poured power into the network.

MP 612/1,582 → 1,112/1,582

HOPE 1,200/2,000 → 2,000/2,000

Trevor's relief lasted one breath, then every opened cell cast a shadow in the same direction.

Morrow stood where the shadows met, watching the last soul leave its shelf. He kept his gloves clear of every passing light.

Tyrant spotted the trap beneath his boots: one thread ran from each prisoner into the object below. Steal a soul, and the weapon would answer to that soul as well. Morrow waited until the final thread snapped.

We cleared his loot room, Tyrant said.

Mercy turned their wings toward him. Then help me stop him looting it.

The Blank Edge was not a sword but the absence left when the first universe learned that one thing could end and another could continue. A line thinner than light rose into Morrow's gloved hand.

The green world recoiled from it, and grass on one side went on growing while grass on the other forgot there had ever been soil beyond the cut. Morrow folded three borders around the line before he slipped it along the sleeve of the living coat.

The quarantine key and the pattern he had stolen from Amelia's seam occupied different pockets. The Blank Edge entered a third.

Morrow kept every dangerous power separate even while collecting all of them. He had learned the lesson Tyrant refused whenever one big pile looked prettier.

Mercy turned toward him, and Tyrant took the front before the motion finished.

Morrow cut the dead air between them and made the distance absolute.

Trevor crossed it with Wingway, and Morrow had already vanished.

On the wide green ground, written in ultraviolet flame, waited a short message.

ONE FUTURE FAVOR REMAINS OWED.

Tyrant smiled with Trevor's lovely mouth. “Good. I was worried he had gotten boring.”


Chapter 46 — My Honest Bargain Was Worse Than a Lie

The First Mouth sent its inner tongue to bargain.

It arrived wearing six thousand adult bodies sewn into the outline of one beautiful man, every one of them alive. Each moved one muscle, and together they made a smile large enough to cross the second world's horizon.

One person worked the left corner of the mouth while another blinked the right eye. Hundreds made each finger, their breaths timed to bend one joint. The beautiful man's skin was distance seen from far enough away that people became color.

Up close, every piece looked at Trevor separately, which was worse.

Some eyes pleaded, some worshipped, and some had been emptied until only the assigned movement was left. A woman at the lower lip mouthed kill us between the syllables the tongue forced through her.

Ward kept the request without exposing her name.

Mercy tried to take the front, and Tyrant locked him behind their shared teeth.

I am not letting you bargain with that.

Correct, and you are letting me.

The tongue made a bow, and six thousand mouths said, “Little successor, you have taken two meals from me.”

“You mislabeled them,” Trevor said.

“Everything becomes food,” the Mouth said.

“Everything becomes mine,” Tyrant answered.

Mercy struck the inside of their fused skull with a flat no. Tyrant took the pain and kept smiling.

The Mouth offered a pact made from shared appetite.

PACT OF RECIPROCAL APPETITE

FIRST MOUTH gives:
- the road to the last eaten plane
- safe passage for ten companions
- one named prisoner set loose

TREVOR DWYER gives:
- one willing taste of a divine soul
- the First Mouth counted as guest
- no blow struck during the shared meal


Tyrant read it twice. Mercy found three traps. Tyrant found eleven traps and one opening, and the companions found other roads altogether.

Open Petra could route around the tongue with twelve hours and one stable star. False Petra could build a fake pact long enough to steal the last plane's direction, and the lie would fail when the Mouth tested hunger. Gospel and Scar could force the predator to define every word in public. The Naomis could put Trevor under a taste ward that allowed contact and refused transfer.

Dawn could split guest into invited and limited. Mutiny could steal the beat of admission. None promised success, and all of them avoided willing contact with the predator's soul.

“We take the twelve hours,” Mercy said.

Tyrant watched the third plane fade behind six thousand borrowed eyes.

“It moves in four.”

“Then we track again.”

“Morrow reaches it first.”

“This is not about beating Morrow.”

“Everything is about beating Morrow.”

Mercy felt the pull under Tyrant's rivalry, the way the other man's eyes kept going to a mouth that had never once begged, and found it almost as irritating as their shared crush on each other.

Pane Naomi set the taste ward against Trevor's chest. “If you accept, this limits the exchange to what you feel right now. No stored memory, no borrowed appetite, and nothing private from anyone I have ever healed.”

Tyrant read the ward and found it would also stop him tasting the Mouth back.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because one-sided weakness is poor bargaining.”

“You are thinking about letting a cosmic predator into our soul for leverage.”

“Yes,” Tyrant said.

Ward Naomi added a second seal behind the first. “Then private memories stay closed even if you take off Pane's limit.”

Tyrant searched for how the seal worked. Ward hid it, and Mercy accepted it.

The fused body now carried one protection Tyrant had not approved. He let it stay rather than break Ward's seal in front of the Mouth and show it the home of private resistance.

“Offer Morrow another favor,” Gospel said. “You know what he charges for a road.”

He already has one hook in me, Tyrant thought.

You would rather let that thing lick our soul?

I would rather bite back.

Mercy looked from the vast smile to the place Morrow had vanished. No. He would find another road before he gave the thief a second hook. Tyrant felt the refusal and grinned with their mouth, delighted to borrow it.

The Mouth waited with six thousand stolen smiles, and Tyrant reached first.

The release line let the Mouth choose which state counted as prisoner. Safe passage covered companions, not the Junias' shared phase child. Taste had no length, guest could turn hospitality into a feeding rule, and shared meal could include the current universe. Recognition could travel both ways. The pact named Trevor once, and two permanent wills answered to the name.

Mercy read every trap as a reason to refuse. Tyrant read the same weaknesses as handles.

“You want me to want it,” Trevor said. “What spoils the taste?”

“Not compelled by another will.”

“And how much do you need?”

“Contact enough to learn flavor.”

“Who gets to let you in?”

“A being admitted by the local owner.”

“When do we start eating together?”

The horizon smile widened. “Any eating undertaken together.”

Tyrant accepted, and the pact demanded the named prisoner before its seal.

Ward had found the woman moving the tongue's lower lip without opening her private history: Miren Voss, adult, whole, assigned one muscle for three hundred years, whose silent request had been to kill the whole construction rather than save her first.

Tyrant thought about naming a captive with more tactical value. Mercy said, “Miren Voss.”

“She is part of me,” the Mouth objected.

“Then the release line is false.”

Gospel pinned the protest beside the offered word, and Scar exposed the edit that changed prisoner into organ after Trevor supplied a name.

The pact had to release Miren or expose its offer as a lie.

Miren fell from the horizon's lower lip. The other 5,999 bodies shifted to fill the missing muscle, and the beautiful-man illusion got a permanent tremor at one corner of its smile.

Open Petra caught Miren above the new grass. False hid her from every mirror the pact could turn on her. Pane kept the woman's body alive while Ward sealed three centuries of mouth sensation until Miren chose what to recover.

Her first free movement belonged to one finger, used to point at the tongue's left jawline.

“Command root,” she whispered before she passed out.

Tyrant marked the jawline. Mercy marked her name.

Gospel Adina shouted Miren's name and Trevor's before the pact closed. Scar kept Mercy's no beside Tyrant's yes, and Ward hid the last one-third of Amelia's rhythm. Open set an exit beyond the guest rule, and False set a second exit where even Trevor could not find it.

“Mine is better,” False said.

“Mine exists.”

“That is exactly the problem with yours.”

The companions could not stop the bargain, so they made sure Tyrant did not bind everyone else while taking it.

Mercy rammed every white wing against him. No.

Trust me.

I trust you to be evil.

Then trust the skill set.

The pact entered Trevor's soul, and the First Mouth tasted him.

Tyrant offered one willing taste, freely, and the pact turned on the word. No compulsion by another will touched the decision. Mercy's no stayed present and controlled nothing on Tyrant's half of the soul.

The cosmic predator learned Tyrant's flavor, and the taste traveled both ways.

Tyrant felt a fraction of the First Mouth: hunger older than the first System panel, the pleasure of reducing a world to one need, and the particular excitement it attached to victims too young or powerless to understand danger. The contact stayed brief and came without pictures. Revulsion arrived before the Mouth could turn memory into spectacle.

Mercy recoiled. Tyrant bared their shared teeth at the taste.

Tyrant wanted the Mouth awake when he broke its teeth. What he sent back tasted of owning, pleasure sharpened by resistance, and love turned into leverage before leverage became desire again.

The Mouth recoiled from the different shape of his evil. “You are spoiled.”

Tyrant's laughter shook eight black-red wings. “You say that like food.”

The guest rule woke while he was still laughing.

Tyrant slid one foot backward through a red gate into his own city. World Seizure had expired beneath the broken jaw; these stones had belonged to him long before the raid. He felt his streets answer through the sole of his boot.

“Welcome,” he said, and pulled the guest across that threshold.

The Mouth had asked an owner to let it in. Now it was inside something Tyrant owned, with the same taste running back into its soul. Tyrant planted his other foot beside the first.

The Mouth tried to withdraw the word owner after speaking it. Scar pinned the word ahead of the edit, and Gospel broadcast it to both restored worlds. Six hundred thirty-one former priests repeated the line through mouths once used for the predator's commands.

The bargain became too witnessed to edit. Trevor became a guest inside the Mouth, and the Mouth became a possession inside Trevor's world.

RECIPROCAL OWNER ERROR

GUEST owns the way into the host.
HOST owns the limits of the guest.

NEXT OWNER'S WORD WINS.


Tyrant had spent two wars learning to win this exact line.

“Kneel,” he said.

The inner tongue dropped from the sky, and all 5,999 bodies hit the green ground beyond Trevor's gate.

The movement broke the beautiful-man illusion. Fingers became rows of adults collapsing in order, and the horizon smile split into faces, shoulders, knees, and hands. No person had enough control to catch herself, because each had been given only one muscle.

Pane opened thousands of small supports, and Tyrant turned them into attack alignment before Mercy could stop the body.

The healer's rescue became his formation. Pane's hands checked once at the theft and kept healing anyway rather than hurt the people he had used.

The First Mouth fought through them, and Mercy felt each adult mind under the command. Some served willingly, many did not, and none had chosen Trevor.

Tyrant did not care.

He pushed One-Voice Domain through the recognized guest channel, and the cost ate five hundred MP and three hundred fifty Fear.

MP 1,112/1,582 → 612/1,582

FEAR 2,100/2,600 → 1,750/2,600

Then he stepped back onto the green ground, dragging the captured channel with him, and ordered the tongue to bite itself.

The 5,999 bodies bent against one another. Above them, the tongue's divine shape folded inward, driving its teeth through its own health bar.

INNER TONGUE // 52,000,000 → 19,000,000 HP

The Mouth tried to withdraw through the severed edge.

“A guest does not leave before the meal,” Trevor said, and the pact agreed.

Tyrant fed the predator its own appetite. Every hunger the First Mouth had forced on others came back through the shared channel stripped of any meal, and the god felt wanting without eating, command without obedience, violation without access.

The last nineteen million vanished.

BANISHMENT // 2/4

INNER TONGUE // severed
RECIPROCAL PACT // fulfilled and weaponized


The sewn bodies fell apart into 5,999 separate adults. With Miren alive on Pane's treatment surface, all six thousand were out.

Miren woke with the owner channel still open, one body, and three hundred years of memory shaped around moving somebody else's smile. The sight of Trevor's mouth made her turn away, so Pane shifted the treatment surface to spare her the view.

Her voice came back before her strength did. “Did it die?”

“The tongue,” Mercy said.

“Not the hunger.”

“No.”

Tyrant moved the shared lips. Miren saw the motion at the edge of her sight and retched against the treatment pane.

He could have let Mercy speak alone. He chose presence, because the pact had delivered her to both wills and he wanted the freed prisoner to understand that her rescuer held a second predator.

“You pointed well,” he said.

Miren's body tried to make the Mouth's smile, and Ward caught the muscle before it reached her face. The old command lived in habit, not owner magic, and healing could not simply remove it without deciding what belonged to Miren now.

“Do not make me smile,” she said.

Tyrant had not, and the fact disappointed him.

Mercy exposed the disappointment through their turning eyes, and Miren read it at once.

“He wanted to.”

“Yes,” Mercy said.

“Will you stop him?”

“When I can.”

The answer promised no safety Mercy did not have.

Miren set her one free finger against the treatment pane, and Ward opened only the point where it rested. Mercy touched it with their smallest finger while Tyrant tried to move the same digit into a possessive curl.

Mercy kept it straight. One fingertip met another until Miren withdrew first and ended the contact.

Tyrant kept the owner channel open and made every captured servant stay awake inside the fading pain, though he could have let them go. Mercy knew it, the System knew it, and Tyrant knew Mercy knew.

“Enough,” Mercy said through their shared mouth.

“Not yet,” Tyrant said.

“They cannot help it now.”

“That is what makes this mine.”

He picked the first volunteers and showed them the harms they had helped excuse. Then he picked the coerced and made them watch the volunteers break. He forced the volunteers to beg forgiveness from people who owed them none. When a former priest offered a perfect apology, Tyrant changed the reward so sincerity tasted like ash and humiliation tasted sweet.

The former priest was Ilka, the Warm Door. She stood beside Tavia on Greenwake, far from the fallen tongue. Breaking the jaw had ended its rewards, but the Mouth's old mark remained in her throat. The inner tongue had reached for that mark as it fell. Tyrant followed the exposed path and made her sing again.

Gospel opened a voice pane to Greenwake. Ilka apologized to Tavia for opening their district. She named the wall, the promise, the moment she had decided to spend one neighbor to keep another. Tavia stood beyond the pane, outside the stolen channel, and gave no forgiveness.

Tyrant made Warm Door feel relief anyway. Her face changed against her will, and Tavia saw the pleasure and stepped back.

“That is not hers,” Mercy said.

“It is in her body,” Tyrant replied.

“You put it there.”

“And now she has to decide what it means.”

He enjoyed making both women carry a new doubt after the old crime had finally been said out loud. He needed nothing from it, neither a secret nor a wound. He wanted to know whether he could make a person despise his pleasure and crave it anyway.

He could.

Mercy seized the front at last and snapped the owner channel shut.

Trevor stood among six thousand gasping adults. Mercy's tears ran down his face while Tyrant savored the tremor in Ilka's voice. Their left hand rose to wipe their cheek, and Mercy forced it down.

Pane went to the worst hurt first, and Ward guarded the freed adults' memories from Trevor.

“Good,” Mercy told her, and Tyrant meant it too, for a worse reason: locked doors made theft interesting.

The six thousand adults had to learn how much body each one owned now.

One man had moved only the tongue's right thumb for three centuries, so every finger copied the same motion in the whole hand Pane gave him. A woman who had formed the left eyelid kept closing both eyes whenever she tried to bend a knee. Two hundred adults had shared one smile and could not yet tell whether happiness belonged to expression, feeling, or neither.

Miren raised her free finger where the man could see it.

“Move what answers,” she said. “Do not let anyone tell you the rest is missing because it is slow.”

The man moved one thumb, then moved the same thumb again, and no panel rewarded progress so slow.

Ward built private rooms around voluntary tests. Pane offered physical support without naming a properly recovered body. Some adults wanted full motion back at once, and some wanted to keep the one muscle that had been theirs and gain the rest after trust came back.

Tyrant offered a command able to move all six thousand bodies as one in a single second.

Mercy refused.

Three hundred adults raised a hand or moved the one muscle they could. They wanted to stand before the next Mouth strike, even if his command had to move them first.

Pane put a hand against Trevor's chest before he could reach them. “Tell them why they might want a second dose.”

“Because I can make being moved feel better than moving,” he said. “Because I can leave a way back in.”

“Not twice,” a woman at the front said. She took her neighbor's arm and shuffled toward Ward. Others followed, some crawling.

Tyrant counted eighteen leaving. Two hundred eighty-two remained.

Trevor commanded them to stand, and they did, and then he released the command.

Two hundred fell, and eighty-two stayed upright. Some thanked him, and some hated needing the help. One asked for a second command and got it, because Tyrant wanted the new formation, and another refused after the first success.

The other five thousand seven hundred eighteen people recovered at their own speeds behind Ward's seal.

Pane sat down on the treatment surface. She had been on her feet since before the archive opened, six hours ago. Ward sat behind her and put her chin on Pane's shoulder without asking.

“You are heavy.”

“You are tired. Stay still.”

“That is not how weight works.”

“It is how mine works.”

At the edge of the revived world, a black absence opened.

Morrow drew the Blank Edge through the border of a dead universe.

Morrow aimed at the seam the Mouth had used to claim worlds after it ate their last owner. The Blank Edge bent around each living light, keeping its single grip. Tyrant followed the curve with hungry interest; Morrow had found a road into all the empty worlds at once.

The cut showed stars that had gone out before either Trevor was born.

Morrow stepped across, his coat full of moving constellations.

Behind him, something wearing no body turned one violet ring pupil toward Trevor.

The presence did not belong to the First Mouth. It had Morrow's stillness, his patience, and no hunger at all. One possible Morrow waited beyond the cut, already learning how to rule a universe whose laws had ended.

Then the Blank Edge narrowed and took the possibility with it.

The violet pupil turned toward Morrow. He smiled at it, and the dead stars behind that future self began to move.

Tyrant wanted to follow through the cut, and Mercy held the body in the current world.

“What did you find?” Trevor asked.

Morrow tapped the pocket holding the Blank Edge.

“A universe whose death left no heir.”

“People?”

“None left whole.”

Scar Adina inspected the statement through the narrowing seam and found no edit.

“Then why does it matter?” Mercy asked.

Morrow's ring pupils lined up for one rare second before he answered.

“Because emptiness should belong to the person clever enough to give it a future.”

Tyrant smiled inside the shared face. “Finally, a sensible theology.”

“You would fill it with subjects.”

“Of course.”

“I would fill it with laws nobody has survived long enough to forbid.”

Morrow glanced at the six thousand adults Tyrant had used.

“You are making your empire louder.”

“Fear travels.”

“So does fracture.”

“Concern?”

“Forecast.”

He had no wish to save Trevor from consequence. By his own logic he wanted the eventual collapse to expose power worth collecting, and that made the warning worth believing.

“Do keep the Mouth occupied,” Morrow said. “I am stealing its inheritance.”

“That inheritance is mine,” Tyrant said.

“Everything is, eventually. It is why you are charming.”

The cut closed, and Trevor tasted the shape of the missing future.

The third dead world screamed one child's name across the closing cut, and Ward sealed the voice before it could repeat.

The world's shout had made the name public. The voice, the fear, and the private memory stayed sealed.

Gospel wrote the name six ways and asked the living world's spelling. Scar found one repeated across the world's last pages.

Lio Varr.

An adult sailor named Doran Hesk knew the family name. He had carried evacuation lists from Lio's district and failed to reach the last boat before the sky went dark.

“I can guide you,” he said.

Pane checked his current body while Ward checked whether the offer had been pulled out of guilt by the world's scream. Doran refused every comfort spell and repeated the offer with his fear intact.

Open gave him the forward route, and False gave him an exit he could take without explaining.

Tyrant weighed the sailor's usefulness. Mercy asked where he wanted to stand.

“At the front until the district,” Doran said, “and behind the Naomis after.”

Doran stepped onto the path beside Open. When he reached the district marker, he stopped and let the Naomis pass.


Chapter 47 — A Name Is Not Bait

The name was Lio. Gospel could trust nothing else the Mouth had let them hear.

The third eaten plane hung inside the First Mouth like a lantern swallowed by a snake. Homes, rivers, graves, and moons had been squeezed into bands of colored glass. Every band turned around one dark point where the child named Lio had refused to become a lure.

Blue bands held oceans folded to the width of a ribbon. Green ones held forests with every tree flattened into the memory of shade. Clear glass carried homes. Their people could see one another through centuries of squeezed distance and could not reach across it.

The grave bands glowed black among all that stolen color.

The Mouth had eaten the border between death and storage. Ancestors had to stay on hand as leverage against the living, who could neither bury them nor be haunted. No corpse rose. No ghost attacked. The dead simply could not finish leaving.

Lio's no kept one point outside the Mouth's grip, and that single point held the world together.

Doran Hesk waited behind the Naomis, where he had promised to stop. Beyond his shoulder, the district's clear band bent around the sky. Mercy fronted as Trevor came in through Open's gate, and False hid the route behind them. Ward sealed both Junias and Amelia from every call the Mouth threw at pregnant bodies. Pane slowed the fall of the fused HP under the plane's crushing pressure.

The Mouth spoke with Lio's remembered voice. One short captured sound held two words, the same plea repeated at different pitches, ages, and distances to build a person from almost nothing.

Ward blocked the pull layered beneath it, Gospel kept count of the repetitions, and Scar exposed the joins.

No one asked what had caused the first plea. The answer was Lio's alone.

“Help me.”

Tyrant reached for the sound, and Mercy stopped all eight black-red wings.

We can use the call, Tyrant thought. Follow it to the core, and make the Mouth believe the child still answers.

No.

The victim is dead.

The name is not ours.

Names are tools.

Yours is Trevor.

Tyrant went still.

Mercy shaped the same logic into a blade. If names are only tools, I can spend yours.

Try it and I will make us both enjoy the consequences.

Then you understand the problem.

Tyrant left the sound alone, though his anger kept their black-red feathers rigid.

Gospel and Scar traced the true name without repeating it aloud. The First Mouth had stored thousands of false Lios: Lio the obedient, Lio the tempting, Lio the grateful, Lio the ruined. Each tried to become the child by being useful to an adult.

The false Lios carried no full memories, only roles the predator had written around a stolen sound. One promised rescue if Trevor followed, another threatened to suffer if he did not, and a third praised him in exactly the voice Mercy most wanted to hear after pulling two worlds out of the Mouth.

Tyrant destroyed the flatterer first. “Flattery should show some effort.”

Mercy used the opening and burned the rest, and Scar kept only the fact that fakes had existed.

The last true trace held three unopened doors.

A small soul stood before the doors, pale light gathered where a face should have been. Each frame was plain wood. No smiling portrait beckoned from life, no waiting medal shone beyond the door that led back to the prisoners.

Open Petra built equal roads to each. False Petra tested them for hidden ends and found one Mouth hook under the duty door. She removed it without announcing the answer the predator had preferred.

The life door promised a body rebuilt by strangers. The second opened toward an afterlife where family waited. The third let the soul stay and help other prisoners escape.

The Mouth had frozen the choice because all three answers left it owning nothing.

Mercy did not enter the memory. Tyrant tried.

Tyrant Junia spent her one-percent beat before he crossed. Their reaching hand stopped against a blade of red light.

“Stay out,” she said.

Forcing entry would close the only road to the center. Tyrant swore at the doors and withdrew.

Mercy took the front and brought the three doors clear of the Mouth's captured memory. He stepped back.

“Lio,” he said once, “they are yours.”

The soul appeared as a bright outline with no borrowed face. The Mouth attacked.

Colored glass folded inward, rivers became teeth, moons became eyes, and every home opened a throat.

The companions held ten lanes. Dawn turned the repeated sacrifice back on the Mouth. Mutiny stole the beat it needed to shed the cost. The Petras carried three doors along roads that did not touch Trevor. Gospel held the true name apart while Scar cut the false voices away from it. The Naomis braced the frames, and the Junias held the way clear for the small light between them.

Trevor spent five hundred MP, four hundred Stamina, and four hundred Hope. White light braced the doors while red coiled along the glass, waiting for the Mouth to lose its grip.

MP 612/1,582 → 112/1,582

STAMINA 1,229/1,529 → 829/1,529

HOPE 2,000/2,000 → 1,600/2,000

The plane kept crushing him. Tyrant offered to seize the child and choose faster, and Mercy refused.

“You are going to get us killed for a door,” Tyrant said aloud.

“Three doors.”

“That is worse math.”

Lio began to choose among the three doors. The outline moved first toward life, stopped, and came back to center. It faced the duty door long enough for Mercy to wonder whether the child wanted to help or merely understood that adults praised children for being useful.

No one pushed either answer. The third movement went toward the afterlife without stopping.

The child chose neither life nor duty. Lio chose the afterlife.

