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Chapter 1 — Nine Minutes to Obey

T

revor Dwyer knew the raid was lost when Mitch said, “Trust me.” The Ash Warden had raised its cracked left gauntlet by then. A red spark crawled through the wrist seam. It was the same tell that had killed twelve pulls, three friendships, and most of his patience.


Into the headset, he said, “Mitch, run left.”

Mitch ran right, which turned a simple mistake into a work of art.

He leaned closer to the blue-lit screen and watched the boss turn. “Bold move. You found a third way through a two-way threat.”

Across his screen, fire wiped Mitch and both healers. Around him, the rest of the players shouted clashing plans over one another. No one had enough health for the next attack; still, half the group waited for a plan that could not arrive before the next cast killed them.

He stopped asking and gave them the only sequence that still worked: “Stack left, roll through the wrist, and hit the bright seam when it locks.”

Five players moved at once without waiting for one more fight. His own slid beneath the burning arm and drove a blade into the broken joint, then he tore a full inch from the health bar before the hidden break point shone white.

He allowed himself one sharp laugh. “So command is just being right loudly enough.”

From the split seam, white light burst across his screen with a glow too solid and violent for any win effect. Then it punched through the glass and caught him by the face; it dragged him forward until his chair struck the bedroom wall hard enough to crack plaster.

The headset cord snapped tight around his throat while raw current burned through his skull, yet one hand stayed locked on the mouse. His bare heel hammered the floor, and burnt plastic fouled the room as the raid voices stretched into a machine howl.

At 2:12 a.m., Trevor tried to call for his mother; however, his jaw would not open. And she would knock at seven because she trusted neither his alarm nor his promise to attend algebra, and his heart stopped before she could hear him fall.

For one awful second, he saw himself from outside: nineteen, dead in a cheap chair, one orange soda by the keys, and his school work not done. His mother was six hours away from finding him, but she did not know that her only son had gone cold. Regret came late and did no good, followed by rage that his whole life had ended because a broken game threat reached through the wrong screen.

Then, before he could decide if anger counted as a final prayer, his bedroom narrowed into a blue tunnel and threw him toward a different light.

Rough stone struck his shoulder and abruptly knocked the breath from a smaller chest than the one he had known. When he dragged air back in, dust scratched a high, strange throat; a cold draft moved across bare thighs and beneath two broad, soft shapes fixed to his back.

Long blonde hair covered half his face when he opened his eyes; a torn white shift clung to a narrow waist and ended high on slim legs. And it curved over two pale breasts that shifted with each breath. Behind him, a pair of white wings lay across cracked tiles like silk sheets nailed to his shoulders.

For three heartbeats, he stared at the strange new shape before cupping one breast through the shift to test its full weight. Heat tightened low in his body, and in a sweet young woman's voice he said, “Death rolls a bold new build.”

Warmth followed his hand through the cloth. Still, he did not recoil from the pleasure or the body that made it; the response came from his nerves, not a verdict on who he was. Plainly, the new gear was fine and called for a close look once he was safe.

He sat up; then, his weight shifted through soft hips and a chest much fuller than the rest of his small frame, yet both wings flared to catch him and struck broken benches. Then they filled the ruined hall with dust before folding at odd angles.

Trevor brushed grit from one feather. “Strong, wild, and much wider than the game screen showed.”

Above his head, a cracked halo flickered and leaked pale light through a rear gap. That explained the faint reflection moving across the tiles. No mirror stood nearby, so he pulled a polished bronze plate from beneath a fallen prayer rail and angled it toward his face.

A young queen looked back at him from the battered bronze. Pale white skin framed a soft face with long lashes and rose lips. His blonde hair fell near his waist while the same gray eyes stayed keen beneath the beauty.

The image smiled when he did, and the result was pretty enough to cause swift bad judgment. He checked the view from one side before saying, “I would make some bad choices about me.”

That pleasure came too fast, and a cold doubt rose beneath the heat. Had the body only changed what he felt, or had it begun to change the man who felt it?

Carefully searching his mind for seams or blank spots. Springfield stayed clear, along with his mother's number, his own name, and each failed raid call. He also recalled the awful details of his first try at asking a woman out; men annoyed him, he wanted women, and he had died set on winning.

He stayed Trevor: a nineteen-year-old man in a woman's body that was lovely, warm, and his until proved false. None of those facts had the right to rename him.

A wet cough broke his self-check.

Across the broken rite circle, an armored woman lay braced against a cracked pillar base. She looked twenty-three or close to it, tall and broad beneath dented silver half-plate; even so, her lightly sun-tanned white skin had gone gray near the mouth. A black claw had pierced the mail below her ribs, and blood pooled under one hip in a wide crescent.

Her gray-green eyes opened. She saw Trevor and reached for a severed flail chain.

She breathed the title as if it bore the weight of rank: “Founder angel.”

The words held no thanks and no warm welcome; instead, they made a demand of a lovely form she thought had been called to serve.

Trevor liked her severe face, her heavy braid, and the stubborn hand crawling toward the weapon despite obvious blood loss. He liked far less the job she had assigned him before offering one handy fact.

With both wings spreading to correct a center of gravity he had not yet mastered, he rose too fast and crossed the circle in three careful steps.

He ordered it without raising his lovely new voice: “Stop reaching.”

Her fingers froze for half a second before continuing, which meant the command had produced surprise instead of obedience.

Before she reached it, Trevor planted one bare foot on the flail chain. “Name, age, class, number of foes, and whatever kills you first.”

The woman's stare went from his foot along the exposed length of his leg. Yet it paused at the torn edge of the shift before at last reaching his face. “You command before you understand.”

He met her stare without yielding an inch and said, “I prioritize while you bleed, so answer.”

She pressed one gauntlet against the wound. “Damaris Pike. Twenty-three. Inquisitor. I heard six rakers before the founder rite failed. Two are dead.”

He nodded toward the cracks and asked, “That leaves four, so what kills you first?”

She said through clenched teeth, “The open soul breach.”

He removed his foot from the chain but kept it within kicking distance. “Better. What were you trying to summon?”

Damaris's gaze tightened. “An empty founder vessel.”

He spread his hands to display the inconvenient evidence and said, “You got a founder vessel with a man inside it, so adapt.”

Her eyes moved over his soft face, breasts, bare thighs, wings, and broken halo. “That vessel is female.”

Trevor smiled at the challenge in her voice. “Your powers of observation may save us both. I am still Trevor Dwyer, nineteen, male, he and him, and now you can tell me why four demons want your soul.”

Below them, a heavy body struck the tiles hard enough to scatter grit across Damaris's breastplate.

Damaris ignored it. “You died to enter the vessel.”

He confirmed it with a small nod: “Yes, unless this is an unusually committed hallucination.”

She searched his face and said, “You accept that remarkably quickly.”

He glanced at the pulsing cracks before replying, “I will grieve when nothing is chewing through the floor beneath us.”

The impact came again, and black light leaked through six cracks around the circle in time with a slow pulse below.

He crouched over Damaris without touching her, and the new body folded easily at the hips while her focus followed the motion before returning to his face. Good; beauty was leverage even before he knew its stat line, and she was too disciplined to conceal each reaction while dying.

He kept his voice level when he asked, “Why did the rite fail?”

Damaris said only as much as necessary: “The vessel should have got a blank sanctioned soul, but yours displaced it.”

He watched her eyes when he asked, “Who sanctioned the blank one?”

Damaris's mouth hardened.

There. The missing answer counted.

He leaned closer. “Who owns founder angels?”

She gave him an order in return. “Close the breach.”

He smiled more sweetly than the threat deserved and said, “That impressive silence was not an answer.”

She tightened her hand over the wound and said, “It is the command that may keep us alive.”

He shook his head and replied, “Commands without mechanics are prayers, and I need rules.”

The floor jumped hard enough to knock one bench onto its side. From beneath the summoning circle came claws moving with deliberate hunger toward Damaris's blood.

She said, “Rakers hunt exposed souls, and mine opens when this body dies.”

He touched two fingers to his own breastbone and asked, “What happens to mine?”

She looked at the light from his halo. “Yours shines bright enough to call everything below us.”

He let out a slow breath before saying, “Great. Apparently I spawn with threat generation.”

Trevor reached for the wound; then, Damaris seized his wrist before he touched the torn mail. Her grip stayed strong.

She held him fast and warned, “Do not enter my soul.”

He did not pull away. “I was checking your injury.”

Her grip did not ease. “Founder power does not distinguish cleanly between flesh and soul.”

He said with more confidence than evidence. “Mine will not.”

Trevor looked at the hand around his slim wrist. Even near death, Damaris had strength to spare. The gap should have made him feel vulnerable. Instead, it thrilled him. He wanted the advantage back so badly that the need became its own warning.

Looking carefully from her hand to her hard eyes. “Release me.”

Steadily, Damaris held on for one deliberate heartbeat, then chose to obey. That distinction irked him more than an outright refusal would have.

Almost instinctively, Trevor opened his cracked halo and cast pale light over the hall. It washed across Damaris, the iron bells, and black trails on the stone. Information unfolded without anyone's permission. Fear became a solvable problem with parts he could use.

Her physical wound glowed red. Beneath it, pale threads formed a soul held behind a strong guard. Three black marks ate steadily toward its heart. The ward on the nearest bell was broken. Two rakers waited below the floor, one crept inside the west wall, and the last crouched past the stair.

Nine minutes stayed before Damaris died. Under four separated that death from whatever the rakers planned for her exposed soul.

Then the Choir paths opened.

One path needed her invitation and a high Aether cost, but the other asked Trevor to crush her resistance before the clock ran out. Both would remake her soul as a full Voice. Only the second gave him cheap obedience, reduced memory integrity, and a binding field with his name in it.

Coldly, the System distinguished coercion from consent with perfect clarity, then it made coercion the fast, cheap build.

Carefully reading each line once.

SYSTEM // Oh, fuck it. You found the evil menu. Try not to look so delighted.
READOUT // Founder vessel / crisis readout
VITALS // HP 108/108 — full | MP 146/146 — full
RITE COST // Open rite: 24 MP | soul-break rite: 14 MP | Resonance package still applies.
Trevor Dwyer still lives within.
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 1 with 0 XP.
Attributes: Strike 6 | endure 7 | move 9.
Attributes: Focus 10 | resist 12 | move gracefully 11.
Body adaptation: 0%.
Cuteness: 72 out of 80.
Allure: 58 out of 70.
You still cannot return.
Owner field: unresolved.
Target: Damaris Pike — age 23.
Class: Inquisitor at level 7.
Damaris HP: 17/134 — falling.
Soul: guarded | memory 100 | autonomy 100.
Time to bodily death: 00:08:59.
Update: Choir rite I.
• Open rite: willingness required | 24 MP cost | autonomy retained.
• Soul-break: resistance may be destroyed | 14 MP cost.
• Obedience package: memory 92 | autonomy 35 | exit disabled.
Living rakers: 4.
Soul breach: opening.


Open rite cost 24 MP. Soul-break cost 14. Trevor had 146. The cheap choice also made a stronger captive, faster. The System had priced conscience like an upgrade. He hated how fast he compared the returns. Behind the panel, Damaris watched him as if she knew which path held his gaze.

Trevor hated losing and now knew he hated death much more; he hated that someone had built a holy power where the best move came with a slave's chain. Worst of all, its cold speed spoke to the same part of him that had saved a failed raid by taking command.

A Level 7 Inquisitor under his rule could kill four rakers and explain this world afterward. A dying foe with intact principles might do at most feed the beasts below.

As the floor split wide, Damaris pulled her flail close and said, “You have nine minutes to decide what kind of angel you will be.”

Carefully, Trevor watched the cheap build pulse red beneath her soul's guard.

He watched it pulse once more and said, “No. I have nine minutes to learn just how hard you are to break.”


Chapter 2 — A Better Way to Drag a Woman

T

he first raker broke through the floor with six obsidian claws and no visible head. Tile fragments scattered across the shattered rite circle.


Quickly, Trevor caught Damaris beneath the arms; still, he pulled with considerable strength in his unfamiliar frame. Her half-plate scraped several inches across the stone before his bare heels lost their grip. Her weight dragged him down on top of her with a collision of steel and wings.

His breasts pressed against freezing steel while one of Damaris's thighs pinned his leg; at once, the contact sent an electric thrill through him. And it stole half a breath and proved that the feminine body had no respect for battlefield timing.

Damaris stared past his hair. “Get off me.”

Calmly, he kept his face grave and said, “I am testing the rescue grip.”

She shoved at his shoulder. “You are lying on my wound.”

He rolled aside, leaving a red smear across the torn shift, and swept his hair out of his eyes before saying, “Test failed, but the result was handy.”

The raker hauled the rest of itself through the gap on arms too long for its emaciated trunk. Its body looked flayed and wet, with a circular mouth set in the chest. Each palm held one cloudy eye that rolled toward the light; all six hands slapped the stone and tasted Damaris's blood through their tongues. Together, they rotated toward her as one.

From the floor, Damaris threw the loose end of her flail chain. A sharp whistle followed its iron weight through the dusty air. And it struck one palm-eye and drove it shut; however, the beast kept coming with five hands spread wide.

Damaris pointed past the beast and said, “West bell. Break its pin.”

He glanced at the tall iron bell near the wall and asked, “Why?”

But she blocked a claw with her gauntlet and said, “Because I asked with dying grace.”

Then he used the same tone he had once given stubborn raid leaders: “Mechanics, Pike.”

Her mouth drew tight as she snapped the chain around one more wrist. “The fall will crush it.”

That explanation gave him a rule he could use, so Trevor ran without wasting one more breath.

His first step crossed too much ground for the force he had used, then his hips rotated farther than he meant on the second. But the third would have thrown him face-first into a bench if his wings had not opened without permission. Their powerful downbeat caught a draft beneath the broad feathers and lifted him clear of the wood.

The next stunned second left him hanging well above the broken bench.

Each feather read the draft as touch, pressure, and the promise of lift. The wing roots pulled across his back and deep into his ribs, while a warm rush passed through his full chest, narrow waist, and the soft join of his thighs. His new body liked the act of flight with fierce, shameless force, and it showed him delight before he could brace against it.

He landed against the bell and caught its frame using both hands. Again, his wings kept beating for one additional second. The motion accomplished nothing handy except shake dust from the rafters. It also sent one more pulse of pleasure through his hips before he said, “That was either a skill gain or the world's strangest pelvic floor drill.”

Damaris's flail struck the raker again while she called, “Left pin.”

He found a bent spike above his head and kicked it with one bare heel; still, the corroded iron did not move.

Abruptly, she barked the next step. “Use your wings.”

But he twisted to look at her. “Those are not feet.”

Then she caught the chain in both hands and said, “They are stronger than your legs, and we have insufficient time for wounded pride.”

Behind him, the raker sprang over the broken tiles. Across half the hall, it flew with its arms spread. Quickly, Damaris caught one claw in her chain, yet three more reached past her guard while the last two scraped for her blood.

Trevor spread both wings around the bell frame, yet each resilient vane bent against the iron bars without tearing. He pulled from the joints in his back; then, the motion drove through his narrow waist. There, it gathered momentum through his soft hips as if the whole lovely body had been built around that one task. He hated the disorientation, yet he loved the strength, which left him with no simple feeling to trust.

The corroded pin tore free with a metallic scream.

The bell tipped from its frame and fell across the rite circle with a deep iron note, then the raker looked up through six open palms at the last instant. The thick rim crushed its chest-mouth into the tiles and broke three of its arms.

Black blood struck Trevor from his chin to his bare knees. The dark fluid ran hot as bathwater and thick with ash across his pale skin.

He wiped a line from his lips and tasted burnt salt through a mouth much softer than the joke coming from it before saying, “I have killed my first demon while dressed as a bride after a tavern fight.”

Damaris pointed with two blood-wet fingers. “You pinned it. Rakers heal near an open breach.”

The pinned beast planted its three sound hands and began to push the bell upward.

His halo showed three more shapes closing on the hall through stone and dark air. One raker crawled toward them within the west wall. And two more climbed from below, tracking the red pool beneath Damaris.

Trevor needed her away from the circle before those claws arrived, and his weak arms could not do it.

He stepped over the pinned raker and ordered, “Teach me the lift.”

Damaris gave him a flat look despite the sweat on her face and asked, “You think wings have one motion?”

He pointed toward the shapes in the walls and replied, “I think you have seven minutes and I have a high-speed course.”

She shifted onto one elbow, then hissed as the black claw moved inside her side before instructing, “Spread to full reach. Lock the upper joint, but do not tense the small feathers.”

Trevor followed the logical instructions and tried not to think about the rest. Both wings opened wide enough to brush the fallen benches, and unfamiliar air slid between feathers that had never existed on Earth.

She measured his stance and said, “Lower.”

Trevor bent his knees until the shift climbed high on his thighs.

She shook her head. “Your center is not where it was.”

The words struck unexpectedly close. In truth, they named more than a flaw in his stance. He recalled his original body, tall enough to see over his mother's kitchen shelves; now, he wore a petite and agile shape made for flight. One body was gone, yet the man who recalled it had crossed death without losing the memory.

Beneath his ribs, apprehension rose suddenly. It tried to turn a lesson in balance into proof that Trevor had already been lost.

He said no to let that fear choose the next move and asked, “Where is my center now?”

Damaris touched two fingers to the air in front of his lower belly. Without making contact, she said, “There. Drop through the hips, brace the inner wing, then sweep down.”

Trevor set his hands beneath her arms once more; this time, he felt where her weight would pass through him. His soft thighs bent while the narrow waist held firm. Across the stone, both wings spread low to make a broad white base.

She gave him the timing with one word: “Now.”

Trevor swept down with the whole span instead of fighting it.

The wings took most of the load, and Damaris rose against his chest as if the air itself had caught her. He staggered once when her armor pressed into him, found the new point of balance, and dragged her clear of the blood pool in four hard steps.

Warm pleasure rolled through him with each wingbeat. Almost at once, the burden felt indecently good. It came from the same deep place as the thrill of being held against her armor, but this time it rose because he had chosen the motion and mastered part of it.

That gap counted more than the pleasure itself.

The body could reward him for using it well, but it could not decide why he moved or whose life he purposely chose to save.

He carried Damaris behind a thick prayer rail and set her down carefully. The words came out for his own sake: “Still Trevor.”

She leaned her head against the carved wood and asked, “Was that in doubt?”

He folded his sore wings around the rail and replied, “Everything is in doubt until tested.”

She looked over his blood-wet shift, pale breasts, slim legs, and white wings with the calm of an Inquisitor taking proof before saying, “You enjoyed that body.”

He said no to flinch from the truth and answered, “Very much.”

She watched his face. “And you think pleasure threatens your name.”

Trevor crouched in front of her and kept his wings ready to shield them both while saying, “I think unknown magic deserves less trust than a stranger who tried to summon an empty soul.”

Damaris froze, but the hand over her wound tightened.

There was the weak point again, hidden in what the stern woman refused to defend aloud.

Purposely opening the halo just enough to examine her guarded soul. Without physical contact, he traced the luminous shell around her core. Since his first inspection, that barrier had lost a narrow sliver of light. Three corrupt marks advanced steadily inward. Whenever she looked at the failed rite circle or heard the word empty, a fourth fracture crossed the barrier.

The emerging fault carried the corrosive weight of guilt.

He pointed toward the blood around the circle and asked, “Who else died here?”

She gave him a truth shaped to hide a name: “No one you can save.”

He watched the fault spread a finger's width and said, “That answer cost you.”

Her gaze snapped back to him with more fear than the rakers had earned.

He smiled, and the soft young face made the threat look kind when he said, “Your soul changes color when you hide something.”

She pushed herself upright. “Founder sight should not read private thought.”

He tapped one finger beside his eye and replied, “It does not. Your face does most of the work.”

Before she could answer, masonry exploded from the west wall in a violent wave of dust and knife-edged fragments.

The second raker entered sideways. Along its elongated arms, palm-eyes opened and closed against the light. Trevor threw himself across Damaris before it landed. Around them, both wings formed an instinctive shield he had never been taught to make. Four claws raked feathers instead of flesh. From his left wingtip to the root, they carved agonizing lines.

Agony flashed white through Trevor's back and snapped the hall into unnatural detail.

He screamed in a voice too beautiful for the fury behind it, then he drove one wing outward with each muscle Damaris had shown him how to use. The impact hurled the raker into a fractured pillar and ruptured two of its palm-eyes.

Damaris hooked its rear ankle wielding her chain. “Knee joint.”

Trevor seized a sharp fragment of the broken bell pin. In two low steps, he crossed the distance. Before the raker could recover, he rammed the spike through the vulnerable bend in its rear leg.

The raker collapsed around the injury. At the height of his narrow waist, its circular chest-mouth opened wide.

He jammed his left wing between its teeth to keep them from his soft belly and hated how much that hurt. With his free hand, he caught the torn edge of its throat and pulled until black flesh split from rib to hip with the sound of wet cloth.

Hot gore washed over his arm and soaked the blonde hair hanging across his shoulder.

Even split open, the beast still clawed its way toward Damaris.

Damaris warned him through clenched teeth. “The breach will make it knit.”

Trevor looked through the hole in the wall while holding the spike deep in the raker's leg. A narrow stair curved down toward the black light; meanwhile, the last two beasts climbed beneath it and struck the locked door above them.

Trevor could not kill four beasts fast enough at Level 1. Not with a broken pin and wings he had worn for minutes. Damaris could do it with the flail and her holy class, if she survived and obeyed before the door failed.

He nodded toward the chain in her hands and asked, “Your flail. How much power does it need?”

She saw where the question led and answered, “A full Voice could feed it.”

He tightened his grip on the spike and asked, “Would an open one work?”

She knew the trap in the question and answered, “Yes.”

He did not look away when he asked, “And would a broken one work?”

She gave him the second confirmation in a deliberate voice: “Yes.”

The raker under Trevor's hand began to regenerate around the split in its chest. He drove the pin deeper to slow it and felt the creature shudder beneath his palm.

He laid out the trap she had built for herself: “Then your claim that force is needed to save us was false. You could join freely.”

She held his gaze. “I will not bind my soul to an unknown founder.”

He asked the last clean question: “Even if that refusal kills us?”

She said promptly. “Even then.”

He admired the conviction in that answer because a weaker woman would have bargained with terror; he also recognized the lie beneath it, bright as a fracture in a polished shield.

Her eyes had gone to the dark stair instead of his face. The fear in her guard aimed downward and past the beasts, toward some threat farther below that counted more than her soul or life.

He let the thought become a weapon before she could hide it. “You are not afraid of me owning you. You are afraid your owner will find out.”

Damaris went pale beneath her lightly sun-tanned white skin, and the fault in her guard split into two dark branches.

The answer pleased him more than it should have, because finding a weak point felt too much like winning.

His halo gave two new lessons once it saw both forms of progress. The first would let his soul and body learn each other through chosen motion, building skill without changing the mind that chose. The second would turn Damaris's fear into a wedge against her Will and teach Trevor how to press until the guard broke.

Both lessons were handy, but only the crueler one could solve the next six minutes.

SYSTEM // Darling, that moral slope is now a waterslide.
READOUT // Founder crisis / adaptation readout
VITALS // HP 94/108 — ready | MP 133/146 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Body adaptation: 7%.
New embodied action: burden step.
Wings: bruised | flight untrained | load-bearing confirmed.
He now looks 72 out of 80 cute and 58 out of 70 alluring.
Damaris Pike — age 23.
Damaris HP: 12/134 — falling.
Soul guard: 81%.
Will: 74 / 100 — falling.
Detected fault: prior owner / failed command.
Time to bodily death: 00:06:11.
Update: Available study.
• Guided concord: chosen movement raises body adaptation safely.
• Rite pressure: exploit fault to damage target will.
Living rakers: 4.
Pinned or maimed: 2.
Soul breach: widening.


The panel closed, and Trevor kept one hand pressed against the raker's torn throat while the flesh tried to seal beneath his fingers.

He looked straight at Damaris and asked, “Who owned the rite?”

Damaris looked toward the black stair instead of at him and said, “The Heavenly Concord owns no soul.”

Her guard lost one more thread of light, which told Trevor the oath was not the answer she believed it to be.

Trevor leaned more weight onto the spike and said, “That is a fine oath. Try answering the question.”

The two rakers below struck the stair door together, and the old iron bent inward around the latch.

Damaris lifted her chin despite the sweat on her lips. “Close the breach, founder.”

He made the clean offer once more: “Give me your open Voice.”

She denied him with one firm word: “No.”

He drove into the fault instead of easing back and said, “Then tell me whose command brought your squad here to die.”

Her jaw locked hard enough to show the muscles at each side. The dark line across her guard widened, and the halo showed her Will begin to fall as silence fed the new skill.

Trevor felt Rite Pressure take shape inside his cracked ring as a firm point of cold light. It waited for him to choose between easing back from a dying woman's pain and driving into the wound until she belonged to him.

With one last blow from below, the stair door tore from its hinges and struck the landing.

He smiled at Damaris with the soft face of a young queen while the rakers climbed into view and said, “Good. Now we know where to push.”


Chapter 3 — The Cheap Build

T

he stair door struck the landing. Together, two rakers climbed over it.


Trevor saw the fight as a list of failures waiting to happen. Instead of a glorious last stand, he had four urgent threats. One beast still strained beneath the fallen bell. One more healed around the spike in its leg while the fresh pair climbed into the hall. Damaris had under six minutes to live. And he possessed a torn shift, bruised wings, and enough divine power to violate one dying woman against that timer. And it was not a heroic loadout, but heroism had never saved a raid after the plan collapsed.

He held her gaze and said, “Names.”

She kept her eyes on the rakers when she asked, “What?”

He pressed the fault with a clear demand: “Give me the names of the people who died at this circle.”

The first new beast leaped from the stair. All six palm-eyes fixed on Trevor's halo from its hands. And he tore the spike from its wounded kin and rolled beneath the incoming claws, then the blackened iron entered one palm-eye. Its hand snapped shut around his wrist before he could pull free. Above his face, the chest-mouth folded open with a rush of foul heat. Damaris pulled her chain tight around its lower leg before those teeth could reach him, turning the leap into a fall.

His wing slammed down across its back with the load-bearing motion she had taught him. Bone cracked beneath the feathers, yet the raker used its free hands to drag all three of them toward the blood where the breach could heal it.

He drove his wing harder against the beast and repeated, “The names.”

She wrapped the chain around her forearm and answered, “Edrin Vale. Sister Halwen. Tomas Reed.”

Three pale faces flashed across her soul guard. Each one held a layer of the lie she had used as armor. He did not see their private memories or steal their last words; he saw only the marks left by duty, grief, and blame. Rite Pressure shaped the names into points of cold force inside those marks. His halo rang once. At the note, Damaris flinched as if it had struck her teeth from within.

He watched the names flare inside her guard and asked, “Who ordered it?”

She pulled harder on the chain and ordered, “Close the breach.”

The command tried to end the exchange by casting her duty as the only fact that counted, but he let it fail between them.

He named the truth she had tried to avoid: “Edrin, Halwen, and Tomas died under an order you will not name.”

The raker twisted beneath his wing and found the soft skin above his knee. One claw opened a red line along his thigh; hot blood slid toward his knee beneath the torn shift. Pain threatened to scatter his thoughts into fear and body shock, but Trevor drove his bare heel into the trapped arm until the joint gave way.

She bared her teeth and said, “You know nothing of them.”

He said without mercy, “I know you spend their names like armor.”

Her soul guard lost one more band of light, and the names stayed visible where her perfect doctrine had once hidden them.

The second raker came through the broken door on all six hands. Behind it, the black stair pulsed with breach light. It climbed over its fallen kin while Damaris released her chain. With one weak cast, she caught the returning flail head and split three teeth in the beast's chest-mouth. The blow should have led into a killing return; instead, her arm dropped across her lap before the chain came back.