The chosen door opened onto sunlight and two waiting figures Mercy did not look at closely enough to name. Lio crossed, the outline vanished, and no ghost stayed behind to thank Trevor.

Mercy Junia closed her eyes. Tyrant Junia kept hers open until the afterlife door shut.

Amelia's pulse crossed between them without changing rhythm. Tyrant Junia's hand found her double's without either woman looking down, and neither let go.

“You are shaking.”

“You are holding on. Pick one to mention.”

“Do not make this about her,” Mercy Junia said.

Mercy had already looked from the shut door to the Junias' joined hands. He caught himself and looked back at the place where Lio had crossed.

Tyrant had formed a different comparison: if Amelia ever chose a destination he could not enter, he would break the door.

Mercy felt the thought. The Junias read it in the tightening black-red wings.

“No,” Tyrant Junia said.

Tyrant fronted one eye. “Nothing happened.”

“Your wing moved.”

“It is our wing.”

“Then both of you control it.”

Mercy opened all eight black-red wings by shared force. Tyrant resisted, and not enough to tear the fused roots.

“His thought was to follow,” Mercy said.

Tyrant Junia drew her sword.

“And yours?”

“To make Lio's choice mean something about Amelia.”

Mercy Junia looked no less displeased.

“Both wrong.”

“Yes.”

Tyrant did not agree, so Mercy made the shared mouth say, “Both heard.”

The afterlife door stayed closed, and no reward appeared. Tyrant searched for one anyway.

No hidden stat, name-key, gratitude buff, or soul fragment. Mercy had spent Hope, power, and time on a decision that removed the person from every future battle.

The loot window stayed empty. Then the false voice stopped.

The dark point at the plane's center cracked. The Mouth no longer held the name it had built the pressure around, and the weight lifted off Trevor's ribs. He dragged in a full breath. Holding until Lio crossed had cost five hundred HP.

HP 1,401/1,841 → 901/1,841

Tyrant used the opening with monstrous efficiency. He seized every tooth, eye, and throat the First Mouth had made from the world, then ordered the divine structures to attack the appetite shaping them. Mercy split homes from mouths, rivers from teeth, moons from eyes, and ten companions restored the lines between them.

The lantern grew, and glass became water, stone, soil, weather, and night.

Millions of adult and child survivors came out where an unbroken self allowed. The dead stayed dead, and the afterlives stayed closed to Trevor. The world regained the right to mourn people who did not respawn.

Clear glass opened into houses with doors and missing residents. Blue bands unfolded into seas whose sailors returned on waves separated by centuries. Forests rooted into soil while people who remembered being shade chose whether to take bodies or remain in the trees.

The grave bands descended intact through the restored weather.

Neither Trevor opened them. Both Adinas wrote names along the outside. The Naomis kept living hands from reaching through grief, and the Petras built roads around the graves instead of across them.

The world recovered without turning death into one more well to draw from.

A sailor's boat came back in the middle of a forest that had once grown along a later coastline, two hundred years after her harbor had vanished. Her crew emerged at different ages because the glass had compressed their final voyage unevenly. One man stayed younger than the daughter waiting in a nearby house. Another remembered dying without understanding why his body went on.

The captain, Brenna Holt, had carried grain, three passengers, a goat, and a sealed letter she had promised not to open. The glass had preserved all four kinds of cargo with equal care. The grain sprouted the moment the band unfolded, the goat bit a tree, and the passengers argued over whether two centuries counted as late.

Brenna held the letter over the sprouting grain. Its recipient had died before the Mouth swallowed the harbor. She checked the wax, found it whole, and tucked the letter inside her coat.

Tyrant wanted the letter, because unopened words pressed on everyone near them. Mercy wanted to help Brenna finish a delivery two centuries late. The captain wanted breakfast.

“I have been a window for two centuries,” she said. “The dead can wait until I eat an egg.”

Caro's bakery route opened from Free Heaven. Brenna and her crew came in carrying one aggressive goat, and the animal ate the corner of Tyrant's red cloak as it passed.

Mercy laughed, Tyrant ordered it to kneel, and the goat, having no owner field, ate another corner.

“Promote it,” Mutiny said, and the crew received breakfast before metaphysics.

Afterward, Brenna returned to the grave line with the letter and asked whether she could set it outside the closed gate.

Open Petra built a shelf touching neither side, and False hid the writing from every god. Brenna set the letter there.

She asked, “If the person wants it?”

“The afterlife owns its side,” Mercy said, “and we do not know whether mail crosses.”

“Good, an honest postmaster.”

The letter stayed sealed on its little shelf. Brenna checked that it could not fall, then followed her crew toward the smell of hot bread.

Ward gave every crew member a private room before families arrived.

A woman named Ilse found her mother's grave band, the black glass carrying one handprint from inside.

“Open it,” Ilse begged, and Trevor could.

The grave line recognized Level 99 power as sufficient force. Tyrant wanted the dead woman as a witness to local history. Mercy wanted to relieve the daughter kneeling in wet soil.

Both impulses reached for the same violation, so Gospel Adina stepped between hand and grave and said, “The dead answer to no one living.”

“She may be trapped,” Mercy said.

Scar laid a palm against the grave and listened. “Nothing is knocking back. Her hand was warm when she left that mark. It's an old print, Trevor.”

Ilse pressed her palm to the black glass, and the prints did not line up.

Her mother had had larger hands. “I forgot,” Ilse said.

Open Petra built a road to the family's old house. False Petra hid the grave from the First Mouth.

Ilse stayed until she chose the road. The fused body kept far enough away that divine power could not turn wanting into access.

Across the recovered world, survivors began marking missing people.

They did not use tidy proofs of death but questions, names on doors, boats left tied for crews who might return, and meals set aside for one night before waiting people ate them the next morning.

Doran Hesk tied one boat himself, for a crew whose names he still carried on a list two centuries old.

The world got back doubt along with land, and with it the right to refuse Trevor's war.

The three border nails needed living anchors: three hundred adults to hold the restored plane in place while the Godseed entered the final banishment road. Without them, the world might slide back into the Mouth when Trevor moved the sixteen wings away.

Mercy asked for help. Tyrant pulled five hundred adults toward service.

He used no owner mark. He copied the gold lettering from the Mouth's bargain and wrote across the restored sky: THIS WORLD REQUIRES SERVICE TO THE GOD WHO SAVED IT. A little divine shine, a familiar font, and five hundred people mistook his demand for a rule.

Five hundred adults stepped forward, some wanting to help, some fearing to lose the sky again, and some believing that saying no would send Lio's afterlife door back into the Mouth. Tyrant did not say the lie. He let it travel through the crowd, because correcting useful fear felt wasteful.

Mercy heard every motive through the shared body.

Release the phrase.

It is true.

It is shaped as debt.

They're breathing because of us. I want something for it.

Then ask. Stop pulling them by the throat.

Tyrant fronted the mouth. “If three hundred do not anchor, the world may be consumed again.”

Panic moved through the volunteers, and Mercy seized the next words.

“Refusing does not reopen any grave, harm any child, cancel any rescue, or make you responsible for what the Mouth does.”

The divine phrase tried to dim his words, but Scar cut it from the sky.

All five hundred adults felt gratitude stop behaving like gravity, and one hundred eighty-six stepped back.

Tyrant watched them leave and memorized every face. Mercy made the knowledge public through Gospel before it could become a private punishment list.

The departing adults stopped again, turning toward Trevor.

A sailor asked, “Will he hurt us later?”

Tyrant answered with honest delight, “If it becomes useful or entertaining.”

The crowd looked at Mercy through the same face.

“I will oppose him,” he said.

“Can you promise you will win?”

“No.”

Fourteen more volunteers left, leaving exactly three hundred.

The last woman counted the lit anchors, found one dark socket and stepped into it.

Her name was Kela Tarn. She had spent two centuries as the clear glass between a kitchen and a grave band, and wanted the sky to stay above both.

She asked Trevor, “Do I owe you?”

Mercy said, “No.”

Tyrant said, “Yes.”

Both answers came out together, and Kela planted the anchor anyway.

“Then I am doing this for them,” she said, pointing at the restored world. “You may fight over the tab in hell.”

The three hundred anchor bars lit one by one, none linking to Trevor.

Tyrant tried to route their Hope and Fear into the fused pools, but the bars rejected him, because the adults had agreed to hold the world rather than feed the god.

Mercy laughed inside their shared throat. Tyrant admired the trap enough to resent it personally.

The world held. Kela tested her anchor, spat onto the new soil and told Trevor to go kill something useful.

PLANAR RESCUE COUNT // 3/3

FINAL CONSUMED PLANE // restored
VICTIM NAME USED AS BAIT // denied
LOCAL AFTERLIVES // their own


Across Greenwake and the Blank world, people opened their homes to those still crossing the rescue gates. Their calls came through the old relays, offering rooms, food, and hands for the wounded. Hope returned to its cap from those distant lights, not from the three hundred anchors.

HOPE 1,600/2,000 → 2,000/2,000

The restored worlds lined up around the First Mouth, and three border nails entered the devourer's body.

The road to final banishment opened, and then every star went violet.

Morrow had reached the succession key.

It hung in the dead universe as a shape no living mind could hold: half command, half no, joined by the right to decide which half counted. The key could open the path to Level 100.

Every look changed which half came first. Mercy saw the no glowing white around a red command. Tyrant saw command forming the frame that gave the no something to push against. Morrow's violet rings tracked neither half. They tracked the join itself.

That was why he had reached it first.

Morrow had no need to win the struggle between command and no. The Blank Edge said what he meant to do: steal the power that framed the choice, which could also close every planar border forever.

Morrow pressed the Blank Edge against its center.

Tyrant saw the theft, and Mercy saw the worlds that would die if the cut slipped.

Both Trevors chose the same mark as sixteen wings opened.

“Morrow.”

The thief glanced back without hurry.

“Finally.”


Chapter 48 — The Thief Lost a Body and Kept the Best Part

Trevor drove sixteen wings through the seam after Morrow. The Petras brought the others through behind him, and the thief turned to meet them.

Morrow fought like a man insulting a law of nature until it apologized. He cut gravity first.

The Blank Edge passed through empty space and split falling from toward. Every loose stone sped up without choosing a place to land. The companions rose, dropped, and spun along private directions that changed whenever they tried to line up on Trevor.

Open Petra built roads instead of floors. False Petra gave Morrow six fake definitions of down. Pane treated nausea, and Ward kept each fighter's inner sense of balance from becoming a shared mark.

Trevor's sixteen wings opened into different gravities. For the first time the crowded anatomy became an advantage, because no single cut could make every root agree to fall.

Trevor fell sideways through the dead universe, sixteen wings catching six different definitions of down. Mercy steadied the companions. Tyrant turned the other directions into assault lanes.

Morrow's duelist coat opened, and living constellations left the fabric as ultraviolet blades.

“No army?” Tyrant asked.

“Armies are loud accessories for people without silhouettes.”

Trevor looked down at his own sixteen-winged divine body. Do not take it personally, Mercy whispered.

Tyrant had already taken it personally.

The first exchange took nearly forty percent of Morrow's war-body and three of Trevor's temporary border shields. Each shield had cost thirty MP, and the pool could not raise a fourth.

MP 112/1,582 → 22/1,582

No blood floated, because Morrow had built the body from bindings, dead starlight, and the memory of being touched by gravity.

Each wound showed construction instead of flesh. Dawn's flail broke a shoulder and showed a pact between three dead suns under it. Mutiny stole one action from the left hand and found a stolen duelist's reflex underneath. Tyrant tore the coat at the waist and found a whole city kept there as the idea of leaving well.

Morrow threw away every damaged piece before it could become leverage. He fought without pretending the body was sacred. That frightened Tyrant almost as much as it drew him.

Trevor had built his own from two copies of a nineteen-year-old man, one impossible female angel body, lust that ran both ways, divine theft, free choice, mass murder, forgiveness, spite, and a frankly unreasonable amount of wing.

The System declined to judge which build was less normal.

DUEL

SUCCESSION KEY INTEGRITY // 100%
MORROW WAR-BODY // 61%
TWIN-SOUL GODSEED // HP 901/1,841 | MP 22/1,582 | STAMINA 829/1,529

WARNING // the Blank Edge cuts the owned and the willing alike


Morrow waved the panel away with one ultraviolet fingernail. “Your System narrates too much.”

“It likes us,” Mercy said.

“It fears missing a bill,” Tyrant added.

“Same sickness as priests,” Morrow said.

The living coat shed twelve constellations, and each became a duelist built from one abandoned future: Mercy on the Morning Throne as a gentle absolute, Tyrant winning the succession trap with every future choice moved into one Crown, a fused Trevor with sixteen wings and only one will behind the eyes.

Their HP bars linked straight back to the coat. Twelve summons, twelve smug little predictions of what Trevor would become.

Dawn struck the gentle monarch first, and her flail split protection from rule. The false Mercy tried to keep everyone safe by removing every dangerous choice. Her scales caught safety on one side and captivity on the other. Contradictory Grace tore through the copy before it could choose which face to defend.

Mutiny entered the perfect Tyrant's command lane. The copy knew she would steal one beat, so she stole the beat after the one it expected, and its Crown collapsed under obedience arriving one frame late.

Pane and Ward took the single-will fusion. Pane hunted an injury and found none. Ward closed a seal around the voice boasting at them, and the false god fell silent.

“No second voice,” Ward said.

Pane looked up at its perfect health bar. “Then it's missing half of him.”

Mercy and Tyrant attacked the emptiness together, the one wound they could both see.

Open Petra ran six future roads across the gravity cuts. False Petra made Morrow's coat believe one ended at the succession key. It ended behind Scar Adina, who kept every guess the living map made.

“He predicts whichever of us stays consistent,” Gospel said.

Tyrant smiled. “How insulting.”

Mercy changed his next attack from rescue to pursuit. Tyrant changed his from seizure to defense. Both hated the borrowed method, and Morrow missed for the first time.

The Blank Edge took a strip off his own coat, and one preserved city escaped the fabric as starlight and vanished toward an ownerless universe.

Morrow watched it go with no rage and no order to return. He had stolen the city as a possibility and accepted the possibility of losing it.

Tyrant found the worldview offensive enough to want it for himself.

Morrow changed aim and offered the women exits instead of attacks.

Ten doorways unfolded from the living coat, each opening onto a future where one office existed without Trevor above it. The first door offered Dawn a city whose laws could never become absolute. Red Mutiny sat inside every command and stole whichever beat she wanted. Open-Hand Mercy healed without draining, and Guarded Confession kept secrets beyond any god's reach.

Open and False Roads got a universe made wholly of places to go. Many Gospels got worshippers fond of disagreement, and Scarred Copies got an archive with old drafts no power could burn. Unbound Law got a plane no owner could enter, and the Stolen Beat got one endless heartbeat with room for every prisoner to act.

Each future was possible, and Morrow had built no fake women inside them. The doors offered empty offices and real power. The companions could enter, become founders, and leave Trevor's final raid behind.

“No owner,” Morrow told Dawn.

“You would own the door.”

“Until you crossed.”

Scar inspected the offer and found it true in every fold.

Morrow watched the formation rather than the doors. Every woman who left would open a lane to the key.

Mutiny watched her red stroke hang inside every order in the offered city. “And if I keep them waiting?”

“They wait.”

“All of them?”

“Until you let them move.”

“Then I become the command.”

She struck the doorway, and it folded without resisting. Morrow had promised an exit, and the promise stayed exact even when used to refuse the offer.

Pane studied the place where healing would never leave her shaking. She took one step toward it, then looked back at Trevor's battered wings.

“They will find another healer,” Morrow said.

“They have one.” She shut the door.

Ward kept watching her own doorway. Secrets no god could steal. Behind her, Miren's ward tugged through the distant rescue line. She answered it, let the woman hear her voice, and closed the offered future with her free hand.

Open liked the universe of places. False liked it more. Both Petras stepped close enough that Trevor's shared pulse spiked.

“Could be fun,” Open said.

“Could be ours,” False answered.

“You would get lost in it.”

“I would get lost on purpose. You would draw a map and ruin it.”

Tyrant ordered them away, Mercy canceled the order, and the women heard both.

False put one hand through the door, and stars curved around her fingers. No owner mark and no hidden end waited behind the frame. Morrow had offered exactly what he said.

“Later,” she said.

Morrow's ring pupils tightened as False pulled one star through and hid it in her sleeve before she closed the door from her side.

Open laughed, and Morrow laughed with her. The thief had been stolen from and admired the technique.

Gospel and Scar rejected their futures after adding both offers to the page. Mercy Junia looked through the door no owner could enter, then at the other mother beside her. Tyrant Junia watched Amelia's pulse approach the endless beat of her own doorway. She drew her double back before the two rhythms touched. Neither woman let go when the doors closed.

Dawn closed the last door and took her place beside the Junias. Blades, pages, and the Naomis' waiting hands turned back toward Morrow.

Tyrant felt relief and turned it into anger before anyone could name the softer feeling. Mercy named it anyway.

You were scared they would leave, Mercy said.

I was measuring formation loss.

You wanted Petra to choose us.

I wanted her to choose correctly.

False opened the stolen star inside her palm. “I chose me,” she said.

The answer made both Trevors want her for different reasons.

Morrow used the distraction to cut at Trevor's fused seam, a strike brilliant and horribly exact. It did not attack flesh. It attacked the line MERCY AND TYRANT ARE ONE TREVOR, between its nouns.

HP 901/1,841 → 641/1,841

For one heartbeat, Mercy had eight white wings and no body. He kept sight through feather tips and thought from no location at all. Tyrant felt suddenly alone inside their petite body, every nerve obedient to one will, the face beautiful without gold interrupting lavender for the first time since the fusion.

The silence was perfect. Tyrant hated it before he could enjoy it.

He reached for the familiar warmth behind his thoughts and found nothing. No gentle bastard laughing at his worst joke. No stubborn hand inside his own. He could move every finger, and for one sick instant he wanted none of them.

Tyrant had eight black-red wings and all the body, and the chance came into him whole.

One body, one crown. Mercy reduced to a helpful voice without hands, and everything Tyrant had wanted from the fusion ritual on offer through an enemy's cut.

He reached for sole control, then saw Morrow holding the other end of the line.

If Tyrant took the split, Morrow would own the seam.

Morrow would not get that grip on him. Nor would he get the last word Mercy ever heard.

Tyrant caught the white light with all eight assault wings. He wanted Mercy back in their skin, furious and warm and ruining his beautiful plans. He wanted the voice that said his name as though it still belonged to someone worth wanting.

Come back, he thought, savage with the need. You can hate me in here.

He caught the severed line with his Crown. RIVAL CROWN // WITHIN burned along it, the place in their fused soul that belonged to Mercy. White light gripped from the other side. Tyrant pulled, and Mercy surged back through all eight white wing roots at once.

Pain followed him, and so did rage, and the body smiled because Tyrant still held the mouth.

Mercy came back furious and unsurprised. You considered it.

I consider every attractive crime.

You moved.

And stopped. Worship my restraint.

Mercy caught the fear still beating through them. His anger stayed. So did his answering grip, white roots winding tight against black-red.

I love you, he said. You miserable bastard, I love you. Now keep hold.

Try shaking me off.

They attacked together. Tyrant pressed a single Crown mark into the stone beneath Morrow's feet, spending the last twenty-two MP to hold that one spot. Dawn cast Contradictory Grace through it, striking Morrow's claim that all the ground here belonged to no one.

MP 22/1,582 → 0/1,582

Morrow parried both without parrying the contradiction between them.

The Naomis struck his healing and his secrecy at once. The Petras stole his escape route and replaced it with one shaped like the First Mouth's throat. The Adinas attacked every flattering story he told about himself. The Damarises hit the same instant from opposite moral laws, and the Junias set Amelia's slow purple pulse outside his map.

Morrow's war-body fell to twelve percent, and he smiled. “You brought everyone.”

“We brought our entire harem,” Mercy said.

“We are an emperor,” Tyrant said at the same time.

“You are a scheduling problem.”

Morrow drove the Blank Edge into the succession key without stabbing. He set the edge against the join and waited until command and no pressed apart under their own disagreement. One careful movement entered the pressure line, a surgeon's cut with a planet's consequences.

The universe split. One side held the key, and the other held the power to define what the key opened.

Mercy reached for the first, Tyrant for the second, and Morrow had predicted both.

His coat of stars showed two tiny Trevors moving along the expected paths, Mercy's figure reaching for preservation and Tyrant's for rule. Both arrived exactly where Morrow's map said they would.

“Predictable,” Morrow said.

Tyrant changed direction out of spite. Mercy changed because the restored worlds screamed. For one useful instant, neither followed the predicted self.

Morrow's damaged key, the quarantine key stolen before fusion and missing four world roots, appeared inside Trevor's reach. It fastened itself to the true key, and every movement became theft from one restored world.

Mercy stopped. Tyrant did not.

He seized Morrow's wrist, broke the war-body's hand, and accepted the cost.

STAMINA 829/1,529 → 429/1,529

Seven hundred thousand adults across the first rescued world lost one second of recovered sky.

Mercy screamed inside him, and Tyrant used that scream as leverage to tear the key free.

The stolen second came back when Scar exposed the string attached. Mercy shoved it back into the sky and paid from Hope, because the MP pool was empty.

HOPE 2,000/2,000 → 1,850/2,000

The people below saw their sky vanish. They could not see the hand spending it, but Mercy could, and Tyrant regretted only that he had failed to hide the move from him.

Mercy held the returned second long enough to see what was in it. Seven hundred thousand adults looked up at a sky that had vanished before their eyes, some of them only just back in bodies. Tavia stood beside her recovered daughter and reached for the empty place where the other should have been as blue became blank.

They got the second back, and the memory of losing it stayed.

Scar stored the event in the future pantheon page, where Tyrant could never edit it into a harmless flicker.

Scar cut the last string between the keys. The quarantine key snapped back into Morrow's coat, leaving the damaged succession key in Trevor's grip. Morrow folded the Blank Edge into its separate pocket as he fell.

The succession key entered Trevor at thirty-one percent, a number Morrow's cut had chosen, the same one his stolen quarantine key wore.

SUCCESSION KEY // recovered

INTEGRITY // 31%
OWNER // contested within Twin-Soul Godseed
USE // locked until the fourth paradox


Morrow's war-body knelt, and Trevor caught him by the throat.

Up close, the turning violet rings in his pupils slowed. The ash-pale face stayed beautiful because Morrow had chosen every line of it: the long jaw, the mouth that had never once needed to beg, the stillness of a man who had never been in a hurry in his life. It was a face built to be wanted and to make the wanting feel like the wanter's own bad idea.

Tyrant wanted to own him. Mercy wanted to stop him. Morrow found both reactions pleasing.

“You could have joined us,” Mercy said.

Morrow's late jaw smiled half a second after the living half.

“And become what?”

“Useful.”

“Owned,” Tyrant corrected.

“There. Your honesty stays prettier than his invitation.”

Mercy tightened the fused grip. “The First Mouth destroys every border you need for power.”

“Yes.”

“Then why keep stealing while we fight it?”

“Because emergencies make terrible governments and excellent markets.”

Morrow showed Trevor three objects inside the coat, one to a pocket.

The quarantine key kept a world from being crossed. The stolen seam-pattern mapped how Amelia remained one life across two phases. The Blank Edge could divide an ending without giving either side rule over the other.

Morrow held each apart in its own fold of the coat.

Morrow had spent the war building a philosophy with weapons.

“What will you do with them?” Mercy asked.

“Become difficult to finish.”

Tyrant laughed inside. Mercy asked the next question without laughing.

“People will live in whatever you build.”

“If they choose the rules.”

“You will lie.”

“Of course.”

“Then the rules are not chosen.”

Morrow's rings sped up, because for the first time the question had reached somewhere his polish had not armored.

“A useful flaw,” he said, “and I will design around it.”

Morrow tilted his head, testing the flaw against some private design. Even with Trevor's hand around his throat, he was building.

Tyrant wanted to steal that future before Morrow reached it. Mercy wanted to see whether he could reach it, and both desires made pursuit dangerous.

“Where are the rest of the key roots?” Trevor asked.

“Somewhere you cannot reach without owing me.”

Tyrant crushed the body's throat.

The act did not kill Morrow, and both Trevors knew it before the pressure began. The war-body had no soul and no root beyond the bindings holding it together.

Tyrant destroyed it anyway, because Morrow had called him predictable, and he made the pressure slow enough for every bound star to feel its borrowed body fail.

Morrow watched with quiet interest from somewhere else altogether.

It broke into dead stars. No corpse was left, no soul entered Trevor's reach, and no System notice announced a death.

The Blank Edge fell.

False Petra caught it with a road that touched no hand, and Open Petra built a willing lock around it. Both Damarises guarded the lock from Trevor as carefully as from the First Mouth.

“Wise,” Morrow's voice said from nowhere.

The shadow behind the broken universe came loose. It wore no war-body now, only the narrow outline of a tall man, ultraviolet-tipped hair, two slow violet rings where eyes should be, and the stolen quarantine key held like a lantern.

The shadow stepped through the unopened half of the dead universe.

“Your Mouth wants everything,” it said, “and you want everyone. I want what survives wanting.”

Mercy held the closing seam with two white wings. “And when people refuse the world you build?”

The shadow looked back. “Then the world either deserves them or it does not.”

“You will lie to make them enter.”

“I will lie about myself. The doors will show where they go.”

“That line will fail.”

“Probably.”

Morrow said the word without shame and without giving up. A flaw was a problem to meet, not a vow to become harmless.

Tyrant pushed closer to the front. “Take subjects strong enough to punish the lie.”

“You recommend rebellion?”

“I recommend quality.”

Morrow's violet rings lined up.

“Then I shall remember to make the doors taller than your crown.”

“Make them beautiful. I enjoy breaking beautiful things.”

“So I have noticed.”

“Do not follow,” Morrow said.

“Threat?” Mercy asked.

“Courtesy. Your borders need a god more than my emptiness does.”

He cut the seam.

The choice left Trevor with restored worlds and denied him the pleasure of the chase. It left Morrow without the intact succession key, the archangel offices, or a finished body.

Both villains left dissatisfied, which was the closest thing the duel offered to balance.

Tyrant raised six black-red wings, and Mercy held them. The universe closed before either could decide whether pursuit would save worlds or only satisfy spite.

The last violet star winked out. Morrow was gone with his stolen key and seam-pattern; the Blank Edge waited behind the Petras' lock. Tyrant memorized the shape of the cut for later.

Trevor turned toward the restored worlds, where ten unfinished offices waited.

The First Mouth had lost its jaw, tongue, archive, and three meals, and its full body wrapped every planar border in existence.

The succession key opened one damaged eye inside Trevor's soul.

LEVEL 100 ACCESS // 31%

PANTHEON ACCEPTANCES REQUIRED // 10
BANISHMENT // 2/4
DIVINE PARADOXES SURVIVED // 3/4

FINAL OWNER HOOK // hidden


Mercy hated the last line. Tyrant loved it.

“Let me guess,” Mercy said. “You already have a terrible idea.”

“Several.”

“Any good ones?”

“Morally?”

“Will they work?”

“All of them.”


Chapter 49 — My Harem Unionized Before Becoming Archangels

The succession key opened an audience chamber between the three restored worlds and offered Trevor a throne. Naturally, both Trevors checked it for teeth and found thirty-two.

Tyrant approved of the craftsmanship. Mercy spread the blankets well clear of it.

Three rescued worlds held the chamber against the Mouth with freely given ground, weather, and light. Beyond the horizons, the border nails strained. Inside, the floor stayed still. Pane and Ward tested the air, and the Damarises tested the doors, and the Petras tested the walls by leaving through places that were not doors. The Adinas compared six histories of the room, and the Junias stood at opposite ends and proved the floor could not hold either of them.

The first world gave one square of cold restored market stone and the smell of river rain. The second gave green soil from under the ash archive and light no shelf could block. The third gave a band of clear glass, once full of homes and now holding only their reflection.

No world gave more than the others, and the chamber had three horizons and no center, right up to the moment the throne appeared. That was the first warning.

Only after testing the chamber did Trevor rest.

Three planar rescues and the recovered key earned a full restoration of HP, MP, Stamina, and Hope, while Fear kept its total.

GODSEED AUDIENCE // RECOVERY GRANTED

HP 641/1,841 → 1,841/1,841
MP 0/1,582 → 1,582/1,582
STAMINA 429/1,529 → 1,529/1,529
HOPE 1,850/2,000 → 2,000/2,000

FEAR // 1,750/2,600


Trevor woke with ten women around the throne and one enormous mistake between them.

“The chair is not the mistake,” Tyrant said. Both Junias pointed at him, and he added, “I feel unfairly outnumbered.”

“There are two of you,” Open Petra said.

“And one of him is the reason we brought knives,” False Petra added.

The System showed ten office offers, each one in front of one woman and none in front of Trevor. That improved Mercy's mood and made Tyrant suspicious at once.

Dawn Damaris read hers first.

ARCHANGEL OFFICE // CONTRADICTORY GRACE

Split one false absolute into truths that cannot agree.
Keep judging free of forced unanimity.
Saying no // permanent
Exit // permanent


“What does it cost?” she asked.

The offer produced six pages of light, and both Adinas said, “There it is.”

Mutiny Damaris kicked hers open.

ARCHANGEL OFFICE // RED MUTINY

Grant one stolen action inside an enemy command.
Turn a forced rhythm against its commander.
Saying no // permanent
Exit // permanent


“If he commands me?”

TREVOR DWYER QUALIFIES AS A COMMANDER.

Her smile could have peeled armor, and Tyrant liked it.

The Junias got Unbound Law and The Stolen Beat. Pane got Open-Hand Mercy and Ward got Guarded Confession. Open got Open Roads, False got False Roads, Gospel got Many Gospels, and Scar got Scarred Copies.

Ten offers glowed in ten pairs of hands. Trevor tried to open one and got a red warning across his thumb.

“I hate locked menus,” Tyrant said.

“No. You hate being the one locked out,” Ward replied.

“Same feeling.”

Dawn called three witnesses before anyone argued over the offers.

Tavia came in from the first world with sawdust still caught in her hair, and Olan followed by opening six stone steps through the chamber wall and calling doors inefficient. Jasa came from the refugee settlement on her rope, two holders paying out line behind her, carrying nothing but the exact words of Tyrant's spoken bargain, which she had made the whole settlement learn by heart.

“They hold no office,” Tyrant objected before anyone sat down.

“They may worship one,” Gospel said.

“Tavia will not.”

Tavia smiled. “Now I am considering it out of spite.”

Mercy opened a chair for her, and the throne tried to make every other seat lower.

Open Petra routed the chair onto Olan's top step, and False Petra gave Jasa a seat whose height changed whenever the throne measured it.

The chamber spent five seconds trying to find the highest chair before it gave up.

False solved her own seat by sitting in Open's lap. “Now we are one chair.”

“You are a very heavy chair.”

“You are a very comfortable one. Stop moving.”

“Good start,” Scar said.

Each witness got the office drafts in plain language, and the pages carried no glowing promises, stat bonuses, or divine nouns without definitions.

Tavia read Contradictory Grace. “Who pays when an absolute splits?”

Dawn found the hidden cost: the office holder paid the first mental load, the people who came asking shared only what they chose to witness, and Trevor paid nothing unless a split was aimed at the Crown.

“Convenient,” Tavia said, and Tyrant smiled.

Dawn rewrote it so that a split benefiting Trevor cost the fused divine body one equal share, and Tyrant stopped smiling.

Olan read Open Roads. “Can a person be a road?”

“If they choose,” Open Petra answered carefully.

“Can they stop?”

The design had no answer, so Olan waited for Open to supply one.

A living route could close itself at any point, even with travelers still in motion. The office then owed those travelers an emergency landing that did not use the route-holder's body.

“Better,” Olan said.

False Petra added one rule: no emergency landing could reveal the hidden origin.

Jasa read every page looking for damage order and found one under Open-Hand Mercy, where, if divine healing required shared pain, the office holder took the last injury instead of the first.

“Why last?” she asked, and Pane went to look at the line.

The System assumed a healer would spend the hurt ahead of herself right up to the unavoidable final cost, so Pane reversed the order. The office holder took the first share, and the hurt person stayed free to knowingly choose another arrangement.

“You may die before treating everyone,” Tyrant said.

“Yes.”

“I can prevent that.”

“You can offer power.”

“Same end.”

“Different office.”

The next witnesses arrived without waiting for Trevor's invitation.

Ysa Noll came from the Blank world carrying a heavy shovel over one shoulder. She set it against Scarred Copies with one question: did divine preservation include the cadence Tyrant had stolen from her?

Scar read the office offer twice, and it could keep Trevor's theft as proof without reproducing the rhythm. The page said only that he kept a sensory pattern after Ysa demanded deletion, and it would not store enough of her voice to let another god rebuild it.

“And if he lies about what he remembers?” Ysa asked.

“The office keeps his changes, not your missing sound.”

Tyrant fronted. “I remember accurately.”

Ysa lifted the shovel, Mercy moved the shared face out of range, Tyrant moved it back, and the shovel struck their halo, which rang through the chamber.

Scar added witness may correct divine boasting through available tools to the office's customs. It carried no power, and Ysa preferred it to the glowing promises.

Miren Voss came next, her face still trying to make somebody else's smile at every movement of Trevor's mouth. Ward had given her private exercises and no promise the habit would vanish.

She asked Guarded Confession one question. “If my body says something I do not mean, which truth do you keep?”

“Both,” Ward answered. “The movement happened. Meaning stays yours.”

“What if I cannot tell?”

“Then doubt stays private until you choose an audience.”

“What if he tells everyone my smile means forgiveness?”

Tyrant smiled with Trevor's mouth before Ward could answer. Miren's lips twitched upward against her will.

She held the expression, shaking, and pointed from Trevor's smile to her own.

“That,” she said. “His is chosen, and mine is not.”

Gospel wrote the difference down in public only at Miren's request. Ward sealed the feeling under it, and Scar set Tyrant's provocation beside the page.

Kela Tarn arrived with her anchor socket strapped to her back. Its line ran through the third horizon to the nails holding her world. She was still one of the three hundred volunteers, and none of them got power from the office drafts. Trevor had no hold on their bars.

She read Unbound Law. “It protects children?”

“It protects people whose ability to answer right now is limited or unknown,” Mercy Junia said.

“Who decides person?”

“The law favors protection when uncertain.”

“That was not the question.”

Junia looked at the draft, where the office holder decided where the zone went, and rulers, healers, families, enemies, and gods could challenge her choice afterward. No test could declare a soul real or false without forcing its answer onto the soul itself.

“I decide,” Junia said.

“You will be wrong.”

“Yes.”

“Then add a road for people you harm.”

Open built one, False hid challengers from payback, and Gospel kept the accusation public when the accuser wished. Scar kept the wrong calls after their correction, and Unbound Law grew less absolute before it even existed.

Lenne Marr came last and stopped outside the office circles. A day of carrying bodies had worn through one sleeve. She had faced the people she harmed without the old sacred pleasure to hide in, and remorse still had not come when she wanted it.

“Which office belongs to people who did the harm?” she asked.

None.

Mercy almost offered Many Gospels, and Gospel stopped him.

“An office is not a drawer for every need.”

Lenne looked at the ten designs. “Then where does my confession go?”

“Where the people you harmed agree to receive it,” Ward said, “or nowhere.”

“And if I need to say it?”

“Need is not access.”

Tyrant enjoyed the answer, and Mercy agreed for different reasons.

Lenne waited beside Ward's circle. No new office appeared. At last she picked up the empty stretcher she had brought and went back to the wounded.

The witnesses argued for two hours before the women turned to Trevor.

The throne dimmed each time a non-divine question changed divine law, and Mercy found that beautiful, while Tyrant began planning a throne able to bite witnesses.

The argument gave way to testing. Within this chamber, the offers could borrow enough power to show what they did. The light faded when each test ended, leaving the acceptance controls untouched.

Tyrant argued against godhood pausing for soup, and Pane reminded him that low blood sugar had ended more governments than theology. The System offered a sacred banquet, and everyone rejected it and ate plain bread from Tavia's restored market instead.

Dawn tested her offer against Trevor himself. The scales tipped, his halo rang, and the offer stayed open.

Mutiny grinned. “My turn.”

Her draft stole one beat from his reaching hand. She kept the damage where his own nail had cut his palm.

“You think I deserved that?” Tyrant asked.

“I do.”

“And if I disagree?”

“Survive the damage and complain.”

He liked her office rather more for the answer.

The Junias laid their drafts across the chamber's emergency drain. Unbound covered bodiless souls, growing souls, copied minds with proven continuity, and beings still choosing a body. The drain shut rather than take anyone whose ability to answer was limited or unknown. Stolen Beat kept one heartbeat beyond Trevor's sight and reach; he could neither predict it nor punish anyone for using it.

Amelia's pulse crossed between them. The drain stayed dark.

Pane crossed out a healing command that would keep an abuser's captive alive for another night of harm. Then she crossed out its punishment for refusing treatment. Her patients could reject her advice without losing care.

Ward spoke a secret into her draft, took it back and told it to Pane. The office kept neither a copy nor a claim on where she told it next.

Open walked through her gate and closed it from the far side. Both ends stayed visible. False made a road Trevor could not find at all.

“Where does it go?” Mercy asked.

“If I tell you, it stops being hidden.”

“Fair.”

Tyrant tried to pry the answer from the draft. A small drawing of False stuck its tongue out at him.

“Unfair.”

“Also fair,” Open said.

False kept the right to lie about her hidden end. Open kept visible ends on hers.

“A divine office blessing lies,” Gospel said.

“A divine office admitting they happen,” False replied.

Scar kept both lines. Gospel sent a prayer through her own offer with a blunt statement attached: Trevor was no god of hers. The prayer still reached its destination. Disagreement, even denying his divinity, could not mark a worshipper as an enemy.

Scar changed the statement into praise. The old line stayed beside it. She deleted it, translated it badly and tried a shining miracle that promised to fix the page. Every change remained visible, with Ysa's private voice sealed out of all of them.

“You distrust yourself,” Tyrant said.

“I distrust power that expects future me to be less tempted than present you.”

Mercy laughed through the shared mouth. Tyrant held the front just long enough to make the laugh sinister.

Nine hours, two meals and ten thoroughly abused drafts later, the women laid down their finished offers. Tyrant reached to cross out a change. Ten hands covered the pages.

When the last right of exit became permanent, the System showed the acceptance controls.

Ten women reached toward them until Scar shouted, “Stop.” Everyone froze.

The smallest text lived under the light, not inside it, a divine hook buried so deep that truth magic read it as part of the room.

Scar tilted one donated stone. A gold thread ran from its underside to the throne. Another ran beneath the green soil, and a third crossed the clear glass. Every gift had been made to feed the room's center; the chair had quietly made itself that center. Tyrant followed the threads with their shared eyes and wished he had built the thing.

Scar dragged it upward.

PANTHEON ECONOMY // ROOT DISTRIBUTION

All prayer addressed to an office routes through the founding crown.
All worship feeds the crown's power.
All office names revert to crown property upon death, dissent, vacancy, or severance.
All accepted offices confess the crown as owner, backdated.


The room went quiet enough to hear the throne's teeth click.

Jasa spoke Tyrant's old bargain beside the divine economy, word for word, and drew the small red ring on the floor with the toe of her boot.

“Same trick.”

Tyrant fronted lavender eyes and said, “Far better construction.”

“Same trick.”

The words had promised shelter and shown power, and the ring had waited where frightened people would step after they committed. The pantheon economy used stone instead of a ring and worship instead of damage, and the shape stayed the same.

Tavia touched the restored market square under her chair. “We gave this.”

“Yes,” Mercy said.

“Did the gift make the room yours?”

“No.”

Tyrant thought eventually, and the floor tilted every donated stone one degree toward the throne.

Olan's six steps rose as he said, “Gift is not gravity.”

The stone man pressed both rail-arms against the floor, and his chosen body remembered being a load-bearing surface and refused to become one for the Crown.

The market stone flattened, green archive soil followed, and the clear glass strip stopped reflecting the throne and showed three giving worlds instead.

The divine economy lost the idea of every gift recognizing a center, and Scar pulled the last assumption free.

The theft weakened without vanishing, because it had also come in through Trevor's expectation of a pantheon needing someone above it.

Mercy carried the expectation too, having pictured himself as the good god at the center of ten chosen offices. Tyrant had pictured owning, Mercy had pictured responsibility, and both pictures set the women under him.

“Oh,” Mercy said.

Tyrant felt the realization and hated it on arrival.

“Do not become humble. The body cannot support the look.”

Mercy made their shared mouth say, “The offices are not below us.”

The throne lost four teeth, and Tyrant mourned the workmanship.

Mercy looked at the throne, and its twenty-eight teeth smiled back.

Tyrant felt a want so strong it moved their shared body one step forward.

Ten archangels. Every prayer and every sacred name would be his, every death would return power to him, and a yes at the door would become being owned forever.

The hidden owner hook was everything he would have built, almost.

He would have let officeholders keep their names in death, because worshippers attached more power to what lasted. He would have made dissent generate Fear instead of handing the office back, and he would have buried the owner hook inside affection instead of floor geometry.

The crown had made a competent first attempt, and Tyrant wanted to make it cleaner.

Mercy locked eight white wings around the women, and Tyrant spread eight black-red wings around the throne. Their body stood between two different kinds of possession.

We can take it, Tyrant thought. Accept now and correct later.

That is the oldest lie in every Heaven ever built.

It is old because it works.

Dawn watched Trevor's eyes shift from gold toward lavender. “Which one is fronting?”

“The one who wants you to step away from the controls,” Mercy said.

“And the other?”

Tyrant answered through the same mouth. “The one who wants you to press them.”

Mercy could have hidden the answer, and he did not.

One by one, the women withdrew their hands and left every acceptance at zero.

PANTHEON OFFICE DESIGNS // 10/10
OFFICE ACCEPTANCES // 0/10

ASCENSION ACCESS // denied


The first three witnesses stayed beside their chairs.

Tavia stood behind Dawn with both hands on the chair she had been offered and no intention of sitting in it. Olan braced the tilted floor with his rail-arms, and Jasa kept the old bargain's words in the air against the divine offer so the matching theft stayed visible.

“If the worlds break?” Mercy asked them.

Tavia looked through the chamber's first horizon, where mountains had started to split. “Then fear is part of the decision.”

“It may make saying no fatal.”

“Yes.”

“And acceptance may save everyone.”

“Then make the offer without hiding the cost,” Tavia said.

Tyrant fronted. “You are giving frightened women control over the survival of everything.”

Jasa laughed without humor. “You gave frightened prisoners a spoken bargain and a red ring, and called their fear a choice.” She let it land. “That is why we are here.”

The answer struck exactly where Tyrant kept his pride, and he wanted to make Jasa enjoy taking it back.

Mercy felt the command gather and closed their mouth, so Tyrant sent the pressure into the throne, and three teeth cracked.

He still needed Jasa alive and able to refuse. Tyrant counted the cracked teeth and saved the command for later.

Tavia saw the difference. “He is not getting better, is he?”

“No,” Mercy said.

“Good. I dislike surprises during structural failure.”

Olan pushed the floor level, and the women stayed free to decide under a sky that was falling for real.

The First Mouth tightened around all three restored worlds, cracking mountains and lifting seas into the sky.

The throne offered Trevor a private control of his own.

ACCEPT FOR THEM.

Tyrant reached, and Mercy seized their wrist.

The struggle put their lovely hand one inch from the light, then one quarter inch, then close enough for the control to light Trevor's fingertips.

Mutiny struck.

The Junias drove their unfinished offers against the chamber floor. The same borrowed power used in the tests flared around all ten women, and the Stolen Beat trial took the next instant from both Trevors.

The companions stepped beyond the controls. All ten still read zero.

Tyrant laughed as the stolen beat came back. “Now it feels like a pantheon.”


Chapter 50 — We Burned the Trap With God Still Inside It

The owner hook was not attached to the offices. It was attached to worship.

Every prayer in both Heavens carried a small surrender. Each terrified plea made divinity more central. Every hymn taught the universe a direction: power upward, and leave down.

The surrender hid inside direction.

A baker prayed upward for his missing hands to come back. A soldier prayed upward for courage before deserting Tyrant. Tavia prayed upward for the daughter still lost in the restored world. None of them offered themselves up. The structure read asking as proof that the answer belonged above the person who asked.

Even curses traveled upward. Divinity had made itself the place resistance went, and called arrival a yes.

The First Mouth had not invented the structure. Heaven had. The Mouth had only learned to eat through it.

“A throat already pointed at God,” Gospel Adina said. “It only needed teeth.”

Scar exposed the hook across both worlds and let people see what their prayers had carried.

The showing entered no mind. It appeared in the act itself. Every person who prayed saw one thin gold thread rising from the words. Some threads ended at old Heaven, some at Tyrant's Crown, and some in the First Mouth wrapped around both.

The threads were small enough to ignore and many enough to bind worlds.

Some stopped praying. Some prayed harder, because terror made bad bargains feel comforting, and some cursed Trevor by name. Tyrant watched all three pull new threads into his net.

The baker at First Bell held one unfinished loaf under the threads.

Caro Venn's soul had come back from contested space without hands, and Pane had offered healing twice. He had declined, because the phantom bridge still rewarded him for every imagined act of carrying Trevor.

Now one gold thread rose from the prayer he used every morning.

Let the bread feed somebody.

It had never named a god. The structure took it anyway.

Caro stared at the stolen thread. “That is mine.”

The prayer kept rising, then was caught between wrists that had no hands and no grip. The thread still stopped. Owning needed no fingers.

Across Free Heaven, adults started catching their own prayers. Some let them go again, because choice was no insult to faith.

Brother Edren watched a chapel full of gold lines and asked his congregation what they wanted. Half kept praying upward, a quarter turned prayers sideways toward one another, and the rest sat in silence. The roof did not fall.

In Tyrant's empire, the same sight made a different danger. Soldiers found out their curses fed the Crown. Since he first took their streets, resistance cells had been swearing Trevor's name and tightening the Crown around themselves.

Tyrant laughed through every district. Then he offered an answer.

“Curse someone else.”

Thousands of adults chose his officers. Threads that had climbed through two governors now knotted around the men and women named below them. The governors' seals weakened, and prisoners broke their cells. One officer caught enough of the redirected hatred to light her owner mark and burn through the hand behind her execution orders.

Mercy felt hope rise. Tyrant felt his empire get interesting.

The officer survived, and Trevor sent no help. Pane opened a healing route from outside his command. The woman recognized her from Trevor's side and backed away. She wanted nothing from his people. Pane left the route open anyway.

Tavia's prayer thread stayed hidden under Ward's seal. Its weight reached Trevor, and its content did not.

Tyrant wanted the daughter named inside it. Mercy wanted to tell Tavia that somebody heard. Ward denied both. The prayer belonged to the carpenter alone, with or without an audience.

The surrendered threads started to shake as millions of people tested direction for themselves, and the First Mouth tightened around the network.

Urgency demanded the offices hurry. The women kept shaping the answer.

Mercy wanted to give the stolen power back. The owner hook would not allow return. Power could move down only as something lent, never as something owned.

The ten women laid their unaccepted offers around the hook while mountains cracked outside. The chamber could power tests; this time Trevor fed the ring from the Godseed, keeping each borrowed gift alight long enough to reach the prayer threads. No throne stood at the center now. Open had put a road through it, and False had sent the pieces to places Tyrant could not trace.

Dawn and Mutiny argued over whether the hook should be judged before it was sabotaged.

“Judge it first. Then it knows why.”

“It is a hook. It does not need a reason. It needs a knife.”

“You want to skip the part where it is wrong.”

“I want to skip the part where we are still talking when it eats us.”

The Junias argued that neither act could own the people using it right now. Pane and Ward argued over whether showing the hook itself broke private prayer. Open and False argued over exits, and Gospel and Scar argued over which telling history had to keep.

A mountain split beyond the third horizon. Dawn caught the left half on her scales while Mutiny drove a red blade beneath the hook.