Trevor felt the change through the halo as clearly as a warning tone. Inside her chest, the heart stuttered and the claw shifted beneath her ribs. Dark marks reached deeper into the soul while blood filled the gap under her armor. Five minutes stayed. With each second, the cruel option became cheaper.

Trevor could stop and offer the costly Open Rite. But her answer would still be no because his honest terms included keeping the bond; he could carry her and learn his body while the beasts fed on the breach. Or he could finish the pressure she had already taught him how to apply. He chose the move that might win. Quietly, he accepted that the System would record a decision instead of an excuse.

He watched the next raker climb and said, “Your command sent them here.”

Her stare sharpened. “No.”

He corrected the claim: “Then you followed it.”

She gave him the first honest crack. “We obeyed the Concord.”

There it was: the Concord had commanded. Damaris had obeyed; three people had paid for the silence between those facts. Through the fracture, Rite Pressure spread cold light and forced the hidden link into view. She arched against the prayer rail. From between her clenched teeth, a cry escaped against her will; the sight disturbed Trevor because he was hurting a woman who had saved his life. Yet the control thrilled him because her strongest defense now yielded to his will. Both reactions belonged to him, and neither excused the choice he continued to make.

He pulled the maimed raker toward the beast under the bell, using Burden Step to turn his light frame into an anchor. Their many limbs tangled beneath the iron rim, buying several breaths before they could split or reach the blood.

He set one bloody hand on the bell and asked, “Who spoke for the Concord?”

She closed her eyes. “No one owns a consecrated Voice.”

He drew the raker sideways and said, “You keep answering questions I did not ask.”

The first raker tore free of his wing and lunged toward Damaris with three sound claws; he caught a rear wrist using both hands before the beast crossed the rail. His feet slid across blood and grit, but his wings spread low and turned the pull through his hips just as she had taught him. Burden Step held because he chose the stance again, not because the body had chosen for him.

Trevor dragged the beast sideways until its headless trunk struck the bell with enough force to dent the wet flesh. The trapped raker caught its leg, and both fell into a knot of black claws that fought each other for leverage.

“Prelate Junia Serrat,” Damaris whispered through bloodless lips.

The name hit her soul harder than his skill had, sending the fracture through each layer of the old command.

He stored it beside every other threat. “What did Serrat order?”

“Summon a founder. Seal the breach. Bring the vessel to the Cathedral.”

He asked the missing term: “Alive?”

She said with silence, and the fault opened farther.

The hidden term appeared in the fracture like a blade drawn from a sleeve: ownership transfer upon successful return.

“You were going to put an empty soul in this body and deliver it to her,” Trevor said with one sharp laugh.

She defended the plan by rote. “The vessel was made for sacred command.”

He spread one bloody wing. “So am I, according to the menu.”

The second raker found its feet and climbed over the first while black tissue sealed across its broken mouth. Trevor backed toward Damaris, keeping the spike low and one wing open between her and the claws.

He made the offer while it could still matter: “Join me freely. Help kill them, and we settle the rest after.”

She looked at him through pain and said, “You would not release me.”

It was the first time she had answered him without a shield of doctrine, and the truth deserved one honest answer in return. He could have lied easily; his gentle face, sweet voice, and impossible beauty would have made the false promise feel like grace.

He gave her the ugly truth without disguise: “No. I would keep what I need.”

“Then I refuse,” Damaris said with disgust and a bleak form of respect.

The clean path vanished when her refusal closed the voluntary gate, and her Will fell below half as the wound continued to feed Rite Pressure.

His halo opened wider, and pale light filled each crack in the hall with hard shadows; the rakers recoiled from it because founder light exposed the soul marks beneath their flesh. Damaris did not have enough strength left to move, yet her gaze stayed fixed on him with full knowledge of what came next.

Trevor placed one blood-wet palm against the center of her breastplate.

He set his palm against the steel and said, “Last offer. Open the gate.”

She met his eyes and said, “Go to Hell.”

He glanced toward the black stair. “It appears to be downstairs.”

He selected Rite Pressure.

Cold force entered the fault around Junia Serrat's name and made the hidden order visible between them. Trevor pushed through guilt first, then fear, then the old command that claimed obedience was holy because the owner stayed unseen and far away. Damaris fought him at each layer with a discipline that would have impressed him under any other conditions.

She recited vows, and he made her name the dead between each line until the words lost their shelter. She built walls from duty, so he showed her the delivery order hidden beneath them and the empty soul meant to obey it. She tried to retreat into pain; then, he firmly held the wound open with the question she could no longer answer: who owns the founder?

The rakers began to crawl again beneath the bell, and he pushed harder instead of turning to meet them with an unwinnable build.

At last, Damaris's soul guard cracked from top to base. Through the hall came the sound of a glass bell. Light spilled through her armor, bright gold at first, then red edged the glow as his pressure entered each break. Her Will reached zero, yet the woman behind it stayed awake enough to understand the loss.

The System did not ask whether he was certain. Nor did it ask whether the crisis made the act just; instead, it gave a price with the same clean numbers it used for health and power.

Eight percent of her memory would burn away; behind his command, sixty-five percent of her choice would close. A lasting exit lock would bind the result. In return, Trevor would gain one full Voice strong enough to save them both and kill each raker in the hall.

Trevor hated the design, yet he loved its ruthless clarity and could not pretend the System had deceived him.

He chose the cheap build. “Soul-Break.”

His cracked halo dropped around Damaris like an iron crown. Above her brow, the broken section aligned with the fracture in her guard. Red light formed chains through the gaps and passed into her guarded soul. Inside the shell, those chains tore outward as the pale fragments tried to close.

At once, she screamed his name before he had given it to the bond. Even through the damage, memory still reached him.

For one instant, Trevor felt each part of her that resisted him. There was the wish to die free, the rage at Junia, and the shame of the failed rite. Beneath them burned a fierce need to keep strangers from touching what was hers. The contact carried no desire and no false intimacy. It was an invasion performed with sacred tools, then the System cut pieces away because he had selected the package that needed it.

Memory burned in eight white sparks, and the System purposely showed him nothing before they vanished. Autonomy collapsed behind a narrow gate. Within the bond, Damaris stayed aware of choices she no longer possessed the power to make; the word Owner filled a field that had waited for him since he arrived. Beneath it, his full name sealed in red-gold script.

Trevor could have stopped after the break. Instead, he installed obedience with a deliberate act. He chose survival and control over the last freedom she still held.

Damaris's scream ended as the rite forced air back into her lungs; slowly, her gray-green eyes opened. They stayed clear and horrified while red-gold script moved around each pupil and reflected his cracked halo.

He felt her inside the new link as a distinct woman forced to face him; she had not become a blank part of a hive. She still hated what he had done and recalled enough to know why. Across the locked gate, she could measure each missing choice. She could no longer leave. Horribly, the fact settled into his mind with the solid comfort of owned gear.

He gave his first command. “Rise.”

Broken ribs drew together beneath her armor. One after one more, they set with hard clicks. The black claw slid from her side and struck the floor. Around the wound, red-gold light sealed torn flesh. The repair restored function instead of innocence. Across her ribs, it left a dark scar and pain in each breath.

Damaris rose with the flail in one hand and the severed claw in the other. She showed pain, fury, and the fixed calm of a command she could not refuse. Meanwhile, the new bond supplied Trevor with her stance, range, and remaining strength.

He pointed at the four beasts. “Kill the rakers.”

She moved before the last word left his lips.

The flail head caught the first beast beneath its chest-mouth. With one pull, it lifted the long body from the floor. One turn of Damaris's wrist broke its spine in three places, then a sharp pull cast the remains into the stairwell. She reversed the chain, wrapped the second raker's arms, and tore all six from their sockets with a red-gold holy flash.

Meanwhile, the beast under the bell escaped by leaving two crushed arms beneath the rim.

His new skill appeared as a word behind his teeth and a target mark over each palm-eye. He spent the point before caution could object, trusting the same instinct that had recognized a winning raid mechanic.

He spoke the new skill through pretty lips. “Kneel.”

Fear struck the raker through each open palm and replaced motion with the certainty of defeat. Its limbs folded in sequence, and the headless trunk slammed against the stone in front of his bare feet as if kneeling to a throne.

Damaris brought her flail down once.

Black flesh burst across the tiles and painted the hem of his white shift.

The maimed raker tried to flee through the west wall before Damaris could turn. He caught its soul-mark in his halo, and she followed the silent direction in the new bond before he spoke. Her chain passed through stone, wrapped the beast beyond sight, and pulled it back in pieces that struck the floor one at a time.

Four deaths fed the founder bond at once. Through Trevor and his first Voice, stolen soul heat surged.

His body changed with the level instead of the route, preserving the face, build, and gray eyes he had awakened with. Strength settled into his slender arms and made the joints feel less fragile. His wings healed enough to fold without pain, and his broken halo closed one small gap while remaining visibly cracked above his long blonde hair.

While linked, Damaris waited for the next order while anger moved behind the obedience like a storm behind glass.

Trevor looked at the woman he had saved, hurt, and claimed in one efficient act. Win felt warm in his blood, as did the new body's pleasure at standing beneath her fixed focus with gore on his soft skin. He was still a man, proved by the same memories and goals that had guided each decision since death. He had also become the kind of man who would break a soul to win, and no claim about identity could wash that choice clean.

SYSTEM // One voice acquired. Ethics has left the building in fabulous shoes.
READOUT // Tyrant route / first voice result
VITALS // HP 71/118 — ready | MP 109/146 — ready
SKILL COST // Kneel I: 8 MP plus the listed Fear spend.
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 2 with 0 out of 400 XP.
Attributes: Strike 7 | endure 8 | move 9.
Attributes: Focus 10 | resist 13 | move gracefully 11.
You can now use kneel I.
Body adaptation: 9%.
Fear: 8 out of 30.
Dissonance: 12.
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Class: Inquisitor at level 7.
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Autonomy: 35 out of 100.
He still owns himself.
Exit: disabled.
Order state: waiting.
Rakers slain: 4.
Soul breach: fully open.
Unidentified presences below: 37.


Kneel cost 8 MP before Fear. Trevor had 109 MP. That bought thirteen clean uses with five left. The number felt less like a limit than permission. The black light beneath the stair rose until it covered the ruined hall like deep water and turned each pool of gore into a dark mirror.

Thirty-seven voices spoke from the open breach in a chorus that reached his halo instead of his ears. Some begged for help. Others praised the Founder with frantic joy; meanwhile, several promised to tear the pretty angel body apart and wear his halo as a gate.

Damaris stepped in front of Trevor without being told, raising the flail while the obedience field still showed no active order.

That choice might have been hers or the command package. Perhaps it was an old protective habit the System had failed to erase. He could not tell which answer was true, and the uncertainty formed the first clean edge of Dissonance inside him because ownership had made proof less handy.

Trevor rested one hand on her armored back. “Which way to the Cathedral?”

She pointed down the black stair where the thirty-seven soul marks waited.

Trevor opened his wings behind them. “Of course it is. Then we raid the basement.”


Chapter 4 — The Choir Needs a Shot-Caller

T

hirty-seven soul marks waited below the ruined hall. Still, only four belonged to living people. And the rest drifted through the breach as loose voices, too hurt for Trevor's halo to read as allies or threats.


Now, Trevor followed Damaris down the black stair using one wing brushing each wall, but the narrow steps had been cut for humans instead of angels. Along each chipped edge, his broad feathers caught and sent touch through his back. Behind his eyes, the new Voice link fed him the exact placement of her boots, the pain under her repaired ribs, and the instant when her balance changed. But he matched her pace without asking for any of it. That ease felt handy, intimate, and profoundly wrong because he had destroyed her right to close the channel.

At the foot of the stair, a bronze gate divided the burial crypt in two. Four novice women huddled behind its bars, dressed in gray temple robes streaked with ash. The tallest held a ward lantern over three wounded companions. Around the gold light, eight rakers circled and tested it with their palm-eyes. Beyond them stood one more gate covered in iron bells and black wax.

Then, he pointed at the near gate and said, “Open this one.”

The tall novice shook her shaved head and warned, “The pack will rush the stair.”

He indicated Damaris with one pale hand. “Yes. That is where my Inquisitor is standing.”

Damaris looked back at him with anger still visible in her eyes; even so, the bond carried no refusal and supplied the range of her flail without being asked.

She studied his bare feet and said, “Stance.”

There, Trevor glanced down the length of his small, blood-marked body. “What about it?”

She gave the fix with an Inquisitor's precision. “Too narrow for a charge. Left foot toward the gate, hips lower, wings half-spread.”

Trevor obeyed before deciding whether the advice had been given or produced by the command package. His new center settled over the wider stance, and the muscles around his soft hips drew tight with familiar warmth as his wings balanced the change.

Damaris stepped behind him and moved his left elbow two inches unprompted. Her armored fingers were careful against his bare skin, and the obedience field stayed blank while she corrected the angle. He could not tell whether the care meant anything now, which made the gentle contact feel more hollow than a rough command would have.

She kept one hand near his elbow and instructed, “If they break through, turn with the first claw. Do not meet it chest-first.”

He glanced down at his blood-wet cleavage. “The chest is great, but I agree it lacks armor.”

One novice stared at his blood-wet shift, knew the joke, and went red from her ears to her collar.

Damaris did not laugh; even so, Trevor recalled enough of the woman from nine minutes ago to know she might have enjoyed the filthy phrasing. The missing reaction cut deeper than he expected because obedience had robbed him of the evidence that any warmth was real.

He faced the novices again and said, “Open the gate.”

The tall woman tightened her grip on the ward lantern and said, “Sister Pike told us never to open during a raker tide.”

Now, Trevor felt the old order inside Damaris as a firm line tied to the crypt. It had kept the novices and ward safe for three nights; however, it had also left them trapped with eight beasts waiting for the lamp to fail.

He let the novices see the red-gold script in Damaris's eyes. “Sister Pike answers to me now.”

Damaris's jaw flexed, and the bond delivered the spike of anger before she showed it.

The novice saw both signs and asked, “What did you do to her?”

Still, Trevor said with enough truth to keep the fear handy. “I kept her alive. The details will not improve your night.”

Two rakers struck the ward together with their chest-mouths open, and the lantern dimmed from gold to orange. One wounded novice began to pray while one more pressed both palms against a bite in her thigh.

And he pointed at the gate latch. “You have my plan or their teeth. Take the plan.”

The tall novice still paused, looking from Damaris's forced calm to his lovely face as if neither felt safe.

Delay irked him more now that he could feel Damaris ready to act in each muscle. Her balance, flail angle, and target order waited while linked like a set skill bar, making debate feel slow and wasteful.

He ended the debate with the power he had bought. “Damaris. Break the latch.”

She stepped past him before the last word ended and struck once from clean range. The flail head crushed the bronze lock, drove through two bars, and hit the nearest raker in the chest hard enough to fold it back.

The gate folded inward across the crypt floor, and all eight beasts turned their palm-eyes toward the new opening.

Then Trevor gave the set beat. “Now.”

Damaris went low while he rose behind her in the half-spread stance she had taught him. Her chain swept the floor and hooked four front legs, then his wings beat down with enough force to throw dust and black light into the rakers' palm-eyes.

The first beast leaped blind and struck just where Trevor had stood one heartbeat earlier.

He turned with its claw as taught, let the strike pass his narrow waist, and caught the long arm beneath his own. One wing wrapped the wet trunk while Burden Step fixed his balance through the hips. A sharp pull drove the raker headfirst into Damaris's waiting flail.

He sent the next command through the bond: “High.”

She reversed the weapon without looking or checking whether Trevor had moved. The iron ball passed one inch above his cracked halo and burst three palm-eyes behind him in a spray of black fluid.

He sent a second word before the chain reached its limit: “Sweep.”

Damaris dropped the chain into a flat circle across the floor. He quickly jumped on the timing in her mind, folding his bare feet beneath the short shift as the links cut each leg below him.

He caught the return and ordered, “Back.”

They retreated together without crossing heels or wings, forcing the pack into the stair's narrow mouth. Behind the beasts, the novice ward flared gold and left them trapped between sacred light and his blood-marked wings.

One Voice timing removed each pause between decision and action. Instantly, Damaris's skill turned his short calls into exact violence. Trevor hated how natural command felt. Especially when the link rewarded him with her balance and complete focus.

Now Trevor aimed Fear at the lead soul mark and said, “Kneel.”

The lead raker folded under Fear with all six arms drawn close. Behind it, two beasts tripped across the kneeling body, then Damaris's flail broke both spines before they could rise or reach the blood.

The other five scattered around the ward while avoiding the linked pair.

He pointed through the broken gate. “Lantern forward.”

The tall woman flinched and began, “The ward—”

He cut through the delay. “Moves with you. Forward.”

She carried the lantern through the broken gate with both arms wrapped around its hot frame. Behind her, three companions followed in a tight line. Even his commanding smile looked safer than the dark at their backs.

The rakers recoiled from the gold radius. At once, their unguarded sides turned toward Damaris. She struck from the left while he used his wings to close the right, herding the pack toward the bell gate through force and light.

For twelve brutal seconds, the crypt became a machine with one mind, yet six bodies stayed assigned to handy parts.

He chose each target. Then Damaris killed it before the next command arrived. The novices moved the light where he pointed. And each body occupied the place he needed before fear could start one more debate or conscience could ask who had volunteered.

At last, the last raker climbed the bell gate. Between wax-packed mouths, it dug deep with all six claws.

Trevor caught its ankle and pulled until the small muscles in his arms shook. They could not move the beast alone, but Burden Step passed the weight through his hips and wings into the stone. The raker lost its grip and dropped backward into Damaris's reach.

Her flail shattered the chest-mouth and ended the pack in one wet impact.

Black blood rained across Trevor's back and ran beneath his shift in warm lines. He stood among the bodies with pale legs braced, white wings spread, and Damaris waiting at his right hand like the dark answer to his angelic beauty.

The novices looked at him with a fear that bordered on worship, and the Fear meter drank their shared reaction.

Trevor felt their focus gather around his beauty, the gore, and the perfect violence of the linked pair. His petite body seemed more unsafe. A larger warrior in heavy steel would have looked dull beside him. His soft face did not weaken the threat; it sharpened the memory of what those rose lips had ordered.

Trevor smiled to test the effect, and all four novices stepped back until their shoulders touched the bronze bars.

He looked down at his gore-soaked shift and said, “Oh. Cuteness has an intimidation build.”

She cleaned her flail on a raker's hide and said, “Fear follows what survives.”

The statement sounded like advice from the woman who had taught his stance. It also sounded like a sentence the bond might have selected because he needed reassurance from his first Voice. Dissonance tightened behind his halo, turning a handy answer into one more question ownership could not solve.

The tall novice dropped the lantern and said, “Founder, the Bell Maw is beyond the next gate.”

He glanced at the wax-packed bells. “That name is trying too hard.”

She swallowed before adding, “It ate the choir's last hymn and learned each command in it.”

Trevor looked at the rows of bells welded across the bronze and found no two mouths the same size. Each had been packed with black wax, yet he could feel a pulse behind them keeping time with the crack in his halo.

He asked the novice, “How do we open it?”

The novice pointed to four iron pulls set along the wall and explained, “Together, on the ninth bell.”

Trevor exhaled through his nose. “Of course.” He assigned each novice a pull, placed Damaris at the gate, and took the last rope himself.

Trevor watched their hands shake around the iron while the dark pulse grew stronger.

He named the fact without softening his voice. “You are afraid of me.”

No one denied it, and one novice gripped her rope hard enough to whiten each knuckle.

He gave them a smile that showed his even white teeth. “Good. Use that fear to move when I count.”

The four women set their feet beneath the ropes and waited for his timing. While linked, Damaris shifted his stance by sending him the correct angle for his bruised wings without touching him.

Nine bells sounded behind the shut gate, each note deeper and closer than the one before.

On the last note, Trevor gave the pull, and all four novices obeyed at once because fear had wiped their delay.

The bronze gate rose one foot, shuddered, and climbed one more. Black wind rushed through the gap with the smell of old graves and extinguished the ward lantern before anyone could shield it.

Sharply, Damaris caught the bottom edge before it fell with enough force to crack the tiles beneath one boot. He used Burden Step beside her and took half the crushing weight through his wings while the novices crawled under one by one.

The last gray robe cleared the gate; then, the System fixed the result in place.
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Trevor ducked beneath the gate last and called, “All alive?”

All four novices answered, but he heard nothing beyond the breath in his own throat.

Trevor turned toward Damaris as alarm crossed the link. Her lips moved around his name while silence swallowed the sound before it reached either air or bond.

Inside the bond, One Voice had vanished and left only her position, pain, and forced readiness.

The gate slammed behind them hard enough to shake the crypt, and each wax-packed bell opened like a black mouth learning to breathe.

From the dark ahead, Trevor's own sweet voice said, “Kneel.”

Damaris dropped to one knee before Trevor could cancel the stolen order.

The Bell Maw had not just silenced his commands; it had stolen them and proven the obedience package would answer any voice that sounded enough like its owner.


Chapter 5 — My Voice Has Friendly Fire

“K

neel,” Trevor's stolen voice echoed from the dark. Damaris stayed on one knee with her head bowed. Above her soul, the command field marked the order as valid. He tried to say her name. Still, the Bell Maw swallowed the sound before air touched his lips and left only a dull strain in his throat.

Across the crypt, four novices shouted in equal silence around their dead lantern. His cracked halo became the only white light. Red-gold script around Damaris's eyes gave the rest. Together, those marks made the angel and his Voice bright targets in a room full of black wax.

Drops began to fall from the ceiling and formed an oily rain above the floor. Each one stopped in the air, opened into a bronze mouth, and tested one more order in his sweet voice.

“Open your guard.”

Damaris's arms spread at once, exposing the scar beneath her hurt half-plate.

“Drop the flail.”

Her fingers began to loosen around the leather grip, so Trevor crossed the space before the weapon fell and slapped both hands around hers. The touch gave him the flail's full weight and the pain in her ribs. It also carried a silent pulse of fury that might have belonged to either of them.

The Bell Maw let three smaller mouths repeat his laugh from the lower gate, then spoke the command it had been shaping.

“Strike the Founder.”

Damaris moved with the speed of a Level 7 Inquisitor, and he ducked beneath her armored elbow as the flail chain tore free. One white wing caught the links before the iron head crossed his narrow waist. The blow spun him into the wax-covered gate and sent hot pain through each feather, yet he held on while she dragged him across the stone with perfect form.

Her face twisted against the command, proving that awareness had survived where choice failed. With no voice, Trevor could not cancel the order, and no clear motion gave him a safe sign the Bell Maw could not copy.

Trevor searched the forced link for anything the silence had failed to eat. Place, pain, and target range stayed, along with the last valid One Voice chain stored as three cold marks beneath his halo: High, Sweep, Back.

The chain had been built for rakers, not a demon made of bells. Using it would make Damaris obey without a chance to adapt. It stayed the only clean tool left, so he pressed two fingers to her wrist and chose it through his halo.

Her eyes widened when the command field took the stored chain. He felt her know the steps, judge their old angles, and wait behind the gate for a finger sign she could not refuse.

“Kill him,” the wax mouths ordered as Damaris's flail rose between them.

Trevor stepped into its path with the chain still cutting his wing, gambling that his stored owner-token would outrank the copied voice. At the last instant, he raised one finger, and High ran through the bond.

Damaris reversed the strike above his halo so fast that the chain left a red line across his shoulder. The iron ball smashed through the hanging wax drops and carried six bronze mouths into the ceiling. Their copied command became a warped scream.

Sound rushed back for half a heartbeat. He spent it on the only allies still free to choose. “When I point, pull the bell ropes.”

Silence closed again before the novices could answer. They stared at him without moving. At last, he pointed at their ropes with the patience of a man teaching fire to wet wood, then he held up four fingers and mimed a hard pull.

The shaved novice knew first. She seized the nearest iron handle, shoved a second rope toward her wounded friend, and nodded to the others until all four were ready.

Above them, the remaining wax gathered into a vast shape. It stretched from gate to gate while bells formed a spine along the ceiling. At one end, a mouth like a cracked church bell opened wide. Bronze tongues waited inside instead of teeth; the Bell Maw dropped before the novices ended bracing their ropes.

Trevor's halo caught a change before the attack reached them. Three small bells along the demon's left side lit in order. A thin owner-field line followed them. Only then did the copied voice arrive.

“Wing Guard,” the mouths commanded.

The command meant nothing to Damaris because she did not own the skill, but the timing meant everything to him.

Trevor folded his wings around the novices before the bronze tongues struck. Their impact drove him to both knees and shredded six outer feathers. It filled his new body with a pain that sharpened each point of contact; still, the guard held around four scared women. The pain had purchased a tell worth more than the feathers.

Carefully, Trevor studied the three lit bells. Against his own heartbeat, he counted the gap between light and voice. It was less than half a second—too short for speech; it was enough for a raid call if the leader used hands and each player watched.

Trevor tapped his halo, pointed at the Bell Maw, and showed the novices three fingers. Their blank faces told him the lesson had failed, so he pointed at himself, flexed one slender arm like a stage hero, and made a broad fearless face beneath his gore-streaked halo. Then he held up three fingers again.

One novice covered a laugh that made no sound; meanwhile, the other three at last followed his hand instead of the demon. Good; they were watching him, and fear had become focus he could aim.

The Bell Maw lit the same three bells, and he dropped his hand on the second pulse. All four novices pulled before the copied voice could form.

The gate bells rang behind the demon, filling the crypt with false copies of Trevor's voice drawn from whatever the wax had eaten. Some ordered Damaris to dance, one demanded soup, and one more described a goat with criminal intent in the solemn tone of a sacred vow.

The Bell Maw turned each bronze tongue toward the rival noise and exposed its wax spine.

Next Trevor gave Damaris the second finger, and Sweep ran through the stored chain with no spoken command to steal. Her chain cut through the demon's wax spine and wrapped three bronze rings, each ringing in a different stolen voice. She planted both boots in the stance she had taught Trevor, turned through her armored hips, and pulled the Bell Maw halfway from the ceiling.

The demon copied a new command in Damaris's own low voice. “Release me.”

The phrase struck Trevor harder than the bronze tongues had. Behind its locked gate, the bond carried the same need. For one unsafe moment, he could not tell if Damaris had spoken through the demon. Perhaps it had stolen what she wanted most from the hurt link. He hesitated; meanwhile, the chain began to slip along the wax spine.

He chose control before doubt could cost them the fight, then he held up the third finger with his eyes fixed on Damaris. Back executed as the final stored command.

Damaris retreated just six steps. She did not change the pull for his position. The chain drew tight and ripped the Bell Maw from the ceiling. Through broken wax and ringing bronze, it dragged the cathedral mouth toward him.

The demon lit each bell at once, turning the owner-field lines into a cage around Damaris.

Halo Sight showed Trevor the binding shape before it formed as sound. Each light traced a line toward Damaris's binding field instead of her ears. At last, the pattern confirmed that silence had never been the Bell Maw's true weapon.

The Bell Maw did not need a true voice. It needed a copied binding shape and a valid target. Most of all, it needed a binding field willing to accept the stolen key.

Trevor stepped between the converging lines, then he opened his cracked halo wide enough to catch them.

“Obey,” each bronze mouth said in his voice.

The stolen order struck Trevor instead of Damaris. His knees bent beneath the female body's light weight. No owner stood above him, however. His soul contained no field that accepted the command as law.

He smiled through the pressure, and the soft expression confused the demon for just one beat because surrender should not have looked so pleased.

Trevor used that beat to drive his cracked halo into the cathedral mouth until bronze tongues rang against his cheeks.

Pale light entered black wax. Inside the demon, it showed each stolen command. Red light followed through the fractures and carried Fear from the four novices behind him. The Bell Maw tried to swallow both kinds of power. Trevor opened his hurt wings and forced the halo deeper into the place where its voices met.