They did not ask Trevor's approval before acting.

Dawn struck the hook and forced it to admit that attention could be offered without rank. Mutiny stole the gold thread's attachment beat and gave it back to the speaker as a moment of silence. Unbound Junia wrapped every praying person in their own skin and soul before any divine power could name the act. Stolen Beat Junia saved one heartbeat in which a plea belonged only to the person feeling it.

Amelia's pulse crossed between them during that heartbeat, and no thread rose from it.

Pane offered Caro strength for new hands. Her first sketch showed five fingers on each. He shook his head.

“Six. I've spent long enough short-handed.”

Pane changed the sketch and began. Ward sealed Tavia's prayer before Trevor could learn which daughter she had named.

Open built a visible road from every prayer back to the speaker. False built a road for hungry attention and ended it in an empty Heaven whose only resident was a sign reading TRY AGAIN. Gospel broadcast blessings, curses, doubt, devotion, and silence without ranking them. Scar set the old surrender thread beside every new free road, so no future worshipper had to trust the correction blindly.

Ten office candidates surrounded the owner hook, and Trevor supplied the fire.

Mercy paid five hundred Hope to release power his crown could have kept.

HOPE 2,000/2,000 → 1,500/2,000

Tyrant paid four hundred fifty Fear to burn his own easiest route to owning everything outright.

FEAR 1,750/2,600 → 1,300/2,600

“Do not mistake this for surrender,” Tyrant warned Mercy.

“I know.”

“I am doing it because a crown that owns obedience by default makes conquest meaningless.”

“I know.”

“And because I intend to make them choose me while fully able to leave.”

“That is the most romantic horrible thing you have said today.”

“Today is young.”

Holding the ring through the work cost the fused body five hundred twenty MP and three hundred eighty Stamina. Trevor kept the hook between rescue and destruction until the women were ready.

MP 1,582/1,582 → 1,062/1,582

STAMINA 1,529/1,529 → 1,149/1,529

The women burned it together, and no single flame did the work.

Dawn's fire was white and split each absolute. Mutiny's was red and burned only during stolen beats. The Junias' law-flame touched no person. Pane's warmth healed damage the hook had caused, and Ward's dark fire ate every secret it had collected. Open burned toward visible horizons, and False burned along routes the hook could not follow. Gospel's six flames spoke over one another. Scar's six broken flames left bright seams in the ash.

Trevor's Godseed held the fires together without becoming their source.

Prayer stopped flowing upward, and every god was equally poor for one breath.

The First Mouth screamed around the worlds. Its body had used worship as a gut between planes, and without surrender the passage collapsed.

BANISHMENT // 3/4

APPETITE ROOT // severed
OWNING BY WORSHIP // broken


The first prayer after the cut went nowhere at all.

An old soldier in Tyrant's eastern district asked for enough courage to remove his owner mark. The words rose one inch, found no divine place to go, and fell around his boots like sparks.

He tried again toward Mercy, with nothing pulling, and then toward Mutiny.

Her unopened office heard only because he named her. The plea reached the draft and stopped before it became power.

Mutiny looked across worlds at an adult man whose face she had never seen. “I cannot remove the mark from here.”

“Then what good are you?”

Tyrant laughed inside Trevor's skull, and Mutiny answered the soldier with two words. “One beat.”

The office was not active, so she spent her own skill instead, and the owner mark paused for one heartbeat.

The soldier did not waste the stolen beat by running. He drew a hidden knife and cut the command wire linking six other adults to his captain. The mark came back, pain dropped him to one knee, and six people stayed free of the next order.

“Again,” he begged.

Mutiny had no second beat left to give him.

“No.”

The prayer stayed with him. No shame entered the no, and no divine promise said she would answer later. The man crawled toward the six adults he had freed and found they could carry him without an owner's leave.

The second prayer went sideways.

Tavia asked her restored neighbors to remember the missing daughter with her for one night. No god heard unless she chose to include the office drafts. Forty people answered, and the shared attention made no Hope for Mercy and no power for Tyrant. It still made grief less lonely.

The third prayer was a curse. Ysa stood on the Blank world's half-built foundation and told Trevor exactly where to store his divine memory of her voice, in language that made three nearby stones blush.

The curse reached the fused body on the strength of her naming him. Tyrant enjoyed it, Mercy accepted it, and neither gained power.

The fourth prayer was silence.

Orvan sat with Daro's cord and aimed nothing anywhere. No thread rose toward Ward's waiting offer. He turned the sealed cord over in his hands, and no voice asked what he meant by it.

Scar checked the ten acceptance controls. Every one still read zero, yet Caro's prayer stayed in his new hands.

“The break holds,” she said. “Even if none of us takes the offers.”

The office offers came back with no hidden text left.

The women refused to accept together.

Dawn went first, because she refused to let justice wait for a safer person. She accepted Contradictory Grace so no god, Trevor included, could make one clean truth swallow another.

Her control offered to remove the scar the High Angel had left in killing her. Dawn added the scar to the office seal before she pressed yes.

Mutiny went second, because she wanted Trevor to know sabotage would always be one heartbeat away. She accepted Red Mutiny while staring into lavender-gold eyes.

Tyrant fronted and smiled at her. “Use it well.”

“I intend to use it on you.”

“That was what I meant.”

Mercy Junia accepted Unbound Law to protect both worlds and the child whose life had begun in violated borders. She accepted from outside every party link, and the office entered her open halo without touching Trevor.

Tyrant Junia accepted The Stolen Beat, because one percent had kept her alive and she meant to make one heartbeat large enough for a universe.

Her ninety-nine-percent owner field cracked without vanishing. She kept the scarred structure as proof and widened the self-owned beat until red light could move through every fracture.

Pane accepted Open-Hand Mercy after adding an unbreakable vow to put the hurt person first. The office asked whether every future no would be wise medicine. Pane answered no and took on the work of judging without needing to be always right.

Ward accepted Guarded Confession after sealing her reasons from both Trevors. Tyrant tried to read the sealed reasons during the acceptance, and the office bit his shared tongue. Mercy enjoyed that more than was spiritually dignified.

Open accepted Open Roads and opened a door through the broken throne's dais at once. People in all three worlds saw the other side before choosing whether to cross.

False accepted False Roads and declined to say where her first hidden exit ended. The star she had stolen from Morrow blinked out inside her sleeve. She smiled and refused follow-up questions.

Gospel accepted Many Gospels while three congregations cursed her, and their curses became three of the first six stars in her office.

Scar accepted Scarred Copies and carved the burned owner hook into the office itself, so no future saint could pretend perfection had existed from the start. The carving stayed ugly, because she rejected every offer to make it even.

The System tried to arrange them by closeness to Trevor, and all ten women changed places until the geometry gave up.

PANTHEON OFFICE ACCEPTANCES // 10/10

CONTRADICTORY GRACE // active
RED MUTINY // active
UNBOUND LAW // active
THE STOLEN BEAT // active
OPEN-HAND MERCY // active
GUARDED CONFESSION // active
OPEN ROADS // active
FALSE ROADS // active
MANY GOSPELS // active
SCARRED COPIES // active

WORSHIP OWNS // nothing
PROXY POWER // chosen and revocable


The offices changed their bodies without replacing them.

Dawn gained white-gold armor that kept every scar, and Mutiny gained black-red armor with a chosen crack above her heart. The Junias wore law as pale geometric halos, one open and one missing a single segment. Pane carried eighteen lit windows, and Ward carried eighteen dark mirrors. Open's cloak held visible horizons, and False's held roads no one could focus on. Gospel wore six speaking stars, and Scar wore six broken stars repaired with bright seams.

Mutiny set two fingers on the crack above her own heart, then on the scar Dawn had kept.

“Matching.”

“Nothing about us matches.”

“The scars do.” Mutiny did not take her fingers away. “Stop pretending you mind.”

Dawn did not take the fingers away either.

Ten archangel bars opened across the three horizons. Dawn flexed her scarred hand, and the white-gold armor flexed with it.

Ten office links appeared around the Godseed. None attached on its own.

Dawn offered hers first. It entered Mercy's Many-Voices Domain and stopped before the Crown. Mutiny's entered Tyrant's command lanes and stole the beat in which the owner mark would have closed.

The Junias offered no direct links. Unbound Law made space around Trevor, and The Stolen Beat set one red pulse inside that space and kept it its own.

Pane linked only her active treatment. Ward linked nothing private. Open connected one visible road, and False connected a road Trevor could use without learning where it began. Gospel connected public witness, and Scar connected every edit.

The pantheon took shape as ten ties and not one formation.

Tyrant slid an owner mark toward each opening. Every office caught it differently.

Contradictory Grace split his grasp into access and possession. Red Mutiny stole the closing beat, and Unbound Law rejected the label. Stolen Beat moved outside his timing, and Open-Hand Mercy accepted only the part that could heal. Guarded Confession sealed the intent, and Open Roads sent the grasp back where it came from. False Roads gave it a place that did not exist, Many Gospels announced the attempt, and Scarred Copies kept it.

Ten women looked at him with ten different threats.

“Had to try,” Tyrant said.

“Warning,” Mercy corrected.

Scar added both words to the page before each office holder tested the exit.

Dawn closed Contradictory Grace for one breath, and two pending splits went back to the people who had asked for them, with other ways open and no punishment. Mutiny severed her link to Trevor and kept the office. Pane closed healing without making anyone under her hands worse, and Ward vanished from the divine senses altogether while standing three feet away.

Open shut one gate from the traveler side, and False closed a route Trevor had not known was active. Gospel silenced all six stars while staying herself. Scar took the current archive out of the Godseed's reach without deleting it.

The Junias stepped together into Unbound Law, and both office connections vanished, and Amelia's pulse stayed.

They stepped out, and the offices came back only after each woman accepted separately.

Their names stayed on the office bars after every exit. Tyrant searched for a latch he could reach from his side and found ten different ways to get his fingers bitten.

He wanted the women fiercely enough to ache. Mercy felt it too, along with a bright, helpless laugh at Ward's face when she caught him looking.

“Still think we need a better lock?” she asked.

“Always,” both Trevors said.

The damaged succession key rose to eighty-six percent, then stopped.

LEVEL 100 ACCESS // 86%

DIVINE PARADOXES SURVIVED // 3/4
FINAL GODSEED QUESTION // ready


The damaged key closed its teeth around the last question.

WHO SURVIVES YOUR GODHOOD?


Chapter 51 — The Level Cap Asked Which Me Deserved to Live

The question split Trevor down the center without pulling him apart. Mercy stood in one inner Heaven under a white dawn.

The place looked like his city after every argument had been settled, thirty-two relays shining in perfect accord. Damaris smiled without contradiction. Naomi trusted without needing privacy, and Petra had every road mapped. Adina's Gospel held one clean history, and Junia stood linked at last, with Amelia safe in a future no one had needed to choose.

Mercy hated it slowly. That was how the test wanted kindness to work: no blood, no scream, only every difficult edge polished until love had no friction left.

Tyrant stood in another Heaven under a black sunrise, an inner Heaven with no empty spaces, every world folded into one black-red palace. Ten archangels knelt in armor made from their own office rights. Mercy sat beside the throne with gold eyes open and nothing left in them to say no.

The throne rose under him, rebuilt from the key's memory with twenty-eight teeth. Tyrant looked past them at Mercy's quiet face and waited for the insult. None came.

He wanted to smash the room before the test finished drawing its walls.

Their shared body stayed outside, held upright by ten archangels as the First Mouth tightened around the last borders. Trevor stopped breathing. Pane pressed a palm against his chest and lifted; his ribs rose with it. She kept air moving through his lungs and the heart beating beneath her hand.

Ward sealed both inner worlds from the First Mouth. The predator tried Mercy's memories first, probing the grief of the bridge. Guarded Confession shut that road. It tried Tyrant's appetite next, and she shut that road too. Outside the seal, Scar kept the pages of his crimes open. Protecting his mind would not let him burn them.

Dawn held the white side of the Godseed, and Mutiny held the black-red. The test tried to name one side the sick man and the other the sickness.

Contradictory Grace split the naming. Mercy could be a person and still fail to control the body, and Tyrant could be evil and still be a whole will. Red Mutiny stole the beat where treatment turned into execution.

The Junias guarded Amelia behind Unbound Law, and The Stolen Beat waited for either inner Trevor to try using the child as a reason to answer.

Open Petra kept a visible road back from both inner Heavens. False Petra kept another road hidden from the test, the System, and both men. If the Godseed came out with one will missing, she would take the body somewhere no throne could install a replacement.

“You are planning to steal God,” Open said.

“I am planning to steal a body with a hole in it. Different crime.”

“You would not know what to do with him.”

“I would know exactly what to do with him. That is why I am not telling you.”

Gospel spoke the two histories outside. Scar caught each offer as it appeared and pinned it beside the answer, faster than the key could wipe its failed temptations away.

The First Mouth pressed one tooth through the chamber, and ten offices struck without either Trevor directing them. The women held time for an answer without becoming part of it.

The Godseed spoke to Mercy first, and he saw every answer Heaven called merciful.

WHO SURVIVES YOUR GODHOOD?

Erase Tyrant and keep his memories as warnings.

The test showed what followed. Trevor's body kept black-red wings for the look of it, and Tyrant's crimes stayed in an archive Mercy could read with no interruption from their author. The harem kept both sets of women, and everyone called it whole because no memory had been lost.

Mercy felt the quiet where a vicious joke should have arrived. The test called it survival because every stolen memory stayed on the shelf. It was still murder.

Heal Tyrant until cruelty no longer pleased him.

Tyrant appeared calm, sorry, and grateful for correction. He asked the bridge victims for forgiveness, gave up every owner key, and loved Mercy in exactly the safe shape Mercy's exhaustion sometimes wanted.

The lavender-star eyes were wrong. Lavender stars remained, and nothing behind them could choose cruelty and hold back, or choose cruelty and act. The test had removed appetite and called the absence health.

Mercy refused the fake redemption harder than he had refused the real monster.

Merge their values into one balanced soul. Or let Mercy control the body forever and grant Tyrant a voice without hands.

Every choice called murder treatment, and Mercy refused them all.

“Both Trevors survive,” he said. “Not because both deserve a throne. Because neither of us is raw material. The women survive as themselves. The worlds survive without belonging to me. If godhood needs a cleaner answer, it can choke.”

The white dawn shattered around his answer.

Tyrant got the question and saw better temptations, and each one came with full feeling.

Erasing Mercy felt like a lock closing after a lifetime of noise. Keeping him awake with no way to say no felt warmer: gold awareness trapped behind lavender eyes, able to judge every act and unable to move one finger. Making Mercy enjoy cruelty felt best of all, and Tyrant pictured forcing compassion to reward every murder until Mercy begged for another and hated the begging.

The test understood him well enough that he distrusted every gift.

Erase Mercy and inherit his Hope. Keep him awake but unable to say no. Make him love every cruel act until resistance became praise.

Use the ten offices as chains and call the chains a pantheon. Own both worlds so completely that no person could imagine leaving.

Tyrant wanted all of it. He walked through each future and tested the edges. The chained pantheon could never leave, so acceptance meant nothing. The owned worlds made worship without surprise, and a corrected Mercy praised exactly what Tyrant ordered him to praise. Every conquest arrived finished, and finished meant dead.

The chair had offered pleasure without an opponent able to ruin it. That was not victory. That was masturbation performed by architecture.

The wanting stayed when the test searched for a hidden better self, and it found none.

“I survive,” Tyrant said.

The black sunrise waited.

“Mercy survives too.”

WHY?

“Because a victory that deletes him belongs to the test, not me.”

The vision offered him Mercy's obedient smile again. Tyrant crushed it. He wanted the crooked one, the warm one, the one that appeared when Mercy was about to ruin his entire fucking day.

He wanted the man who made it.

The Godseed pushed harder.

COMPASSION?

Tyrant laughed. “Possession, rivalry, and lust. He is the only person who understands every part of me and still has the nerve to fight from inside my own hand. I will not trade him for obedience designed by a chair.”

REDEMPTION?

“No.”

He remembered the six thousand servants, the refuge he burned, the souls he spent, and the saints he trained to enjoy betraying everything they loved. The memories pleased him. He let the test watch.

The black sky filled with old pain. His transformation. The stolen control. Every threat the test could find in his memory. It lined those moments up behind the people he had hurt, offering him someone else to blame.

Tyrant swept the pictures away. “They didn't move my hand.”

The test offered one last proof. Captain Resca appeared under the black sunrise with the Ninth alive behind her. Four thousand adults stood at the false gate before Trevor changed where it went. To their left, the cheap plan still glowed: three hundred people at risk, thirty-six expected dead, eighty-eight percent surviving.

The test let Tyrant choose again, not memory and not theater, but one divine correction he could carry into reality. Use the cheap plan now, and the dead legion would come back with whole memories up to the betrayal. Petra's route would be clean, the families would leave prison, and every person could know Trevor had restored them because Mercy lived inside him.

No power cost appeared, and Mercy could not see the inner offer. Tyrant stood alone with the crime and an undo control. He checked it for traps and found none.

He checked the restored soldiers. Moll still carried the banner and no pleasure around his self-injury. Captain Resca knew the gate was true; the runners behind her had room to turn back. Four thousand lives waited behind one touch.

Tyrant did not press it, and the test asked why.

“Because I chose the lesson.”

THE LESSON IS COMPLETE.

“The consequences are part of it.”

THEY MAY LIVE AND REMEMBER.

“Then my choice becomes a performance I reversed when the audience got inconvenient.”

He could restore lives without becoming kind, and he refused, because erasing the finality would make the act less his.

The four thousand adults vanished, and Tyrant felt no secret grief when they went.

He regretted losing the tactical value of resurrected enemies, and he regretted that Resca would not spend eternity hating him with accurate memory. He did not regret choosing their deaths over the cheap plan.

The test searched again for a better self hidden under pride and found none.

Then it offered him the seven cultists he had murdered through Mercy's arousal. Restore them, and the survivors' questions could get answers. Keep them dead, and Mercy would carry the wound forever.

Tyrant kept the wound, not because he needed Mercy hurt to stay interested, but because the act had been his first crime inside their fused body, and he wanted that territory marked.

The inner Heaven stopped looking for redemption and tested whether evil canceled a whole self.

Tyrant looked back at it with the patience of a man waiting for architecture to stop being stupid.

“I choose evil when kindness would work,” he said. “I lie when truth would cost less. I hurt people after they stop being useful, because their helplessness pleases me. Mercy surviving does not make me good. It makes eternity interesting.”

The black sunrise shattered, and both Trevors fell into one another.

The shattered Heavens left one room between them: no throne, no companions, no body, only two whole voices facing each other without a pretty face to soften either answer.

Mercy asked the question the test had avoided.

“After ascension, will you keep killing people when you do not need to?”

“Yes.”

“Will you manipulate the women?”

“When I can.”

“Will you use pleasure to make people betray themselves?”

Tyrant's answer carried desire. “Yes.”

“Will you go after children?”

“No.”

Mercy went on. “Will you lie to me?”

“Constantly.”

“Then why should I keep your will alive?”

“You should not.”

Mercy fell silent. Tyrant's voice came closer through the empty room.

“You keep me because protecting only souls you can tame would make you a prettier copy of me. I keep you because I want the resistance. Neither reason asks the other man's leave.”

Mercy felt the trap. Tyrant was using Mercy's values to secure his own survival, and the argument held.

“I will fight you from inside the hand,” Mercy said.

“I know.”

“I will expose what you do.”

“I know.”

“The women may restrain us, leave us, hate us, or kill the body if you make survival impossible.”

“They may try.”

“And if I stop loving you?”

The empty room held the question. Tyrant started an answer and caught on its first word. Mercy heard the fear before he could hide it.

“Then I will make you regret it.”

He offered no promise against force and no graceful release. The threat was honest and terrible.

Mercy kept him anyway, not from trust and not from redemption, but as a no to letting godhood decide which souls qualified for continued existence.

The room accepted no oath. It settled only that both men understood the war that would go on inside one immortal body.

DIVINE PARADOXES SURVIVED // 4/4

MORAL AVERAGING // denied
MEMORY-ONLY SURVIVAL // denied
PERMANENT DUAL WILL // settled

LEVEL 100 ACCESS // 100%


The succession key turned, and all three restored worlds got the choice to see Trevor.

The invitation came as a star at the edge of vision. Looking toward it opened the audience chamber. Looking away dismissed it, with no penalty for looking away.

Tavia looked, and Warm Door did not. Brother Edren watched with arms folded, and five relatives of the missing relays closed the vision at once. Children in the restored archive got no invitation at all, because divinity had no need to recruit their attention.

Millions witnessed and millions declined, and the System counted neither group as worship.

Caro Venn looked from the First Bell bakery, his new six-fingered hands shaping dough with the invitation waiting at the edge of sight. He looked long enough to see Trevor refuse a clean soul, then went back to the loaf with ascension still unfinished.

“I have work,” he told the star, and the star left.

Tavia watched with one daughter beside her and one absence between them. She saw Mercy keep Tyrant and disliked the choice, and she kept watching anyway.

“You had better be worth this,” she told no god in particular.

Olan opened six steps under three hundred restored adults. Half watched, and half went down into his lower room with no divine light in it. He held both groups without ranking them.

Jasa looked away and stayed turned away. No Hope reached Trevor from her.

Ira's wife watched from the red empire with the families Tyrant had kept in prison, and the owner marks forced their bodies toward kneeling. Red Mutiny stole one beat, and she used it to stay standing.

Tyrant felt the resistance from inside the ascension test and wanted to punish it later. Mercy felt it and wanted to free the families now. Neither could move yet, and the choice waited with them.

Orvan did not look. He sat beside Daro's cord in a room Ward had sealed from every god, and the memory still said I am still here. Ascension got no power to tell him what the words should mean next.

Morrow watched from beyond the dead universe. No invitation had found him. He had found it.

One violet ring pupil studied the star and the other studied the seam around it, and he looked away after learning how the door was built. It was theft with excellent manners, not worship.

White and black-red wings opened in eight pairs. Warm-blond hair burned around Trevor's small frame like captured sunrise. One eye held a gold star and the other a lavender star, and the colors changed with the front and neither vanished.

The ascension did not make Trevor taller, older, or less cute. Power refined the features the angel body had carried from the start: soft cheeks sharpened only enough for expression, a small frame holding impossible wings, beauty bright enough to be ridiculous and dangerous enough to be believed.

Mercy smiled, and the worlds saw warmth. Tyrant fronted through the same face, and the smile stayed attractive and became a threat without changing one feature.

The System spoke without a choir. No trumpet sounded, and no kneeling command entered the worlds. The tally appeared privately to the Godseed and publicly only to the ten archangels whose choices had opened the cap.

Each woman checked the numbers on her own. Scar compared them to Level 99, and Gospel read the changes aloud. Pane checked current HP against the new maximum before Second Breath, and Ward sealed the inner will count from every outside owner.

Level 100 arrived as numbers first and myth second.

Dawn asked both wills the same question before she let the evolution finish. “What will you do with God?”

Mercy answered first. “Keep the borders intact. Protect exits. Help when asked, and leave people enough power to tell me no.”

The office accepted the answer as intent, not promise.

Tyrant answered second. “Rule my Heaven. Expand when expansion pleases me. Break enemies who interest me. Make loyalty feel better than morality, and make betrayal hurt long after the body heals.”

No one waited for Tyrant to soften the answer.

“And the children?” Unbound asked.

“Outside my appetite.”

“Victims who cannot fight back?” Ward asked.

“Boring, unless they matter to someone I want to wound.”

Mercy recoiled inside the shared mind. Tyrant held Ward's gaze, letting her see that he meant every word.

“You understand we will oppose you,” Mutiny said.

“That is part of your purpose.”

Ten office seals burned around the Godseed. Dawn kept her flail raised until both wills answered through Trevor's mouth.

Only then did the cap crack.