Its bronze tongues rang against his shoulders and cut thin lines across the torn shift. Copied voices ordered Trevor to kneel, release, forget, submit, and become the empty founder meant for Junia Serrat.

Trevor reacted to the force with fear, pain, and a strange heat. All that power strained inside a small feminine frame. The pleasure scared him because it belonged to a body being used well, yet the mind directing it stayed focused on the same brutal goal.

He held to the reason he had stepped forward, then said no to argue with each physical response during a boss fight. He wanted the gate and the map. More deeply, he wanted the power to beat Heaven to control of his own body. Those goals belonged to the same man who had refused to wipe on the Ash Warden. They counted more than whether an angel's nerves enjoyed win.

“Wrong owner,” he said into the demon's cathedral mouth.

Sound returned with the words, and Damaris heard him across the restored air. She moved unprompted while the Bell Maw still held Trevor between its tongues.

The flail head crashed down through his open wings, missed his skull by inches, and struck the halo's outer edge. His cracked ring drove through the Bell Maw like a blade of white-red light, splitting the cathedral mouth from crown to base.

Black wax erupted across the crypt. Each stolen voice escaped at once.

The resulting chorus included prayers and battle calls. It added a marriage vow, three recipes, and a long legal complaint about the novice's criminal goat.

He fell backward into a heap of soft wings and laughed until the cuts along his ribs hurt.

For one second, Damaris stared at him as if he had lost his mind. Then a laugh escaped her too—low, brief, and unmistakably real in the restored air instead of inside the compulsory link.

The bond showed no command. He laughed harder and pointed at the wax hanging from her braid. Damaris tried to stop; she saw an even larger strand caught in his long eyelashes and failed again.

He did not know whether her humor came from memory, habit, or free choice surviving behind the obedience gate. He knew only that he had not ordered it, the Bell Maw had not copied it, and the System marked the laugh as an initiative event.

That was not proof of freedom, but it proved he had failed to erase everything that made Damaris herself.

The Bell Maw collapsed into a mound of bronze and wax. It continued to mutter broken phrases. Beneath the shattered spine, lines of red light spread across the floor in the shape of roads, shrines, and open breaches until the full pattern became a demon map.

Three routes led away from the ruined chapel through different layers of the map. The nearest reached a walled town marked by three bridges, while one more ended at a cathedral seal bearing Junia Serrat's name. The last bent upward into a blank gold field labeled RETURN AUTHORITY NEEDED and rejected Trevor's touch.

He wanted all three routes for different reasons and had no intention of asking Heaven which one he could keep.

The silent fight released enough power for one more level. His halo repaired one small fracture, and the path through command light settled into a refined form of sight.

SYSTEM // Fear is generating power. Subtle? No. Effective? Very.
READOUT // Bell maw / silent victory
VITALS // HP 44/128 — strained | MP 63/152 — strained
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 3 with 0 out of 250 XP.
Attributes: Strike 7 | endure 9 | move 9.
Attributes: Focus 11 | resist 14 | move gracefully 11.
Refinement: halo sight I.
• Command light becomes visible before copied sound.
• Owner-field targeting lines become readable.
Body adaptation: 16%.
Fear: 11 out of 30.
Dissonance: 16.
He now looks 72 out of 80 cute and 58 out of 70 alluring.
Full voice Damaris: stable.
Autonomy: 35 out of 100.
Unordered initiative event: shared laughter.
Bell maw slain: 1.
Novices surviving: 4.
Demon map: revealed.
Return route: locked.


The novice with the shaved head wiped wax from the map. “Three Bridges still holds. If we can reach the road, they have a Grave Cleric.”

Damaris stopped laughing and studied the cathedral route. “Junia will know the founder rite succeeded.”

Trevor rose, shook black wax from his wings, and gave Damaris a hand.

Looking at it before taking it.

The pause might have been hers.

He treasured it anyway.

“We go to Three Bridges,” Trevor said. “I want the healer, the walls, and all Junia thinks already belongs to her.”

Behind them, one surviving bell rang in his voice.

“Greedy,” it said.

Trevor smiled. “Correct.”


Chapter 6 — Heaven Has Admin Permissions

T

he demon map opened a door beneath Trevor's bare feet. Gold letters formed across the sinking tiles: WHO HOLDS YOUR SOUL?


He said, “I do.” The question changed to WHO HOLDS HERS?

Damaris stood beside him with black wax drying in her braid. Red-gold command script still circled her gray-green eyes. Through Full Voice, Trevor felt her gaze settle on the letters and then on him.

Trevor could have said Heaven. He could have named the Inquisition that trained her or blamed Junia Serrat for sending her; instead, he named the command field placed after Damaris refused his offer.

Quietly, Trevor said, “Me,” and the floor accepted both answers.

It dropped six inches. Damaris caught the back of his torn shift before his wings could spread. The cloth pulled tight across his chest.

He glanced down at the stretched cloth. “If you're going to keep grabbing that, at least admit the handle placement is great.” One rescued novice made a strangled sound behind them.

“Your balance remains poor,” Damaris said after hauling him onto solid stone. The criticism arrived through the bond as correct and handy. Beside it waited the answer she did not speak: she had been unable to let him fall.

Then he straightened the shift and replied, “Your bedside manner remains fiercely single.”

Her mouth twitched before the command field crushed the response into watchful calm. Trevor hated the doubt it created. The almost-smile might belong to Damaris or to the package trying to make her pleasant.

Below them, the gold lines folded into a stair. He sent the novices toward the upper cloister with the demon map. He also ordered them to bind each wound. The woman with the shaved head studied Damaris's marked eyes, then obeyed without asking who had put Trevor in charge. Fear had made the question moot.

Trevor led Damaris down alone. The crypt's unknown rights did not belong in front of four new witnesses.

The stair had been built for wingless priests. Trevor struck both walls on the first turn and filled his broad feathers with grave dust. From one step above, Damaris reached around him. She found the second joint of each wing and folded them against his back with the same careful strength she had used before the Soul-Break.

Her gauntlets pressed through the thin shift. At once, the new body answered close female touch with warmth beneath his narrow waist. Genuinely good. Trevor could no longer deny that truth. Still, he kept moving rather than let one response define the moment.

A body could enjoy touch without choosing his aims, identity, or morals. His old body had enjoyed bad whiskey, worse games, and women with weapon-grade judgment. Still Trevor Dwyer, a man trapped in a gorgeous female angel body. He still wanted enough power to deny Heaven the final say.

He said, “Handy joint work. Very professional.”

Damaris closed her eyes for one step before answering, “You make everything sound obscene.”

“Skill issue on the listener's end,” he said, feeling the shape of her trapped laugh before Full Voice turned it to silence.

At the bottom of the stair, the founder crypt waited. Its air felt cold enough to dry the blood on his skin.

Four stone desks faced a wall of cloudy glass. Broken halos, white cloaks, and rusted weapons hung above them. No bones stayed; even so, black stains marked the places where bodies had knelt. Their blood had soaked deep into the stone.

As his cracked halo woke the glass, gold text named him a Founder-Body Angel. Trevor could create a Choir and anchor a sanctuary. He could also assume a Crown. Three greater functions stayed sealed until higher evolutions. Return, Origin Restore, and Owner Nullify.

Then the binding field opened with his name fixed at the top.

PRIMARY OWNER: TREVOR DWYER / SELF-ASSERTED

Below his name, a second line named Damaris Pike as a claimed full Voice. It displayed her memory, autonomy, and pain as settings he could change. Skills, loyalty, and sensory channels followed. He stopped scrolling. She had stepped close enough to read over his shoulder.

She asked, “What does it say?”

Before the glass could mirror the text into her link, Trevor turned his hand. He ordered the binding field to close around the unsafe lines. Only the route functions stayed visible. “It says this body was made to found a Choir and take a Crown,” he said.

A true answer revealing less than half.

Behind his halo, the hidden permissions offered to cut pieces from Damaris's memory. They promised to leave her skill with a flail whole. Other controls could trade free will for fast commands or turn pain into loyalty. Most handy of all, an owner could change how a Voice felt imposed decisions. The captive would experience each one as relief. That function turned resistance into thanks without making obedience less exact.

Carefully, Trevor read each option twice. He memorized the paths between them.

He did not use them. Damaris's hurt free will already robbed him of sound agreement. Making the cage feel good would hide how much control he held. It would also leave him unable to judge the woman beneath it.

Still, he did not show her the list. Information was leverage. She also stayed a Level 7 Inquisitor sent by Junia. If he restored her exit now, he could not survive her judgment. The warning would become someone else's weapon. Only later could it become a path to Damaris's freedom.

“Can the Crown alter a Voice?” Damaris asked with enough precision to make Trevor wonder how much she had glimpsed while linked.

He selected the safest answer. “Yes, but not while I need to know what my decisions actually cost.”

“A disciplined answer,” Damaris said while studying his soft face in the gold reflection.

Warm approval crossed the bond and settled through his chest; however, it did not please him. It felt like praise from a game companion after selecting the dialogue option coded to produce it.

He asked, “Was that yours?”

Damaris tried to answer. Yet Full Voice supplied agreement first. Her private thought never reached the channel. Her spoken “Yes” tightened his dissonance instead of resolving it.

He hated the uncertainty more than he hated her anger. Anger had edges and proved someone stayed behind the gate. Praise from a woman who could not withhold it was one more owner-field function. A beautiful voice just dressed it. The warmth could tempt him, but accepting it felt like its own punishment.

Using one hand in the first stone desk, he opened the route he wanted most.

The handprint recognized his body, halo, and self-owner claim. A route rose from the glass toward Earth, then it locked behind requirements large enough to feel like mockery.

SYSTEM // You killed the silence monster. Now stop flirting with the control interface.
READOUT // Founder crypt / owner-field audit
VITALS // HP 87/128 — ready | MP 136/152 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 3 with 0 out of 250 XP.
Primary owner: Trevor Dwyer / self-asserted.
Full voice: Damaris Pike.
Voice permissions: memory / autonomy / pain / loyalty / sensory.
Permission changes applied: none.
Permission lines disclosed to voice: no.
Update: Return.
• Destination: soul origin / Earth / United States.
• Required rank: seraph.
• Required choir capacity: 256.
• Required crown state: uncontested.
• Required charge: world anchor.
• Current result: locked.
Body adaptation: 18%.
Fear: 12 out of 30.
Dissonance: 18.
Demon map: Three Bridges identified.
Threat window: first feeding within 2 days.
Crypt access: claimed.


Two hundred fifty-six Voices stood between Trevor and Earth. The number was large enough to become a town or an army. It should have repulsed him. Yet his mind arranged those souls into squads, officers, and support roles. Together, they formed a raid structure large enough to fight Heaven.

That instinct belonged to the same man who had led strangers against the Ash Warden. On Earth, Trevor had built that raid from chat, trust, and clear calls. The binding field had gave him stronger tools. It had also showed worse shortcuts. Now he needed to decide which wins still counted when other people paid for them.

Origin Restore stayed sealed. A successful Return might still send Trevor home in the petite female body. Nothing promised him a restored form. The male body he had owned in Springfield was dead. His stomach tightened at the possibility. Meanwhile, his wings shifted around the narrow stair without scraping either wall. Body Adaptation had learned the space while he read.

Trevor looked down at pale hands framed by soft gold light. The body felt easier while he recalled why he had entered the crypt. He knew which permissions he had refused and which truth he had concealed. None of those decisions had come from his hips, eyelashes, or nerves. Still the man making them and carrying their cost.

Across the glass, the demon map expanded. One road crossed a mill and entered Three Bridges, a walled town of 1,846 people. Black fractures spread beneath its streets. Above them, a red count marked the first likely feeding within two days. One more road ended at a cathedral seal bearing Junia Serrat's name.

Damaris touched that route and said, “Junia can close the breach.”

Trevor said, “Junia sent you to claim the founder body.”

“She sent me to prevent demons from taking it,” Damaris insisted.

He gave her a lovely smile. “Same corpse. Better branding.”

Her anger flashed while linked before obedience smoothed her face. Trevor preferred that living edge to one more hollow agreement. He pointed to Three Bridges. “The town has walls, a Grave Cleric, and eighteen hundred people the demons want.”

Damaris warned him, “It also has an Inquisition post.”

He kept his finger on the town. “Then Junia can come explain ownership in person.”

Before Damaris could see the permission list again, Trevor closed the binding field. The private founder decision increased Dissonance by one silent pulse. At the crypt entrance, the floor rolled beneath them. Dust fell from the stair while the shrine began to collapse.

Damaris braced one gauntlet over Trevor's head and said, “Choosing Three Bridges is strategically sound.” Again, approval crossed the bond like warmth without a source.

Briefly looking up at her. “I genuinely cannot tell whether you're complimenting me or whether I own a very advanced praise kink.”

Color rose beneath the soot on Damaris's cheeks before the obedience field could label the reaction. Trevor smiled at proof of a woman still capable of embarrassment. “There you are.”

Damaris ordered, “Move,” with no power over him at all. Trevor obeyed anyway because the ceiling split above the desk.

The first stair landing had cracked away, leaving a steep ledge above the dark. Firmly, Trevor set his bare feet through Burden Step and crossed using both wings against the walls. He could feel Damaris behind him through the bond, yet he made her ask before taking his gave hand.

“Pull,” she said when the stone broke beneath one boot.

He pulled hard enough to bring her armor against his chest, then used his wings to hold them above the drop. Her breath warmed the soft line of his cheek. He enjoyed that too. Trevor kept his mind on the hand that gripped his. Behind it stood a woman who had chosen the handy verb before the bond could speak for her.

The stair shuddered again before either could comment. A broken desk fell into the dark and struck nothing they could hear.

They reached the upper tiles as the shaved novice dragged a hurt friend from the opening. Four gray-robed women had turned his brief orders into bandages and fair shares of water. They had also made a litter from the gate ropes. The sight pleased Trevor because none of them had waited for one more command.

One novice asked, “What was in the crypt?”

“A road to Three Bridges, a two-day death clock, and proof this hill is now all's problem,” Trevor said.

The novices looked to Damaris for the part he had kept back. She knew about the locked Return route and his claim to a Crown, but not the rules hidden behind his halo. The bond carried her urge to warn them about Junia. She would call the founder body sacred church land given flesh.

Trevor let that urge exist for one heartbeat, then he placed a narrow order across the bond: do not discuss the crypt until they reached defensible ground.

Her jaw tightened as the command set. No one else saw the red line close around the words she could not share. Trevor did not pretend that need made the act clean. The secret was now forced on her instead of just kept from the group.

Above the cloister, the bell tower groaned toward the service shaft named on the map. A gap opened between both structures while rain and black ash swept through it. The novices would need to cross before the shrine ended tearing itself apart.

Trevor studied the failing span. His wings hurt, his flight skill stayed absent, and the route to Three Bridges began on the far side.

They climbed toward the novices while the founder crypt sealed itself behind them; Trevor carried the route home in his halo and the hidden rules in his mind. He also carried the first deliberate secret between himself and his Voice. Above them, Three Bridges waited beneath a sky full of demons.


Chapter 7 — Gravity Is a Hostile Mechanic

T

revor's first flight lasted under a second. And he jumped from the broken tower, opened both wings, and flew backward into Damaris's breastplate hard enough to ring the steel. And she caught him beneath the arms before his bare feet left the ledge for good.


He said, “Great. I have confirmed that your chest is load-bearing.” The shaved novice looked away so fast that her rope slipped.

Behind him, Damaris set Trevor down against the warm silver plate and said, “You jumped before the wind reached your wings.”

He claimed, “I gathered key data under field conditions.”

Dryly, she replied, “Stone remains behind you.”

Her dry answer might have been a joke. Full Voice marked it as handy fix, compliant speech, and emotional intent unknown; the last category had begun to offend Trevor on principle.

The bell tower groaned beneath all six of them. Across a twenty-foot gap, the service hatch waited in the upper cloister wall. Their only bridge had fallen during the crypt search. Now four novices had to cross through rain and hard wind. One lay strapped to the gate-rope litter with a wounded leg.

Briefly looking down once.

A hundred feet of wet stone ended in raker-filled grass where beasts spilled from each crack around the shrine. One pack ignored the tower and ran east toward Crown Road.

Along that road, six refugees pushed a wagon. An old woman lay beneath damp blankets while two women, three men, and a teenage boy strained around her. None of them knew that eight rakers had found them. His halo measured four minutes until contact.

“Novices first; Damaris anchors while I send the rope,” he ordered.

The women moved before fear could invent one more debate. Behind him, Damaris wrapped her flail chain around the bell frame and braced both boots. Trevor tied the gate rope around the shaved novice while the others fixed the litter into a sling.

One by one, Damaris hauled the three walkers across. And he guided the rope with his wings and kept each woman from striking the wall. The hurt novice crossed last, biting through cloth when the sling turned and her bad leg hit stone, but the service ledge got all four alive.

Then the tower dropped one full foot.

Trevor and Damaris stayed on the wrong side while the gap widened to twenty-four feet. Stone peeled from the ledge and fell past his pale toes.

“Now me,” he said.

Damaris looked at his torn wings and warned, “You cannot hold level flight.”

He replied, “I don't need level flight; I need less fatal falling.”

She moved behind him and pressed one gauntlet between his wing joints, showing him where the female body's balance gathered and how each wing should fold against the crosswind.

Through Full Voice, Trevor felt the lesson twice: once through his own back and again through Damaris's trained hands. Again, the bond offered to turn her knowledge into a command sequence. He accepted the advantage.

Clearly, Trevor said, “Brake, turn, reach,” and three controlling marks settled beneath his halo. Damaris's body prepared to demonstrate each motion on him whether she wanted to or not.

The efficiency felt good enough to make Dissonance sharpen behind his eyes.

At the edge, he asked, “Do I jump toward the stone saint?”

She pointed beneath the far ledge, where a weathered angel statue projected from the wall. “Fall toward its halo. Brake before you reach it. Then turn your right wing into the wall.”

He glanced at the hundred-foot drop and asked, “What if I miss?”

Without hesitation, she said, “I catch you.”

The bond supplied absolute certainty. He had made his survival her highest active order. He looked back at Damaris and said, “That answer would be hotter if I knew you could choose to let me learn the hard way.”

Anger moved across her face before the binding field softened it. She said, “You made your life my command priority.”

“Yes,” Trevor admitted while facing the gap. “I am learning that perfect loyalty has terrible flirting metrics.”

The tower split beneath his feet, and he jumped.

Wind tore at his long blonde hair and lifted the ripped shift above one soft thigh. Trevor opened both wings too wide in an instinctive attempt to gain height; however, the wounded left joint stalled. His stomach rose while the stone saint passed above him.

He called, “Brake,” but Damaris moved before sound crossed the gap. Through Full Voice, Trevor felt her launch from the tower, wrap the flail chain around the bell frame, and drive both legs toward him.

At the same instant, his controlling mark forced the wing motion she had taught, making Trevor stop pulling against the fall and angle each broad feather into it.

Air struck like a shield bash. Pain burned through his shoulders before the plunge flattened into a steep glide. Pressure mapped itself across each feather until he felt both clean wind and broken wash around three bent vanes.

The body gave a fix, which Trevor tested with a smaller turn instead of trusting the reflex. His choice bent the glide toward the stone saint.

Trevor reached for its cracked halo and missed as Damaris hit him from the side.

Her flail chain snapped taut above them while one arm locked beneath his hips. Their combined weight swung into the statue, and Damaris struck its chest back-first with him pinned against her armor.

For one hanging moment, his cheek rested beside hers while his bare thigh pressed between her plated legs. Her hand held the too-soft curve of his rear with grim combat need.

The founder body reacted to danger, rescue, and a strong woman gripping it as one bright event. Heat pooled low in Trevor's waist while his breath caught against Damaris's ear.

He was still a man held by a desirable woman, and the new body changed the sensation without changing who wanted whom.

Quietly, Damaris said, “Caught you.”

He looked down at the valley, then at the arm beneath his hips. “Your grip is incredible; you could keep me up all night.”

She went still as his filthy sentence returned through the soul link in a sweet feminine voice, complete with the body's heat and Damaris's sudden awareness of it.

He added, “On watch. Keep me up all night on watch.”

Dryly, she said, “A vital clarification.”

He insisted, “The position remains tactically sound from my end.”

She reminded him, “You are sitting on the arm that saves you.”

Then he said, “The arm has great job satisfaction.”

Damaris's face flushed beneath the soot; the response reached the link before obedience could smooth it into calm. Trevor stored it beside her anger as one more glimpse of the woman still present behind his commands.

Above them, the novices dropped the rope. He caught it using both hands. His wings pinned him against the wall while he climbed. Damaris followed by drawing her chain one link at a time. The whole tower leaned away before the shaved novice could lock both arms around his waist.

He came over the ledge on top of her with white wings, long hair, and bare legs tangled in gray robes. The novice stared up into his lovely face until Trevor said, “This rescue formation is called aggressive stacking.”

She turned scarlet while Damaris hauled herself over the edge and muttered, “Sacred silence died before modesty.”

Then the bell tower fell. Its last chain tore loose around Damaris's wrist. Trevor spread his wings and caught the drop before it pulled all three women from the ledge. Clearly, the air map returned with sharper lines while the System fixed his earned control into lasting gains.

SYSTEM // Owner fields exposed. Heaven's paperwork is filthier than you are.
READOUT // Controlled fall / wing proof
VITALS // HP 69/138 — ready | MP 112/152 — ready
SKILL COST // One Voice I: 14 MP per prepared command chain.
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 4 with 0 out of 400 XP.
Attributes: Strike 8 | endure 10 | move 10.
Attributes: Focus 11 | resist 14 | move gracefully 11.
You can now use one voice I.
• One prepared command chain may be shared with every linked voice.
• Current chain capacity: 3.
You can now link 2 voices.
Available voice slots: 1.
Wing control: combat-proven.
Body adaptation: 21%.
Fear: 14 out of 30.
Dissonance: 20.
Novices across: 4 / 4.
Compelled rescue motion read: complete.
Refugee contact: 00:02:31.


One Voice cost 14 MP per command chain. His 112 MP bought eight perfect orders. Trevor planned each one before he spoke. Power sounded better when no one heard it pause. Level 4 strengthened Trevor's shoulders without adding bulk to his slender frame. His wings held a cleaner angle. The ledge stopped feeling as if it moved beneath him. Yet he checked the identity line anyway: male, he/him, no edit.

The body had learned to fall because Trevor chose to use it, a fact distinct from choosing to become someone else.

Damaris gave him a gauntleted hand and said, “You read my motion while linked.”

He said, “It kept us alive.”

Coldly, she added, “It also made my body move before I chose.”

Trevor took her hand and rose until the gap in their height brought his face below hers. “Both statements are true,” he said. The bond carried her expectation of denial before closing around the new command skill.

He kept the apology. Without restoring her exit, it would be another pretty noise from the man holding the leash. Trevor looked toward Crown Road.

The refugee wagon had stopped beneath the tower. One man ran for the trees while one more tried to pull him back. The teenage boy stood between the rakers and the old woman with a spear shaking in both hands. Eight beasts crossed the last strip of wet grass.

Damaris traced the slope and said, “The east wind can carry a controlled fall toward the wagon.”

“Can you follow?” Trevor asked.

She lifted the flail chain. “Faster than you can land,” she promised.

Trevor's new second Choir slot opened as the scared refugees looked up at a blood-streaked angel on the broken ledge. Their fear gathered around his beauty and the dark Inquisitor at his side.

He could send Damaris first and arrive after the pack broke, which would be safer but waste the image.

At last, Trevor stepped onto the rain-slick edge and opened his wings. “Good. Let them watch me fall.” Below, the boy dropped his spear. White wings filled the sky.


Chapter 8 — The Better Plan Is Still Mine

T

revor stepped from the broken tower and let the refugees watch him fall.


The east wind caught his wings, turned the drop sideways, and aimed his blood-streaked body toward the wagon. Eight rakers grew larger beneath him while the teenage boy dropped his spear to stare.

Fear gathered first in the boy, then moved through the five people around him. Dread Witness caught that shared response and gave Trevor a choice: convert their fear into power or let panic scatter them before he landed. And he chose power, and red-gold light ran from his cracked halo through each scared soul.

At once, the fleeing man stopped at the tree line. One more seized the broken wagon handle; meanwhile, both women braced the old rider beneath her wet blankets.

From the air, Trevor pointed and shouted, “Wagon left. Spears right. No one runs alone.”

Quickly, the six refugees obeyed before they could argue about the lovely angel falling toward them with his shift above both thighs.

His angle stayed too steep; therefore, he turned the right wing and felt the open air across each feather. But he refused the body's urge to arch into a graceful landing; he had no interest in looking like a storybook princess while eight demons ate the audience.

Instead, he chose the nearest raker as a landing pad and struck its shell with both bare feet. And he folded the beast, bounced from its back, and hit the road on one hip while one wing caught enough air to keep his skull from joining the impact.

Pain burst through his waist and shoulder, followed by pleasure because the founder body had survived an impossible fall and wanted him to know it.

Smoothly, Trevor rolled upright and said, “Yes, I have tits. Eyes on the demons, not the wardrobe failure.”

The woman holding the wagon stared at the strip of pale thigh above his torn shift, flushed, and turned her wood axe toward the pack.

One raker reached her first. Then he stepped into its path with Wing Guard. Hooks tore three feathers free and cut the skin beneath, yet his body held the impact while the woman's axe entered the chest-mouth from below.

The kill belonged to her; meanwhile, fear flowed to Trevor because she had acted inside the threat he controlled.

He ordered, “Shield line on the wagon. Long weapons outside, old woman in the middle.”

At once, the refugees formed a crooked half-circle. No one knew a soldier's stance, but terror made them attentive and One Voice made his calls immediate.

The teenage boy held his spear too high; he knocked the point down using one wing and put it at raker-chest height. Then he said, “Brace when I mark one. Do not chase.”

The boy nodded so hard that rain flew from his hair.

Three rakers rushed together.

Purposely, Trevor marked the center beast with Kneel. Its six legs folded under Fear, creating a living obstruction that broke the charge. The boy's spear entered one palm-eye. Two people drove farm tools into the second beast while he held the third against his crossed wings.

Briefly, the shield line worked, but only because each refugee answered his timing.

Above the road, Damaris descended on the last bell rope. She hit the ground in a crouch, released the line, and let her flail crush the raker pinned against his wings, covering his pale face in black blood.

Trevor smiled at the survivors, who stepped closer to the wagon without being told.

Before the next rush, Trevor told Damaris, “Direct push east. We clear a lane and move the wagon before the next pack arrives.”

At once, she said, “No.”

Her refusal crossed Full Voice as pain, anger, and a better map of the field. The bell rope still ran upward to a cracked bronze bell hanging over the road. Five rakers had gathered beneath it; meanwhile, two more circled the wagon.

Damaris wanted to drop the bell and split the fight, yet she hesitated because the impact would shatter the road beneath the wagon. The old rider might not survive one more hard jolt. Attentively, Trevor read both plan and hesitation through the bond: the plan was better, but the pause was expensive.

He said, “We use the bell. No pause. On my chain.”

Damaris looked at the old woman and warned, “The wagon may turn.”

He replied, “Then we turn it before impact.”

Coldly, she said, “They are civilians.”

He said, “They are six bodies with hands and a strong wish not to die.”

Her anger sharpened, but he had already loaded One Voice with three linked actions: Pull, Turn, Down.

He pointed at the refugees and said, “When I call Pull, drag the wagon right. On Turn, put each spear left. On Down, get beneath the frame.”

He began, “We cannot—” before he aimed Dread Witness at the sentence and showed him each raker behind them. “You can fail while moving,” he said.

That ended the debate, and he gave the first command: “Pull.”