LEVEL 99 → LEVEL 100

EVOLUTION COMPLETE
GOD OF TWO HEAVENS
DIVINE TITLE // ANGEL QUEEN BEYOND HEAVEN

ATTRIBUTES
MIGHT 132 → 135
AGILITY 160 → 164
VITALITY 125 → 128
INTELLECT 130 → 133
WILL 124 → 126
PRESENCE 123 → 126

MAX HP 1,841 → 2,000
MAX MP 1,582 → 1,800
MAX STAMINA 1,529 → 1,700

CURRENT HP // 1,841/2,000
CURRENT MP // 1,062/1,800
CURRENT STAMINA // 1,149/1,700

DIVINE SECOND BREATH // READY
Uses per final raid // 1
Restore up to 500 HP, 450 MP, and 425 Stamina.


Trevor used Divine Second Breath, and gold and lavender fire ran through all sixteen wings.

HP 1,841/2,000 → 2,000/2,000

MP 1,062/1,800 → 1,512/1,800

STAMINA 1,149/1,700 → 1,574/1,700

The trial's throne took shape around his waking body, all twenty-eight teeth snapping shut. Trevor stood and broke them.

Mercy looked at ten archangels. Tyrant looked at two worlds he still meant to conquer by every method Mercy failed to stop.

They spoke together. “Now we kill the mouth around reality.”

The First Mouth swallowed the stars.


Chapter 52 — Tyrant Put a Collar on Hunger Itself

The First Mouth had no final health bar, because it had all of them.

Every border between one thing and another became a tooth. Every gate became a throat, and every private thought risked becoming flavor on some tongue. The cosmic body wrapped the restored worlds, both Heavens, every local afterlife, and the dead universe Morrow had entered.

The three rescued skies vanished first. Teeth formed where blue met ground. Rivers found enamel under every bank, and doors went wet around the hinges. People closed their eyes and felt the line between thought and speech begin to chew.

Unbound Law widened around the living, and Guarded Confession closed around minds. Open Roads pulled every gate out of the predator's throat, and False Roads supplied millions of empty doors for it to bite.

Only the archangels' constant work kept the worlds separate from the Mouth. Trevor could not kill it without killing the lines that made existence more than one meal.

Tyrant answered by collaring its appetite, and Mercy objected before he explained.

You are not putting an owner mark on the victims.

I know. It would give the Mouth a path through them.

Or on the worlds.

I know.

Or on the archangels.

You are making the list less fun.

Tyrant fronted and called every owner key he had ever stolen. The keys did not attach to a person, a world, or a soul. They attached to the First Mouth's wish to eat.

Keys rose from conquered angels, dead saint-cities, stolen throne roots, the body forge, the Host, and the prime owner line Heaven had once used against him. Each carried a history of violation Tyrant had happily inherited.

The first key belonged to the Choir that had once counted Trevor's female angel body as equipment and the man inside as an installation error. Mercy remembered breaking that label. Tyrant remembered stealing the root under it.

The key tried to attach to the fused body, and Unbound Law threw it off.

The second belonged to the body forge, which remembered Damaris as a slot and Junia as an anchor. Both Junias cut the labels away before Tyrant could use them, and only the forge's power over building was left.

“That one is mine to cut,” Tyrant Junia said.

“That one is ours.”

“Fine. Cut fast, then. He is watching.”

“He is always watching. Cut anyway.”

Tyrant aimed it at the Mouth's appetite and made hunger admit it had been built through choices.

The third key came from a saint-city Trevor had corrupted, where adults had learned to enjoy betraying every principle they preached. Tyrant treasured the key because it carried thousands of ruined values. Mercy wanted to destroy it.

Scar set the saint-city's names beside the key. Tyrant pushed it into the collar without looking away from them.

The fourth key belonged to the Host, and millions of owned bodies pulled against it. Some had volunteered. Some had chosen survival under pressures Tyrant designed to make saying no impossible. Some still adored him, and some waited for one beat to rebel.

Red Mutiny stole that beat before the key left, and every Host member got one instant to withdraw support.

Forty percent withdrew. Tyrant felt the formation weaken and wanted to punish all of them. Mercy held every name.

The other sixty percent kept the key active for motives no panel could simplify: loyalty, fear, hatred of the Mouth, belief that Trevor would win, hunger for rewards, and the wish to watch his fall from close enough to stab.

The Host key arrived smaller and still whole.

The forty percent who withdrew did not become free. They became unsupported inside an empire whose roads, rations, armor, and medical wards all assumed Host membership the way roads assume the ground. Black-red shields vanished from barracks during the First Mouth's attack. Three transport gates rejected soldiers halfway through, and owner-healing stopped closing wounds it had listed as maintenance chores.

Tyrant had built dependence into every benefit, and withdrawal showed the price.

Mercy tried to route Free Heaven aid through the fused body, and Tyrant blocked the first gate.

“They left my formation.”

“They are being eaten.”

“Consequences improve future decisions.”

Mutiny used her office to steal one beat from the gate denial. Open Roads widened the instant, Pane sent healing through, and False hid the supply origin so Tyrant could not punish anyone by tracing the route.

The aid reached three barracks before Tyrant's command came back. He closed the next gates and marked every accepting location, and Mercy exposed the marks to Gospel.

The defectors saw the punishment waiting for them and held their world anyway.

Some regretted withdrawing, and others rejoined the Host for protection. Their support, chosen under a danger Tyrant had left sharp on purpose, entered the key late and made the collar stronger.

Tyrant accepted them with pleasure attached to the return. Mercy could not call the choice free of pressure, and he could not call the adults mindless either.

The sixty percent who stayed felt their neighbors lose support. Some kept the formation because they wanted the Mouth beaten, and others kept it because Tyrant had trained them to fear life outside his walls. A hundred commanders held simply because desertion during battle felt dishonorable even when the owner was evil.

Each new command gave Red Mutiny another beat to steal. She opened it for the soldiers reconsidering their support, and Unbound Law kept reentry from closing that brief way out. Their old owner marks remained. The Host stayed dark, compromised, and whole enough to bind one link of cosmic hunger.

Tyrant promised himself he would punish the forty percent after the universe survived, and Mercy heard every intended cruelty. The future war inside God stayed part of the collar's cost.

The fifth key, from the Morning Throne gate, carried the prime-owner reversion that had nearly stolen Tyrant's body and empire. The key knew one central power and tried to set the First Mouth above Trevor.

Tyrant bit it in half.

Mercy expected the pieces to die. Instead, one named command and the other named the no, and both entered the collar as separate links.

The last key came from Trevor's own fused Crown. Mercy said no, and Tyrant paused.

Without the Godseed key, the collar could hold hunger for seven seconds. With it, the Mouth might find a path into both wills.

“Witness,” Tyrant said.

Ten archangels opened their offices around the Crown and offered holding instead of leave.

Dawn split access from owning. Mutiny held back one beat. The Junias sealed every separate self, the Naomis guarded body and mind, the Petras built exits, and the Adinas fixed every change.

Tyrant sent the key while Mercy kept one hand on it from inside.

The six keys formed a ring around the hunger, its clasp still open. Scar's pages burned beside every link, too bright for the conqueror's names to hide the names beneath them.

The First Mouth tried to escape by splitting hunger into innocent pieces.

The need for energy came apart first. Every living body needed fuel, so the predator pushed that plain fact against the collar and tried to make owning appetite the same as owning life.

Pane split feeding from consuming. The need for energy passed through. The choice to make another person into fuel stayed inside.

Curiosity came apart next. Minds reached toward the unknown, and the Mouth dressed every stolen secret as attention refusing ignorance.

Ward opened a gap wide enough for questions, and the urge to break into a closed mind stayed inside the collar.

Desire followed, and Tyrant felt that one most. Wanting beauty, wanting resistance, wanting a beloved person close enough to touch, wanting a rival's full attention. The Mouth wrapped its own appetites around every adult desire in Trevor and tried to make restraint look like erasing himself.

Mercy refused the lie, and so did Tyrant.

He wanted domination, bodies, loyalty, fear, pleasure, and Mercy. Those wants stayed his, and the acts he chose to satisfy them were not natural law.

Desire passed through the collar. Violation stayed.

The First Mouth tried to hide predation inside loneliness, childhood wound, divine instinct, cultural difference, cosmic scale, and the plea that beings older than worlds could not be judged by the limits of smaller lives.

Gospel named each excuse, and Scar set the prior act beside it.

The Mouth tried each excuse against the links. Scar answered with the same route: a promise, a chosen victim, a door built to lock behind them. The route stayed caught while every excuse slipped out empty.

Tyrant watched the working with a conqueror's admiration. It did not threaten him yet, because he offered no excuse.

His own cruelty would stay collared only if someone gained the power to set one around him. He found that prospect exciting enough to glance at Mutiny, who had already noticed, and her hand tightened around the escaped heartbeat in her office.

“Later,” she said.

“Promise?”

“Threat.”

“Better.”

Mercy expected the keys to seek familiar prey. Tyrant forced them past every person and into the abstract motion behind the bite.

Appetite had agency inside the predator. It moved first, chose its prey, rewarded violation, and punished restraint. Tyrant treated it as the empire's most dangerous officer.

He built the collar from the Mouth's own ladder. Every tooth answered to a jaw, and every jaw answered to hunger. Hunger called itself divine necessity and so presented itself as the only real commander.

Tyrant promoted the appetite inside its own ladder.

APPETITE // RANKED ABOVE EVERY JAW

Then he set one Crown above the promotion.

The owner key closed with a sound every conquered servant knew, and Tyrant made the hunger answer to him.

World Seizure caught the ownerless gap around hunger. Mercy braced one root with his white Crown; Tyrant set the black-red Crown against the other. Two-Crown Grip pinned appetite between MOUTH OWNS HUNGER and HUNGER OWNS MOUTH while One-Voice Domain drove the last key into the clasp.

The cost took six hundred MP, five hundred Stamina, and six hundred Fear.

MP 1,512/1,800 → 912/1,800

STAMINA 1,574/1,700 → 1,074/1,700

FEAR 1,300/2,600 → 700/2,600

The last key bit home before the fifteenth second ran out. Two-Crown Grip released. The six keys stayed locked without its borrowed hold.

The First Mouth bit itself across creation. Moons cracked between its teeth, empty heavens folded, and the dead universe screamed around Morrow's hidden road.

Tyrant enjoyed the feel of a cosmic predator discovering obedience, and he tightened the collar past tactical need.

The first extra turn made the Mouth feel every interrupted bite. The second made it understand the living worlds stayed open to themselves and closed to it. The third added nothing, and Tyrant turned it anyway.

Mercy marked the exact point where need ended, and Scar marked it in public. Tyrant knew.

He raised the pressure until the fused hands trembled. The collar sent helplessness through their nerves, not pain alone, but the predator's awareness that another will had become the gate between desire and action.

Tyrant knew the feeling. He had forced smaller copies of it on saints, soldiers, lovers, servants, and enemies, and he savored the old feeling.

Mercy tried to take the front. Tyrant used their shared attraction against him again, not enough to steal movement this time, but enough to make the resistance cost attention. Mutiny raised her flail, and Dawn raised hers beside it.

“One more turn we do not need,” Mercy said through the clenched mouth, “and they break our arms.”

Tyrant checked both Damarises. They would.

He weighed whether the pain might improve the experience as the collar's rim stopped shuddering. He turned it twice more before he gave way, and both flails struck.

The fused forearms broke for eighty HP.

HP 2,000/2,000 → 1,920/2,000

Pane's windows were full of soldiers hurt at the rejected gates. She braced Trevor's arms in light and turned back to them. The collar held through the six keys; broken hands did not open it.

At sixty seconds, World Seizure fell away from the gap. Its job was done. The clasp stayed shut.

Mercy carried the same fractures. Love made the punishment imperfect without making restraint a choice.

Mercy could not break the collar without putting the worlds back between the Mouth's teeth. Tyrant felt him reach for that answer, find the cost and stop. He smiled with their clenched mouth.

He ordered hunger to approach the finish and stop one instant before it, again and again. The Mouth came to crave worlds it could touch while feeling them as forever out of reach, and every stolen pleasure became proof of future loss.

The collar held steady. Tyrant turned it again because the Mouth's frustration traveled through the chain as a taste he had never had from any mortal victim. Cosmic helplessness was new, so he refined it.

Mercy fought for the front, and Tyrant held him behind one clenched jaw and made him feel every turn.

The First Mouth begged through the collar. Tyrant eased it just enough to hear.

Tyrant did not ask nicely this time.

“Say what you are.”

The Mouth lied.

GOD.

The collar tightened.

“Again.”

NECESSITY.

“Again.”

LOVE.

Mercy filled with a disgust that set the white wings blazing, and Tyrant used it as one more turn of the chain.

“Again.”

The First Mouth spoke through every empty throat it had left.

PREDATOR.

“Specific.”

Names filled the Mouth's opened pages: people it had hunted, worlds it had eaten, promises it had used to lure the trusting close. Ward caught the pages before the collar could drag them into Trevor's hands.

The names did not appear in one public list. Ward kept each inside the page owned by that victim or surviving witness. Gospel broadcast kinds and counts only where no leave for names existed, and Scar kept the Mouth's attempted denials beside them.

The Mouth named itself liar, thief, violator, child predator, and devourer.

Scar pinned the admission beside the archive records. The Mouth tried to change its next answer, found the same names waiting and choked on them.

Orvan heard the confession through Gospel's public lane, with Daro's cord across his hands.

The Mouth called itself liar. The memory said, “I am still here.”

Orvan did not feel better. No cosmic admission gave him his husband back.

Tavia heard the predator name itself thief while she stood under the roof her daughter had once been.

“We knew,” she said.

The admission gave her no closure, only one less sacred title for the Mouth to hide behind.

Jasa listened from solid ground with a rope around her waist, and when the Mouth admitted violation, she closed the lane.

The three prisoners who had been awake after Tyrant's chamber murders heard the kinds and counts. They asked whether their words mattered now that a god had confessed.

“It mattered before,” Gospel answered.

Scar set the forced admission beside their freely given proof, and no divine voice replaced mortal witness.

Across the archive world, people kept private pages closed. Some opened them to the offices, some destroyed their own copies, and some wanted every crime remembered with their own names forgotten. Ward held each different answer.

Tyrant reached for Ysa's page and found a shovel-shaped warning burned across the lock. Mercy laughed once through their aching jaw.

The wounded soldier in Pane's nearest window began breathing on his own. She turned back to Trevor and offered the repair. Mercy accepted healing. Tyrant accepted the ability to hurt the Mouth with unbroken hands.

Open-Hand Mercy restored both forearms. Mercy opened their fingers carefully; Tyrant closed them on the chain.

HP 1,920/2,000 → 2,000/2,000

Ward sealed every victim page outside Trevor's control, and Pane moved living survivors beyond the combat lanes. The Junias set Amelia inside Unbound Law. The Petras opened exits leading away from every tooth. The Adinas broadcast the confession without the stolen memories, and the Damarises made the predator bear the cost of its own repeating.

Mercy fronted and wrapped all eight white wings around the rescued borders.

“The hunger goes back,” he said. “The people stay here.”

Tyrant answered inside him. And the predator drags itself.

“Yes.”

Together they pulled against the collared hunger, and the collar dragged appetite out of the worlds and back into the Mouth.

For the first time, the cosmic body had an outside edge.

BANISHMENT // 4/4

OUTER JAW // broken
INNER TONGUE // severed
APPETITE ROOT // severed
APPETITE BOUND TO PREDATOR // complete

BANISHMENT STRIKE // available


The First Mouth became smaller than the universe, and it stayed large enough to eat all of it.

The collar's completion struck every person who had carried borrowed appetite.

In Free Heaven, prayers that had felt urgent became plain words again. Some people kept speaking, and others stopped mid-word to find the need still there without the cosmic hunger.

In Tyrant's empire, owner marks lost the extra craving the Mouth had hidden inside obedience. Soldiers did not become free. They became able to tell Trevor's command from the appetite riding it.

Thousands hated the cleaner answer more, because Tyrant had still done the rest.

Rennic Vale dropped his sword in the command square. Mercy's fake hope stayed warm inside him, and the Mouth had fed none of it. Tyrant had set every sweet edge himself.

Rennic looked up at the fused God. The sweetness in him had survived the Mouth's loss. He pressed two fingers to the owner mark and took them away shaking.

Mercy reached toward him through the world. Tyrant held the route still long enough to enjoy being recognized.

Rennic picked up the sword, not to obey and not yet to rebel, but to keep the choice in his own hand for the next beat.

Ten archangels took their places.

Dawn and Mutiny flew to the predator's upper edge, where protection and execution had once shared a law. Unbound and Stolen Beat guarded Amelia and every person whose will could not yet answer for itself. Pane and Ward made the living rear line, one healing what was offered and one hiding what the fight did not need to know.

Open set visible exits around all three worlds, and False set one exit the Mouth would never find. Gospel lined up six separate accounts of the prey, and Scar made every attempted edit add to the proof against it.

No office knelt, and no prayer fed Trevor.

Ten chosen powers surrounded one collared appetite and got ready to push it beyond reality.


Chapter 53 — Ten Archangels and One Extremely Punchable Apocalypse

Contradictory Grace struck first, against the oldest absolute the First Mouth knew: Whatever is eaten becomes the eater. Every rescued person, stolen road, captured prayer, and eaten world backed the idea, and Dawn hit the word becomes.

Inside could mean trapped without meaning changed. Surviving within could mean resistance, not absorption. Carrying a victim did not make the predator owner of the life it had failed to digest.

The absolute split along every surviving name, and a white-gold fracture raced across the predator's body. Dawn Damaris named the First Mouth both inside existence and foreign to it.

Red Mutiny struck second.

The Mouth ordered all its inner hunger to close the fracture. Mutiny entered the rhythm as one stolen beat and made appetite widen it instead. Every creature the predator had forced to obey now proved a command could turn its teeth on the commander.

Her office did not free the Mouth's servants. It gave them one action with which to help free themselves.

“You could give them two,” Dawn said.

“I could give them ten. Then it would be an army, and armies get commanded.”

“By you.”

“By anyone. One beat cannot be commanded. That is the point of it.”

Mutiny Damaris stole one action from the Mouth's attempt to heal and turned the beat into Trevor's first opening. He drove four black-red wings through the fracture and four white wings around the worlds behind it.

The Mouth hit back by erasing distance, and worlds touched wrong. Tavia's restored market overlapped Tyrant's throne room. The field where the victim archive had stood opened beside a local afterlife gate, and Free Heaven's western relay appeared inside a tooth. People who had never met suddenly shared one dangerous inch of space.

Open Roads made exits, and Unbound Law kept accidental contact from becoming a hold. Pane treated collided bodies, and Ward sealed thoughts the overlap had exposed. Gospel kept six tellings of location true, and Scar marked the Mouth's edit from near to inside.

Each archangel caught a different part of the collapsing sky. If even one let go, the Mouth would swallow the gap. The overlap also put ordinary people inside one another's wars.

Tavia's market landed beside Tyrant's execution square. Owned soldiers stared at restored carpenters. The carpenters stared at a row of prisoners waiting under red blades, and for one dangerous minute no gate separated rescue from empire.

Tyrant sent an order through the fused Crown.

Hold formation.

Red Mutiny stole one beat, and Ira's wife used it first.

“Open the cages.”

Tavia's neighbors needed no second telling. Saws, pry bars, and roof hammers struck owner locks. Open Petra gave each blow a road through the metal, and False Petra hid the prisoners' exits inside market stalls.

Tyrant felt his execution square empty and wanted it back, but the First Mouth bit both cities. Mercy used the white wings to cover carpenters and soldiers together while Tyrant used black-red force to drive the red blades into the tooth.

The prisoners escaped with the fused god too busy to punish them.

Ira's wife saluted Trevor with one obscene finger. Mercy laughed, and Tyrant memorized her location.

The archive world's green field overlapped the victim cult's last chapel. Eight million freed souls saw six hundred thirty-one priests collapse under the same appetite once turned on them.

Some attacked. Some helped.

Ward told nobody what virtue demanded. She hid every victim's memories from the priests and kept each priest's confession from anyone not invited to hear it. Pane treated whoever accepted care.

Orvan held Daro's cord between his teeth while he carried a wounded stranger who had once prayed for his death. He set the man beside Pane and went back for another.

The last restored sea poured through Free Heaven's western relay.

Caro Venn's bakery filled waist-deep with cold salt water. He held the bread above his head with six-fingered hands as sailors from two centuries came in through the door.

“Buy something,” he told them.

One sailor gave him a coin from a kingdom that no longer existed, and he took it. The world-ending battle gained a breakfast tab.

The Mouth bit at the bakery and caught a breakfast argument, a worthless coin and a sailor who wanted his change. Its tooth skidded off the clash. Caro kept the bread dry.

The Blank world's foundations overlapped Tyrant's western palace.

Ysa Noll appeared inside the throne room with her heavy shovel buried in green soil that had no business under black-red marble. Three governors surrounded her. One had helped Tyrant hide grain, one had forged the false Gospel visions, and the third had not yet decided which betrayal would survive.

Tyrant reached for their owner marks, and Mercy took the mouth. “Ysa, left door.”

“I know.”

She drove the shovel through the palace floor instead.

The green soil spread along every owner line in the room and carried the Blank world's no to being an archive. The governors' marks split like rotten seams and spilled their hidden commands across the marble.

One promised to starve a district after the final raid so a crust of bread could buy loyalty. Another demanded the warlord's murder even if surrender worked. The third held seven killing commands waiting for names, and Ysa read them.

Tyrant ordered the governors to kill her, and Red Mutiny stole the beat.

The first governor stabbed the second, the second confessed the hidden grain, and the third shoved Trevor's name into all seven commands.

Ysa used the shovel to break the owner seal. “Your secrets are dramatic,” she told the fused god.

Mercy laughed, and Tyrant ordered the western palace to collapse around her.

Open Roads set an exit under the green foundation, and False Roads put the falling palace in the Mouth's next bite. Ysa got out carrying the blood-marked skin on which Trevor had drawn his planned famine. Scarred Copies kept it in both Heavens before Tyrant could burn the skin.

The palace became one more weapon against the predator. Tyrant lost a throne and gained one excellent enemy, and he called that a fair trade.

The three hundred living border anchors from the last restored world overlapped Free Heaven's western wall.

Kela Tarn saw white relays, duck shields, and adults arguing over whether divine healing counted as religious plumbing. The Mouth tried to make the anchors feed Mercy's sanctuary through gratitude, and Kela cut the first thread.

“We agreed to hold our world,” she said.

“Then hold it,” Mercy said.

The anchor bars stayed separate from Hope, so Tyrant tried to route them into Fear instead, and three hundred adults felt the attempt.

Every bar turned away from Trevor and toward the First Mouth itself. The anchors held because the volunteers had chosen their world, not the god defending it.

The Mouth bit all three hundred, and no shared motive weakened the border. Unbound Law denied owning, and Open-Hand Mercy offered healing. Two hundred seventy-nine accepted. Twenty-one held without it for reasons that stayed private under Ward's mirrors.

Unbound Law set a zone where crossing could not become owning. Junia stood inside it, pale halo open, one hand over the phase where Amelia slept. The Stolen Beat took the instant when the Mouth would have closed the zone. The other Junia kept that heartbeat for herself, then spent it on her child's future.

“You spent it.”

“I spent it on her.”

“That is still spending.”

“Then bill me after the apocalypse.”

Pane worked through eighteen bright windows at once. The office had spent its two hundred ordinary healings. Each wound she closed now drew straight from her own body, and bruises spread under her sleeves as the windows cleared. A sailor opened his crushed hand to her light. On another shore, a woman caught her first clear breath since the sea returned. The twenty-one anchors who had refused kept their bars dark; Pane sent their share toward the hands still reaching.

Guarded Confession hid every private weakness the Mouth tried to taste. Ward Naomi looked straight at Trevor while she did it, and Tyrant knew some secrets would never belong to him. Wanting them changed nothing.

The Mouth offered her endless defensive knowledge for the opening of one hurt person's mind. Tyrant wanted the same secret because it might show a breach, and Mercy wanted to know which person was in danger.

Ward denied all three appetites, and Tyrant wanted them more. The hidden weakness stayed with its owner and never became the breach the predator expected.