Damaris snapped her chain around the bell rope while all six refugees seized the wagon; he put both wings against its left side and drove through his hips. The broken wheel climbed a rut and turned the frame across the road.

Next he called, “Turn.”

Each spear and farm tool faced left as Damaris pulled the old bell free. Five rakers followed his bright body into the falling shadow.

For one breath, the bond, his controlling marks, and seven scared people aligned around the same motion. Unison entered the System without asking whether the agreement came from trust, fear, or ownership.

At last, he ordered, “Down.”

They dropped beneath the wagon frame; he folded his wings and dove after them while Damaris released her chain.

Bronze struck the road, crushing four rakers outright and pinning the fifth beneath its rim. Broken stone rolled beneath the wagon, but its sideways frame absorbed the shift instead of throwing the old woman into it.

Damaris landed on top of the bell. Her flail struck the trapped raker once, ending the scream before the refugees crawled free.

Two beasts stayed after Trevor's prepared chain ended, yet Unison stayed for one additional heartbeat. He raised two fingers, Damaris read the signal through the bond, and the teenage boy copied her target without being told.

Her flail broke the first raker's front legs. The boy's spear pinned its palm-eye to the mud. He used Burden Step to catch the last beast by one long arm, turned through his narrow hips, and threw it beneath the wagon wheel.

Six refugees pushed together until the wheel climbed the raker and crushed its chest-mouth.

Silence returned to Crown Road with rain ticking against bronze.

At last, the fight lasted forty-two seconds after Damaris's refusal; his direct plan would have needed three minutes and exposed the refugees to a second pack.

Her idea had won. His control had made it faster.
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He crawled from beneath the wagon with his shift caught above one hip and black blood drying on his lashes. The axe woman handed him a blanket without meeting his eyes, and he wrapped it around his waist. “Emergency cloth armor acquired; the dignity penalty feels excessive,” he said.

One refugee laughed because the other choice was shaking. The rest joined him with the thin relief of people who had watched a bell crush death one yard away.

Trevor liked the sound and how quickly fear had become handy labor once someone supplied a structure.

She stepped down from the bell and said, “My plan.”

He replied, “My timing.”

Then she added, “My bell.”

He glanced at the bronze ruin. “You may keep it if you can fit it in your inventory.”

Her smile appeared before the obedience field marked the exchange as rapport. That small delay felt almost real.

The teenage boy approached with his bloody spear and said, “You made us move together.”

Trevor said, “You preferred it to dying separately.”

“Yes,” the boy admitted while looking at the raker beneath the wagon wheel.

They had chosen under teeth, fear, and a command voice built to punish delay. Trevor took the Unison anyway. The survivors kept their memories and anger, which meant each could hate him after he got them behind a wall. He considered that enough mercy for one road.

He turned to Damaris and said, “You refused my first plan.”

Without apology, she said, “It was slow.”

He pressed, “You hesitated on the better one.”

She reminded him, “The woman beneath the blankets has broken ribs.”

Then he said, “And now she has the same ribs instead of a raker inside her wagon.”

Before him, Damaris stepped close enough that Trevor had to tilt his lovely face upward. Quietly, she said, “You are cruel when speed proves you right.”

The words carried anger, attraction, and the compulsory need to answer him. Trevor could not split the three.

At that distance, he asked, “Do you want me?”

Her gray-green eyes moved from his long lashes to his mouth and then to the blanket tied around his slender waist. She said, “Yes.”

Warm desire entered the link at once.

It should have been the cleanest proof available because Damaris knew Trevor was a man and used his pronouns readily. She wanted both the mind giving filthy raid calls and the female angel body carrying them.

Yet Trevor owned the channel delivering her answer, so he could trust his own desire and the heat in the body he occupied. He could not trust a yes that the binding field might have selected before Damaris found her own.

He admitted, “That did not help.”

Dryly, she said, “You asked.”

Trevor replied, “I also own a truth setting that may be stuck on flattering.”

Her hand caught his chin with careful strength. “Then judge the part you did not order,” she said.

Damaris kissed the corner of his mouth once and ended it before Trevor chose whether to lean closer. The bond showed no command but could not certify freedom.

He reacted with an eager heat that reached both of them while Trevor stayed still. “I am going to think about that until it becomes a combat hazard,” he said.

She replied, “You already make your mouth a combat hazard.”

Beside the wagon, the axe woman cleared her throat. “My mother cannot breathe while you two argue about desire.” Trevor moved at once.

Halo Sight found two broken ribs, a fever, and one pale shadow near the old woman's lung. One more hard road impact could kill her.

“Where is the nearest healer?” he asked.

“Naomi Talbot at the Crown Road shrine, if the church has not taken her,” the woman answered.

A Grave Cleric marker opened east of them. Beyond the trees, black smoke rose from the road shrine and stained the rain.

He asked what the church wanted with a village healer. Naomi had refused to save grave rites for rich families; she treated travelers, plague carts, and dead soldiers from both sides. Three days ago, an Inquisition clerk ordered her to surrender the shrine and face judgment in Three Bridges.

“She sent him back with his own broken finger splinted,” the woman said.

Trevor approved before asking, “Did she break it?”

“He broke it on her door.”

That answer improved the tale less than he hoped, but the Grave Cleric still sounded handy.

Quickly, Damaris cut two spars from the wagon rail while Trevor marked the ribs that must not take pressure. Together, they bound the rider's chest with room for each shallow breath.

The bond gave Damaris's estimate: one hour without healing, less after one more hard jolt. Crown Road needed forty minutes.

Trevor ordered eight hands beneath the wagon frame. No one argued; even so, fear made the load feel worse before the first step.

He took the rear-left corner. Burden Step passed the weight through his soft hips, legs, and wings into the road. He settled into the load while each plan in his mind stayed his own.

Damaris lifted the opposite corner and asked, “Will you give Naomi the same choice you gave me?”

The link carried her warning: had the free Choir slot become a cage with a healer's name on it?

Trevor watched smoke thicken. “I will see what survives long enough to choose.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only honest one while her marker is turning.”

The refugees raised the wagon on Trevor's count without one more Unison event. Fear aligned them, but no owner command forced the timing.

For one mile, Crown Road vanished beneath the load, then the trees opened on a burning white shrine where black-robed figures dragged someone toward a church wagon.

The gold marker above Naomi Talbot turned red.


Chapter 9 — The Civilians Are My Armor Now

I

t moved above Naomi Talbot inside the burning shrine, bright red against the smoke.


Before the salt ring, black-robed attendants dragged a fevered man through the cracked door while white grains burned around the walls. Across Crown Road, an abandoned church wagon stood with one wheel broken and its driver missing.

He counted twelve patients inside the salt ring, three attendants outside, and twenty rakers moving through the wet trees behind his refugee column.

She had nine minutes before one broken rib entered her lung.

At once, Trevor said, “Straight to the shrine. No stopping for the demons.”

Damaris lifted the front-right corner using one hand, kept her flail ready in the other, and warned, “They will strike the rear bearers first.”

He replied, “Then the rear becomes expensive.”

Trevor released his corner long enough to strip a black sash from the abandoned church wagon. And he wrapped the cloth around his torn shift, between his thighs, and beneath both wings until the garment stopped threatening to abandon him.

It made his pale legs and white feathers look brighter. Quickly, Fear stirred among the refugees when the blood-streaked angel stopped resembling a victim and began to look purposely dressed for violence.

Privately, he liked the sharp contrast of black cloth, pale legs, and white wings.

It had nothing to do with being a woman and everything to do with making an entrance; he had enjoyed good armor sets on male characters for the same reason. And he wanted the body under the gear, wanted women, and wanted the power to choose what all of it meant.

They found two iron bracers beneath the wagon seat beside an Inquisition seal. And the pair had been sized for a larger fighter; even so, he tied them snug with strips of red lining and tested their weight across his narrow wrists.

“Those belong to a church courier,” Damaris said while watching him flex one arm.

He said, “Then he should have guarded his loot.”

By the wagon, the axe woman said, “We have not established that he is dead.”

He looked at the blood beneath the seat. “His inventory has.”

Near the trees, one refugee laughed despite the rakers closing. Fear shifted toward focus, ready for one more structure.

Trevor gave them one shape simple enough to remember during an attack.

Firmly, Trevor ordered, “Four carry. Two face back. Rotate on my mark.”

Trevor took the left rear wielding his spear. The axe woman stood beside him; meanwhile, two men and one younger woman kept the wagon level. Steadily, Damaris held the front alone.

Through the rain, their first forty steps passed in shallow breath. He moved backward at the rear, wings half-spread, watching the rakers cross from tree to road.

They did not charge together. Along the center, six ran openly while the others crawled through ditch water on both flanks.

At once, he recognized the split and the hidden pressure on both flanks.

From the rear, Trevor called, “Brace. Carriers keep walking.”

He planted his spear. The axe woman dropped her blade. He used Dread Witness to show them the bright soul marks of the six visible rakers and kept the hidden fourteen to himself.

Among them, Fear rose without becoming panic or breaking the walking pace.

It hit his left wing first and drove him hard against the wagon wheel.

Turning Wing Guard sharply through the new iron bracer. Hooks scraped the metal instead of opening his wrist; the impact drove him against the wagon and tore the wing membrane near his shoulder.

Pain flashed white through his back. The founder body tried to pull the hurt wing closed.

He kept it open because the boy still stood behind it.

The second raker struck without a sound.

Across Crown Road, each noise vanished. Silently, rain hit his face. The visible pack opened their chest-mouths and released nothing; a Bell Maw fragment crawled from the ditch with bronze tongues nested between its ribs.

Suddenly, One Voice failed before he could issue the next rotation.

The refugees saw his mouth move and began to break formation.

He slammed both bracers together. Iron carried no sound, yet the motion caught each eye. He raised four fingers, pointed at the wagon, then turned two fingers toward the rear.

But the same signals had moved only the novices in the crypt. These people had never learned them.

Desperately, they guessed what his hands meant and stayed in their rough line.

Correctly, four stayed beneath the wagon. The teenage boy and axe woman held the rear while Damaris watched Trevor instead of the silent rakers.

He pointed left, then crossed both wings.

Then Damaris rejected the obvious target. Through the bond, Trevor saw fourteen hidden soul marks rising from both ditches while the six visible beasts existed only to hold his focus.

And her refusal came as a sharp pressure against his controlling line. He accepted the new field map, then flattened the hesitation that followed.

Then he pointed both bracers down toward the flooded ditch beside them.

Swiftly, Damaris struck the road where his fitted bracers had pointed.

And her flail shattered the ditch edge and threw muddy water across the hidden pack. Fourteen rakers rose at once, coated in black silt and exposed to each scared witness.

He spread his hurt wing over the boy and the axe woman while the first silent charge arrived. Hooks entered three feathers, found the existing tear, and pulled it toward the joint.

He wanted to close the wing and protect the torn joint from more pain.

Instead, Trevor rotated the bracer into the lead raker's arm and trapped its hook between iron and bone. The wing stayed open without a verbal command, a full Voice cue, or a clean muscle response.

The block became a decision instead of a reflex.

Red System light entered the dark cloth around his waist and hardened it across his hips. The stolen bracers tightened to fit his wrists, fixing the exact angle that had preserved the wing guard.

Behind him, the boy stabbed through the trapped raker's palm-eye.

The axe woman severed its chest-mouth.

He released the corpse, gave them the rotation sign, and stepped under the wagon as both civilians became carriers. Two fresh refugees took the rear line without being told.

It moved east one hard step at a time around the wounded wagon.

They hit it from both sides. Each attack met a new pair of scared defenders. Dread Witness fed on the sight of Trevor's white wing holding above them despite the red tear spreading through its base.

No one needed courage. They needed a place to stand, a weapon angle, and someone more frightening than the beasts.

He supplied all three and made the scared refugees watch him do it.

The Bell Maw fragment climbed onto the road and opened its bronze tongues toward Damaris. It copied his silent point with six wax arms, trying to issue the same binding shape that had caught her in the crypt.

Halo Sight showed the copied lines before they reached her field.

Quickly crossing his wrists.

Damaris stopped mid-strike. The false command passed through the space where her flail would have carried her, then latched onto an empty road.

He opened both hands and marked the fragment.

She moved without a spoken order because the stop had preloaded her balance. One turn of her armored hips sent the flail over his halo and through each bronze tongue.

Sound returned in a burst of rain, screams, and breaking bone.

Loudly, Trevor shouted, “Rotation!”

The shield line answered as one rough machine. Two defenders struck. Four carried. Damaris broke the densest group. Meanwhile, he made each surviving raker face his lovely smile and blood-soaked wings.

Fear hardened the black cloth one more degree around his narrow waist and hips.

The road defense ended at the salt ring with thirteen rakers dead and seven fleeing toward the fields. Each refugee stayed alive, and the old woman's wagon had never stopped moving.

Level 5 entered Trevor through the wing he had refused to close.
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It sealed the tear enough to stop it from widening, but the wing still dragged across the road. Trevor tried to fold it and discovered that his back no longer knew where the hurt joint ended.

She caught the outer feathers before they scraped through salt and said, “Hold still.”

“I have been waiting for you to say that under better conditions.”

“Your wing is torn to the inner cord.”

“That condition is much worse than I hoped.”

She used a knife to cut the dark sash away from his left side, exposing pale skin below the wing joint. The refugees stared until Trevor gave them work around the wagon.

She cleaned the wound with rainwater and pressed two fingers beneath the torn cord. Pain drove Trevor forward against her shoulder while the founder body answered careful female touch with a humiliating flicker of heat.

He hated the timing, not the woman or the body.

“Do not make a joke,” Damaris warned.

Trevor gripped her breastplate and breathed through the repair. “I was going to tell you your finger work remains outstanding.”

“That was the joke.”

“It was also accurate medical feedback.”

Her mouth curved despite the blood on both hands. She tied the wing cord to Trevor's new bracer, creating a brace that let his wrist support the hurt joint.

The touch ended before the desire had any interest in leaving either of them.

Trevor could not prove her smile was free, but he could prove that he had kept the wing open for the boy, carried the wounded to the shrine, refused a copied command, and chosen each filthy word himself. Those facts belonged to the same male self who wanted Damaris and feared how natural the female body had begun to feel.

He stood before the salt ring in black wraps, stolen iron, white feathers, and dried demon blood. The shrine attendants took one look at him and opened a narrow gap.

Inside, Naomi Talbot knelt among twelve patients using both hands buried in a circle of grave salt. She was twenty-two, dark-haired, narrow-faced, and dressed in a gray cleric coat burned through at one shoulder.

Black light pressed against the barrier from beneath the shrine floor.

Naomi looked at Trevor's halo, then at Damaris's Inquisition armor. “If either of you belongs to the church, leave.”

Trevor stepped through the gap. “I stole the bracers, if that helps establish my position.” The salt ring cracked under his bare foot, and each white grain turned black beneath the patients.


Chapter 10 — Triage Has a Chain of Command

E

ach grain of grave salt turned black beneath Trevor's bare foot.


Twelve patients screamed as their shadows pulled away from their bodies. Naomi Talbot drove both hands into the ruined ring and caught three souls with pale green light; nine still slid toward the burning walls.

“Get out of my circle,” Naomi shouted.

He stayed where he was and replied, “Your circle is losing.”

The Grave Cleric looked up with fury in her dark eyes. Her black curls were pinned over a shaved temple; meanwhile, green healer's thread crossed her burned gray coat. Even kneeling in blood and salt, she looked accustomed to making death wait outside. Trevor found her attractive; the founder body agreed with warmth beneath his wraps, but neither reaction changed the emergency.

Halo Sight opened the twelve patients around him: three suffered soul separation, and two carried fever marks. One pregnant woman had a demon brand at her throat. Near the altar, a blinded church rider cast a shadow that moved without him; meanwhile, Naomi had only seven Aether left.

At once, Trevor said, “You cannot hold all twelve. Tell me the order.”

Coldly, Naomi said, “I did tell you. Leave.”

At once, Damaris stepped through the gap behind him with the wounded refugee's wagon. Behind her, the salt tried to blacken beneath each boot. And it stopped when his binding field entered through Full Voice.

Trevor felt the interaction at once. Still, his control of Damaris counted as a stable soul boundary, ugly but resistant to whatever fed beneath the shrine.

He put one hand on her arm and ordered, “Share my sight.”

Full Voice carried the twelve condition marks into Damaris, making her stagger as each failing body became a position, timer, and needed action while linked.

Around Damaris's eyes, Naomi saw red-gold script and said, “You own an Inquisitor.”

He admitted, “Currently.”

She said, “Then take your pet and go.”

Then Damaris's anger struck Trevor through the bond like a shove. And he left it intact because a tool that hated the hand still had an edge.

He ordered, “Damaris, triage voice. Use my marks and Naomi's hands,” and the command settled.

And Damaris became his relay, sending two attendants to keep the pregnant woman's neck brand above the dead salt, then she sent refugees with mirrors to pin the old man's moving shadow. And the blinded rider came last because his black mark had begun to watch the cellar door.

After the first two calls, Naomi realized she had obeyed and said, “Stop giving orders in my shrine.”

He crossed the black ring and caught a patient whose soul had risen halfway from her mouth. Both new bracers hardened while his palms held body and ghost together. “Save enough people to fire me later,” he said.

The answer startled one breath of laughter from an attendant and turned Fear toward work.

Trevor used Dread Witness on the room without spending its stored force. He let each conscious patient see the black ring, Naomi's failing hands, and the beautiful angel refusing to move. Across the shrine, Fear capacity widened from thirty to forty-five. The larger witness pool had changed it.

He kept all twenty-one points. Power could reinforce the ring for under two minutes; meanwhile, control could stop twelve people from wasting the time they still owned. He chose control.

Through his link, Damaris ordered, “Mirrors high. Fever beds against the north wall. No one crosses the cellar line until the rider's shadow is bound.”

The room changed shape around her voice as refugees lifted patients and attendants carried salt bowls from the altar. The teenage boy pressed his spear across the cellar door while the axe woman turned the wagon into a treatment table.

Between the patients, Naomi moved with angry precision, sealing one fever mark and tying the pregnant woman's soul to her unborn child. She put green thread through the old man's shadow before it reached the wall; meanwhile, Trevor closely watched her Aether fall from seven to four.

“The rider,” he said.

Without looking up, Naomi replied, “He opened the gate for the demons, but he also warned us before they came through.”

The man's shadow smiled beneath its blindfold, and he marked it red. “He crosses last,” he said.

Between them, Naomi raised her mace and said, “He is dying now.”

Coldly, Trevor said, “And the thing wearing his regret wants the cellar.”

Her gaze sharpened before moving to Damaris. “Does he always sound pleased while threatening people?” she asked.

“Only when the threat works,” Damaris said before he could.

The response carried both dry humor and the compulsory need to support his command. He could not tell which reached Naomi first; she did not smile, though her eyes lingered on his soft mouth.

The barrier buckled beneath them. Black salt rose into a circle of teeth around the patients. Each grain carried a scrap of church prayer spoken backward in voices too faint for ordinary hearing.

Halo Sight translated the phrases into ownership keys.

HEAVEN CLAIMS THE MADE SOUL.

THE CROWN HOLDS WHAT GRACE CREATES.

RETURN THE FOUNDER VESSEL.

He recognized the same grammar hidden in Damaris's obedience field; this was not a demon attack that happened to target a church shrine. Someone had built the ring to fail when an unowned founder crossed it.

He concealed that line from Damaris before Full Voice could carry it. Dissonance fell by three because the System rewarded a clean division. He would hold the truth while she held the room, a reward that felt worse than pain.

Across the black salt, Naomi saw his expression and asked, “What did the salt say?”

He said, “It wants me.”

She pressed, “Why?”

Dryly, Trevor said, “Because Heaven has poor boundaries and a property fetish.”

The pregnant woman laughed once before screaming as her soul line snapped.

He caught the loose end around his wrist while black salt tried to write a binding key across his bracer. Fear-hardened cloth pulled the mark into his own self-claim instead.

He could hold one soul that way, while eleven others still depended on Naomi.

Firmly, Trevor said, “Give me your triage plan.”

She bared her teeth. “You will put it into your link and make all follow it.”

He said, “Yes, before anyone dies while we discuss my bedside manner.”

Then Naomi looked at the pregnant woman, the old man, and the rider whose shadow crawled toward the cellar before placing two salt-blackened fingers against his cracked halo.

His System found her guarded soul and stopped at its locked edge.
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She refused the Choir and gave only the parts of her plan the patients needed. Trevor accepted the narrow share before the System could tempt him with a cheaper forced route. Her triage map entered Halo Sight.

Twelve patients became four groups: body stable and soul loose, soul stable and body failing, demon-marked, and safe to move. Damaris got the map through Trevor's full link, then she drove it into motion with One Voice.

She called, “Group one to the north wall. Group two on the wagon. Marked patients face the mirrors. Safe bodies carry,” and no one hesitated.

Then Naomi put her last four Aether into Soul Suture, sending green thread from her fingers to Trevor's bracers. It crossed his binding field into Damaris without making either woman a Voice to the other.

The pattern pleased him. One healer supplied the design, one Inquisitor supplied command, and Trevor owned the bridge between them.

He moved among the patients and fixed each loose soul long enough for the next set of hands. The work used his strength, Damaris's timing, Naomi's knowledge, and Fear from all watching black salt reach for their feet.

Within sixty seconds, nine patients crossed into the cellar. The pregnant woman went tenth. Her demon brand snapped at Trevor's wrist and burned away without touching the child. The old man followed while his shadow stayed nailed between two mirrors. Only the blinded rider stayed above.

His shadow stood upright before the hurt man could rise.

Quickly, Naomi swung the bone-white mace, but the mark caught its head. The holy metal turned black while Damaris raised her flail on the other side.

Quickly, Trevor stopped both women with one gesture and told Naomi, “Use Pain Archive. Make him remember where the mark entered.”

She warned, “That will make him feel it again.”

He said, “Then he gets one honest pain instead of dying inside a lie.”

She searched Trevor's face for pleasure in the cruelty and found only haste.

She asked, “Rider, do you consent to the memory?” The blinded man heard his shadow breathe and answered, “Yes.”

Purposely, Naomi struck the floor, and Pain Archive opened the rider's last clear memory. A raker priest had taken both eyes and offered to spare the patients if he opened the gate. The rider obeyed, and the mark entered through the relief that followed.

At once, Trevor saw the shape: false comfort had made betrayal feel merciful, and the same principle could make ownership feel like love.

She felt his realization while linked but not the owner-key line he had hidden, then looked at him with a question he did not answer.

The rider named the promise that had not been his. Naomi pulled his living soul toward the cellar while Damaris broke the shadow's legs. Sharply, Trevor caught the mark between both iron bracers.

Fear hardened the grip and tore the black shape apart without letting it enter Trevor. The rider crossed the cellar line as the last grain burned out. All twelve patients stayed alive.

At last, Naomi leaned against Trevor for one exhausted beat. Her palm landed on his bare waist above the dark wraps. Surprise crossed her face when she found warm skin and a slender female body beneath the man's steady voice ordering the door shut.

Her attraction entered the limited data share by mistake. She closed it at once.

At last, Trevor smiled despite himself and said, “That was the first honest medical reading I have got all day.”

“You are absurdly pretty under the blood,” Naomi said as she flushed.

He replied, “I accept the diagnosis.” Her eyes narrowed. “And dangerously pleased with yourself.” “That condition is chronic,” Trevor said. Behind him, Damaris laughed once. Across from them, Naomi looked from the red-gold obedience script in Damaris's eyes to the owner-key burn on Trevor's bracer. “The church did not send the demons, but someone in Heaven taught them how to claim made souls.” Outside, white-armored riders closed around the shrine. Their leader raised an execution seal bearing Junia Serrat's name.


Chapter 11 — My Healer Has a Return Policy

T

he execution seal struck the shrine door before anyone ended being alive.


White fire spread through the oak, outlining each iron nail and hinge. And the branded refugees cried out together. She caught the pregnant woman before she fell, while Damaris hauled the blinded rider behind the altar.

Loudly, the woman outside called, “Junia Serrat orders you to yield the Grave Cleric, each marked soul, and the angel outside the church rolls.”

Carefully looking over twelve patients, two attendants, six refugees, and one burned wagon. In the cellar, their second exit opened onto a cliff. “Assessment sounds friendly,” he said with false innocence. Damaris readied her flail and explained that it meant being taken apart.

“There it is,” Trevor said before asking Naomi how quickly her patients could run.

“They cannot,” she said while pushing green light through the pregnant woman's throat mark. The old man would lose his soul across running water. Without his bound pain, the rider would die; three others could not walk.

The seal hit the door again; a white crack opened from lintel to floor as the Church voice gave them thirty seconds.

Purposely opening Halo Sight. Eleven riders held the road. Behind blessed shields, six archers covered their captain as she fed Grace into it. Near the cellar cliff, a younger knight circled toward the rear exit. No one guarded the dry drain beneath the north wall because no one sane would crawl through it while carrying patients.

Trevor chose the drain as his route at once.

Trevor asked Naomi to link with him so her triage map could reach each carrier. Until they reached the ravine, he would hold their fear flat, but she met his lavender eyes without blinking and refused.

“Twenty-two seconds,” he warned, but she demanded an option that did not end with him inside her soul. He gave a limited lien with no memory access, lasting orders, or control outside the escape.

“A lien is ownership wearing spectacles,” she said.

With perfect seriousness, Trevor said, “Mine would look great in spectacles.”

Damaris made an angry sound, and Naomi's mouth nearly betrayed her. And the church seal struck a third time. Slowly, white flame crawled across the floor toward the marked beds, but Naomi still refused.

Inside Trevor, twenty-four Fear pressed against a cap of forty-five. He could spend it to break the door team, then the archers would kill patients in the channel. He could force Naomi through Rite Pressure; even so, a full soul change would take longer than it.

Then the blinded rider began shaking. Trevor whispered that surrender had been promised to save all.

Suddenly, the old mark in his empty sockets moved when he believed it. False comfort had opened him once. Now the church captain used the same shape: relief gave before he saw the price.

He knew the rule because he had spent his life spotting rigged game systems after accepting their terms.

He knelt before the rider and asked, “What hurts?”

“Everything,” the man whispered, so Trevor told him to keep the pain because it proved the promise was lying.

She snapped that pain proved harm instead of truth. He held out his hand again and asked her to lend him the rule that told the gap. Under her own time and banned commands, she could control the bargain.

The attendants began lowering patients into the drain. Steadily, Damaris braced the cracking door with her shoulder. Feeling Trevor shape the offer. Through Full Voice, she sent a bitter warning: You are about to make refusal feel unsafe enough to resemble consent.

He knew the warning was right. And the System knew too, because it warmed beneath his cracked halo.

“Eight minutes,” she said, placing two fingers against his palm. The lien would allow only motion, triage, and pain transfer. She banned memory access, loyalty edits, speech control, and intimate commands. She would choose the patients. The last one reached the ravine; afterward, the link would end.

He quietly told her that she had forgotten his care. Her brows drew together as he made any pain he took her patient, requiring her to keep him fit to fight until the link ended.

The clause made her examine the split skin beneath his bracers. Along his left wing, the torn inner cord drew her gaze. Feeling her healer's judgment before any answer.

At last, she agreed; even so, her soul stayed shut.

He invoked the comfort hidden inside the deal. For eight minutes, no one needed to choose alone. Relief moved through Naomi before she knew it was magic. The feeling opened a narrow edge around her Guarded soul, and he installed the lien there.

Her hand jerked in his. “You used my relief,” Trevor admitted it without excuse. “You rotten little bastard,” she said. Calmly, he accepted the charge while rising as the door split. “Treat me while we argue.”

The System answered his efficient cruelty with power.

SYSTEM // Relief with terms attached. Darling, you made mercy wear a price tag.
READOUT // Level 6 — dread path consolidated
VITALS // HP 72/158 — ready | MP 98/164 — ready
SKILL COST // False Comfort I: 12 MP to open, then 1 MP per minute sustained.
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 6.
Attributes: Strike 9 | endure 12 | move 10.
Attributes: Focus 12 | resist 15 | move gracefully 12.
You can now use false comfort I.
- Offer immediate relief inside a disclosed bargain.
- A relieved target may open a limited soul edge.
- Founder may install one temporary lien through that edge.
- Relief does not authenticate consent.
- Terms remain binding on founder and target.
Update: Naomi Talbot — limited lien active.
Scope: movement / triage / reciprocal pain transfer.
Duration: 00:08:00.
Memory access: forbidden.
Loyalty edit: forbidden.
Speech control: forbidden.
Intimate command: forbidden.
Termination: last patient reaches ravine.
Full conversion: refused.
Fear: 27 out of 45.
Dissonance: 24.
Body adaptation: 28%.
Update: Execution seal breach: 00:00:04.


Her painful map entered him first. Twelve patients lit around his thoughts, each with a body timer and soul timer. His own torn wing appeared as a thirteenth mark in her sight.

He ordered each carrier through Damaris: “Two hands on each blanket. North channel. Match the green pulse and do not run.”

The command reached the refugees without entering Naomi. Her lien only supplied timing. Even so, False Comfort softened panic around that rhythm until obedience felt easier than terror. He hated how cleanly it worked. But he also loved winning.

Four seconds ended.

The shrine door exploded inward. Before Damaris fell, she caught the captain's spear under her flail chain. She pulled the woman across the threshold as Trevor drove one bracer into the shaft. Fear-hardened iron snapped the blessed oak against his arm.

“Release the souls you stole,” the captain ordered after naming him an unregistered founder. Naomi's healing thread already stitched his palm, so Trevor smiled and asked which souls she meant. Her order needed better database hygiene.

Three riders entered behind their captain. On each breastplate, the execution seal burned toward Damaris's red-gold Voice script. She froze halfway through a strike.

He felt a foreign command search their bond for the owner above him.

RETURN THE FOUNDER VESSEL.

He rammed False Comfort into the search and gave the seal what it wanted. In answer, calm trust claimed that Trevor had agreed to the test. White fire relaxed around his wings because Heaven had built the seal to prefer surrender over proof.

He used that heartbeat to order Damaris low. Beneath his right wing, she dropped clear. Three blessed bolts punched through black feathers and lodged along the bone. Naomi got his pain through the lien, swore aloud, and turned its sharpest third into green light around the old man's soul.

“That is not what reciprocal means,” she said when he called the pain handy. Trevor disagreed. Dryly, she told him he had no idea what words meant.

Behind the altar, the last patient disappeared into the channel. Trevor backed toward it. Meanwhile, Damaris kept the riders inside the doorway while the captain recovered her spear. She touched the execution seal to its broken shaft.

“Break the illegal link,” she told Naomi, promising that Serrat might forgive her.

Relief brushed Naomi again. False Comfort tried to widen the opening automatically.

He could have helped it. One more push would turn limited motion into general command, and Naomi's Grave magic would make the escape almost certain.

But he held the old terms because their limits stayed handy. A healer who believed her limits counted would agree to one more limit later; meanwhile, a broken healer needed constant control.

She felt thought through the pain share and looked disgusted; still, she pressed a palm between Trevor's wings and closed the worst bolt wound before it could split.

“You are still my patient,” she reminded him.

The words felt more close than Trevor had earned. Warmth moved through his slim waist and the soft shape under his wraps. Together, care, desire, and bodily pleasure struck in one pulse. He stayed Trevor Dwyer, male, nineteen, and furious at a church trying to take him. Naomi's hands made the female angel body answer with heat. That response belonged to his body, not as a vote against his mind.

“Discharge me after the ravine,” Trevor said, and she promised she would.

Dropping abruptly into the channel after her. Damaris entered last and kicked loose the supporting stones. Half the shrine floor collapsed behind them, burying three riders and leaving the captain above the gap.

They dropped onto hands and knees inside the drain. He crawled behind the old man's blanket while broken bolts dragged against the roof, and Naomi stayed close enough to heal each tear. Each green pulse steadied his wings and sent unwanted pleasure through the lien.

Ahead, the pregnant woman stopped. Her throat brand had caught on a line of blessed salt buried across the tunnel.

Clearly, the patrol had trapped the escape route before offering surrender.

He sent the sight through Full Voice and ordered Damaris to break the left wall.

She struck stone twice. A rider's blade punched through from outside and cut her shoulder. He took the pain through Full Voice, passed half into Naomi's lien, and got it back as numb strength around his wing joints.

They opened a crawlspace around the salt together; she moved the branded woman through first, followed by the blind rider and old man. Meanwhile, Trevor held the broken wall while the church patrol hammered from the other side.

The first patient reached open air at six minutes. The ravine lay below, blue with evening shadow, while refugees formed a carrying line down its slope. Fear moved through them without becoming panic. He collected three more points and spent none.

Naomi dropped the last patient onto the ravine floor at seven minutes forty-one seconds, and the lien broke just as promised.

Her care map vanished from Trevor's sight, and pain struck without its soft frame. Three bolt wounds reopened, so he dropped to one knee while Naomi stayed free to walk away, but she knelt beside him, cut the shafts from his wing, and began sewing the deepest wound.

“Why are you still treating me?” Trevor asked. Her fingers stayed steady despite anger while she named him her patient and recalled how he held the terms after his magic found a way around them.

He called that a very low standard. She tied the final green knot and replied, “You brought it with you. Do not mistake care for trust.”

He looked down at the exhausted healer touching his black wing freely, then at Damaris standing guard under commands she could not refuse. The contrast hurt more than the bolts.

The captain raised Junia Serrat's seal into the dusk above the ravine. White lines spread from tree to tree, closing both ends of the valley.

The seal used Junia's calm voice to mark the founder found and the Grave Cleric lost. It ordered the linked killed and the angel kept alive.

She stared at the closing light and said Trevor's short ownership had made all legally disposable. He rose on fresh stitches and said, “Then we should live long enough to dispute the paperwork.”


Chapter 12 — Air Support Is a Hostile Takeover

W

hite bars closed across both ends of the ravine, turning escape into a cage.


The last patient lay behind Trevor under a torn wagon cover. Ahead, Junia's seal burned between the trees while riders formed a second line above the western slope; the captain had planned for scared people to run downhill.

Trevor preferred ruining plans from the middle.

Purposely opening Halo Sight. And it found three thin places in the white bars. Each gap moved with the captain's hand. If someone stole the seal, the cage would open; however, its bearer stood forty feet above them with six archers.

Naomi ended wrapping his wing and said, “You cannot fly on that.” “I can fall purposely,” he replied.

Damaris checked the stone wall beside him. “Your intent is not load-bearing,” she said. “Not with that attitude,” he replied before pointing toward the narrow eastern shelf. He ordered patients below the ledge with carriers against the wall. When he moved, all else needed to stay boring.

She rose and looked at him over blood-dark hands. Her lien was gone, and no red-gold script stayed around her eyes. “You no longer order my patients,” she reminded him. “Then tell them the same thing with kinder grammar,” he replied.

She did, adding three details that made his plan less likely to kill anyone; meanwhile, Damaris moved the carriers into better pairs. Mutual respect passed between the women through the calm speed of handy work.

The captain lifted Junia's seal above them; white light found the demon brands among the patients and marked six bodies for death.

Then the hill behind the riders screamed.

Rakers poured from the burned shrine in a black rush; the same seal that identified made souls drew demons toward them like blood in deep water. Four beasts hit the rear line before the archers turned, and a Bell Maw fragment tore through the young knight at the cliff.

Church steel met hooked limbs over Trevor's head while he watched both foes improve his odds. “Now,” he said. Damaris threw him.

Her linked strength launched him above the ravine wall. And he opened both black wings late, using the good right joint and torn left one as unequal blades. Pain ripped through his back, yet the rise carried him behind the lowest archer.

He caught the woman's belt and pulled her from the shelf. Her scream fed two Fear before he hooked one wing around a pine branch; the motion left them hanging beside each other, staring down sixty feet. “Drop the bow,” he told her, and she obeyed without magic. “Great decision.” He swung her toward a lower ledge and released her alive, making the next archer hesitate.

The pause let Damaris climb the wall wielding her flail chain while Naomi held a death ward over the patients. Raker blood rained from the ridge, and one black drop hit the pregnant woman's brand. The mark began eating inward before Naomi called for Grave Salt from the shrine.

The shrine stood beyond eleven riders and twenty rakers, so he gave his Fear instead. “Fear will make the brand feed faster,” she warned.

Trevor saw one more route: old salt still clung to Damaris's boots, blackened but bound by his binding field. And he sent a command, and through Full Voice she scraped both soles across the stone while climbing. A stream of dark grains fell into Naomi's raised hand.

She caught the salt, smelled it, and used it anyway. “That should not work,” she said. “My build is mostly things that should not work,” he replied.

She pressed the grains around the woman's throat, and green light closed over the brand. Meanwhile, Damaris reached the ridge and broke an archer's knee wielding her flail haft.

Quickly, he pulled himself onto the branch. He needed the captain's seal, but the Bell Maw fragment had reached her first. Its split jaw closed around her shield arm as two rakers dragged at her cape.

The captain drove Junia's seal against the demon's skull, sending white fire through its mouth and down its spine. Trevor felt each linked soul in the ravine jerk when the command crossed them.

EXECUTE THE LINKED.

She froze against her will because red-gold script gave the church seal a clean target, but before she could fall, a raker claw entered beneath her ribs.

He ordered her to move. The command struck Junia's higher key and broke apart.

At once, Naomi saw the wound from below and left the death ward. Across open stone, she drove Soul Suture upward like a hooked green rope, catching Damaris around the heart before the raker tore free.

And for three breaths, Naomi held an owned woman alive while Damaris tried to obey two masters.

Quickly, Trevor leaped from the branch.

His torn wing failed at once. He hit the cliff, bounced, and caught Naomi around the waist as her own spell pulled her upward. Her boots left the ravine floor while Damaris rose above them, still pinned to the church command.

There, three women and one wounded angel became a chain over empty air. Naomi told him through clenched teeth to release her so she could anchor from below.

Feeling the old lien scar beneath his hand. Eight promised minutes had ended, yet False Comfort recalled the path relief had opened.

He could release her and trust a plan he did not control, or close the scar before they fell. He promised to hold all three of them, but Naomi demanded he do it without entering her. Before he said, the cliff broke under his bracer.

He gave False Comfort. The truth stayed out: You do not have to carry this alone. Meanwhile, relief entered Naomi as his good wing opened. For one soft instant, she believed the weight had shifted away from her.

Then Trevor closed the lien into command.

Her guarded soul fought him, and he met it with twenty-nine Fear, Rite Pressure, and Damaris's binding key. Six points of memory tore loose around the shrine escape. Although her will kept the rest, its control edge bent beneath his Crown.

At last, the System fixed his choice before regret could make it less deliberate.

SYSTEM // Second voice installed. That rescue crossed a very dark little line.
READOUT // Full voice installed — Naomi Talbot
VITALS // HP 55/158 — strained | MP 71/164 — strained
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 6.
Naomi Talbot — age 22.
Class: Grave cleric at level 6.
Attributes: Strike 7 | endure 10 | move 8.
Attributes: Focus 14 | resist 15 | move gracefully 13.
Voice state: full.
Memory: 94 out of 100.
Autonomy: 48 out of 100.
He still owns himself.
Exit: disabled outside verified intervals.
Unlocked: Permitted command channels.
• Movement.
• Triage.
• Pain transfer.
• Spell timing.
• Speech priority.
Unlocked: Restricted channels.
• Intimate command: blocked.
• Attraction edit: blocked.
Unlocked: Trevor resource checkpoint.
Fear: 31 out of 45.
Dissonance: 29.
Body adaptation: 30%.
Update: Active command: hold the chain / share the wound / rise.


Her fury entered him beside the pain, and Trevor kept both because stripping either would make her less handy. He ordered, “Hold the chain. Share the wound. Rise.”

One Voice bound the motions as Naomi locked Soul Suture around Damaris's heart. Beside her, Damaris turned the forced church stillness into a brace. Trevor made his broken left wing carry one-third of their weight.

They rose in a hard stagger while each beat drove bolts deeper into Trevor's back. Naomi took the pain, cut its worst edge, and sent enough feeling back to guide his wing. Damaris kept the raker claw inside her ribs so the wound stayed plugged.

At the ridge, the captain burned the Bell Maw fragment to ash. She saw Trevor's chain reach the ledge and turned Junia's seal toward him.

The seal ordered the founder preserved, and white force caught Trevor by the halo. It drew him upward while the women beneath him became unwanted weight.

Instead of fighting the pull, he used it. With one hard wingbeat, Trevor swung Naomi onto the ridge. She struck the captain's shield with a bone-white mace. Damaris followed and took the captain across the knees while Soul Suture still bound both women.

Then he crashed into all three of them.

The pile rolled between church riders and rakers. Trevor came up beneath Naomi's coat with one hand at her firm waist and her knee against his soft chest. Her desire flared through Full Voice beside a clean urge to hit him. Trevor asked her to save both for later. Damaris wanted to know whether he meant the hitting or the desire. He flushed before he said, “Dealer's choice.”

She stared at him, aghast and keen, though neither response was free enough to trust. That knowledge pushed Dissonance higher.

The captain lunged for Junia's seal, but a fair white hand dusted with freckles came through the smoke first. Before she reached it, the hand took the white disk from her belt.

Its owner was a lean young woman in cropped saffron trousers and a sleeveless travel vest. Cropped auburn hair framed green eyes. Freckles crossed her fair white skin, and Sun marks glowed along both toned arms. Her quick smile showed one chipped tooth.

She stepped between two rakers without touching either. One beast struck where she had been, hit the other, and gave her a path through the fight. The captain shouted Petra's name. The thief bowed backward and warned that the name cost extra.

With the seal gone, the white cage across the ravine flickered. Trevor could move the patients if he caught the woman, but three riders blocked his path. He ordered Damaris left and Naomi right.

Both women moved before the riders knew they had become a team. Damaris broke the first shield while Naomi put the second knight's leg to sleep. Between them, Trevor drove his halo against the third man's nose.

Cartilage broke with a bright crunch. His cracked halo rang like a cheap bell.

As Damaris called him still pretty, Naomi wiped blood from Trevor's mouth with her thumb. Before she could stop herself, she agreed he was annoyingly so.

Their eyes met over him. Damaris nodded once to the healer who had kept her heart closed. Naomi returned it to the fighter who had held a raker claw in place. The women knew each other's cost even while Trevor owned the bridge between them.

He wanted that respect aimed at him unprompted behind it. A wish more dangerous than the demons.

Petra reached the far shelf and held Junia's seal above the drop, asking what a safe road was worth. Trevor stepped over the captain's broken shield and valued it lower after the theft. “Wrong,” she replied while spinning the seal on one finger. Scarcity improved the price, and she knew both a route the church could not close and what hunted beneath it.

Behind her, the white bars failed. Refugees began carrying the patients out of the ravine while church riders fought demons across the ridge.

He measured Petra's path, balance, and bright Sun Soul marks. She had stolen the most important object on the field, made both armies blame each other, and turned rescue into an auction.

The theft made him like her at once.

She felt reaction through Full Voice and said, “No.”

He smiled at the thief and said, “Make your opening bid.”


Chapter 13 — The Toll Accepts Stolen Property

A

t once, Petra Coyle began the auction while all else was still bleeding.


She balanced Junia's seal on one finger across the southern ford. And the white disk lit her chipped smile from below, making her look like a saint who had robbed the donation box.

Trevor approved of the effect.

Refugees carried Naomi's patients away from the ravine behind him. Church riders and rakers fought along the ridge, but the dying white cage would not hide the column for long.

“One safe crossing,” Petra called. Her price was a favor, an end to the hunt, and no followers on her route. “The seal is stolen,” He objected. The ford was already wet, and her terms were ugly. “The ford was already wet,” she noted. “Then you added no value,” he said. “I added survival,” she replied with a wider grin.

She touched the blood at her temple and advised Trevor to buy it. Through Full Voice, the sensible order came with a current of rage that belonged wholly to her.

Carefully, Damaris watched Petra's feet instead of the seal and found two hidden allies under the reeds.

Her smile changed by half a degree.

Trevor used Halo Sight and found three small tracks ending at the south stones. One walker dragged a left foot. Clearly, Petra guarded people who needed the route after she left.

He concealed the tracks from both Voices.

He agreed to a safe crossing for all and one favor that could not harm his party, alter a soul, or place him under an owner. Petra could keep the seal until the far bank. And she demanded no followers afterward; then, he limited the promise to people obeying him.

At once, Petra heard the gap and widened the term. No one in his party, Choir, column, or debt could follow, mark, track, watch, scry, smell, predict, or cleverly interpret her.

He sighed and said, “You wound me.” “Not yet,” she replied before tossing the seal upward and starting across the southern stones.

The refugees took the shallow north channel under Naomi's direction. Damaris guarded the rear while Trevor stepped where Petra stepped, leaving six feet between them.

Near the center, Halo Sight opened her sheet without permission. Gold lines made her laugh without flinching.

She was twenty, quick, healthy, and pleased by the pretty angel trying to read her. Cropped auburn hair framed green eyes, while freckles dusted her fair white skin. A closed soul waited behind each bright mark.

“My eyes are up here,” she said, but he kept his gaze on the script around her hips. He claimed that her Agility score was lower. “Liar,” Petra said, and he agreed.

The ford rose beneath them.

Gray stone antlers broke the north channel first, throwing two carriers into deep water. A vast back followed, covered in pale hands that opened and closed beneath the current. And the Ford Taker unfolded six jointed arms and caught the refugee wagon before it overturned.

She stared at the Threat 8 demon and insisted it had not been there yesterday.

Dryly, Trevor replied that her listing lacked key facts.

The demon's Toll Claim struck Junia's seal; white lines ran from Petra's hand into the ford and changed the terms of each crossing.

PAYMENT NEEDED: ONE MADE SOUL.

All pale hands turned toward him.

He sent Damaris into the north channel to brace the wagon. Across the water, Naomi spread Grave Salt and made a green path for the patients. Both women moved through Full Voice before the Ford Taker could collect them.

Petra moved backward and tried to throw the seal onto a dry stone, but Toll Claim kept it against her palm. He ordered her to let go, and she informed him that she was trying. He suggested more obedience; then, she suggested being less collectible.

A gray hand closed around Trevor's ankle and pulled him under.

Cold water filled his mouth. Pale fingers climbed his legs, waist, and chest, searching for the founder mark beneath his skin. Each touch treated his female body as sacred property and his male identity as an error hidden inside it.

He caught the nearest wrist and broke it against his knee.

The System gave no air, but his binding field still worked underwater. Through the hands on his body, he drove it into Toll Claim. If the demon needed a made soul, he would change who counted as the collector.

The thief punched the seal with Radiant Palm above him. The holy mark opened without owning it, letting her alter one term. Quickly, she changed made soul to unpaid owner.

Each hand left Trevor and seized the Ford Taker's own chest.

He liked her solution more than his, which made taking control feel urgent.

He caught the seal line around Petra's wrist and fed his binding key into it. Junia's white disk became a red-gold soul mark between them. It tried to name Petra his third Voice, but her closed soul turned the claim back.

For one hard second, they fought inside the same rule.

Her Empty Hand Seal made ownership a road she could enter without accepting. His Crown made each entered road a route toward him. Meanwhile, her Sun Soul burned his key from the inside while his Fear darkened her escape signs.

Neither won. The demon did.

Then Toll Claim closed around the contested mark and pulled Petra underwater beside him.

Her forearm struck his wrist as they fell. He caught her narrow waist with one arm, but she drove an elbow into his ribs for taking the liberty. Honestly, the blow felt deserved.

Four pale hands pinned Petra against the demon's belly. A bright scar opened beneath her palm but would not accept Radiant force while Junia's seal named her stolen property.

He used the claim he had started. Through the soul mark, he named Petra his contested asset, overriding the church and demon without closing her soul.

Vile language. It also made the bright scar accept her hand.

Radiant Palm entered the Ford Taker. With one change, Petra turned toll keeper into toll debtor, and each drowned hand turned inward.

He drove both bracers into the same scar. Fear from the ridge, the refugees, and Petra's furious thrill hardened his strike. The demon split from belly to antlers.

Water threw them into daylight.

Sharply, Damaris caught Trevor by the wing. And Naomi caught Petra by the collar. Together, the four reached a stone as the Ford Taker collapsed across the north channel and became a bridge.

Refugees climbed to safety across its back. The last patient crossed before the demon's hands stopped moving.

Junia's seal stayed between Trevor and Petra, no longer white. Red-gold script had sunk into its edge, and a thin matching circle marked Petra's wrist.

The System rewarded the win and made the contested theft durable.

SYSTEM // The boss is dead and the soul mark is contested. Messy. Productive.
READOUT // Ford taker defeated — contested soul mark created
VITALS // HP 91/160 — ready | MP 141/170 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 7.
Attributes: Strike 10 | endure 12 | move 11.
Attributes: Focus 12 | resist 15 | move gracefully 13.
You can now link 3 voices.
Active full voices: 2 / 3.
Open slots: 1.
Unlocked: Use refinement.
Draw fire I accepts deliberate visible interception when speech is blocked.
Petra Coyle — age 20.
Class: Sun soul monk at level 6.
Attributes: Strike 10 | endure 8 | move 15.
Attributes: Focus 11 | resist 12 | move gracefully 13.
You may choose skills now.
• Radiant palm II.
• Step between II.
• Empty hand seal I.
• Sunpath I.
• Toll sense I.
Soul state: closed / contested mark.
Memory: 100 out of 100.
Autonomy: 100 out of 100.
No one currently owns you.
Choir link: none.
Seal holder: Petra Coyle.
Fear: 36 out of 60.
Dissonance: 31.
Body adaptation: 38%.


She studied the ring around her wrist. “You marked my soul during a business deal,” she accused. While wringing water from his long blonde hair, he blamed the demon. “I only improved the lien position,” he said.

“You called me an asset,” Petra reminded him. “Contested asset,” he corrected. The modifier protected her independence. She laughed so hard she nearly fell into the ford, then promised to charge him until the end of time.

Naomi inspected Petra's wrist and found no binding channel. Beside her, Damaris checked Trevor's binding field and found no third Voice. Both women accepted that the mark was unsafe without being a completed claim.

Across the water, the last church riders broke away from the rakers. They would reach the ford within minutes.

Petra handed Trevor a sliver of the seal while keeping the marked disk; she called it proof of purchase because his people had crossed. He asked about the safe route; then, she pointed out that he stood on the corpse that made it unsafe.

He could not fault the delivery.

Sharply, Damaris caught the front of Trevor's wet wraps and drew him close. Through Full Voice, he felt anger at Petra and relief over the patients. Beneath both came desire for the man she knew and the forced turn toward whatever pleased her owner.

“You followed her plan,” Damaris said. Trevor called it the best plan available. She noted that he had let Petra keep the seal, but he objected that it was attached to her soul.

When Damaris accused him of enjoying that sentence, Trevor admitted, “A little.”

Then Damaris kissed him.

Her mouth took his before he found one more joke. One gauntleted hand held his jaw; meanwhile, the other settled at his slim waist. The kiss made his soft lips part and sent heat through the female angel body he owned.

For a few breaths, Trevor let himself want her without solving what the binding field meant. A man kissing a woman. His body was female, eager, and still his. Pleasure could not vote on identity; even so, it could make thinking wonderfully difficult.

She drew back; then, red-gold script still ringed her eyes.

He could not call the kiss free, but he also could not pretend he had not wanted it.

With theatrical patience, Petra cleared her throat. Naomi watched Damaris with a mix of respect, envy, and interest that Full Voice delivered before she hid it.

Petra closed the auction and announced that her no-follow condition started at once. She pointed toward the eastern reeds, then vanished between one blink and the next.

He opened Halo Sight, and the soul mark gave her direction, speed, and distance.

Its first line read: FOLLOWING INVALIDATES CLAIM.

Her voice came from three different places at once, warning that if the pretty angel cheated, Junia's seal went back to the church.

He closed the mark before Damaris or Naomi could read the route. A handy third Voice had made recruitment a test of whether he could obey someone else's limit.

He disliked tests he had not designed.


Chapter 14 — I Failed the Exit Interview Correctly

T

he soul mark gave Trevor Petra's place three times before breakfast, and he closed it each time.


Refugees rested beneath torn wagon covers across a pine hollow while Naomi checked each patient. The south trail stayed under Damaris's watch. The thief had vanished east under a no-follow clause and left Trevor with a test he disliked.

The smart move was to cheat at once, but he kept the mark shut. One handy thief was worth more than one captured monk. Trevor could always close her later. First, she needed to decide his limits were real.

That choice pleased the Tyrant path and made Dissonance itch behind his halo.

While tying off the old man's soul line, Naomi asked how Trevor knew Petra had not sold them. He admitted he did not know. She called his faith baffling, then glanced at her red-gold Voice script. From inside, she said, faith looked like bad oversight.

Her mouth betrayed a smile before anger reclaimed it.

The Inquisitor came back from the trail with a snapped white arrow; no blood marked its head, but church thread hung from the shaft. Damaris saw three scouts moving west. They hid their tracks from the party and left them plain toward Petra.

The Concord clearly wanted Trevor to follow, so he opened Halo Sight without touching Petra's mark. Four false trails crossed the hollow, and each used boot prints the church had copied from the ford. The fifth path had no marks at all.

He banned pursuit and planned to make the scouts come back. She folded her arms and asked how. “By looking helpless on purpose,” he replied.

He moved the patients into a crescent around the wagon and put the strongest refugees beneath the covers. Damaris left her flail in view; Naomi set a weak green ward, though she kept the real Death Ward folded under the soil.

Trevor sat on the wagon tongue with his black wings sagging. His blonde hair fell around a gentle face still too pretty for the dried blood on it. With care, he set one torn wrap to show the soft line of his waist. He hated how well helplessness fit the body.

Naomi said he looked like a princess after a very bad coach ride; he called it using church bias as bait, but she noticed he enjoyed the pose.

He was, and that scared him more than the scouts. The angel body had learned how to draw eyes while staying still. Still the man using that response. Already, Body Adaptation made each feminine move arrive before thought.

He set the fear aside. His goals had not changed, and his choice to bait the patrol belonged to him.

Nine minutes later, white masks appeared among the pines.

Six Concord hunters entered the hollow under a soul-net. Their leader held a thin chain marked with Petra's contested seal. Each link searched for a Voice without leave. They hoped Trevor would reveal her path by reaching back.

The hunters saw two owned women, twelve patients, scared refugees, and one wounded founder. They moved in without checking the empty branches above them. He kept the mark closed.

Their leader ordered the angel preserved and each linked soul killed.

Until Trevor said, “Now,” Damaris stayed seated.

Her flail came out from beneath the wagon. Its chain broke the leader's knee and wound around the soul-net before the hunters could spread it.

She raised the buried Death Ward. Green ribs closed around the patients while the weak surface spell vanished. Three white arrows struck the ward and stopped.

Then Trevor rose from his princess pose and caught the fourth arrow between iron bracers. “The coach ride has improved,” he observed.

Fear from the ambush fed his mail. Dark road wraps hardened over his stomach, hips, and thighs while he drove into the nearest hunter. Her shield met a slender angel and expected softness. His shoulder put her into a tree.

The soul-net opened behind him.

White cords reached for Damaris and Naomi through their Full Voice links. The church knew their owner and only needed to cut the bridge through Trevor.

He could close both women tighter and bury the exposed edges beneath his Crown. The stronger claim would stop the net; even so, it would also prove Petra right to run.