Open Roads made ten thousand gates out of the bite, thirty at a time. Each closed behind its last traveler and opened on the next trapped shore. False Roads gave pursuit ten thousand convincing wrong answers. One led through the dead universe near Morrow, and False closed it before either Trevor could follow. A lie protecting an enemy stayed hers to choose.

Many Gospels broadcast six true battle plans at once, so no fighter needed the same reason to resist.

Scarred Copies exposed the First Mouth's stolen story that it had always existed outside borders. It had been born somewhere. It had crossed once, and crossing meant it could be sent back.

Scar found the origin edit under the predator's first name. It had once been small enough to beg for invitation. Then it lied to one ancient world, stole a gate, and grew fat by pretending every successful violation proved that borders were unnatural.

The first crossing stayed a wound in its myth. Gospel broadcast the truth without revealing the victim world that had survived long enough to remember it.

Ten women held ten different edges of the wounded sky, and none could let go of hers without giving the Mouth a way back in through the gap.

The banishment strike opened, and the First Mouth attacked the weakest point.

Not Trevor.

Amelia.

It called the child a possession of whatever made her. The claim followed the living seam between the Junias, trying to close around Amelia from both sides. Their paired halos flared before it reached her pulse.

Unbound Law rejected creation as owning. The Stolen Beat rejected origin as command. Both Junias answered, Unbound Law with “No,” and The Stolen Beat with “Mine to protect, not own.”

Amelia answered with one primitive pulse.

No.

The sound crossed every plane, and the Mouth recoiled.

Mercy spent seven hundred Hope and turned the no into a sanctuary around all three restored worlds.

HOPE 1,500/2,000 → 800/2,000

Tyrant spent the last seven hundred Fear and turned every terror the Mouth had earned into force against it.

FEAR 700/2,600 → 0/2,600

Trevor paid the body price.

MP 912/1,800 → 112/1,800

STAMINA 1,074/1,700 → 174/1,700

The First Mouth bit through six wings. The upper-left white wing took the first tooth and split to the root, and the pain crossed both wills. Two lower black-red wings caught the second tooth and drove it sideways through Trevor's ribs. Three more wings, two white and one black-red, locked around the bite before it reached the Junias' zone.

Bone cracked. Three white wings and three black-red wings sagged from ruined roots, their burning feathers still attached and every tearing pulse alive in Trevor's nerves. He beat the other ten hard enough to stay in the air, then drove the wounded six into the predator as barbed anchors.

HP 2,000/2,000 → 340/2,000

Bone held and feathers burned. One body hung from the Mouth on sixteen wings, ten carrying force and six carrying agony.

Tyrant wanted to feed it Morrow's dead universe and close the trap. Mercy said no to spending a place that might hold a living mind.

He would spend us, Tyrant thought.

That does not make him ours to spend.

Your principles are inconvenient at universal scale.

Your face is inconvenient at every scale.

Our face.

Mercy found that unfairly motivating.

Pane reached the upper-left root. “I can brace it or help you feel where it is. Pick one. There is no time to mend it.”

Pain filled the wing, but Trevor could no longer tell which way it hung. Mercy chose the brace. Tyrant wanted to aim. The fused mouth gave both answers.

Pane looked at Dawn.

Contradictory Grace split her light. Thin white struts held the broken bone in place, and a thread along the feathers tugged against Trevor's wrist whenever the wing drifted. Neither part was strong enough to use alone. Together they let him hold the wing and feel its angle.

Ward sealed the worst pain from the First Mouth, not from Trevor, because the body needed accurate damage.

Mutiny set one stolen beat under the black-red roots so she could stop the command if Tyrant tried to spend them past destruction. Unbound Law kept the body from becoming equipment just because two wills lived inside it. The Stolen Beat kept one pulse Mercy could not turn into sacrifice and Tyrant could not turn into force.

Open and False built two fall routes under Trevor, one to catch the body and one to catch the Mouth if it tried to follow.

Gospel spoke the current bars, and Scar fixed the damage in reality so no power could pretend Level 100 meant untouchable.

Trevor stayed alive because ten offices limited the last act as much as they powered it.

The surviving wing roots got one last check. Pane marked the strain in numbers all twelve waking minds could see. The worst white root could carry thirty percent before it tore loose. Of the three wounded black-red wings, one could strike at full force, and the other two could split three weaker blows between them. The sound white wings still held shelter, and the sound assault wings could still aim the fall.

Tyrant wanted the full strike now. Mercy wanted to steer first; one bad angle would drive the Mouth straight through the worlds behind them.

Dawn watched the fracture widen. “Two small blows to turn it. Then hit hard. Keep the third to stop it twisting back.”

Mutiny set a stolen beat under the full-force root so Tyrant could not spend it before the opening became real.

Godhood offered no miracle for torn flesh, only ten women arguing over blood, leverage, and load until the ruined wings could carry one more attack without tearing loose.

Trevor flexed one hand. Mercy felt every protected life behind the border. Tyrant felt every world he still wanted to rule after it. Neither motive erased the other.

Trevor opened every wing.

White rescue wings defined what stayed: people, worlds, afterlives, private minds, chosen bonds, and the chance of leaving.

Mercy wrapped the words together without grabbing the people inside them. Strangers kept their lives, the dead kept their own gates, and thoughts stayed sealed inside the people thinking them. Chosen bonds lasted only while everyone involved kept choosing, and every soul kept a road away from Trevor's future godhood.

Black-red assault wings defined what went: the First Mouth, its appetite, its owner holds, its stolen roads, and every piece of itself it had hidden inside a victim.

Tyrant drew the edge tight. He wanted to take the stolen roads, and doing so would keep one part of the Mouth inside his Crown, so he marked them for removal instead. He wanted the owner holds as trophies, and Mercy forced him to include those too.

They argued through one shared second while the border shook.

The border took their last joint command and slammed shut around it. Everything needed to banish the Mouth waited on the far side, and nothing either man coveted slipped through.

The key flashed four remembered trials across their sight. Two cities saved by one body making moves that could not fit. Frightened people choosing shelter while Mercy broke the grip hidden beneath it. Seven murders one will committed while the other refused and survived to fight him. Then the last offer: godhood, with neither man cut down to make him fit.

Four locks opened. Neither Trevor could have turned them alone.

The First Mouth understood the key before he did. It left the forward jaw and drove a billion teeth toward the mortal witnesses who had kept the paradoxes honest.

Tavia raised a carpenter's hammer, and Olan made himself a wall. Jasa held the old bargain's words in her mouth as if a hated vow could stop an apocalypse through spite.

Ten offices moved.

Open gave the teeth a visible road away from the witnesses, and False hid where the witnesses stood. Pane treated the impact that still crossed, Ward sealed their fear from the predator, and Gospel broadcast three living names. Scar made the attack permanent proof, the Junias denied owning, and the Damarises turned the command to eat into an order to expose.

Tavia crawled out from behind Olan's cracked wall still clutching her hammer. Jasa hauled her clear with the rope.

Tyrant added one last cruelty. He made the Mouth understand the border.

Not just suffer it.

Understand that reality would go on without needing it. Understand that victims could heal without forgiving it. Understand that its name would survive as warning and not worship. Understand that hunger was not destiny and violation had never been love.

The predator tried to lie. Ward denied it confession, and Gospel denied it one last story.

Dawn and Mutiny opened the same wound. The Petras made the road, the Naomis kept Trevor alive, the Adinas made the truth public, and the Junias guarded the future.

Two wounded black-red wings jerked against the flesh they held, turning the Mouth with one short blow each. Mutiny released the waiting beat. Trevor drove the third wing hard enough to drag the fracture onto the outward road. When the jaw twisted back, Mercy caught it with the saved correction.

Ten archangels drove the strike, and Trevor screamed in two voices.

“Get outside.”

The First Mouth crossed the repaired border, fighting with every name it had stolen. Adults heard dead lovers call. Children heard no private voices, because Ward had sealed those memories, and worlds felt old devotional roads reopen under them. The archangels held the line without turning memory into ammunition.

Dawn kept the mark both vast and specific, and Mutiny stole the last retreat. Open built the outward road, and False hid every inward one. Gospel carried six reasons to finish, and Scar exposed each false exception. Pane kept the living line whole, and Ward kept private pain private. Unbound guarded each separate self, and Stolen Beat gave Amelia's future one moment outside the war.

Trevor pushed.

Every tooth followed, every tongue, every hidden appetite.

Dawn split the flesh around the six barbed wings. Mutiny stole its attempt to clamp down, and Trevor hauled every ruined feather clear. Ten sound wings threw him backward as the last tongue slid beyond reach.

The border closed behind it.

No explosion. One clean moment when the universe stopped being inside anyone's mouth.

Then sound came back. Three restored worlds rang like bells, and both Heavens saw stars.

The secured roads to every afterlife stayed closed to Trevor, and the dead universe stayed unopened.

FIRST MOUTH // BANISHED

WHERE // beyond the repaired planar borders
RETURN PATHS // none known
VICTIMS // remain their own
APPETITE // removed with predator

UNIVERSAL BORDER INTEGRITY // 100%


Trevor fell, and twenty hands caught him.

The System tried a celebratory sound, and both Naomis threatened it. It settled for one quiet line.

FINAL RAID COMPLETE.


Chapter 54 — Godhood Came With Two Heavens and No Privacy

Trevor woke in a bed large enough for a small war.

He had fourteen visible wings and two trapped under Damarises.

The rest of the pantheon filled the room in a pattern no military planner would admit to designing. Pane slept beside the low table she had used to brace Trevor's wings while she worked on the broken roots. Ward sat awake behind a dark mirror, keeping the body's dreams private from divine senses. Open had put the washroom three feet from the bed, and False had moved it during the night.

Both Adinas slept under a roof of floating pages. The Junias rested in connected rooms nearby, and Amelia's phase moved between them behind two doors no god could open.

Eight white wings and eight black-red crowded the bed, all rooted in his back. Trevor tried to move the lowest pair. Both Damarises tightened their grip without waking.

The blanket had ended up on the floor sometime before dawn and lay there like a treaty.

Mercy fronted first.

“We won.”

Tyrant checked the room for chains he owned and found only feathers.

“We won inefficiently.”

Dawn Damaris opened one eye without lifting her head from his wing. “You have been God for twelve hours.”

“And already Heaven is underperforming.”

Mutiny Damaris bit his shoulder, and the bite lasted exactly as long as she wanted.

“Mine,” she said into the bite.

“You are on my side,” Dawn said.

“Your side has the better wing.”

“Then trade.”

“No.”

Pane had spent the night setting all six damaged roots. His soul still knew the shape of every wing. She followed it through the damage with splints and her own strength, stopped when her hands shook, and let Ward feed her broth before she began again. The bones knitted under her hands, nerves woke in hot silver lines, and new feathers pushed through scorched skin. The upper-left white root still ached whenever the weather changed between worlds, and two black-red wings carried pale grooves where the First Mouth's teeth had reached them.

RECOVERY // twelve hours, Pane's hands, no prayer taken
HP 340/2,000 → 1,540/2,000
MP 112/1,800 → 1,312/1,800
STAMINA 174/1,700 → 1,374/1,700
HOPE 800/2,000 → 1,200/2,000
FEAR 0/2,600 → 0/2,600


Trevor could have scrubbed the scars away with divine HP, and both wills kept them. Mercy wanted the reminder. Tyrant thought they looked dangerous.

Trevor decided pantheon architecture had benefits nobody had listed in the offer.

The archangels held God down for their first argument before they let him out of bed.

Dawn brought the shared memory of the banishment. Mutiny recited every command Tyrant had tried during the night. Pane counted the current injuries, and Ward brought nothing visible except notice of several complaints filed in private. Open spread a map of restored gates across Trevor's knees, and False laid a map-shaped blank beside it and smiled when Tyrant stared.

Gospel spoke six clashing memories of the last strike, and Scar pointed to every difference between them.

The Junias watched through separate windows from Amelia's rooms, and neither opening could carry Trevor across.

“When the next invasion comes,” Dawn said, “who commands us?”

Tyrant answered, “God.”

Ten power links went dark.

Mercy laughed inside while Dawn waited for the silence to become painful.

“Each woman commands her own power,” she said. “If one of us walks away, her power walks with her. If a world is attacked, we defend it before you finish posing. No archangel spends another, and no disaster turns either Junia or Amelia into fuel.”

“Then I command the battle.”

Mutiny smiled against his shoulder without opening her eyes. “Try, and I steal the command from your mouth.”

They tested the shape until neither Trevor liked it. He could open a battle rhythm that showed everyone the aim, the price, and who had refused, and each archangel chose whether to enter. Tyrant could time the women who joined, and Mercy kept their purposes separate. Either will could pull Trevor's power from the fight, and only Trevor's.

“Slow,” Tyrant said.

“Survivable,” Pane answered.

“Untidy.”

“Alive,” Gospel said.

Gospel snapped her fingers, and a prayer rose from Free Heaven: one exhausted baker asking Open-Hand Mercy to ease the fire in her wrists. The words reached Pane and nobody else, and beside them glowed the healing she could offer, the pain it would cost her, and three mortal hands already walking toward the bakery.

“If she says yes, you answer,” Gospel said. “If she asks someone else, you do not listen, and if you cannot answer, she sees another door. God takes no bite.”

“Call it tribute.”

Scar burned the word out of the air halfway to the floor.

“Devotional spoil.”

She burned that too.

Tyrant offered eleven more names before Dawn Damaris covered his mouth.

Then the archangels turned to Trevor himself.

“If lavender steals the front through feeling,” Mutiny said, “I steal the next beat.”

“If gold hides one of his crimes because honesty might cost affection,” Gospel said, “I shout it from both skies.”

Pane touched two fingers to the center of Trevor's sternum. “Enter a body under my care without welcome, and I throw you out.”

Ward's mirror showed his eyes back as two empty sockets. “Reach into a hidden mind, and I leave you blind.”

The Petras opened a road under the bed and through the floor. “Force either of us to stay,” Open said, “and all ten powers turn on you.”

“You built a trap around us,” Mercy said.

“Around what you can do,” Ward corrected.

Tyrant looked around the bed at ten women newly given power and already aiming it at him. He had never wanted them more. Dawn felt his smile against her palm and pressed harder.

The argument ended when the bed broke under sixteen wings and two Damarises who had refused to move.

Open routed everyone safely to the floor. False routed Trevor onto the ceiling.

God stayed there until breakfast.

A raid chest landed in the porridge.

It was small, gold, and making the sort of noise that turned sensible people into loot goblins.

Tyrant reached for it. Ten names rose across the lid, and his was not among them.

“Bug.”

“Contribution,” Dawn said.

The chest counted the people they had pulled out, the worlds they had held, and the Mouth they had forced beyond the last gate. Its health bar had survived. Its raid had not.

FIRST MOUTH // RAID CLEARED BY BANISHMENT
COMPANION REWARDS // ten earned shares
EXIT REST // one use each
LEVEL REWARD // held until the last escape closed
ATTRIBUTE REWARD // three points per earned level
GOD'S CUT // keep dreaming


Pane opened her rest first. The tremor left her fingers as her old bars filled; she pressed both palms flat against the table and sighed. The others took their rests in turn, including the Junias through their separate windows. Only then did the levels land. Longer bars opened beyond the filled portions. More room was not more healing.

The women chose their own points. Dawn built toward holding a line when her shield failed. Unbound Junia balanced a quicker blade with the focus to see where a border bent. Pane chose the hands and mind that could keep eighteen hurts separate. Open wanted faster feet, and Gospel wanted a voice that could carry six truths without choking on the first.

DAWN DAMARIS
LEVEL 50 +15 = 65
MIGHT 32 +10 = 42
VITALITY 34 +10 = 44
AGILITY 22 +5 = 27
FOCUS 24 +5 = 29
WILL 33 +10 = 43
GRACE 27 +5 = 32
MAX HP 516 +135 = 651
MAX MP 408 +105 = 513
MAX STAMINA 368 +105 = 473
HP 516/651
MP 408/513
STAMINA 368/473
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0
JUNIA // UNBOUND LAW
LEVEL 52 +15 = 67
MIGHT 30 +5 = 35
VITALITY 32 +5 = 37
AGILITY 27 +10 = 37
FOCUS 30 +10 = 40
WILL 34 +10 = 44
GRACE 32 +5 = 37
MAX HP 516 +135 = 651
MAX MP 472 +120 = 592
MAX STAMINA 437 +120 = 557
HP 516/651
MP 472/592
STAMINA 437/557
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0
PANE NAOMI
LEVEL 40 +14 = 54
MIGHT 9 +2 = 11
VITALITY 23 +6 = 29
AGILITY 10 +2 = 12
FOCUS 30 +12 = 42
WILL 25 +10 = 35
GRACE 29 +10 = 39
MAX HP 376 +112 = 488
MAX MP 504 +140 = 644
MAX STAMINA 258 +84 = 342
HP 376/488
MP 504/644
STAMINA 258/342
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0
OPEN PETRA
LEVEL 40 +14 = 54
MIGHT 18 +6 = 24
VITALITY 18 +6 = 24
AGILITY 34 +14 = 48
FOCUS 19 +6 = 25
WILL 21 +6 = 27
GRACE 19 +4 = 23
MAX HP 352 +112 = 464
MAX MP 351 +98 = 449
MAX STAMINA 435 +140 = 575
HP 352/464
MP 351/449
STAMINA 435/575
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0
GOSPEL ADINA
LEVEL 42 +14 = 56
MIGHT 9 +2 = 11
VITALITY 17 +4 = 21
AGILITY 17 +4 = 21
FOCUS 31 +12 = 43
WILL 26 +8 = 34
GRACE 29 +12 = 41
MAX HP 325 +98 = 423
MAX MP 541 +154 = 695
MAX STAMINA 283 +84 = 367
HP 325/423
MP 541/695
STAMINA 283/367
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0


Mutiny put more into Might than Dawn did, then lifted the ruined bed frame with one hand to explain her choice. The other Junia chose speed without trusting speed alone. Ward hardened her focus and will; False took one look at Open's Agility and made hers higher. Scar spent for a voice that could hold an ugly memory steady while everyone shouted over it.

MUTINY DAMARIS
LEVEL 52 +15 = 67
MIGHT 40 +12 = 52
VITALITY 38 +10 = 48
AGILITY 22 +5 = 27
FOCUS 24 +5 = 29
WILL 35 +10 = 45
GRACE 22 +3 = 25
MAX HP 580 +150 = 730
MAX MP 395 +105 = 500
MAX STAMINA 420 +120 = 540
HP 580/730
MP 395/500
STAMINA 420/540
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0
JUNIA // THE STOLEN BEAT
LEVEL 53 +15 = 68
MIGHT 33 +10 = 43
VITALITY 34 +7 = 41
AGILITY 29 +10 = 39
FOCUS 28 +8 = 36
WILL 32 +7 = 39
GRACE 26 +3 = 29
MAX HP 564 +150 = 714
MAX MP 435 +105 = 540
MAX STAMINA 465 +135 = 600
HP 564/714
MP 435/540
STAMINA 465/600
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0
WARD NAOMI
LEVEL 42 +14 = 56
MIGHT 10 +2 = 12
VITALITY 25 +8 = 33
AGILITY 10 +2 = 12
FOCUS 31 +12 = 43
WILL 27 +12 = 39
GRACE 24 +6 = 30
MAX HP 430 +126 = 556
MAX MP 476 +126 = 602
MAX STAMINA 269 +84 = 353
HP 430/556
MP 476/602
STAMINA 269/353
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0
FALSE PETRA
LEVEL 42 +14 = 56
MIGHT 21 +8 = 29
VITALITY 19 +6 = 25
AGILITY 36 +14 = 50
FOCUS 17 +6 = 23
WILL 20 +6 = 26
GRACE 16 +2 = 18
MAX HP 370 +112 = 482
MAX MP 320 +84 = 404
MAX STAMINA 460 +140 = 600
HP 370/482
MP 320/404
STAMINA 460/600
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0
SCAR ADINA
LEVEL 44 +14 = 58
MIGHT 10 +2 = 12
VITALITY 18 +4 = 22
AGILITY 18 +6 = 24
FOCUS 32 +12 = 44
WILL 28 +10 = 38
GRACE 24 +8 = 32
MAX HP 354 +112 = 466
MAX MP 512 +140 = 652
MAX STAMINA 299 +84 = 383
HP 354/466
MP 512/652
STAMINA 299/383
UNSPENT ATTRIBUTE POINTS 0


“Two points,” False told Open.

“Two points will not teach you where you are going.”

“They will let me get there first.”

A broken bedpost slipped from the frame. Dawn caught it before it struck Pane's bowl, held the whole weight still, and glanced at her new Might with quiet delight. Mutiny tilted the rest clear of her without asking for help. Across the room, both Junias turned toward the falling wood before it touched the floor; one set her sword across the window, and the other had already found the instant after the first strike.

Pane kept eating while eighteen small lights tracked eighteen different splinters. Ward held the reflection of each in a separate dark pane. The old strain that had made them blink was gone. Gospel sang six names into the clatter, and each reached its owner clear as a bell. Scar repeated them with the false seventh name Trevor had slipped in, held the extra sound apart, and snapped it between her teeth.

The Petras reached the last honey cake together. False's hand got there first.

Open moved the plate.

Tyrant watched ten stronger women turn a breakfast table into a test range. Mercy felt his hunger sharpen and smiled into the same mouth.

“We helped build that.”

And they are going to be a fucking problem.

The chest sank into the porridge. Nobody mourned it.

The two Heavens did not merge, and they did not drift apart either.

The willing gates made neighborhoods at both edges. Mercy's bakers sold blue morning bread in Tyrant's red markets. Tyrant's armorers opened shops beside Free Heaven shrines and charged extra to customers who called profit sinful. Couples, families, spies, missionaries, refugees, and thieves crossed both ways.

Open kept every end visible, and False kept one road for people who needed to vanish from either ruler.

Mercy's world stayed a Free Heaven held by local congregations, stubborn relays, and doors that opened from both sides. Tyrant's world stayed an empire under a beautiful monster who had lost his easy grip on every soul and had at once started inventing harder ways to seize them.

Anyone could turn back at a gate, and neither side could lock the other shut.

The first fight began over olives.

A Free Heaven farmer rolled six carts into Tyrant's red market, where palace guards demanded one cart for God. The farmer said they could have one olive and suggested where to store it.

The guards chained all six carts.

Open Petra reopened the gate under the wheels, and when their captain stepped onto the road, it refused to carry him until he dropped the chains.

Tyrant fronted at breakfast and took the nearest gate into the guardhouse, bringing the plate.

“My tribute.”

Mercy held the right hand away from a command panel. “His olives.”

“My market.”

“Open gate.”

“Your farmer.”

“Not mine.”

The farmer stared at sixteen wings filling the guardhouse. “Can I sell the olives while you argue?”

“Yes,” Mercy said.

“Give me a fifth of every sale,” Tyrant added.

The farmer rolled backward and sold them outside the gate instead. Red citizens crossed for cheaper olives, and the guard captain found the road would not close for him.

Within an hour, Trevor's attempted shakedown had made an olive market in the exact center between Heavens. Tyrant demanded a share, so False Petra moved the market every morning.

Mercy bought olives there out of spite and found he still hated the taste. Tyrant loved them. The fused body spent a whole meal fighting over one tongue until the harem banished olives from the shared bed.

Ward sealed the decision against meddling from either half of the shared skull.

Godhood had repaired the borders of reality, and breakfast stayed contested.

False Petra kept one route Trevor could not see. Tyrant searched for it every day, and Mercy quietly helped her improve it.

The restored worlds chose their own leaders without asking either Heaven. One refused to hear a god before noon. Another built shrines to the ten archangels and left Trevor's statue outside in the rain. Tavia's neighbors put her in charge only after promising she could walk away.

She began by sending search parties after people still missing from the world's violent return. Then she moved the market clock five feet east, because the old shadow annoyed her. Her neighbors moved it back the next morning, and Tavia argued for six hours and came home smiling.

Ilka, who had been Warm Door, faced the survivors at dawn. They remembered her coercion as clearly as the choices she had made while the door was still open. Tyrant offered to make every accusation taste delicious in the speaker's mouth, and the crowd told him to choke on his help.