Instead, Trevor opened a verified exit gap and ordered both women unlinked for ten seconds, so they vanished from his mind before the net reached them.

The loss hit like a missing floor. His borrowed fight sense disappeared before a hunter's blade reached him, then Naomi's painful map vanished while an arrow entered his torn wing.

Alone inside his own body, Trevor fought without either woman. He turned late, used the narrow waist the System had given him, and let the sword pass along his ribs. His hips changed the angle enough for the blade to miss bone.

He moved with perfect feminine grace; he stayed male inside it, choosing violence for a goal he had chosen before waking here.

Without the links, the soul-net found nothing.

Its cords dropped harmlessly across Damaris and Naomi. Both women stayed beside him because the exit freed their souls instead of moving their feet.

Behind him, Damaris broke the attacker. And Naomi drew the arrow pain from his wing through ordinary healing instead of a binding channel.

Seven seconds stayed.

Suddenly, the hunter leader pulled Petra's stolen chain and opened the contested mark by force. East appeared in Trevor's sight: distance, speed, and the bright line of her running through high reeds.

The leader commanded the seal to follow her.

He could seize the line before the church did. One hard claim would make Petra his third Voice and give Damaris enough direction to catch her.

He let Petra run. But he seized only the road behind her.

His binding field entered the false tracks the hunters had laid and named each return path part of his temporary domain. The scouts tried to withdraw; then, red-gold lines closed around their ankles.

Petra's true route stayed untouched.

While driving her mace into a hunter's wrist, Naomi noted that Trevor had chosen the empty road. He said the empty road could not complain, which she called an explanation for his dating strategy.

At once, Trevor almost missed his block. Her dry satisfaction belonged to her alone during the verified gap, and he wanted it with painful force.

At ten seconds, the links did not return automatically.

They each got a split request. Both could refuse, leaving Trevor with no command bridge while four hunters still fought.

She accepted first, bringing heat, fury, and sharp fight sense back into him. After sealing a patient's wound, Naomi accepted with anger intact.

One Voice became a weapon again as he ordered Damaris to cut the net left. Through Grave Salt, Naomi took the right anchor. He stepped through the center and drove his cracked halo into the leader's white mask, breaking bone beneath the porcelain.

The remaining hunters tried Petra's route, but his closed false roads turned them back toward the hollow. Refugees met them with wagon tools. Within a minute, all six hunters lay bound under their own soul-net.

The System measured the exit, return, and trap.

SYSTEM // An exit test honored? How almost respectable of you.
READOUT // Verified exit test — complete
VITALS // HP 131/160 — ready | MP 155/170 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 7.
Update: Choir link health.
Damaris Pike — full voice.
Memory: 92 out of 100.
Autonomy: 35 out of 100.
Exit stays disabled outside verified intervals.
Verified unlink: 00:10.
Return: accepted.
Naomi Talbot — full voice.
Memory: 94 out of 100.
Autonomy: 48 out of 100.
Exit stays disabled outside verified intervals.
Verified unlink: 00:14.
Return: accepted.
Petra Coyle — contested soul mark.
Memory: 100 out of 100.
Autonomy: 100 out of 100.
Choir link: none.
Exit: not applicable.
No-follow condition: honored.
Fear: 42 out of 60.
Dissonance: 33.
Body adaptation: 41%.
Route result: true path open / false return paths claimed.


She read her restored link silently, and Trevor felt the instant she found the fourteen-second gap. “You stayed out longer,” he noted. “I had a patient,” Naomi replied. “You sound offended.”

He tried to explain that the working exit pleased him. Lost control angered him, while her return brought relief. What came out was, “Your healer timing remains inefficient for my emotional economy.”

From beside him, Damaris called that the worst sentence he had spoken. “There has been serious competition,” Trevor replied.

Before Trevor could rebuild his dignity, Naomi stepped close. She placed both hands on his shoulders, checked that no command had formed, and kissed his forehead.

Her mouth stayed warm against his skin for one breath. She had chosen the kiss during an unlink she extended. Its promise stayed imperfect because she had rejoined his ownership; still, the first decision came from the unlink and left him frozen beneath it.

Naomi promised to ask whether he wanted the next kiss lower. First, she needed to stand outside his link without patients dying. His lovely face heated. “My current diagnostic status is positive,” he reported. “That means nothing,” she said. “It meant more before you looked at my mouth,” Trevor admitted.

Smiling, she returned to the wounded before his knees showed anything else.

She nudged his wing and observed that his leader function had stopped. “Brief cooldown,” Trevor said.

Junia's chain began ringing from the bound hunter leader. Petra's marked seal had moved far enough east to strike one more church key.

He did not open her location. Instead, he read the name the chain supplied.

ADINA KROLL — CANTICLE BARD — HELD BENEATH OLD TOLL HOUSE.

Below the line, fresh red script appeared.

TRANSFER FAILED: PRISONER NO LONGER PRESENT.

From the eastern trees, Petra's voice warned them to hurry for the bard. Adina had escaped before Petra could steal her own boots back.

He looked at the toll-road smoke rising three miles away, knowing Adina Kroll was already free somewhere ahead.


Chapter 15 — Three Doors, One Mandatory Volunteer

T

he old toll house gave three entrances and one missing prisoner.


Trevor saw the problem before Petra ended laughing at it. A red front door bore a church lock, two armed clerks guarded the cellar ramp, and a broken window watched the roof. Adina Kroll had escaped through none of them.

She wore Junia's marked seal at her wrist across the abandoned road. “I sold you a location, not a bard,” she said. “Your refund policy disappoints,” Trevor replied. “Your favor remains due.”

Behind him, Damaris and Naomi brought the refugee column into a stone cut beyond bow range. And they could hold the road, but more church riders would arrive before dark.

He needed the seal, Petra, and whatever Adina had learned beneath the toll house; she needed to leave with all three still open to trade.

He opened Halo Sight across the building; the front lock hid a saint verse that seized unowned holy classes. Beneath the cellar ramp, a bronze hound slept inside the clerk's ward. And the roof window had no trap because it was painted onto solid slate.

“Front door,” Damaris advised, wanting the verse broken before it spoke. “Cellar first,” Naomi said because Adina had been held below. “Roof,” Petra said while pointing toward the false window.

He studied the three women and praised their maximum disagreement before entry.

The seal at Petra's wrist warmed. Her contested mark gave no binding channel, but it showed each route she considered. Front, cellar, roof, then a fourth path under the east ditch.

Firmly closing the hidden fourth route without touching her soul. Petra stopped smiling and accused him of moving a road; he called it poorly supervised, then refused to reopen it until she joined.

The thief stepped backward as the marked seal mapped her escape. And he at once sent Damaris to the north ditch and Naomi to the southern culvert. Both Voices moved before Petra reached either route.

He did not command Petra. Instead, he removed each handy choice until one stayed. Through Full Voice, Naomi called it force, and he agreed.

Petra heard the spoken answer. Her Sun marks brightened along both arms while she measured Trevor's wings, Damaris's flail, Naomi's Grave Salt, and the arriving dust behind them.

Then the toll-house bell rang as the front saint verse opened its red door and called, “STOLEN SEAL DETECTED.”

Two clerk-guards raised crossbows. Beneath the ramp, the bronze hound woke with a furnace glow in its mouth.

Petra could run into church riders or fight beside the owner who had closed her route. She gave one battle with her memory untouched; he gave one slot, a private route skill, and his right to assign the breach. She demanded exit after the building fell; then, he limited it to a verified gap.

“I hate your amendments,” she said, and he credited a professional teacher.

The first bolt crossed between them, but he caught it with Wing Guard and ordered Damaris through the front.

Her flail struck the saint verse before it ended naming her stolen. Naomi sent Grave Salt under the cellar ramp, waking each buried death mark around the hound.

She stayed unlinked for one last breath before the fight began, then he opened his third Choir slot through Junia's marked seal. Its marked ring tightened around her wrist. Fear turned each closed route into a claim line. With Empty Hand Seal, Petra kept memory, senses, and hidden paths outside his reach.

He accepted those exclusions because he needed her hands, and the link closed.

She entered Full Voice with a burst of fury, bright humor, and exact path sense. He learned where her body meant to step but not the place she had concealed. Her will bent beneath his Crown without breaking as deeply as Damaris's.

At last, the System gave power for a forced deal made under fire.

SYSTEM // Third voice acquired. Your choir is becoming a hostile takeover with wings.
READOUT // Level 8 — third voice installed
VITALS // HP 84/170 — ready | MP 104/176 — ready
SKILL COST // Wing Guard II: 10 MP per interception; blocked force still drains HP and Stamina.
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 8.
Attributes: Strike 11 | endure 13 | move 11.
Attributes: Focus 13 | resist 15 | move gracefully 13.
You can now use wing guard II.
- Block arc widened to two adjacent allies.
- Fear-hardened feathers may catch holy projectiles.
- Torn wing joints retain half guard value.
You can now link 3 voices.
Active full voices: 3 / 3.
Update: Petra Coyle — full voice.
Class: Sun soul monk at level 6.
Memory: 96 out of 100.
Autonomy: 56 out of 100.
He still owns himself.
Exit stays disabled outside verified intervals.
Unlocked: Private fields preserved.
• Hidden route destinations.
• Protected persons.
• Sensory exclusions.
Fear: 47 out of 60.
Dissonance: 36.
Body adaptation: 45%.
Update: Assigned breach: false roof / east support / clerk ward.


He ordered Petra to the roof, Damaris through the front, and Naomi to bury the hound.

The three women moved through split angles. Damaris broke the red door and caught both crossbow bolts on her marked armor; meanwhile, Naomi's salt turned the cellar ramp into a grave boundary.

She ran toward the painted window. At the final step, Trevor closed her left and right routes through One Voice. The only move left drove her Radiant Palm into the east support, folding stone with a bitter howl.

The painted slate dropped into the clerk ward; holy text tried to seize Petra as stolen property, but her hand still held Junia's seal. Empty Hand Seal changed stolen bearer to authorized inspector.

For one instant, the ward believed her. Quickly, Petra landed on a clerk's desk and stamped the marked disk across three open ledgers. Each prisoner entry became an active release order, opening the cells below together.

No Adina waited inside them. Six starving travelers and one bruised church scribe stumbled into Naomi's ward instead. Trevor widened Wing Guard over the stair while bolts fell from the cracked roof.

The bronze hound tore free of the cellar ramp. Grave Salt held its rear legs, but its furnace mouth reached Naomi. Unprompted, Damaris turned and pulled her clear one heartbeat before Trevor's command formed.

Through Full Voice, Petra saw unordered rescue. Admiration for Damaris reached Trevor beside annoyance that he had witnessed it.

He assigned the hound's left eye. Petra struck it with Radiant Palm and changed guard prisoner into guard release order. Then the hound turned on both clerk-guards.

One guard fled. The other tried to revoke the ledgers, so Trevor put a bracer through his desk and trapped both hands beneath splintered oak. “The office is closed,” he said.

Behind him, Petra laughed through the link and physically. The matching sounds carried different weights, one belonging to her and one leaning toward her owner. Trevor could no longer tell which came first.

The roof began to collapse, so Trevor spread Wing Guard over Damaris and Naomi, catching slate on black feathers. Petra used Step Between to cross three falling beams and reach the east wall; she hit the support instead after Trevor ordered her to break the wall.

Her disobedience opened a better angle, and the entire clerk ward folded outward. Its fall created a ramp into the ditch while leaving the cells intact.

He felt the choice occur inside his command instead of against it. The result worked better than exact obedience, and he disliked how much that pleased him.

Together, they moved each prisoner outside before the toll house settled into rubble.

At last, Petra stood on the fallen wall with dust in her cropped auburn hair and Junia's seal still on her wrist. “The building fell,” she said. “Open my gap.” Trevor opened it for twelve seconds.

Her Full Voice vanished from him. Closely, Petra checked her memories and hidden routes. She also checked the people beneath the south stones. Everything stayed present. She could run; instead, she crossed the rubble and caught Trevor by the front of his wraps. Her free hand tipped his chin upward.

Then Petra accused him of assigning the stupidest entrance. He called it effective. She claimed credit for making it work. “That is why I assigned you,” he replied.

Then Petra kissed him with a mocking little bite at his lower lip.

The kiss lasted two heartbeats, wholly inside the verified gap. Trevor's female body answered with a warm rush beneath the dark wraps. His mind stayed male, startled, and intensely interested in a woman who treated rules as terrain.

Before he found a reply, Petra stepped away and accepted the returning Voice request. Her amusement flooded back into him.

Playfully, Petra called the kiss a signing bonus. Future benefits needed more talks. His face burned. He complained that his pay package was becoming complex; she looked at his mouth and advised competent management.

Beside them, Damaris made an approving sound that the binding field left impossible to verify.

From the ruined clerk office, a woman's clear voice reached them. It told the three women to finish tormenting the angel after finding her notes under the furnace; Trevor turned toward the sound.

No bard stood there. A hymn strip hung beneath one unbroken bell and spoke through Canticle magic.

Earlier, Adina Kroll had freed herself and opened six cells. She copied the founder records and left before any rescue reached the road.

At last, the last line of her message laughed softly and challenged the pretty founder to catch her if he wanted answers.


Chapter 16 — The Terms of Service Have a Basement

A

t first, Adina Kroll hid her answers under a furnace that was no longer there.


Trevor found the ash bed beneath the toll-house rubble and opened Halo Sight. Three blue notes glowed under stone, but each vanished whenever Damaris, Naomi, or Petra looked toward them.

The church countermeasure recognized owned witnesses.

Trevor ordered all three Voices to face the road, and they turned before asking why. Their obedience made the notes visible while making his reason for secrecy harder to excuse.

He entered the ruined office alone. Beneath a cracked floor tile, the first hymn strip read FOUNDERS SEE THE PUBLIC PANE. The second read OWNERS SEE THE REST.

The third strip bit hard into his waiting finger.

Blue ink entered his blood and opened a System pane with no lower edge, but he scrolled once, twice, and then watched the words rise without revealing anything new.

ACCESS BELOW THIS LINE REQUIRES OWNER AUTHORITY.

He used his self-claim, but the pane refused it.

From outside, Petra demanded royalties if he was stealing secrets without her. And he claimed to be reading safety notices, which Naomi called his least believable statement that day.

Before he could lie better, a low laugh came from the broken chimney.

A young woman dropped through it in a swirl of violet coat tails. And she landed on the dead furnace, balanced a leather folio beneath one arm, and aimed a narrow silver tuning fork at his throat.

She was twenty-four and lean, with light-peach white skin and long black microbraids tied in copper wire. The soot on her cheek did not hide her grin. Ink marked both sets of fingertips. Her dark eyes, flecked with gold, moved from his cracked halo to his black wings, then paused on the soft waist exposed above his wraps.

Adina whispered that the records had named a founder without mentioning painfully pretty; he kept his palms open and praised their judgment. She noted their weak security; then, he explained that was why he liked them.

She glanced toward the women outside and noted that he owned all three. He added currently. Adina asked whether that meant he planned to free them; then, he called tomorrow a negotiable asset.

Her tuning fork pressed closer. The answer had pleased her mind and offended everything else.

He showed her the endless pane and asked whether her class could read below an owner lock. Adina asked whether his class could admit it had an owner.

He disliked the question enough to trust its value.

Across the pane, the church countermeasure started a thirty-second purge. White bars ate the blue text from the top while the hidden lower edge stayed beyond reach.

Quickly, Adina struck her fork against the floor. A low Canticle note made each visible sentence repeat its last word.

LINE. LINE. LINE.

The echo went downward through text Trevor could not see.

He caught the repeated word with Halo Sight and dragged it upward. One hidden line appeared, followed by its blank binding field.

SOUL OWNER: [CENSORED]

The purge timer dropped toward twenty-four waiting seconds.

He tried to scroll. But the pane moved its lower text farther away. Carefully, Adina watched the trick and realized it measured his reach. He decided to stop reaching.

He folded both black wings around the panel. Halo Sight lost the visible text, but his binding field still touched the hidden line through blood on the hymn strip.

Then he scrolled down while looking away.

The pane made a reader chase the text with sight, but without his gaze, it stopped moving the lower edge. A second hidden field slid beneath his fingers.

Across the pane, her eyes went wide when he beat the holy lock by refusing to read the screen. He blamed each menu on a maker who assumed the player was tame. She called the exploit disgusting, and he thanked her.

Her grin appeared before she could hide how much the ugly little exploit pleased her.

At eighteen seconds, the purge reached the first hidden line. He needed a place to keep it outside the Choir.

Swiftly, Adina opened her folio. She sang one flat note while blank paper copied the field without storing its meaning. Blank paper held shapes instead of knowledge, so the church could not call it a leak.

He fed the last lines into her blind copy, and each left the System before he read it.

Outside, Damaris asked what was happening. He blamed a furnace objecting to management.

Her suspicion struck him through Full Voice. Naomi's followed. At last, Petra sent bright delight at the chance he was cheating a rule.

Then he closed their sensory channels for five seconds.

The sudden silence made the ruined office feel honest.

She watched red-gold script fade from his eyes and asked whether the women had agreed. He said no. She called that handy proof of what kind of monster gave work.

At that charge, he did not defend himself; instead, he held the page while she ended her copy and the church ward burned the first pane white.

At zero, each church seal within a mile rang once across the empty road.

She shut the folio and warned that the church knew someone had opened the controlling footer. Trevor asked whether it knew what they saw. She reminded him they had not seen it yet.

Quietly, that pleased him more than it should have.

Under the dead furnace, they opened the copy again, and each field appeared backward. Adina sang the final letters in reverse while he used Halo Sight to turn the owner grammar inside out.

The hidden frame slowly spread across the copied page.

SYSTEM // The hidden permissions are obscene. You are reading every one.
READOUT // Founder administration — hidden fields exposed
VITALS // HP 136/170 — ready | MP 162/176 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 8.
Update: Visible owner: Trevor Dwyer.
Update: Root owner: Heavenly crown.
Update: Vessel status: made soul / recallable.
Unlocked: Founder permissions.
• Assign voice owner.
• Set autonomy value.
• Edit memory range.
• Suppress pain.
• Weight loyalty.
• Open or disable exit.
• Hide fields from owned voices.
Unlocked: Root permissions.
• Revoke founder self-claim.
• Restore crown ownership.
• Correct identity/body mismatch.
• Recall vessel at seraph rank.
Current identity correction: pending.
Proposed corrected identity: female / she-her.
Trevor response: rejected.
Unlocked: Church countermeasure.
Update: Owner-footer access reported.
Concord response estimate: 00:47:00.
Fear: 49 out of 60.
Dissonance: 39.
Body adaptation: 47%.


At once, the planned fix put cold through Trevor's stomach.

Plainly, he was a man who knew himself, and Heaven had not mistaken that fact. It had recorded the mismatch and built a command to erase it. The pleasure of the female body, its growing grace, and his ease inside it were not proof that the fix had begun.

Beyond the System, that choice was still his alone.

In a low voice, Adina said, “They intend to make your mind fit their property.” “They can file a request,” Trevor replied. “You reject requests by moving roads and owning healers.” “My process is selective.”

She traced the root-controlling line above the page and warned that revoking Trevor's self-claim returned each owned woman to the Crown through him.

The true countermeasure. Killing Trevor would free no one, but recalling him would deliver three claimed souls and any future Voices into Heaven's control.

Outside, Damaris struck the wall and announced that five seconds had ended.

He folded the binding fields into Adina's blind book, then opened all three senses again; the church clock went to Damaris. Naomi got the recall risk, and Petra got the hidden seal note.

None learned about the tools that could change memory, choice, or identity.

She watched him divide the truth and knew the choice. “You hide the knife while showing them the wound,” she said. “A knife is more handy when no one grabs its handle,” Trevor replied. “That is the darkest line I have heard from such a cute mouth.”

He warmed at her look. His mind filed that heat beside the danger. He stayed male, interested, and annoyed that being called cute worked so well.

The folio vanished beneath Adina's coat. “I will keep the copy.” “First, I must decide whether helping you beats helping Heaven.” “Give it back,” Trevor suggested. “Become trustworthy,” she suggested.

Neither offer lived long in the tense space between them; the church clock began its count outside while Heaven's root claim waited above Trevor's name.


Chapter 17 — My Party Exceeds Maximum Occupancy

T

he church struck forty-six minutes early because its trap had slept under the floor.


Four white iron hands punched through the toll-house tiles, gripped four ward nails, and hauled a buried hymn cage from the earth before Trevor reached the ruined office door.

Above him, the brass bars began singing his root-owner claim to Heaven.

Quickly, Adina kicked through the ash near the dead furnace and found two armored cantors below. From the roof, Petra warned of riders in the north yard; under the drain arch, Naomi heard captives cough while Damaris faced a stone hound that rose through the road mud.

Four women met four threats, but his Crown held only three.

He pointed Damaris toward the road and sent Naomi below. Petra got the roof, the riders, and leave to ruin church property in any order she liked; that left Adina beneath the hymn cage with no link and no safe way to hear his timing.

She drew a circle around her boots with blue chalk. “I can open an audit channel.”

He asked what she could hear through it.

“Only battle speech, my own pulse, and any command aimed at me. You get no memory, no private sense, no owner right, and no route into my archive.”

One cantor drove a ward nail through the chalk line.

He caught the iron hand behind it with Wing Guard II, but the impact bent three black feathers into his shoulder, yet Adina did not rush her next demand.

“The channel closes when I say. If you alter a term, I keep the blind copy and expose you.”

Despite the iron grinding against his wing, he smiled. “That last part was already your plan.”

“I prefer written benefits.”

Outside, the hound hit Damaris as a rider's spear burst through the roof and the drain arch filled with green grave light.

He accepted the narrow channel before the next threat could vote.

Her voice entered his Crown as one clean note, but no feeling or image followed it. He heard her words and nothing more, which made the bargain nearly useless for controlling her.

Nearly was still better than nothing.

He told her to break the root-owner verse at its hinge. She found the hidden beat, sang across it, and forced the brass cage to pause between ROOT and OWNER.

Across the road, Damaris branded the hound's white core with Judgment Brand. And she drew its stone jaws away from six fleeing prisoners and took the charge on her shield. Trevor felt the hit through Full Voice and used its exact force to set his own stance.

Below the drain, Naomi laid Death Ward over three poisoned captives. And the ward held their last breaths inside their lungs while she cut church wire from their souls. Her pain reached Trevor in a cold sheet, but she kept her hands steady.

Overhead, Petra crossed the roof without entering either rider's sight. Sunpath carried her between two bright spear points before she stole a controlling seal from the captain's belt and stamped the roof hatch as a public exit.

Each role worked. None solved the hymn cage above him.

The first cantor changed key. His low note joined Adina's pulse through the audit channel and made each beat order her body to lock.

Her right hand locked around the tuning fork.

“Cut the channel,” He ordered.

She tried, but the church note caught the exit phrase and held her mouth open on one useless breath.

No time left.

White text gave Trevor three choices. He could let the narrow link tear out through her throat, spend Fear to stun both cantors, or close the channel into a full Voice that answered to his Crown.

The first choice might preserve her freedom after it killed her, while the second left the cage intact; only the third solved several problems with one vile line.

Without waiting for her vote, he chose the line and took the debt behind it.

Choir Rite reached Adina through the trapped channel before she could force out another word. He used the binding field her bargain had exposed, filled each blank the church hymn had pinned open, and closed the way behind him.

Her hidden archive stayed beyond his sight. She had concealed the private copy well enough to beat his new binding field.

Even then, he admired the trick while the Rite took all else it could reach.

The full link struck them both, and a memory tore loose: Adina sat at a church desk and learned that a hymn called welcome hid the rules for a cage, but the scene lost her teacher's face before Trevor could stop it and left only an empty desk.

Her Autonomy fell around rage that stayed hard and bright.

At once, four Voices drove into three places in his Crown and forced each narrow slot wider.

Damaris's shield arm crossed Naomi's careful fingers while Petra's footwork folded through Adina's breath; fear, pain, angles, and words struck at once as his small body tried to perform four trained moves.

His knees buckled under the mixed rhythm.

The female angel body moved first. Its hips shifted beneath his narrow waist, soft weight settled over his chest, and his bare feet found the one open patch among four clashing patterns while his black wings spread with a grace he had never learned on Earth.

Warm pleasure ran through the shift. Far too welcome.

Through each warm pulse, Trevor Dwyer stayed the man deciding what to do with it.

He locked his own pulse beneath the others and named each part: Damaris held, Naomi preserved, Petra breached, and Adina broke rules. At their center, Trevor stood where each threat crossed.

Order returned because he imposed it.

“Damaris, give me the hound's charge. Naomi, keep each breath. Petra, steal the second key. Adina, sing when I close my fist.”

Four answers hit at once.

Damaris planted her shield as the stone hound drove her six feet back; Trevor took its force while linked, turned hard, and fed the same thrust into his wing until the bent feathers snapped the first ward nail from the hymn cage.

Below him, Naomi drew poison from the captives into her own ward. At his command, she sent its dead weight through Full Voice instead of her nerves, and he poured the cold force straight into the second nail until its white script went dark.

Across the roof, Petra caught the captain's seal between two fingers. She changed its listed target from FUGITIVE BARD to ACTIVE CANTOR, then drove the stolen key through the third nail.

Through his eyes, Adina watched all three hinges fail at once.

Firmly closing his fist.

No room for doubt.

Her countersong burst through the full Voice hard enough to shake dust from each beam; instead of denying Heaven's root claim, the verse forced it to name who now held each church soul in the yard.

White names opened above the riders.

None belonged to the women wearing them.

The captain saw a Crown clerk listed over her own head, and her spear dipped, then she kicked it through the fourth ward nail before the church could raise her arm again.

The hymn cage split down the center.

Two cantors climbed from the furnace pit. They barely found their footing before Damaris met the first with the hound's broken chain, and Naomi struck the second with a flail head wrapped in green ward light. Neither woman needed Trevor to explain the target.

“Down. Break. Turn,” he ordered in three clean beats.

On that beat, Damaris pulled the first cantor across the stone hound's jaws; meanwhile, Naomi broke the seizure note with one brutal swing. Petra turned the stolen seal against the roof riders, and Adina firmly held the owner-reveal verse until each sword hand in the yard shook.

The captain tore off her white glove and found a command scar around each finger. For one stunned beat, she stared as if the skin belonged to someone else.

He stepped beneath her spear while she stared and opened Draw Fire.

Lavender light sharpened his eyes. The captain, the last stone hound, and three rakers from the breached drain all fixed on his petite form. He looked too soft to be the center of the fight, which made foes choose him with eager confidence.

Still selling.

He caught the spear between both bracers. They moved around him: Damaris hit the captain's knee, Naomi sealed his torn palm, and Petra removed the spearhead, then Adina drove a command-breaking note through the shaft still trapped in his hands.

The captain released it.

Behind her, three rakers leaped together. He forced all four linked rhythms onto one count, spread Wing Guard II, and let the black feathers become a wall.

The impact carried him across the yard.

His shoulder struck the toll desk, and pain flashed white; each Voice pulled toward him at once, not from love he could prove, but because he had become the one point where their plans still joined.

“Now,” he said.

On that word, Damaris crushed the first raker while Naomi stopped the second heart. Petra sharply broke the third beast's path beneath its foot, and Adina turned its death scream into a note that broke the last church seals.

Silence dropped over the road.

Pinned against the broken toll desk beneath one dead raker and four living voices, he felt his halo burn with too many signals, yet each woman held a clear place inside the strain.

Adina's fury cut clearest among all four Voices.

“Release me,” she said through the full link.

The danger passed; afterward, he tested the field, but the new Voice stayed firm while her hidden archive remained beyond him.

“When I can verify the gap,” Trevor replied.

Her tuning fork touched the hollow beneath his jaw. The binding field stopped her hand before the point broke skin.

Around them, Damaris hauled the corpse off his legs while Naomi checked his Crown strain. Petra quietly stole the fork from Adina's frozen fingers, then gave it back handle-first.

No one mistook what he had done.

Yet all four women stood around him while the freed captives ran north. They covered each approach: Damaris held the road, Naomi kept the wounded alive, Petra watched the exit, and Adina read the broken hymn cage; all four turned around him because his commands had made their split skills strike one result.

The System accepted the ugly proof.

SYSTEM // Heaven noticed. About time the competition got nervous.
READOUT // Toll-house counterattack — command victory
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She read her reduced numbers without blinking after the light faded and said, “You found the line between rescue and theft.”

He pushed himself upright and replied, “I found the line where both fit.”

Naomi looked gravely from his bloodied wings to the women guarding each approach and said, “You are the center now.”

“A center can be removed,” Petra noted.

Nearby, Damaris rested her flail across one shoulder and said, “Not while the road needs him.”

At last, Adina crouched at the cage and pulled a black threat strip from its split base; her private archive hid the first code from Trevor, but the new Voice betrayed her shock when she read the second.

The church had not sent this cage just to reclaim one founder.

Beneath Three Bridges, a wide breach pressed against the eastern mill. It threatened 1,846 souls; a Choir Eater waited below, and the town wall would fail before the next night.

He took the threat strip from her hand without asking and read its remaining time.

He said, “Four women, three slots, one hungry town. Good. I hate an empty schedule.”


Chapter 18 — The Night Shift Is Not a Democracy

T

hree Bridges rang its bells for four straight hours, so sleep became one more foe.


On purpose, Trevor chose an empty pear yard above the Crown Road. The stone wall hid their fire from riders. A dry well gave cover, and a broken cider shed gave the freed people a roof, yet the same wall trapped sound, blocked two exits, and bore old claw marks beneath the moss. Each handy part could kill them later.

Damaris wanted the wall cleared and a hard line built along the road. Naomi needed clean water, two hours without shared pain, and space for nine wounded people. Adina demanded that no one touch her folio. Petra rejected each plan that placed her inside his Choir range.

Four women gave him seven hard limits and no camp they could share in peace.

He stood on a cider press and used lavender Halo Sight to map them. The female angel body made the command pose look softer than he meant. His bare toes barely reached the press edge. His dark wraps showed one pale shoulder, and wind kept putting long blonde hair across his mouth.

He said, “I am establishing command presence,” after Petra offered to find him a taller box. Dryly, Naomi replied, “Your presence needs a hair tie.” “His presence needs a warrant,” Adina added without looking up from her coded folio.

Then Damaris pulled the blonde mass into one hand and tied it back with a black cord. Her knuckles brushed the soft skin behind his ear. A warm line ran down his neck before she drew away.

She handled him with ease using one arm, and he enjoyed it. The thought belonged to a man drawn to Damaris, not to Heaven's waiting rewrite.

He thanked her, then ordered the camp into four zones before the touch could distract him further.

Damaris got the road wall and first watch. Naomi got the shed, well, wounded, and second watch after two hours of private sleep. Adina took the dry well as an archive room and third watch. Petra got the outer pear rows beyond Choir range, where she could scout, vanish, or betray them with less warning.

“That is not permission; you cannot reach me there,” Petra said from the downhill path. He agreed the gap improved the test.

She studied his too-pretty face for the lie, then walked downhill until her Full Voice became a faint pressure. One more twelve steps turned it into silence.

Losing one Voice eased the spike behind Trevor's eyes into a tight band around his halo. He hated how good it felt.

His shoulders dropped, and Naomi told him to sit. He ordered her to take the first private hour instead. She folded her arms. He argued, “A healer who falls can't work.” She said the same was true of a leader. He claimed the leader had better armor. “Your leader has one iron bracelet and most of a shirt,” she said after one look at his torn wraps.

A small twitch touched Damaris's mouth while Adina wrote the exchange beneath a heading Trevor could not read. He assigned Naomi's rest as a direct command.

The binding field carried it before she could argue. Her shoulders dropped, the shared pain channel closed, and she entered the shed with anger banked beneath trained calm. Compelled rest restored her body. Trevor took the benefit and left her the rage.

He ordered Damaris to strip thorn vines from the road wall without leaving the fire in sight. She cleared them wielding her flail chain, then stacked the cut lengths into a low alarm fence. Each motion sent solid balance through Full Voice and reminded him how much skill could survive inside an owned soul.

The dry well gave Adina room for a shelf made from cider boards. Her private archive stayed dark to him, but each public note opened through their link. Then she copied the Choir Eater route, the church ownership grammar, and all four ways the pear yard could become a grave.

He asked whether she listed any way the yard became a pleasant evening. “Your death would lower the noise,” she replied. Trevor called that morale damage instead of a plan, and she said it had raised hers.

Her pleasure at the hit reached him before she closed that narrow feeling. Unlike Damaris's guarded response or Naomi's trained care, Adina's high Autonomy let contempt arrive with a clean edge.

Privately, he preferred it because he could believe the part that disliked him.

Carefully checking the wounded in the shed. Two slept under Naomi's green ward, while the rest shared pear mash and dried oats. One freed rider kept rubbing the command scars around her fingers. She avoided his eyes but watched Damaris whenever the Inquisitor crossed the door.

Without Naomi awake, Trevor could offer no clean soul treatment. He placed the stolen church seal beside the rider and told her that Petra had removed its command priority.

The rider asked whether he planned to own her next. “Not tonight,” he said.

Fear rose in the shed anyway. It fed the red edge of his halo and made his answer sound like a schedule instead of mercy.

He left before hunger suggested a better lie.

Outside, Damaris had built half the thorn fence and one place at the wall where Trevor could stand unseen. She claimed the hollow suited his height; he claimed combat concealment had always been the purpose of being five feet one.

“Your purpose?” she asked, and he replied, “The body's feature list and my identity are split documents.”

Her Full Voice carried a hard pulse of agreement mixed with attraction. Since her Autonomy stayed low, Trevor trusted neither response fully.

Still, she gave him a pear from the least rotten branch and cleaned dirt from its skin before placing it in his hand.

He ate while walking the wall. The fruit was sour, but he physically liked the sugar enough to close his eyes for one embarrassing beat. He opened them; then, Damaris watched his mouth.

“The pear is not flirting back,” he warned. She replied that it had no chance against his technique.

At once, Trevor nearly choked while Damaris looked pleased, and the binding field made the source of that pleasure impossible to prove.

He put her on first watch before she could win again.

During the next hour, Trevor built a command map on the cider shed door. The front belonged to Damaris, who could investigate hidden marks and hold it. Soul triage belonged to Naomi, who could preserve life, share pain, and repair damage. Outer scouting used Petra's sealed routes and ownership tricks. Code work relied on Adina to break hymns, read old law, and keep knowledge where even he could not seize it.

None of those roles replaced one more. The party worked only if he stood where their split strengths could meet.

That conclusion pleased his class and troubled everything else.

Naomi woke; then, she found him trying to mend a torn wing with horse glue. She took the brush from his hand and called the plan an insult to feathers, horses, and medicine. “It says leather on the jar,” he protested. She reminded him he was not leather, and he said parts of the build stayed under review.

Her laugh escaped before the binding field could make it handy, then she cleaned the glue from his black feathers with warm water and slow fingers.

Each touch settled the angel body's nerves. He let his wings loosen under her hands while remembering the strip in Adina's folio: CORRECT IDENTITY/BODY MISMATCH. Comfort did not prove surrender, and fear did not prove resistance. His next choice stayed the handy fact.

He ordered Naomi to keep the pain channel closed during all rest intervals.

Over one lifted wing, she called that a decent rule. “I can be decent at scheduled times,” Trevor said, and Naomi noted that his schedule looked crowded.

Her fingers reached the wing joint and made his breath catch. Warmly, Naomi smiled at the reaction, then asked permission before pressing deeper into the sore muscle.

He gave it, and the binding field did not need to carry the answer.

At the outer rows, a pebble struck the wall twice. Petra's signal meant motion beyond range.

At once, Damaris raised her flail, then Naomi closed the wound kit while Adina hid the folio beneath a false stone. Meanwhile, he opened Wing Guard as all three waited for his word.

No raker crossed the thorn fence.

Soon, Petra appeared on top of the wall with two stolen apples, a church route tag, and somebody else's red scarf tied around one wrist. Beyond Choir range, she had found a three-person patrol and sent it toward the false ford without killing anyone.

She tossed one apple to Naomi and kept the other. “Where is mine?” he asked. “Management already ate,” Petra said while staring at his lips and biting into hers.

He called that theft from executive stores; she reminded him theft needed a valid owner, then hopped down beside Adina.

The two women examined the route tag shoulder to shoulder. Closely, Adina read the church code aloud, and Petra found the physical trail hidden behind its claim. Their skills overlapped without either woman surrendering the lead.

He watched them solve the problem faster than he could have ordered it.

“Keep looking at us like that and I will charge admission,” Petra warned. Without lifting her eyes, Adina said, “He is deciding which one to command first.” “I can multitask,” he said.

Both women looked at him then. Petra's grin promised trouble. Meanwhile, Adina's stare suggested a wish to study him with knives. Heat moved through his soft chest and lower belly with no regard for the threat map between them.

He was a man with good reason to enjoy two women leaning over the same table. The angel body's response made the heat stronger, not different.

Of course, Damaris and Naomi had noticed too. “His command presence returned,” Naomi said. Beside her, Damaris looked below his waist and replied, “It appears distracted.”

He ordered the whole camp back to work before his face could become any hotter.

The command landed through three Voices. Beyond range, Petra chose to obey because laughing was easier than a fight.

That gap was worth keeping.

Blue light opened over the map once they had tested each role, watch, and exit range.

SYSTEM // Fourth voice, temporary overcapacity. Greed looks annoyingly good on you.
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The sheet called them handy, which Trevor took as a good first review.

Only untrusted passed Adina's test for truth. Meanwhile, Petra asked if being beyond range made her a boss; elsewhere, Naomi said no to work for an apple thief.

But Damaris took the last watch with no complaint because the command had already reached her.

Soon, the camp settled into four kinds of silence. Near the wounded, Naomi slept. Petra rested beyond the wall, Adina wrote beside the dry well, and Damaris watched the road. Beneath his black wings, Trevor lay with each linked Voice touching the edge of his mind.

The small body curled around warmth by instinct. He let it, because a sleeping pose could not vote on who he was and fatigue had no sex.

For the first time since Old Bell, the party held one place through a full hour.

Then each warning bell in Three Bridges stopped at once.


Chapter 19 — Gatekeeping Is a Tank Mechanic

T

he bells had stopped because the Bell Maw's feeder had eaten the ropes inside Three Bridges.


Trevor found the first wet length of rope twitching beside Crown Road like a cut vein. Black grit filled its fibers. The same grit marked each refugee running south from the gate.

Above them, no one watched the eastern tower.

He took the party downhill at a pace the wounded could follow. Damaris cleared the road with her flail held low. Naomi kept nine green ward lights moving beneath the cider cart. Petra ranged beyond Choir reach, and Adina listened to the silence for the shape of the missing bells.

Ahead, Three Bridges appeared through dawn mist with half its wall unfinished.

The town had begun a second stone ring around the east mill, then stopped after raising twelve feet. Timber frames bridged the gap. Refugees clogged the south gate beneath them. Local guards tried to search each cart while raker smoke rose behind the houses.

No one had chosen between keeping danger out and letting people escape.

He climbed above the crowd on the cider cart. His petite angel body drew each scared eye before his voice did. He spread black wings and called for one north lane, two south lanes, and wounded carts along the wall.

The gate captain pointed a hooked spear at him and ordered the sanctioned angel with the stolen seal to turn around.

He said, “Your bell ropes are dead, your east wall is open, and your line faces the wrong way.”

The captain repeated the order without looking at the wall.

Beyond the spear, Trevor found a pale crack beneath the nearest gate post. Each pulse pushed black dust through the mortar.

He said, “Damaris, take his left.”

She moved before the captain knew that left meant the wall, not his body. Judgment Brand exposed three hollow stones beneath the gate post. One had already split.

At the crack, Naomi laid two fingers against the stone, and her expression tightened at the dead pressure below it, but she warned the breach ran under the road, not only the mill.

Panic passed through the crowd in one sharp wave.

The captain ordered the gates shut, so guards pushed against the refugees while southbound carts jammed crosswise. A child fell between two wheels. Trevor used Burden Step to reach the gap, caught the axle on both bracers, and lifted while Naomi dragged the child clear.

His short frame vanished beneath the wagon bed. The crowd saw soft pale legs, torn black wraps, and two wings shaking under the load. Six strangers rushed forward to help without being asked.

That was the handy side of looking like someone who needed rescue.

He ordered them to push north before the gate became a mouth.

Stone teeth burst from the road.

She caught the first one on her shield. A second tore through the guard line, while three gray hands reached from the crack and pulled at boots. The crowd tried to reverse in both directions.

Opening Draw Fire by choice.

Lavender light crossed the gate, and each half-made creature fixed on the beautiful small angel beneath the cart. He set the axle down, stepped into the open lane, and let Wing Guard II harden over his back.

“Captain, give me the gate seal,” he said. The captain refused, so he invited him to keep failing publicly.

Fear rose from hundreds of souls and filled his Crown faster than pain. He pushed it through Rite Pressure, not into the captain's soul, but into the bronze gate badge pinned over his heart.

The badge displayed its emergency rule.

WHEN CIVIC COMMAND FAILS, AUTHORITY PASSES TO THE ACTIVE DEFENDER HOLDING THE BREACH.

He put one bare foot on the widening crack, and the badge moved to him.

The captain grabbed for it; then, Petra appeared between their hands. She took the bronze disk, replaced its bearer mark with his blood from the toll-house fight, and slapped it against his black bracer.

For one second, the gate recognized both men as captain.

He used the second better than the captain did.

“South lane open, north lane narrow, and guards face inward,” he ordered. “Damaris holds the crack. Naomi takes triage. Petra owns the tower route. Adina, make them hear me.”

Her Canticle voice struck the stonework and carried his orders through each arch. The gate crew turned as one unit, not because Trevor owned their souls, but because the badge owned their shifts and wages.

Enough control for now.

At the crack, Damaris drove the stone teeth back with Judgment Brand. Each marked weakness opened a dark seam, and local spears hit where her flail pointed until she became the hard hinge between gate and breach.

Near the cider cart, Naomi divided the wounded by breath instead of rank. She put a rich merchant beneath the same green ward as a barefoot mason, then ordered both men to press cloth against a guard's torn thigh.

The merchant objected until Naomi gave him the other end of the pain link, and then he pressed harder.

Swiftly, Petra crossed the inner wall by running three steps along a raised spear. At the tower, she found each bell rope chewed through from inside the locked room, where a church seal covered the latch.

She called down that the sabotage had a legal owner. “Steal it,” he replied. “Such faith,” she said. He called it a known skill set.

Laughing, she vanished through the shutter before the seal could change its mind.

As the next breach pulse hit, Trevor felt her move beyond range. Four stone rakers climbed from the road with paving slabs as armor, so he ordered the guard line back and let them see him.

One guard asked whether the tiny angel had lost her mind. “His,” Damaris corrected while breaking a stone knee.

The guard looked from his soft face to the female body beneath the dark wraps. Confusion survived for one breath before a raker tried to eat him.

“Pronouns after the pull; spears now,” he told them.

The line struck together.

He caught two rakers with Wing Guard, let the third pass, and moved inside the fourth creature's reach. Its slab arms closed around his waist. The pressure crushed his wraps against soft flesh, yet the body bent where his old male frame would have broken.

At once, body knowledge gave the turn. Trevor took it, slid through the narrow gap, and drove both bracers into the creature's open chest.

He stayed the same man while using each advantage of the shape Heaven had given him.

And Damaris marked the first core behind his guard until local spears shattered it. Nearby, Naomi saved a crushed guard, then used his loose pain to lock the second raker's limbs. From the tower, Petra threw out three church agents with their belts tied together.

The Canticle gave the crowd a beat they could follow.

“Step, brace, breathe,” she sang twice through the stone arches.

Refugee carts began moving south in time with the verse. Wounded carts entered north on the wall side. The jam loosened because one rhythm reached people who could not see Trevor.

Then Adina changed the song beneath his command.

Her next verse named each store, well, weapon rack, salt bin, and open path tied to the gate seal. Public records appeared over the town as blue points.

The gate captain stared at resources he had never been allowed to see. He called them council fields, but Adina said they became public during an active breach.

He felt her pride through the high-Autonomy link; she had used his stolen badge to show facts no captain could reach.

He approved the theft and gave her the whole gate voice.

The next verse told each guard where salt waited and each refugee which street still led south. Adina did not repeat his words. She translated command into facts people could use without him.

But the breach opened six inches wider across the road.

Meanwhile, Naomi warned that a buried throat was breathing through the dead. Damaris found a pulse behind each stone core while Petra dropped from the tower with a black map strip clenched between her teeth.

“Mill tunnel. The gate crack is only the feeder line,” Petra said after landing.

He took the map and found three black branches beneath town. The first reached the east wall, the second reached the graveyard, and the last ended beneath the council hall.

The Choir Eater had built its attack under each source of public trust.

He ordered the south gate open to its full width. The captain seized Trevor's shoulder and warned that the order emptied the town. “It empties the kill box,” he replied. The captain invoked council approval; then, he noted that the council stood over a mouth.

Then he turned the seized badge toward the crowd. Its rule still named the active defender who held the breach, and his bare foot had not left the cracked road.

He said, “Gate command is mine until I move.”

The captain looked ready to test the claim, then one more pulse broke the eastern timber frame, and a distant roof slid into the mill street.

At last, he released his shoulder and faced the breach instead.

For the next thirty minutes, the Black Choir divided the town's first disaster. At the gate, Damaris made local guards handy. Naomi turned the cider shed into a moving infirmary; meanwhile, Petra marked safe alleys with stolen church chalk and Adina sang public facts over hidden council orders.

Steadily, Trevor stood on the crack and took each threat first.

Whenever his knees shook, one of the women solved the next problem before he could name it. Damaris rotated the front line, Naomi spent no shared pain without telling him, Petra kept one route outside his senses, and Adina saved a copy of each public field.

They did not become free by working well under him.

They became unsafe enough to keep.

At sunrise, the last stone raker broke beneath Damaris's flail. Blue light rose from the gate badge and spread a town map across the inner wall.
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When the map closed, three council clerks waited beyond Trevor's black wings. Their robes were clean, their hands were soft, and each wore a key to a different public storehouse.

The eldest clerk looked at the seized badge and said, “The civic rule ends when the gate breach is held.”

Trevor glanced down. Stone no longer moved beneath his foot, though black grit still breathed through the seam.

He told them, “Then amend it.”

Behind the clerks, the eastern wall gave one more low groan.

The youngest held out a red iron key and said, “Accept emergency rule over Three Bridges until the mill breach is closed.”

Each public resource on the map waited behind that offer.


Chapter 20 — The Council Meeting Has an Aggro Radius

H

e accepted the red key, but not the room that came with it.


The three council clerks tried to lead him toward a stone hall while the eastern wall groaned behind them. Their papers gave six hours of emergency command, review after each order, and a veto held by any two storehouse keys.

He read the first page, tore it in half, and walked toward the mill.

From behind, the eldest clerk called, “The council meets in the other direction.”

He replied, “Then the council can learn to walk.”

Beside him, Damaris carried the seized gate badge; meanwhile, Naomi brought the mobile ward and Petra carried two sacks of stolen bell wire. Behind them, Adina read each torn clause before the wind took it.

Behind them, all three clerks chose the wall over an empty meeting.

The east district shook with each breach pulse. Timber braces bowed inward, dust rolled from roof tiles, and the unfinished wall leaned toward a street packed with people moving too slowly.

At the first failing brace, Trevor stopped and ordered, “Show me who controls repairs.”

The red key displayed four offices, three vetoes, and no single person able to spend both salt and timber. One clerk could open the yard, one more could issue nails, and the third could approve labor after a written count.

He asked, “How long does that take?”

The youngest admitted that the fast form needed twenty minutes.

The brace split before she ended.

He caught it with Wing Guard II. Wood drove black feathers into his shoulder, yet his small body held long enough for Damaris to drag two workers clear.

He set a new term through clenched teeth: “I control each wall, gate, guard, repair crew, alarm, and defense store until I release them.”

The clerks refused together.

Then the street dropped six inches.

A black wave ran beneath the paving stones toward the mill. Quickly, Naomi drove Grave Salt into its path. Meanwhile, Petra cut three trapped workers free, and then Adina turned the council alarm hymn into an order to clear the street.

The clerks watched their own system obey a banned bard faster than it obeyed them.

He let the brace fall after the workers escaped and demanded lasting defense control before the forms cost them the town; the eldest warned that lasting meant after the breach.

He said he knew the word.

The clerk said no council could grant it under emergency law.

Petra held up the stolen bell-room seal. “Your church already did.”

At once, Adina opened its hidden footer. And the old defense charter allowed any angel who held all three active breach points to consolidate command until defeated, removed, or dead. No review clause survived beneath the binding field.

Privately, he liked old laws whenever they were worse than he was.

He sent Damaris to the gate crack and Petra to the graveyard branch. At the east wall, Naomi stayed with the wounded while Adina carried his claim through the alarm stones. Three threat points lit around the town.

The middle clerk said, “You cannot hold all three at once.”

“My class disagrees.”

Full Voice stretched through Three Bridges. At the gate, Damaris planted Judgment Brand. Petra stamped the graveyard feeder line with the stolen seal, and Trevor put both hands against the eastern brace.

For one hard breath, his Crown touched each breach point.

The defense charter opened.

He claimed it before the clerks found one more sentence.

Red lines crossed the streets and bound each guard post, salt bin, timber yard, bell stone, and wall crew to his gate badge. The council keys dimmed. His commands became the first defense law heard anywhere in town.

The middle clerk called it a coup.

“A coup with better repair times,” he replied.

He ordered the timber yard open, the eastern cistern sealed, and each spare worker to the inner wall. Guards moved without waiting for district approval. Salt reached Naomi in two minutes; meanwhile, Petra gained legal access to each roof between the graveyard and mill.

And the town's defense stopped arguing with itself.

Then the main breach struck.

The eastern road rose like a spine; black stone split through the paving, broke three braces, and threw Trevor against the wall. His wing caught one blow, but the next drove him through a stack of raw mail shirts waiting for the guard armory.

Through Full Voice, Damaris reached him before she arrived in person. Her alarm hit first, followed by the sight of his pale legs beneath shattered boards.

“Still alive,” he said.

“Your armor disagrees.”

“My armor is mostly a strong opinion.”

She hauled him upright and found one black mail shirt sized for a short guard. And the chest was too broad, the waist too loose, and the back lacked space for wings.

At once, Naomi tore open both shoulder seams. Quickly, Petra cut a narrow waist into the links with stolen shears; meanwhile, Adina read the old fitting marks and told Damaris which red cords carried ward force.

The four women rebuilt the shirt around him while the road bucked.

Carefully, Damaris drew the black mail over Trevor's head. Cold links settled across his soft chest and down his slender waist. And she tightened red seams beneath each arm, then fitted hard bracers over his wrists.

“It needs room here,” Naomi said, touching the mail above his breasts.

Nearby, Petra suggested that management had grown into its benefits.

He told her the build had launched with those benefits installed. Meanwhile, Adina wrote down the exact claim; elsewhere, Damaris adjusted the links with a blush the binding field would not let him trust.

The fitted mail framed the female body instead of hiding it. Black links followed the narrow waist, red cords split around his hips, and the open throat showed pale skin above a modest line of cleavage.

He looked like a woman built for a dark fantasy cover and felt like a man who had at last found armor worth stealing.

He no longer needed to call the body temporary.

He touched the black links over his heart; this female angel body might remain his for years, perhaps for life. It was beautiful, handy, easy to move, and able to give pleasure he welcomed without fear.

None of that made him female in mind. He stayed Trevor Dwyer, a nineteen-year-old man, and Heaven's identity rewrite could still choke on its request.

Being seen in the body's full femininity had become welcome because the body belonged to him.

The next breach pulse hit before anyone could answer.

At once, Trevor ran onto the broken road in fitted mail. His first turn placed too much weight on the left wing, but Damaris caught his elbow and corrected the angle.

“Again,” she ordered.

He turned under a falling brace, stepped between two cracks, and took a stone raker's charge on both bracers. The new mail spread the impact across his ribs, yet the creature still lifted him from the ground.

Fear flooded in from the wall crews.

He drove it into the dead soul mass clinging to the raker. Iron Gospel answered by pulling black grit from its body and binding it through his mail.

The shirt grew heavy for one beat, then struck back.

Dark force crossed the links and threw the raker into the open trench. He landed on both feet without thinking, turned cleanly, and faced the next creature before his hair fell across his eyes.

Except the hair had changed.

Blonde strands thickened beneath Damaris's hand, repairing burned ends and filling the braid by a tenth. His lashes lengthened against his cheeks, darkened at the roots, and left a soft deep line around each lavender eye. Brows drew into a gentle arch.

His teeth ached once, then settled even beneath his lips. Heat swept over his skin and cleared each old scrape, while both wing joints shifted into painless alignment.

Balance changed last.

His hips, feet, wings, and narrow waist found one shared center. Walking no longer needed a translation from the body he recalled. The next turn came as naturally as reaching with his hand.

Beside him, Damaris stared at his face while holding the end of the fuller braid. “You got prettier during the fight.”

“I am choosing to hear that as combat progress.”

Nearby, Naomi said the new lashes posed a medical distraction. At once, Petra wanted royalties for being forced to look at them; meanwhile, Adina recorded each lasting change before Trevor could claim poor lighting.

The women saw a beautiful young woman in black mail. They also knew the person inside was a man, and none asked him to trade one truth for the other.

Three evolution paths opened over the broken road.

The first path, Hard Turn, gave perfect air control and an early answer to each tower fight. The second, Split Ring, gave two command threads that would ease his overloaded Crown. The last, Soft Steel, gave no new angle and no extra voice.

It made the body harder to break without making it look hard.

He chose the option that let foes keep making the same mistake.

SYSTEM // Evolution complete. Softer beauty, harder steel, worse intentions.
READOUT // Level 10 — minor evolution complete
VITALS // HP 173/206 — ready | MP 161/182 — ready
SKILL COST // Iron Gospel I: 10 MP to bind the armor, then 4 MP per hardened hit.
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin.
It now strikes at 12, moves at 17, and endures at 12.
Attributes: Reason 13 | resist 17 | move gracefully 14.
You can now use iron gospel I.
• Binds claimed soul mass into fitted armor and impact force.
Update: Evolution point spent.
Selected: soft steel — vessel.
• Soft slender form retained.
• Impact resistance and pain control increased.
• Living anchor enabled for iron gospel.
Rejected: hard turn — wings.
• One midair stop or ninety-degree turn without stall.
Rejected: split ring — halo.
• Two active command threads / increased feedback.
Update: Permanent body morph verified.
• Lashes longer and darker; lash line deepened.
• Brows softly arched.
• Hair density +10%; self-repair enabled.
• Teeth even; skin clear.
• Wing joints aligned; natural balance established.
• Age, height, breast size, memories, and identity unchanged.
Cuteness: 77 out of 85.
Allure: 63 out of 75.
Body adaptation: 58%.
Defense authority: permanent until defeated / removed / dead.
Fear: 46 out of 70.
Dissonance: 34.


Iron Gospel cost 10 MP to bind. Each hard hit cost 4 more. Trevor had 161 MP. He could armor himself and buy more force long after a mercy build would have begun to bargain. The chosen trait settled beneath his skin without adding one visible muscle. Then Damaris tested the mail at his waist and pressed two fingers to his cheek as if checking that the prettier face was real.