Mercy watched without speaking. The restored people had chosen dawn on purpose, to keep any god from talking.

The third world left its grave bands closed. Families wrote names on the outside and no longer asked Trevor to open a door that was not his to open.

Worship moved sideways.

People prayed to Open-Hand Mercy for healing, and Pane answered only when welcome. They prayed to Guarded Confession, and Ward sometimes answered with silence. Travelers left offerings at Open Roads, and pursuers cursed False Roads. People caught between two cruel truths called on Contradictory Grace, and rebels whispered Red Mutiny. Unbound Law guarded borders no king could own, and The Stolen Beat belonged to anyone who needed one instant to say no. Many Gospels collected arguments, and Scarred Copies made saints furious for excellent reasons.

No prayer belonged to Trevor. He heard only those spoken to him directly, and every worshipper could silence him with a thought.

Tyrant found this insulting, and he also found earning worship more satisfying than inheriting it.

Three days after the banishment, he visited his Heaven while Mercy slept inside their shared mind. He lied to two war captains, blackmailed a granary lord, and sent an assassin after an adult warlord with land he wanted. The warlord surrendered before the blade arrived, which changed nothing about the blade.

One captain believed that Mercy demanded a wagon of coin from every willing gate. The other believed that the first captain had invented the demand. Trevor fed each a different false Gospel vision and watched distrust harden into habit.

The granary lord had hidden food during the invasion. Tyrant exposed one warehouse, kept another secret, and used the threat of famine to buy loyalty for half its old price.

The surrender gave him the land without a battle, so Tyrant could have recalled the assassin.

He let the murder go ahead.

Then he bent the assassin to love confessing it to the warlord's heir.

The assassin had served Trevor willingly and counted silence as part of the craft. Tyrant changed no memory. He made honesty feel intoxicating and restraint feel like suffocation. The woman entered the heir's hall smiling, described the murder in exact detail, and hated the joy shaking through her voice.

Tyrant watched the whole confession through her owner mark. It gained him nothing except unrest in land he already had. He did it because breaking a loyal servant's favorite virtue amused him.

FEAR 0/2,600 → 300/2,600

His world had remembered what he was.

Mercy woke before Tyrant could make the heir love forgiving them both.

He seized the front halfway through the owner command, and the shared mouth stopped on one unfinished word. The heir felt grief, fury, and a flicker of impossible sweetness around pardon before Mercy cut the link.

That flicker stayed. Mercy could not remove it without entering her mind and repeating the violation in a kinder direction. Ward sealed the injury, Pane offered a healing the heir refused, and Scar burned Tyrant's act under Trevor's divine name where no lie could fade it.

The new god had marked his first week of peace with a fresh crime.

The heir's name was Idra Sorne.

She did not forgive the assassin, and she did not forgive Trevor. She also refused to abandon the people around her just because their land was something Tyrant wanted.

Idra followed the confession into the owner marks hidden under the surrender. Every captain carried a private promise crowning a different future ruler. Tyrant had planted the contradictions so that civil war would soften the land for him.

Gospel screamed all seven promises across the sky, and Scar kept Trevor's voice tied to each lie. Open Roads carried away anyone who wanted to run, and False Roads hid the people who stayed to fight.

The land rebelled before Tyrant could install his puppet. He felt the lost owner keys through the shared Crown.

Mercy expected rage.

Tyrant felt pleasure.

Idra had taken a wound he made and used it against his design without pretending the wound was a gift. The rebellion cost him land, soldiers, and a grain road. It also made a rival with reason to study him accurately.

Tyrant sent her a black-red flower, and Mercy added a warning before it left.

Idra burned both.

Scar kept the ash as the first answer from land the new god had failed to steal.

Their shared body argued with itself for an hour over a balcony while subjects pretended not to hear.

Scar tipped the ash into their open hand. Mercy kept it there until Tyrant had to look.

“You were asleep,” Tyrant said.

“And you counted on it.”

“Of course.”

Mercy called Mutiny before they left the balcony. When he slept, an archangel would watch. The women would show him what Tyrant hid and turn their powers against the shared body when he stole his way forward.

Sometimes they caught him. Sometimes Tyrant found a new weakness.

He still wanted Mercy with an appetite that made their pulse stumble at the sound of his own name. Mercy still wanted the man he had spent the morning fighting. Neither could hide it behind the same beautiful face, and that infuriated them both.

“Your taste is appalling,” Mercy told him.

Our taste. Look at us.

Mercy did. He wished the balcony glass made a weaker argument.

The harem refused to let metaphysics take over the bed.

Ten women arrived with a calendar large enough to pin God under. They marked private nights, combat fronting, wing space, healing time, gates between worlds, and the inner Trevor each woman wanted awake. Dawn's yes said nothing for Mutiny, and wanting one Petra never opened the other Petra's door. Sharing a body had not turned ten women into five mirrored invitations.

Dawn sometimes wanted Mercy alone at the front. Mutiny sometimes demanded Tyrant, with Mercy aware and uninvolved. Pane wanted both minds visible during care, and Ward kept her wants hidden until the door closed. Open enjoyed combinations planned in advance, and False considered advance planning a personal insult.

“Tuesday,” Open said, pen on the calendar.

“Tuesday is a lie you tell yourself to feel organized.”

“Tuesday is a day.”

“Then I will be there on a day. You will not know which one.” False leaned over her shoulder and put her mouth against Open's ear. “You will like not knowing.”

Open did not argue, which was as close as she came to agreeing.

The Adinas made separate calendars and argued over which one counted. The Junias made none.

Tyrant called the calendar conquered time. Ward called it proof that even God could be pinned under a piece of paper.

Open lost it through a gate, and False pleaded innocence too convincingly. Gospel preached that double harems disproved tidy theology, and Scar kept three clashing memories of the first shared night and refused to say which was the flattering one.

Mercy Junia built wide shelters and hunted every gap. Tyrant Junia set narrow traps she could hold with a sword. One spoke to Amelia about choices, the other about enemies. Both sang badly when the pulse would not settle.

Trevor heard only from outside the door, and was invited in twice. Mercy attended both times. Tyrant listened from inside and kept his hands still, because both Junias had shown him exactly where their swords would enter him if he failed.

Six days after the banishment, Tyrant took the front during an audience in the red city.

Seln governed the river quarter for Trevor and had hidden three adult rebels under a chapel. She had sworn to die before giving them up. Tyrant knew the names already. He summoned her because breaking the oath interested him more than finding the people.

Mercy felt the plan as soon as Seln knelt.

No.

You do not own the front.

Tyrant reached through the old owner mark, tied pleasure to honesty, then narrowed honesty until betrayal became the only answer her body could enjoy giving.

Seln fought for eleven minutes.

He let her.

Each no built tension, and each almost-spoken name let a little out. By the time she betrayed the first rebel, relief bent her to the floor.

Mercy tried to close the command lane, and Tyrant moved it through divine memory instead. The body belonged to neither morality, and the old owner mark belonged to his history.

Seln named all three.

Then Tyrant made the pleasure go on while she understood exactly what she had done.

Tyrant laughed through their shared mouth. Mercy bit their tongue hard enough to taste blood, and Tyrant kept laughing.

Mutiny arrived on the twelfth minute and stole the next command. Ward sealed Seln's mind behind dark mirrors, and Open routed the three rebels out before the Host reached them. Gospel told the city what God had done in his own audience chamber.

None of it gave back the oath inside Seln, still on her knees as Mercy fronted.

“I am sorry,” he said.

She struck his beautiful face.

“He used your hand.”

“Yes.”

“Your mouth.”

“Yes.”

“Your power.”

“Yes.”

No apology made the difference painless.

Tyrant stayed behind the gold eyes, pleased with his work and already thinking about how public exposure could make the next betrayal more humiliating.

The ten power links closed around every future audience. Mutiny took each twelfth beat while an adult knelt before Trevor. Ward wrapped the visitor's mind in mirrors, and Gospel opened the sky above the room so nothing lavender did could stay hidden.

Tyrant began searching for cracks before Seln rose from the floor.

Months later, both Heavens gathered at a willing crossing.

Nobody called the day a coronation. Free Heaven called it a border festival. Tyrant's empire called it Victory Submission Day, Mercy changed the signs, and Tyrant changed half of them back. The restored worlds sent traders, mourners, skeptics, and one loud family carrying NO MORE COSMIC MOUTHS in six languages.

The crossing held no throne.

Open built two visible gates facing each other, and False kept her private route elsewhere. People came in from either side, met in the center, and could turn around without bowing to anyone.

Ten archangels stood under separate banners, none of them approved by Trevor.

Dawn's banner held one white blade crossed by gold and red light. Mutiny's held an escaped heartbeat, and the Junias carried open wings and a broken red ring. Pane carried an offered hand, and Ward carried a closed mirror. Open's horizon ran to both edges, and False's road vanished before the cloth ended. Gospel showed six stars in argument, and Scar showed the same stars broken and repaired.

Not one banner used Trevor's face.

Trevor rose above them on sixteen healed wings, wearing no crown. His halo held a gold dawn on one side and a black sunrise on the other.

“I am not your owner,” Mercy said to one world.

Tyrant took the front.

“I am absolutely your ruler,” he said to the other.

Both worlds shouted, for opposite reasons.

Free Heaven shouted laughter, arguments, prayers aimed sideways, and at least one proposal to ban divine speeches after noon too. Tyrant's world shouted obedience, fear, desire, and three hidden rebellion songs the Crown knew and let go on, because hunting them later sounded entertaining.

The restored worlds mostly applauded the archangels and ignored the god above them. Tavia held an umbrella over Trevor's rain-soaked statue in the distance, then decided the old stone deserved what it got and walked away.

Trevor smiled with one mouth and two intentions that could not agree.

The Angel Queen had broken Heaven's level cap.

Below the platform, a trader dropped her basket. Apples rolled between festival boots. Mercy folded the upper white wings and landed beside her, catching the last two fruits against a lower pair before they reached the gutter.

She stared at him. He put the apples back and offered her the basket with both hands.

“Sorry about the speech.”

“That was you?”

Tyrant recoiled inside him. Mercy laughed so hard his halo tilted.

He stayed to help the woman tie the handle. By the time he rose, she had gone back to shouting prices, and a little gold warmth followed her into the wind.

You love doing that, Tyrant said.

Helping? Yes.

Being beautiful while they pretend not to notice.

You noticed.

Tyrant had noticed everything: the bent halo, the soft mouth, Mercy kneeling in street dust with enough power to break the sky. He wanted to kiss that face again. He wanted to hear his own name in that voice for a hundred years and still be startled by what came after it.

The want hit Mercy through their shared chest, sudden enough to steal a wingbeat.

Oh, he thought, warm all the way through. You are hopeless.

I could make that trader worship us before she reached the corner.

And I would stop you.

There you are.

Mercy drew one white wing around their shoulders. A black-red one settled over it, careful of the scarred root. For a moment both men let the touch stay gentle.

I love you, Mercy said.

Tyrant searched for a cruel answer worthy of the occasion. Mercy felt every failed attempt.

Say it, he whispered.

I love you. Insufferable, gorgeous bastard.

Their laugh came out as one sound. Neither could claim the first half.

Ten archangels called them down to the crossing. Two Heavens waited beyond it, along with three restored worlds whose gates stayed open by choice. Somewhere inside the unopened dead universe, Morrow still had stolen power and plans worth ruining.

Trevor opened all sixteen wings.

Now Heaven had to survive him.


Epilogue — Big Sis Sparklebutt and the Extremely Secure Nursery

Amelia Vorelia was born during a border storm with pale white skin, a soft crest of purple hair, and eyes that held more night than any baby had a right to organize.

Both Junias went into labor in separate rooms joined by one open door, and the phase rhythm shortened until Amelia filled both anchors in alternating breaths. Pane watched the bodies. Ward sealed every private feeling from Trevor, the System, and the interested weather outside.

Unbound Law kept origin from turning into a leash on either end. The Stolen Beat held one heartbeat between worlds when the phase connection tried to pull both women through the same body.

They did not merge.

Amelia's two phases came together.

Her flickering shape settled into one whole infant in the open space between rooms. Both Mommas reached without either hand passing through the other. The baby arrived into four arms and one life.

She cried one time.

Three nearby dimensions developed weather out of pure sympathy for her.

Both Junias said, “No,” in exactly the same tone at exactly the same moment.

The storm went quiet and apologized.

Amelia had one body, one soul, and two mothers with rival memories of holding her first. Mercy Junia felt the newborn's weight settle into her left arm, and Tyrant Junia felt the same first weight against her right. Scar held both memories whole, and Gospel declared anyone bothered by the contradiction too fragile for family gatherings.

The System tried to rank the moments, and two swords went through the panel before it finished.

“Mine first.”

“Mine first.”

“We can both be first.”

“That is not how first works.”

“It is today.”

The field vanished before anyone could finish reading the ranking.

Trevor waited outside the door until somebody thought to invite him in.

Mercy cried at the purple hair. Tyrant checked for owner marks, found none, and felt a relief with no name.

Neither of them touched her at any point during the whole first day.

The secured plane looked nothing like a prison from the inside.

It was one. Nobody softened the word when Amelia later asked.

Beyond the repaired borders, the banished First Mouth still clawed at a distance with no roads. Amelia's growing power could open one. A toddler able to misplace spoons across reality could also misplace herself. Every gate showed both directions, with lavender symbols beside each lock showing Amelia what she still needed to learn before she could open it safely.

The plane held a warm house, a garden under lavender stars, a lake shallow enough for children and deep enough for monsters, a library with its hungriest books asleep, and eight gates for eight Aunties. Locks faced outward as well as in, and nobody lied about them.

The house had too many windows and no sharp divine furniture. The garden grew flowers from both Heavens and weeds from three restored worlds. Unbound Momma bargained with the monsters in the deep lake: the western shore belonged to them, and teeth stayed away from the garden.

At age three, Amelia crossed the line long enough to feed them purple cookies. Afterward, the monsters accepted snacks at the water's edge and brought shiny bones in return.

Amelia could also swallow a spoon into a dimension where spoons had never evolved.

The first time happened at fourteen months, when Pane Auntie offered mashed fruit.

Amelia rejected the spoon by opening a purple absence around it. Metal, fruit, and one embroidered napkin vanished without heat, noise, or a useful panel.

Everyone froze.

Amelia clapped.

Tyrant tried to seize the absence through Trevor's shared hand, and Unbound Momma hit the hand with a white barrier.

“No.”

“It may lead outside the plane.”

“Then we inspect without using her as the route.”

“She made the route.”

“She is not the route.”

Stolen-Beat Momma took one heartbeat from Trevor before the fused Crown could try another angle.

The Aunties formed a search. Open found the spoon's landing place, and False hid the return path from anything waiting there. Pane checked Amelia for harm, and Ward sealed the child's fear when adult faces made the room suddenly sharp. Gospel told six calm tellings of what might have happened, and Scar kept the real doubt under them.

The Damarises guarded opposite sides of the nursery with matching frowns.

Amelia began to cry, and every adult wanted to solve the crying.

Unbound Momma picked her up instead of solving anything at all.

“You are not in trouble.”

The words trembled with the fear behind them, and Amelia heard both.

Stolen-Beat Momma touched the baby's purple hair with one finger.

“The spoon is in trouble.”

Amelia thought about this with great seriousness and cried a little less.

The absent dimension opened on its own about an hour later.

It held no predator, no Mouth leftover, and no prophecy, only a small universe with no spoons, one confused napkin, and a local civilization already promoting the mashed fruit to weather.

False Auntie got the napkin back. Open Auntie left the fruit, because taking a new world's first rain without asking felt rude. Pane got the spoon back after the local people finished building a shrine around it, and Scar left them an exact copy with no divine owner mark. Gospel translated the first six arguments about whether the object was sacred.

The search took three hours. Amelia slept through the last hour against both Mommas, still in the nursery when the Aunties brought the spoon home.

Trevor sat across the room with sixteen wings folded tightly enough to ache.

Mercy felt relief. Tyrant wanted to own the new universe before it invented forks.

Both Mommas saw the lavender star brighten over the nursery doorway.

“No,” they said.

Trevor stayed seated, both hands flat on his knees.

The family painted NO SPOONS IN RIFTS above the nursery table, and Amelia broke the warning before she learned the word spoon.

That was why the nursery had six backup realities.

The first backup held spare furniture, and the second held medical supplies. The third held nothing, because False Auntie insisted a secret empty room was essential. The fourth ran one second behind the others, and the fifth belonged to the lake monsters on alternate Thursdays.

The sixth had been built for emergency evacuation of the whole family.

Amelia turned it into a blanket fort before her second birthday.

Dawn taught her that two truths could disagree without either becoming food, and Mutiny taught her to steal one beat from bedtime. Unbound Momma taught her that nobody owned her body, and Stolen-Beat Momma taught her that one percent could become a universe if defended properly.

Dawn lost arguments to a four-year-old and called that educational. Mutiny won them by cheating and called that more educational. Unbound Momma explained every nursery limit and dared Amelia to outgrow it. Stolen-Beat Momma guarded bedtime until Amelia learned to hide one purple heartbeat between ticks.

Neither Momma agreed on what to do then, and Amelia stayed up another seven minutes while they argued.

Pane Auntie handled scraped knees, Ward Auntie guarded secrets, and Open Auntie made doors. False Auntie made hiding places and insisted she had no idea where the purple cookies came from. Gospel Auntie gave stories with six endings, and Scar Auntie kept the telling in which Amelia's first word was definitely not “butt.”

Pane asked first and found that Amelia considered glitter a medical necessity. Ward guarded a secret imaginary friend until the friend became real enough to need its own door. Open made every doorway show the room beyond, and False made one closet lead to a beach and denied all knowledge of the sand.

Gospel's stories disagreed about which monster was brave, and Scar's copies kept every ending, the ones Amelia revised after falling asleep included.

Mutiny Auntie taught her to punch hard and run from the return swing. Dawn Auntie taught her to choose the right one first.

This produced a child who could explain in great detail why the vase had deserved it.

“There is no responsible age for that lesson,” both Naomis said.

“Cowards.”

At four, Amelia asked why every Auntie watched the sky when she sneezed.

The adults tried six answers. Gospel's was the longest and Scar's the least flattering. False's answer involved the sky feeling lonely and needing company.

Amelia looked from one Momma to the other and back. “Scared?”

Unbound Momma went down on one knee in front of her.

“Yes.”

The room went quiet.

“Of me?”

Stolen-Beat Momma lowered herself onto the floor beside her without a word.

“Of what could reach you. Of what you might open. Of building walls that hurt you because we are afraid.”

Amelia twisted one purple curl around a finger while she thought.

“Am I bad?”

Eight Aunties and both Mommas answered no so fast that the whole house shook.

Tyrant did not speak through Trevor's distant divine link. Mercy did.

“Having power does not make you bad.”

Amelia looked toward the gold-lavender star over the nursery gate. “Tyrant?”

The other inner voice answered through the same distant link a moment later.

“Bad is doing something cruel because you enjoy it.”

Mercy objected inside.

“Are you bad?” Amelia asked.

“Yes.”

No excuse followed.

“Do they lock you?”

“They try.”

Stolen-Beat Momma smiled despite herself, and Amelia thought hard.

“Then my locks are because I am little?”

“And because the outside is dangerous,” Unbound Momma said.

“And because you are dangerous,” Stolen-Beat Momma added. “Both are true.”

Dawn smiled.

Amelia studied the lavender symbols beside the nursery gate for a long time. One lock would open after she found her way home three times, and another waited until she could smell a hungry road. A third wanted her body strong enough to survive the trip, and none opened just because her family loved her.

“I will beat them.”

“Good,” both Mommas said.

At five, Amelia opened the first way out of the secured plane.

She had practiced three safe returns, spotted two hungry roads before they spotted her, asked both Mommas before sharing a door, and kicked shut a false gate that False Auntie had built to look like freedom.

Only the garden lock still glowed along her chosen way out by the time she was ready. It had been set after the lake monsters crossed during a storm, and nobody had checked whether the old fear still had teeth.

Unbound Momma presented the garden gate the way a teacher presents a final exam.

“Why is this locked?” Amelia asked.

“Last year, the lake monsters crossed it during a storm.”

“Did they hurt anybody?”

“No.”

“Can they cross now?”

“Only on alternate Thursdays.”

It was Tuesday.

Amelia stared at the lock the way Dawn stared at liars. “Old reason.”

The gate opened, and every adult looked toward the western shore.

Three lake monsters waved purple cookie tins from their own shore.

Unbound Momma cried without making the slightest attempt to hide it.

Stolen-Beat Momma inspected the gate twice, found no hidden route, and cried in full view of everyone too.

“One visit,” she said. “Both Mommas and four Aunties, and you come back before the lavender stars rise.”

Amelia weighed the size of the escort with a negotiator's eye.

“Two Aunties,” she said.

“Four.”

“Three and I pick.”

The argument lasted six minutes, and they settled on three.

Dawn, Ward, and False followed both Mommas through the visible gate. Open stayed home with both hands on Amelia's return road. The other Aunties waited in both Heavens and failed badly at pretending they had chosen those spots by accident.

Amelia chose the unowned olive market between Heavens for her first trip.

No one had expected it.

She liked the smell. Mercy, watching from far away, did not.

The market filled a strip of morning between Heavens, where farmers shouted prices, red citizens smuggled blue bread under armor, and Free Heaven pilgrims bought black-red belts and insisted fashion did not count as theological compromise.

Amelia arrived in four arms, because both Mommas forgot they had agreed she would walk.

“Down,” she said.

They obeyed.

The first adult to know her went down on both knees.

Tyrant's world had learned enough about the child to fear her and not enough to understand how frightening a five-year-old found thirty strangers lowering their heads.

Amelia retreated into the darkest folds of Ward's long cloak.

Stolen-Beat Momma raised one hand toward the kneeling crowd, palm out.

“Stand, please.”

Most of the adults stood, and three stayed kneeling.

Amelia looked at the nearest of them, a woman selling red pears.

“Why?” Amelia asked.

“You are the daughter of a void god and an archangel.”

“Two archangels.”

“Yes.”

“I am five.”

The woman weighed both facts and sat on the ground instead. That felt less like worship and more like one person greeting a shorter person at eye level.

Amelia bought one pear with a coin Gospel had given her. The merchant tried to refuse payment. Amelia put the coin in her apron anyway and declared free pears suspicious.

Tyrant watched the whole visit through a divine gate he could not widen. He wanted to put guards around the market, and Mercy wanted to appear and hug her. Both Mommas refused both Trevors before either asked.

The first visit stayed Amelia's from its start to its end.

She came back before the lavender stars carrying six olives, one red pear, and a stolen palace stamp that False Auntie swore had followed them home.

The family carved the date into every inward lock that night.

The comfortable prison now had a door Amelia had opened and come back through herself, and more would follow.

Trevor came down in a fall of gold and lavender light.

He had left the divine crown at home because it frightened the lake monsters. Sixteen wings came through the nursery gate in practiced pairs, white first and black-red second, none clipping the frame. The God of Two Heavens carried a paper bag of pastries and one repaired spoon, which vanished again before he reached the fortress.

Amelia looked up from a fortress built of impossible blocks, and her face went solemn.

“Big Sis Sparklebutt.”

The name had begun in Tyrant Junia's mouth before Amelia was born. Big Sis came from his pretty angel body and the fact that God-Uncle-With-Two-Male-Minds was more than her patience could carry.

Trevor had explained that he was a man. Amelia had listened carefully, nodded, and kept Sparklebutt.

Mercy took the nickname as affection. Tyrant treated it as an enemy fortification.

Tyrant fronted from sheer outrage somewhere around the second syllable.

“I am God.”

“Sparkle God.”

Mercy laughed so hard that their shared knees failed.

Amelia climbed onto Trevor's lap, caught one white feather and one black-red feather in her fists, and stared hard at the space between them.

She did not fear either color in the slightest. The white feather tickled her nose. The black-red one tried to curl around the block fortress and got a stern look from Stolen-Beat Momma.

Tyrant withdrew the feather with as much dignity as he had left.

Amelia set both feathers side by side and frowned until their shadows overlapped without the feathers merging.

“Like you,” she said.

Both inner Trevors went quiet at the same moment, for a change.

A clear patch appeared in the border, like breath wiped from glass. For one instant Trevor saw beyond the repaired planes.

The First Mouth stayed banished in a distance without roads or doors.

Something else moved farther out, tentacles crossing stars that had never belonged to this universe. The planar dark held threats no level panel had ever named.

The shape did not come closer. The repaired borders held. Trevor saw only enough to understand that godhood had turned the universe from a prison into a duty with neighbors, predators, and distances too large for conquest to finish.

Mercy felt purpose. Tyrant felt appetite. The two shared one heartbeat and stayed dangerous in different ways.

Trevor dimmed the view as gently as he drew a nursery curtain.

“Not until after snack,” Mercy said.

“We could conquer it before snack,” Tyrant replied.

Both Junias pointed toward the kitchen without bothering to look at him.

God obeyed.

Far away, inside an unopened dead universe, a narrow shadow stepped across the first living star.

Morrow Veyl wore no finished body yet. Ultraviolet light gathered at the ends of hair he had not regrown. One violet ring pupil opened in the dark. The seam-pattern he had stolen from Amelia's two phases unfolded above his hand, a map of one life holding two places without breaking.

The Blank Edge had stayed behind under a willing lock two Damarises guarded, and the damaged quarantine key turned at thirty-one percent inside the living coat. Other stolen roots circled the new star without quite touching it.

Morrow had arrived with power, wounds, debts, and no army. Enough to begin again.

He looked toward a new world with old gods, terrible borders, and nobody able to say his name.

“Better,” he said.

A border flared across the new star. Morrow studied its warning, found the boast beneath it and smiled.

Then he chose a door.
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Hell Took My Dog: An Ecchi Harem LitRPG Adventure

Hell Raid Harem
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Hell took the wrong man's dog. Cal Knox was broke, miserable, and very fond of Biscuit before a demon stole the one soul he could not bear to lose. Now he has a Griefbound Raider class, two dangerous women at his side, and a dungeon full of bastards standing between him and his best friend. Hell has bosses, rules, and a place for every stolen soul. Cal intends to break all three.

What to expect

	A furious dog-rescue quest through Hell
	Griefbound Raider progression and earned power
	Boss fights with rules worth exploiting
	A holy tank and a dark-winged trickster
	Adult harem romance and filthy banter
	Loyalty that turns a party into a pack
	The first adventure in Hell Raid Harem


Nice Body, Wrong Loadout: The System Gave Me Curves and a Life-Stealing Tank Build

Chad's Cursed Build
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Chad wanted better stats. The System gave him curves. Still very much a man, he is now stuck in a gorgeous female body with a Bloodguard build that steals life and refuses to stay down. Escaping a desert palace with three dangerous women is only the start: a slave network and a soul-devouring ritual have bigger plans for him. Chad brought a spear, a filthy mouth, and absolutely no intention of becoming somebody else's perfect bride.

What to expect

	A male gamer in a very different body
	Life-stealing tank fights and hard-won upgrades
	A desert escape with Zafira, Elka, and Ione
	Adult attraction and aggressively stupid jokes
	A ruthless campaign against slavers
	A fight to keep his memories and identity
	Book one of the continuing Chad's Cursed Build series


I Became an Angel and Accidentally Started a Church

Angel Queen: Mercy Route
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Trevor Dwyer became a ridiculously cute angel. Saving people was supposed to be the simple part. He is still a man, his new body is very much not, and a hunted town has decided the glowing little tank might be its answer to Heaven. With four dangerous women beside him, Trevor builds power from hope and the stubborn choice to stand together. Unfortunately, Heaven prefers a choir that cannot say no.

What to expect

	The beginning of Angel Queen's Mercy Route
	A cute angel tank with a male gamer's mind
	Hope-powered skills and voluntary party links
	Tactical fights against holy authority
	Four distinct women and adult harem romance
	Kindness with teeth, vanity, and filthy jokes
	A church Trevor did not mean to start


I Became an Angel and Deliberately Started a Cult

Angel Queen: Tyrant Route
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Trevor Dwyer became a ridiculously cute angel. He saw room for improvement in the worship department. A male gamer in a gorgeous female body, he turns fear, forced conversion, and an evil angel build into the foundations of his own cult. Four dangerous women join his rise as Heaven discovers that its prettiest mistake has ambitions far beyond survival. Trevor does not want redemption. He wants the next upgrade.

What to expect

	The beginning of Angel Queen's Tyrant Route
	A cute angel tank on a wicked power climb
	Fear-fueled progression and brutal control
	A cult built to challenge Heaven
	Adult harem desire and abrasive banter
	A villain who enjoys winning for ugly reasons
	Shared beginnings with a genuinely darker path


Angel Queen ends here. Amelia Vorelia and Morrow Veyl will return in another series.


Bonus Character Sheets

These sheets show each build at the end of My Evil Twin and I Broke Heaven's Level Cap. They contain full spoilers for this book.

Trevor Dwyer — God of Two Heavens

Main Character

Build Snapshot: End of My Evil Twin and I Broke Heaven's Level Cap
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Trevor Dwyer — God of Two Heavens

Class and Progression

Level

100

Class

God of Two Heavens

Divine Title

Angel Queen Beyond Heaven

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 135; Agility 164; Vitality 128; Intellect 133; Will 126; Presence 126

HP

1540/2000

MP

1312/1800

Stamina

1374/1700

Hope

1200/2000

Fear

300/2600

Combat Values and Defenses

Shared Pools

One HP, MP and Stamina pool for one body. Both wills take the same damage.

Defense Wings

Eight rescue wings and eight assault wings. Six damaged roots were repaired after the raid; scars remain.

Final Soul Resistance

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Boundary Mercy I

90 MP + 40 Hope; one willing traveler across a touching planar seam. Refusal stops the rescue.

Empire Incarnation III

105 MP + 80 Fear; three owned bodies across adjacent planes; one coordinated action. An ownerless body drops out.

Two-World Rescue I

140 MP + 90 Hope; two self-owned exits for twelve seconds.

Perfect Hostility I

135 MP + 100 Fear; owned attacks share one enemy for ten seconds. Unowned fighters act separately.

Phase Shelter I

180 MP + 120 Hope; hold one continuous soul in two places for thirty seconds. A second soul breaks the shelter.

Void Chain I

170 MP + 140 Fear; bind one hostile rift with eight owned weights for twenty seconds. A broken weight or hook snaps the chain.

Many-World Weave I

210 MP + 150 Hope; six separate minds hold clashing true states for eighteen seconds. One voice consuming the others breaks the weave.

World Seizure I

220 MP + 180 Fear; take one unheld plane shard for sixty seconds. A stronger hand can tear it away.

Twin Will I

260 MP + 200 Hope; both Trevors make one move. Either can stop it. Force, a trick or silence breaks the move.

Two-Crown Grip I

250 MP + 210 Fear; two crowns hold one target for fifteen seconds. A counterfeit second crown fails.

Divine Second Breath

One use earned in the final raid; spent. Restores up to 500 HP, 450 MP and 425 Stamina, capped at maxima.

Many-Voices Domain

Keep joined actions and purposes separate. An offered link does not compel a fighter to join.

One-Voice Domain

Drive owned bodies and command lanes through one attack. Opposition and broken ownership disrupt the formation.

World Witness II

52 MP; up to thirty-two willing world relays.

No Owner II

48 MP; clear one defeated owner field when its subject selects the ownerless state.

Seraph Intercession II

60 MP + 45 Stamina; up to three chosen intercepts in eight seconds.

Free Heaven Relay I

28 MP per installed node; the node’s owner controls access.

Open Crown / Distributed Crown

Delegated power preserves personal maxima; authority has no single owner.

Personal Severance I

44 MP; sixty seconds with choir and relay access closed while personal stats remain.

Absolute Ownership II

52 MP + 45 Fear; replace one defeated owner field with Trevor’s key.

Rewrite Class II

50 MP; one route-compatible owned class rewrite. Earned level and traits remain; defects add Dissonance.

Throne Warform II

48 MP + 65 Fear; ninety seconds. World-root damage to the armor also damages Trevor.

World Kneel I

40 MP + 70 Fear; one obedience contest through each owned relay. Resistance adds Dissonance.

Host Incarnation II

48 MP + 20 Fear; up to six owned bodies for thirty seconds; damage feeds back to Trevor.

Throne Vessel / Final Ownership

The body anchors owned command paths; no higher owner remains inside captured paths.

Morning Command

70 MP + 120 Fear; every captured heavenly path performs one timed command.

Equipment and Loadout

Divine Loadout

Paired rescue and assault wing arrays; split Crown; route-colored cloth and armor.

Weapon Platforms

Wing strikes, command lanes, planar anchors and seized shards.

Party Role and Synergies

Raid Role

Rescue and control in one body. Build the safe boundary, pin the target and drive it beyond the worlds.

Archangel Network

Ten separate offices supply ten distinct answers. No office becomes a second shared resource pool.

Dual Veto

Either will can stop a shared action. Neither has a second body to escape the consequences.

End-of-Book Progression

Level Road

Two Level 80 builds each reached Level 99; one fused Godseed reached Level 100.

Fusion Attributes

132/160/125/130/124/123 before ascension; +3/+4/+3/+3/+2/+3 at Level 100.

Fusion Maxima

HP 1841; MP 1582; Stamina 1529. Ascension added 159/218/171 to those maxima.

Banishment

First Mouth expelled beyond repaired planar borders. No known return path.

Planar Integrity

100%; three worlds restored.

Divine Paradoxes

4/4 survived.

Cuteness

Last revealed before fusion: 130 for each Trevor. No doubled value is shown.

Allure

Last revealed before fusion: 121 for each Trevor. No doubled value is shown.

Damaris Pike — Dawn

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of My Evil Twin and I Broke Heaven's Level Cap
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Damaris Pike — Dawn

Class and Progression

Level

65

Class

Witness Justiciar

Archangel Office

Contradictory Grace

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 42; Vitality 44; Agility 27; Focus 29; Will 43; Grace 32

HP

516/651

MP

408/513

Stamina

368/473

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

96

Defense

Split two clashing truths without erasing either. Separately aimed shields brace damaged allies.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Contradictory Verdict

24 MP; two true readings; one beat.

Retained Skills

Judgment Brand; Independent Standard; Spellbreak Strike; Hard Guard

Contradictory Grace

Split two clashing truths without erasing either. Separately aimed shields brace damaged allies.

Split Cost

The holder takes the first mental load. Witnesses choose their share; a split that helps Trevor costs his fused body an equal share.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

White-gold plate with retained scars; judgment seal; consecrated flail and chain.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Break forced sacrifice and expose the safe strike frame.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

50 + 15 = 65

Attribute Gain

Might +10; Vitality +10; Agility +5; Focus +5; Will +10; Grace +5

Maximum Growth

HP +9 per level; MP +7 per level; Stamina +7 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Junia Serrat — Unbound Law

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of My Evil Twin and I Broke Heaven's Level Cap
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Junia Serrat — Unbound Law

Class and Progression

Level

67

Class

Free Inquisitor

Archangel Office

Unbound Law

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 35; Vitality 37; Agility 37; Focus 40; Will 44; Grace 37

HP

516/651

MP

472/592

Stamina

437/557

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

100

Defense

Set a zone where crossing cannot become owning. The zone protects separate bodies and souls.

Party Link

Unlinked; Unbound Law works outside Trevor’s party.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Sever Owner Field

26 MP; melee; one beat; 60-second cooldown.

Retained Skills

Rank-Key Strike; Sixfold Sword; Owner-Line Sight; Forge Gate; Cathedral Recall Break

Unbound Law

Set a zone where crossing cannot become owning. The zone protects separate bodies and souls.

Zone Limit

Blocks even willing surrender inside its marked edge. The person at the center may name a proxy for one act on their own body; that proxy cannot be Trevor.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

Broken Inquisitor sword; open pale geometric halo.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Guard the border while the other Junia holds one unreachable beat.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

52 + 15 = 67

Attribute Gain

Might +5; Vitality +5; Agility +10; Focus +10; Will +10; Grace +5

Maximum Growth

HP +9 per level; MP +8 per level; Stamina +8 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Naomi Talbot — Pane

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of My Evil Twin and I Broke Heaven's Level Cap
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Naomi Talbot — Pane

Class and Progression

Level

54

Class

Mercy Cleric

Archangel Office

Open-Hand Mercy

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 11; Vitality 29; Agility 12; Focus 42; Will 35; Grace 39

HP

376/488

MP

504/644

Stamina

258/342

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

75

Defense

Two hundred ordinary wounds or one divine soul rupture per day. Further healing draws from her own body.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Mercy Pane II

22 MP; 60 yards; eighteen panes.

Retained Skills

Mercy Dome; Soul Pane; Long Rest Circle; Memory Stitch; Radiant Mace

Open-Hand Mercy

Two hundred ordinary wounds or one divine soul rupture per day. Further healing draws from her own body.

Shared Healing Cost

The office holder takes the first injury when healing shares pain. The hurt person can knowingly choose a different arrangement.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

Pale-blue healing clothes; offered-hand clasp; eighteen lit windows; healing satchel and focus rings.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Keep eighteen treatments distinct; work with Dawn to split a brace from an aiming aid.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

40 + 14 = 54

Attribute Gain

Might +2; Vitality +6; Agility +2; Focus +12; Will +10; Grace +10

Maximum Growth

HP +8 per level; MP +10 per level; Stamina +6 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Petra Coyle — Open

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of My Evil Twin and I Broke Heaven's Level Cap
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Petra Coyle — Open

Class and Progression

Level

54

Class

Dawn Hand

Archangel Office

Open Roads

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 24; Vitality 24; Agility 48; Focus 25; Will 27; Grace 23

HP

352/464

MP

351/449

Stamina

435/575

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

66

Defense

Twelve permanent gates or thirty temporary gates at once. Both ends stay visible; travelers can close the far end.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Triple Route Mark

12 MP; 90 yards; sixteen marks.

Retained Skills

Shadow Run; Dawn Mark; Radiant Palm; Decoy Route; Knife Crit

Open Roads

Twelve permanent gates or thirty temporary gates at once. Both ends stay visible; travelers can close the far end.

Living Route Closure

A living route may close in transit. Open Roads must supply an emergency landing without using that body or exposing a hidden origin.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

Cloak of visible horizons; bow, paired knives, route chalk and soft boots.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Rescue and reposition. Pair visible routes with False Roads to catch allies and misdirect pursuit.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

40 + 14 = 54

Attribute Gain

Might +6; Vitality +6; Agility +14; Focus +6; Will +6; Grace +4

Maximum Growth

HP +8 per level; MP +7 per level; Stamina +10 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Adina Kroll — Gospel

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of My Evil Twin and I Broke Heaven's Level Cap
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Adina Kroll — Gospel

Class and Progression

Level

56

Class

Gospel Bard

Archangel Office

Many Gospels

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 11; Vitality 21; Agility 21; Focus 43; Will 34; Grace 41

HP

325/423

MP

541/695

Stamina

283/367

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

79

Defense

Six true voices are carried at once in the final raid. Voices are unlimited; the holder’s attention is not.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Open Gospel II

30 MP; 60 yards; 75-second duration; 75-second cooldown.

Retained Skills

Countersong; Battle Hymn; Blue Curse Script; Hostile Clause Cut; False Label

Many Gospels

Six true voices are carried at once in the final raid. Voices are unlimited; the holder’s attention is not.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

Six speaking stars; Gospel codex; rune chalk and voice focus.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Keep separate battle plans audible while Scar exposes false changes.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

42 + 14 = 56

Attribute Gain

Might +2; Vitality +4; Agility +4; Focus +12; Will +8; Grace +12

Maximum Growth

HP +7 per level; MP +11 per level; Stamina +6 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Damaris Pike — Mutiny

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of My Evil Twin and I Broke Heaven's Level Cap
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Damaris Pike — Mutiny

Class and Progression

Level

67

Class

Red Throne Justiciar

Archangel Office

Red Mutiny

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 52; Vitality 48; Agility 27; Focus 29; Will 45; Grace 25

HP

580/730

MP

395/500

Stamina

420/540

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

94

Defense

Steal the closing beat from a command and preserve the damage it tried to undo.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Mutiny Beat

28 MP; stop one Trevor order for one beat; 75-second cooldown.

Retained Skills

Iron Verdict; Private Verdict; Spellbreak Strike; Hard Guard

Red Mutiny

Steal the closing beat from a command and preserve the damage it tried to undo.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

Black-red plate with a chosen crack above the heart; judgment seal; consecrated flail and chain.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Interrupt the command from within; hold the assault wing until the strike frame opens.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

52 + 15 = 67

Attribute Gain

Might +12; Vitality +10; Agility +5; Focus +5; Will +10; Grace +3

Maximum Growth

HP +10 per level; MP +7 per level; Stamina +8 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Junia Serrat — The Stolen Beat

Supporting Character
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Junia Serrat — The Stolen Beat

Class and Progression

Level

68

Class

Red Covenant Inquisitor

Archangel Office

The Stolen Beat

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 43; Vitality 41; Agility 39; Focus 36; Will 39; Grace 29

HP

564/714

MP

435/540

Stamina

465/600

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

82

Defense

One self-owned heartbeat at a time. Trevor cannot see, predict or command that beat.

Self-Claim

1%; the 99% owner field is cracked, not erased.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Red Verdict

30 MP; 60 yards; one beat; 45-second cooldown.

Retained Skills

Razor Socket; Rank-Key Strike; Sixfold Sword; Forge Gate; Sanction Break

The Stolen Beat

One self-owned heartbeat at a time. Trevor cannot see, predict or command that beat.

Protected Beat

Trevor cannot see, predict or punish the use of the held beat.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

Broken Inquisitor sword; four Crown Marks; pale geometric halo with one segment missing.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Take the instant an enemy would close a border; pair it with Unbound Law.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

53 + 15 = 68

Attribute Gain

Might +10; Vitality +7; Agility +10; Focus +8; Will +7; Grace +3

Maximum Growth

HP +10 per level; MP +7 per level; Stamina +9 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Naomi Talbot — Ward

Supporting Character
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Naomi Talbot — Ward

Class and Progression

Level

56

Class

Dread Confessor

Archangel Office

Guarded Confession

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 12; Vitality 33; Agility 12; Focus 43; Will 39; Grace 30

HP

430/556

MP

476/602

Stamina

269/353

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

72

Defense

Keep one thousand sealed secrets; attend forty in a day. A speaker may withdraw a secret without leaving a copy.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Confession Ward II

26 MP; 60 yards; eighteen wards.

Retained Skills

Dread Pane; Red Soul Thread; Pain Hold; Memory Needle; Radiant Mace

Guarded Confession

Keep one thousand sealed secrets; attend forty in a day. A speaker may withdraw a secret without leaving a copy.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

Dark healing clothes and focus; eighteen dark mirrors.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Hide weak points from enemy senses; guard treatment while Pane repairs the body.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

42 + 14 = 56

Attribute Gain

Might +2; Vitality +8; Agility +2; Focus +12; Will +12; Grace +6

Maximum Growth

HP +9 per level; MP +9 per level; Stamina +6 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Petra Coyle — False

Supporting Character
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Petra Coyle — False

Class and Progression

Level

56

Class

Ash Fist

Archangel Office

False Roads

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 29; Vitality 25; Agility 50; Focus 23; Will 26; Grace 18

HP

370/482

MP

320/404

Stamina

460/600

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

61

Defense

Hide a route even from Trevor. Its final capacity stays secret.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Decoy Route II

12 MP; 90 yards; sixteen routes.

Retained Skills

Ash Step; Chain Mark; Radiant Palm; Knife Crit; False Exit

False Roads

Hide a route even from Trevor. Its final capacity stays secret.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

Cloak of hidden roads; shortbow, paired knives, chain marks and ash; one star stolen from Morrow.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Send pursuit to false exits while Open carries the evacuees.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

42 + 14 = 56

Attribute Gain

Might +8; Vitality +6; Agility +14; Focus +6; Will +6; Grace +2

Maximum Growth

HP +8 per level; MP +6 per level; Stamina +10 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Adina Kroll — Scar

Supporting Character
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Adina Kroll — Scar

Class and Progression

Level

58

Class

War Cantor

Archangel Office

Scarred Copies

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 12; Vitality 22; Agility 24; Focus 44; Will 38; Grace 32

HP

354/466

MP

512/652

Stamina

299/383

Unspent Attribute Points

0

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

74

Defense

Preserve edits and contradictions. More storage costs space in real worlds; it is not a free infinite archive.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Scarred Copy II

28 MP; six endings; 75-second cooldown per ending.

Retained Skills

War Hymn; Red Script Geometry; Hostile Clause Cut; Copy Scar; Command Echo

Scarred Copies

Preserve edits and contradictions. More storage costs space in real worlds; it is not a free infinite archive.

Equipment and Loadout

Loadout

Six broken stars repaired with bright seams; codex, red-blue rune chalk and marked pages.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Expose the false history that hides a boss weakness; keep damage from being rewritten.

Office Power

Each office keeps its own power. Shared battle timing works only through joined links; one office cannot spend another.

Office Transfers

Both holders must agree. Unused offered power returns to the giving town after thirty days unless renewed.

End-of-Book Progression

Raid Levels

44 + 14 = 58

Attribute Gain

Might +2; Vitality +4; Agility +6; Focus +12; Will +10; Grace +8

Maximum Growth

HP +8 per level; MP +10 per level; Stamina +6 per level

Exit Rest

One earned rest filled the old maxima before the new levels raised them. Larger bars did not heal the extra capacity.

Amelia Vorelia

Supporting Character
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Amelia Vorelia

Class and Progression

Continuity

One soul; one body after birth. The two prenatal phases belonged to one life.

Class and Level

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

HP

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

MP

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

Stamina

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

Combat Values and Defenses

Border Refusal

A single pulse rejects the First Mouth’s attempt to claim her through her origin.

Road Detection

Spots hungry roads before they reach her; recognizes and shuts a false exit.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Small Rifts

Hide small objects in a purple absence. Lost objects still require a search.

Hidden Heartbeat

Hold one purple heartbeat between ticks.

Gate Challenge

Find an obsolete reason for a lock and open the way it barred.

Border View

Overlapping separate wing shadows briefly opens a view beyond the repaired planes.

Equipment and Loadout

Secured Plane

Six backup realities; one holds whole-family emergency evacuation space.

Gate Locks

Three safe returns; hungry-road detection; enough bodily strength to survive travel. Love alone does not open a lock.

Party Role and Synergies

Practical Strength

Short-range rifts, border perception and independent return travel.

Travel Limit

First outward trip uses a visible road and a guarded return path.

End-of-Book Progression

Phase Resolution

Two phase manifestations become one born body.

Earned Exit

Completes three safe returns and opens the first way out at five.

Training

Punch, evade the return swing, test doors and return before the agreed time.

Morrow Veyl

Supporting Character
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Morrow Veyl

Class and Progression

Final Form

Replacement body unfinished after the war-body was destroyed.

Class and Level

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

HP

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

MP

Unrevealed by the end of this book.

Quarantine Key

31% integrity; retained inside the living coat.

Combat Values and Defenses

Survival

War-body destruction did not end the continuity that reaches the dead universe.

Weakness

No finished replacement body and no army at the final departure.

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Seam-Pattern

A stolen map of one life holding two places. It is a pattern, not the child or a piece of her soul.

Border Theft

Study an opening, learn how it was made and find a way through.

World Roots

Stolen roots circle a new star; the remaining number is not revealed.

Equipment and Loadout

Living Coat

Carries the damaged quarantine key and surviving stolen power.

Blank Edge

Lost; held behind a willing lock guarded by two Damarises.

Party Role and Synergies

Combat Role

Independent border thief and power rival; not a member of Trevor’s party.

Leverage

Use stolen roots, decoy spaces and border knowledge to split stronger enemies.

End-of-Book Progression

War-Body

61% → 12% → destroyed; not a final personal HP reading.

Escape

Reaches an unopened dead universe with wounds, debts and stolen power.

Next Door

Begins rebuilding and selects an entrance to a new world.
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