“Still Trevor?” she asked.

“Still male, still in charge, and now rated for impact.”

Her smile came through the binding field and could not serve as proof. Her careful use of his name still counted to him.

Behind them, the red defense lines locked around Three Bridges. The council keys went dark, and each wall crew got Trevor's next order without review.

Then aligned Halo Sight found a line the old crack map had missed.

Beneath the eastern mill, a wide black tunnel fed fresh dead into the Choir Eater's mouth.


Chapter 21 — The Dungeon Has a Public Relations Problem

T

he mill tunnel began behind a flour bin marked for widows.


Inside the mill, he moved the bin and found a stone throat wide enough for one body. Old blood darkened its lower edge; meanwhile, fresh grain hid the smell from anyone working above.

Beside him, Adina read the charity mark and called it honest branding. “Widows provide the inventory,” Trevor agreed.

But Naomi did not laugh. Through Full Voice, her disgust felt cold and exact.

He left Damaris above with lasting wall command and sent Petra through a second path beneath the graveyard. Naomi entered the mill throat behind him, while Adina carried her blind folio inside her coat.

The first ladder ended in ankle-deep water. Black roots crossed the ceiling, each wrapped around a strip of burial cloth. And the mill wheel turned overhead; then, the roots tightened and dragged pale light deeper underground.

After touching one root, Naomi judged the dead under three days old.

With aligned Halo Sight, Trevor found seventeen soul marks beyond the next wall, though the public ward above listed each owner as safely buried.

Someone had used funerals to feed the breach.

Quietly, Adina asked for his panel. “Which part?” he replied. “The part you are about to hide,” she said.

Her accuracy made refusal feel childish. And he opened one shared sight pane and placed a hard border around the controlling footer, memory tools, and Crown recall line.

Blue light crossed from his lavender eyes into hers when she leaned close. Her shoulder pressed against his black mail, and one dark curl brushed the deeper lash line the evolution had left around his eye.

His female body liked the warm contact at once.

Through Full Voice, Adina noticed the pulse and said, “Your new armor does not stop blushing.” He replied that the armor protected vital systems instead of management dignity.

She smiled without looking away from the pane. Her high Autonomy made the reaction easier to believe; even so, the binding field still denied proof.

Together, they read the ward backward. Each breach pulse drew strength from the newest body, stripped its last fear, and fed that fear to the Choir Eater below. A soul went quiet; then, the ward chose one more fresh death from town.

Behind a false millstone, Naomi found the bodies stacked in a hidden room.

Seventeen people lay in narrow shelves with copper wire around their wrists. Their wounds had been washed, their burial clothes repaired, and their faces covered with white cloth. And the care made the theft worse.

Three living mill workers entered through the upper ladder before Trevor could close the room.

The first worker saw the shelves and screamed; meanwhile, the second knew one pair of boots. A third ran toward the town square with flour still on both hands.

Public panic acquired a sixty-second head start.

At once, Trevor told Naomi to catch the runner without breaking bone. She used a green ward to fold the worker's legs; meanwhile, Adina sealed the scream inside one repeated note.

“They have seen enough,” Naomi said, but he corrected her: they had seen too much.

The workers demanded names, records, and the council keys. One struck his mail with a grain scoop and accused the beautiful angel woman of serving the same church.

He corrected her with two facts: man, and different criminal.

The fix stalled the scoop for one handy beat.

Then he opened the founder tools he had hidden from all four Voices. The edit tool gave a clean cut around the false wall, the bodies, and the soul roots. One more tool gave calm; meanwhile, Loyalty Weight could turn the workers into eager witnesses for his chosen story.

He used only what the lie needed.

And Adina saw the tool labels because their shared pane had crossed the border from ward sight into his binding field. She went still against his shoulder.

“You knew those existed,” she said. He admitted he had known since the toll house, and when she asked about the others, he said they knew less.

Her anger moved while linked like a blade drawn slowly from cloth. He kept the shared pane open anyway, because hiding the act from the one woman most able to trace it would waste her skill.

He chose the last seven minutes in each worker.

The first lost the shelves but kept the certainty that seven missing minutes concealed a threat. The second forgot the familiar boots yet kept the urge to search burial records; the runner recalled a cracked support and an evacuation order.

Still, Trevor left each woman one path back toward the truth, but only after the wall crisis ended.

That restraint did not make the edit kind. It made the lie strong.

“What did you change?” Naomi asked as the workers' eyes cleared. He named their reason to panic now; she called that answer incomplete, while he called it the part relevant to triage.

Her Full Voice carried the moment she knew he had hidden over one field. She did not challenge him while the roots tightened around the next body.

“Share the whole edit log,” Adina demanded, and he said no. She promised to reconstruct it; then, he reminded her her archive stayed private for that reason.

For one breath, anger and lust shared the narrow space between them. She hated his answer because it used her own limit, yet the exploit pleased the part of her that loved a rule turned against its author.

She touched two fingers beneath his chin and raised his face toward hers. “One day, your mouth will find a line clever enough to get it bitten.” He asked whether that was a threat or a scheduling note, but she said he did not own the answer.

Her hand left before the binding field could stop it. He wanted the touch back, but did not trust the bond's hunger.

Below the shelves, the Choir Eater pulled once.

All seventeen bodies arched beneath their cloths.

Swiftly, Naomi cut the nearest copper wire, but the root above it split and reached for the living worker beside her. He used Iron Gospel to bind the dead soul mass into his mail and caught the root on one bracer.

The links struck back; black force crushed the root against stone, yet three more tightened around the shelves.

Soon, Petra arrived through the graveyard chute with dirt in her cropped auburn hair. She had found burial slips for twenty-one people, four more than the bodies in front of them.

“Four missing, or four still alive,” she counted.

Across the slips, Adina moved the shared pane. The dates drew a clear line: each death came sooner, dropping from nineteen hours to eleven, then six.

Learning to feed faster.

He told Naomi to free the dead without cutting the fear lines. Meanwhile, Petra marked the death slips as proof; elsewhere, Adina copied the true binding fields into her own files. He broke the roots one by one and made Iron Gospel turn each stolen strand against the next.

Above them, the three changed workers warned the street about weak beams. Guards cleared the mill without learning why, and the council heard only that the supports had failed.

So he controlled the panic because he controlled the facts allowed to leave.

The last root broke after twenty-three minutes. All seventeen dead fell still, but each held its pale light. A dark claim bound them below the floor.

Blue text opened in the pane they shared.

SYSTEM // You seized emergency command. The town will survive and regret the invoice.
READOUT // Mill feeding ward — first layer exposed
VITALS // HP 146/206 — ready | MP 131/182 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Recent dead connected: 17.
Burial slips recovered: 21.
Missing reserved bodies: 4.
Public exposure state: contained by memory edit.
Edited witnesses: 3.
Disclosure authority: Trevor Dwyer.
Adina Kroll panel access: limited / live / logging.
Choir eater breach growth: 43%.
Growth per completed death: +4%.
Current feeding interval: 05:41:00.
Estimated interval after next feed: 03:12:00.
Fear: 50 out of 70.
Dissonance: 38.
Body adaptation: 61%.
Update: Next death: reserved.
Selection source: Three Bridges civic death roll.
Exposure timer: 00:47:00.


At last, Adina wrote it down before Trevor could close the panel. Their shoulders still touched as the last line changed.

RESERVED TARGET STATUS: ALIVE.

Far above the mill, the town had chosen its next death.


Chapter 22 — Calm Down Is a Crowd-Control Skill

A

t dawn, Elske had forty-seven minutes to live and no time for breakfast. And he found her in the shrine kitchen with a ladle in one hand and a wood axe in the other.


Refugees filled each bench. Elske's older sister slept behind a green fever barrier while Naomi checked the woman's breathing.

The civic death roll floated above Elske in red letters only Trevor could see.

RESERVED TARGET — COLLECTION DUE 00:43:18

He read the roll and told the room no one could leave or start a prayer meeting. Screaming and bell ringing were also banned. Each spoon stopped as Elske studied the beautiful angel in black mail, then the three exits his women had covered.

“Am I allowed to finish the soup?” she asked.

“If you die in it, the taste becomes awkward,” he warned. She called that almost caring; then, he told her not to spread the rumor.

Naomi crossed from the fever bed and took Elske's wrist. And the Grave Cleric's amber-brown eyes narrowed as her soul-care sight passed beneath skin, memory, and ordinary panic.

“What scared you before we arrived?” she asked. Elske glanced toward her sister and named a bell beneath the bed that no one else had heard.

Her pulse jumped. For half a second, a black hook appeared inside the fear of losing her sister, then the mark folded itself beneath the next heartbeat.

She explained that the mark hid inside protective fear. Direct removal would send it fleeing through the first open care link.

“Can you preserve the fear long enough to trace it?” Adina asked. Naomi could; even so, Elske would relive the road attack that hurt her sister.

But he rejected the method before Elske said, but he refused to serve the creature its favorite meal just to learn which cupboard it lived in.

She warned the fear contained the route. “Then the route can come looking for what I take away,” he said.

Above Elske's soul, Halo Sight found the mark's feeding rhythm. The hook tightened whenever she imagined danger, then relaxed when her focus returned to the kitchen. It was not just hiding in fear. It expected fear to be there.

A sudden empty space would look like prey escaping.

He explained the plan to Elske without calling it kind. He could cut the active fear response for five minutes. The mark would either expose itself to restore the emotion or lose its shelter. During that time, she would feel calm even while danger stayed real.

“So I become stupid bait,” Elske said. Trevor corrected her to calm bait and left stupidity optional.

She looked toward her sleeping sister and asked, “Will I remember agreeing, and will I care if that thing reaches her?”

Naomi promised the memory and care would remain. Only the body's alarm attached to that care would be gone.

“Do it before I become sensible.” She lifted the axe.

Yesterday, Trevor had edited three witnesses because their panic complicated his defense. Today, Elske climbed onto the table, named her price, and held still. Cleaner subject. Cleaner data. The controlling tools no longer felt forbidden, and he honored her terms without pretending the old restraint had returned.

He placed two fingers beneath her jaw and found the fear line. KNEEL I gave the old simple answer: force the target down until resistance broke; instead, he aimed the skill at the emotion itself.

“Fear, kneel,” he ordered.

Red light crossed Elske's throat and sank behind her ribs. As her pulse slowed, tension left her shoulders, and the axe dropped as if the room had become safe, making the black hook panic.

It clawed upward through her soul, found no fear to cover it, and rang once beneath Naomi's fingers. No sound entered the kitchen, yet each glass jar cracked.

Petra moved first. She threw flour across the floor, window, and rafters while Damaris cleared the benches wielding her flail chain held low. Adina wrote the mark's pulse into four different notes and sent each note toward a split exit.

The hook followed none of them. It reached toward the fever bed.

She watched it move toward her sister with perfect calm. Her grip stayed loose, and her feet stayed still. The part that loved her sister stayed, but Trevor had cut away the alarm that would have moved her body.

“That is the cost you dismissed,” Naomi snapped. He had not dismissed it; he had priced it.

He caught the first strike between the bed and the mark with Iron Gospel. Black links tightened around his narrow waist; still, the hook split into three barbs and drove stolen fear through his bracer.

The stolen fear carried Elske's road memory: a wagon broken under rain, her sister choking on blood, and a bell counting beneath the mud.

Then the mark searched Trevor for a fear large enough to hide inside and found one.

The female angel body answered danger with a smooth, practiced turn he had never learned on Earth; hips shifted and four wings opened. Long blonde hair swept across the black links. His soft chest rose beneath them on a breath too calm to belong to the body he recalled.

The mark pressed against his oldest doubt: perhaps pleasure, grace, and Body Adaptation were doing Heaven's work without needing permission.

Still, Trevor did not deny the female, beautiful body or its growing ease. It belonged to him, and the mind directing it stayed male.

He fed the mark a cleaner fear: that Heaven might someday remove his ability to say so.

Greedily, the hook entered him. “Now,” he ordered.

Damaris branded his mail instead of the invisible mark. Naomi opened a reciprocal-pain channel against her judgment, Petra struck the flour hollow that appeared behind him, and Adina drove four mismatched notes through the hook's stolen rhythm.

Then the mark tried to retreat into his fear, so he refined KNEEL around it. The skill cut fear from the feeding path without cutting the thought beneath it.

Concern, purpose, and the body's pleasure in its own motion stayed. Only the panic went down.

Calm opened around the demon mark like a bare stage.

Petra's palm hit the center of the flour hollow while Damaris pulled her brand tight. The pain channel closed around the escaping hook, then Adina changed its count with notes no bell should have knew.

The mark tore free of Trevor's chest as black wax threaded with bronze. He caught it in both hands and bound its stolen fear into his mail with Iron Gospel.

Red seams returned the force and struck the wax against the floor hard enough to crack stone. A grave-salt bowl trapped it beneath Naomi's hand.

Fear returned to Elske in one violent rush. She screamed while crossing the kitchen, then planted herself before her sister. The axe rose against a threat already contained.

Delayed input; strong follow-through. Elske swore at him until the shaking stopped. The review stayed welcome because she was alive to deliver it.

She studied the captured mark as her Grave Cleric light changed from green to deep red-black. The new route did not promise to keep each hard truth. It gave power over fear: cut panic, keep purpose, and make foes speak through the empty space left behind.

“Dread Confessor,” Adina read. The route made a healer decide which fear could speak.

The cleric looked at him and disliked how well it fit the party. His reply called that the same hiring pitch, which did not earn a smile.

Soon, Elske returned to the soup, then Naomi led Trevor into the empty medicine room and shut both doors. By their old plan, Damaris, Petra, and Adina stayed outside Choir range. The cleric checked the windows, the salt line, and the founder pane before facing him.

“Release me now,” she said.

Purposely opening her Full Voice without delay. The owner link withdrew from memory, motion, speech, pain, loyalty, and sense. Inside the salt line, Naomi stood still until the clean-state count reached sixty seconds.

The clean-state count reached ninety without a change. A pale line confirmed Memory at ninety-four and Autonomy at forty-eight. Low values did not become sound because the gap was clean, yet Trevor firmly held no active order, reward, threat, or return term over it.

“Fresh gap, verified unlinked, and no clinical debt,” Naomi said. His answer was yes.

She stepped closer. Her fingertips touched the deeper lash line beside his lavender eye, then followed the refined curve of his cheek.

“I know you are a man,” she said. “This is your female angel body, and you enjoy it more each day. None of those facts cancel one more.”

Under her hand, he warmed as he praised the clean read. “Be quiet, Trevor,” she said.

He was unlinked from her; therefore, the order had no magic in it.

Naomi kissed him directly on the lips.

Her mouth was warm, firm, and entirely her own. As pleasure moved through his soft chest and slender belly, it woke each doubt he had just used as bait.

He kissed her back because he wanted Naomi; the body's eager response supported that desire but did not invent the man having it.

After the kiss, Naomi drew away while he kept one hand at her waist. He asked about repeat care. She denied it was treatment, so he recorded fine customer service.

At last, Naomi smiled and kissed the corner of his mouth once more. Before the gap ended, she asked to rejoin for the coming hunt of her own will.

He accepted the request, and they returned to the kitchen.

On a copper tray, Adina had unfolded the captured mark. Beside it, Petra mapped the trail through flour hollows while Damaris held the north wall brand open.

The System gathered the result into one pane.

SYSTEM // Fear rose. The halo approves, which says terrible things about the halo.
READOUT // Bell mark execution — interrupted
VITALS // HP 177/216 — ready | MP 160/188 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 11.
Cumulative XP now totals 3,750 | encounter award: +600 XP.
It now strikes at 13, moves at 18, and endures at 12.
Attributes: Reason 14 | resist 17 | move gracefully 14.
Update: Kneel I — refined: calm bait.
• Suppresses active fear response without removing memory, care, or purpose.
• Exposed fear-feeding effects seek a new host or become visible.
• Target may fail to react to real danger while suppression remains active.
Elske: alive | fear response restored.
Collection mark: contained | integrity 79%.
Naomi Talbot: grave cleric 6.
Update: Tyrant route preview: dread confessor.
Next moral proof: cut terror without erasing the truth beneath it.
Verified unlinked state: complete — 00:02:14.
Naomi memory: 94 / 100 | autonomy: 48 / 100.
Reconnection: independently requested.
Body adaptation: 64%.
Fear: 57 out of 70.
Dissonance: 37.
Mark source: bell maw | threat 7.
Range: inside Three Bridges.
Last path: north store lofts.


The Bell Maw crouched above the crowded kitchen and swallowed the noon bell before its first note reached the street. It hunted inside the walls.


Chapter 23 — Stealth Is Mandatory for All Personnel

T

he noon alarm vanished on its first note; she climbed the kitchen wall at once because Petra never used the door.


Petra used a shelf, two pegs, and Trevor's shoulder to climb without asking, and her boot pressed black mail against his soft chest before she caught the eaves.

He followed her onto the shrine roof more slowly, with less grace and far more wing.

From the ridge tiles, Petra pointed north. “Three roofs during your romantic medical exam,” she reported. Naomi did not blush below them, but his face did enough for both.

He told Petra to mark the path while he closed the district. Through the red defense key, each guard post opened across his sight. Forty-three guards held six streets, three store rows, and two wall stairs.

The north quarter packed steep slate roofs above narrow grain lanes. Store lofts shared beams, ladders, and thin inner walls built before fire codes existed. A hidden demon could cross the whole row without touching the street.

Quickly, Petra marked three roof paths that no armored guard could follow across wash lines, broken chimneys, and one merchant's locked attic, but he mapped the slower streets beneath her instead of pretending his wings matched her feet.

“A Bell Maw copies orders,” Petra said. To her, filling the district with more commands looked generous.

“I am giving it fewer choices,” he said as he moved the guards into one net.

Together, the first row came up from the river while a second came down from the wall. Two reserve lines sealed the alleys as he spent Fear through the defense key, and the net drove one shared pace through each captain's legs until forty-three sets of boots struck stone as one.

At once, the Bell Maw swallowed the sound.

No sound.

Wagon wheels still turned, and dogs still barked. Mouths still moved. And the whole district heard only the blank hush spread between the roofs.

People opened their windows to learn why the bells had died. And he had each guard close each shutter they passed, since a long account of the hunt would only leave a crowd within the demon's reach. Civilians withdrew before their need to know could give it hostages.

“No witnesses can warn our backs,” Petra said. He valued the empty street because the demon had fewer soft bodies to climb inside.

She gave him a flat look and reminded him those soft bodies were people. “Today they are protected terrain,” he replied.

Before he ended, Petra jumped the alley. Her Sunpath carried her across twelve feet of empty air, then she landed on a chimney with both arms spread.

Two guard files crossed below her at the chosen angle. She turned one wrist. The north file slowed before entering a blind lane, and Trevor accepted the fix without asking how she had seen the danger.

He physically admired the line from boots to hips before he recalled the hunt. He still knew himself as a man, still wanted women, and read the warmer response as more detail instead of a changed verdict.

Through Full Voice, Petra caught the direction of his focus.

She ordered his eyes back onto the demon; he pointed out that it had yet to show itself, so she told him to suffer quietly.

She pressed two fingers to the chimney and left a small gold sun on the brick. A second mark went on the roof hatch; meanwhile, a third crossed the store window below.

Initially, the marks showed Halo Sight nothing, yet swallowed sound bent around the Bell Maw when it moved between them. The gold suns stretched toward one human-sized absence above the tiles.

He called the position through the defense key, and the guard net turned together before the hollow could cross the next roof. North and west lanes closed cleanly.

“Fine. That is faster,” she admitted. The Bell Maw answered in his voice, then ordered each guard to open the east lane.

Three captains obeyed the copied binding shape before his fix reached them. Their squads pivoted together, creating one perfect road toward the wall.

Through the defense key, he drove KNEEL and dropped all three captains. The guards stopped cleanly without trampling them, which closed the false lane beneath armored bodies.

Next, Petra struck the moving hollow with Radiant Palm. Golden force outlined a bronze leg, two wax ribs, and a mouth across its chest, then the hidden shape vanished.

Its stolen silence poured over the next street. From a third-floor window, a baker saw Petra land on empty air. The woman threw a flour sack and exposed the demon's shoulder in white dust.

His order had cleared her from the street but said nothing about the third floor. “Protected terrain has opinions,” Petra called, and he revised the phrase on the spot.

The guard net drove the Bell Maw east through store lofts. Each time Petra planted a sun mark, Halo Sight found where missing sound curved around bronze, and he tightened the net before the creature could settle.

For three blocks, the plan worked. Its cost appeared at the dye warehouse.

There, five floors shared one stair built around a square dye chimney. Petra's marks found two safe roof crossings but no clean route for the guards below. Trevor pushed the net forward anyway because delay gave the Bell Maw more voices.

Two guards heard Trevor order the west stair closed. From the rafters, it repeated his voice, changed one word, and sent the line upward.

Both groups moved at once and met on a narrow landing, where the rail broke beneath their joined weight and dropped twelve guards through blue dye vats and splintered boards.

No deaths.

She caught the worst injuries in a green ward below. Steadily, Damaris held the broken floor wielding her flail chain; meanwhile, Adina changed each command phrase.

He ordered it; then, the net held and forty-three guards stopped together, including three who carried wounded friends away from the vats. Naomi shouted for them to keep moving, but his single command held no exception.

He released those three by name at a cost of nine seconds, and during that gap the Bell Maw crossed two lofts and stole a child's warning cry.

“A single net has one neck,” Petra warned after marking four exits. He told her to keep the blade well away.

“That sounded almost like trust,” she said. He called it efficient delegation; meanwhile, she called him scared of nouns with feelings.

The demon crossed her west mark. Halo Sight caught the bend, and he sent the net east instead of chasing the false voice above them.

This time, the guards did not need a second order. Spears rose along one street while shields closed the next. It lost roofs, alleys, windows, and chimneys in six breaths.

Only the east-wall alarm loft stayed open. It stood above the unfinished defense line, where eight stone bells carried warnings to each district. If the demon reached those bells, silence would blind more than Trevor's hunt.

Petra crouched above it and set two suns on the same roof tile, one to mark a target for her body and one to hold the curve Halo Sight expected from stolen sound.

The skills touched. Gold lines spread between each mark she had planted. His lavender eyes turned them into a cage shaped by absence instead of mass. Each swallowed noise made the demon's outline clearer.

He named the new angle, and she changed it before striking so her heel hit the Bell Maw's hidden jaw and drove it through the alarm-loft roof.

Bronze rang once inside the creature before silence swallowed the impact. The guard net closed beneath the broken loft.

Petra landed beside him on a roof beam and held up one finger. “One minute outside your Crown,” she said.

The Bell Maw stayed trapped beneath three floors and forty guards, but he still disliked the timing. She needed that boundary, and no substitute would keep the test clean, so he released her Full Voice at once.

She stepped beyond Choir Reach and opened her own soul pane. Memory held at ninety-six, Autonomy at fifty-six, and no command thread crossed the fresh gap.

One clean minute.

She waited through the full count while the loft shook beneath them. “Verified,” he said at sixty seconds.

She seized the front of his black mail and kissed him. Her mouth landed hard, missed the first angle, and found a better one before he recovered.

The kiss pulled heat through his full lips, soft breasts, and narrow belly. He physically welcomed the rush. He froze.

She leaned away and laughed into his stunned face. “You really do stop talking.”

He claimed he had been gathering combat data; Petra observed that his combat data had very long lashes.

She kissed his lower lip once, lighter this time, then released his mail. The next kiss needed privacy and one route Petra could close herself.

He agreed before his dignity respawned. His answer came quickly. Purposefully, Petra chose reconnection with eight seconds left in the clean gap.

Nearby, Damaris stood on the next roof. She had seen everything. Her expression stayed neutral because Trevor had never ordered jealousy into or out of her.

Still, the binding field left him unable to trust that absence. She might resent the kiss, want one of her own, or feel nothing while obedience smoothed her face.

He crossed the gap and stood beside her while Petra returned to the alarm loft, and the net held because Damaris had caught its broken center while he chased.

The street still showed her work. Meanwhile, the binding field hid why she had chosen each motion inside the command.

He told Damaris her first kiss counted and that her answer still counted. The Crown kept him from calling it proof, yet he had preserved the uncertain memory because easy certainty would serve only him.

She watched the roof and called that poor reassurance. He blamed his unfinished support build.

Quietly, she touched the red seam at his waist. “Then finish the fight and improve it later.”

Full Voice carried her words and kept freedom uncertain. Even so, the steady hand on his armor carried a history no single order had created.

He covered her fingers with his own for one breath. The contact did not solve ownership, but it gave the uncertainty a place beside him instead of beneath a convenient lie.

The double mark caught the Bell Maw crossing the alarm loft. He opened Halo Sight through each gold sun and locked the absence in place.

At once, the System recognized the joined skill. The creature broke the floor beneath it.

SYSTEM // The corpse engine is hungry. Finally, something here matches your appetite.
READOUT // Bell hunt — target cage established
VITALS // HP 143/216 — ready | MP 126/188 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 11.
Update: Combination unlocked.
Update: Halo sight I + Petra Coyle: sunpath target marks.
• Target marks reveal bends in stolen sound.
• Each swallowed sound sharpens the marked outline.
• Shared cage remains dependent on Petra's live route choices.
Guard net: 43 / 43 active.
Injured during copied command collision: 12.
Fatalities: 0.
Fear spent through defense key: 7.
Fear: 50 out of 70.
Dissonance: 39.
Body adaptation: 65%.
Petra verified unlinked state: complete — 00:01:08.
Memory: 96 out of 100 | autonomy at 56 out of 100.
Reconnection: independently chosen.
Next private boundary: route must remain hers to close.
Bell maw: cornered.
Location: east-wall alarm loft.


Trevor ordered the last stair closed.

But the Bell Maw moved first, opened its chest, and swallowed the entire east-wall alarm.


Chapter 24 — My Emergency Plan Has No Undo Button

T

he east wall lost its alarm, then the river climbed over it.


Black rakers rose from the flood channel in three wet rows, and their hooked arms found the raw timber while guards shouted warnings no one could hear.

Trevor landed beside Damaris on the wall walk, where black mail struck stone and four wings snapped wide behind him without making a sound.

Silence removed each comforting lie about battle while blood still moved and wood still broke. People opened their mouths when claws reached them, but no cry arrived to tell anyone where to look.

Across the guard line, forty-three fighters waited inside his last order, a single chain he had loaded into the defense key before the Bell Maw swallowed the alarm.

Brace on the first red pulse. Hook on the second. Turn inward on the third, then kill whatever stood inside the ring, with no local exceptions.

Closely, Damaris read it through Full Voice and pointed at the weak center post, where seven guards stood with two mill hooks, three spears, and one door shield.

“Do you want my judgment or my obedience?” she asked.

“Your front line.”

After one hard look, she put the gate badge against his palm, then she stepped onto the outer beam and made her position the hinge for all forty-three guards.

“Move me when it matters,” she said.

The binding field meant Trevor could not call the trust free, yet Damaris had chosen the words before he commanded, and she knew just what his Unison chain would do.

He closed his fingers around the badge while Petra's target cage showed the Bell Maw beneath the alarm loft and Adina kept five unknown threat fields gray. Steadily, Naomi held a ward station by the wall stair.

One gray field moved beneath the river. “What is that?” Adina asked through the Choir.

“Not confirmed,” he said, so she marked it larger instead of naming it.

The first raker reached Damaris. Its hook tore across her shoulder plate and caught the red binding beneath. Firmly holding the post instead of chasing it.

Trevor sent the first pulse through the defense key, and each shield braced at once. Firmly, Damaris planted both feet while the door shield locked against her left hip, receiving the raker wave as a single wall.

On the second pulse, forty-three hooks and spears reached down together. And they caught limbs, shells, and one empty patch where Petra's cage showed the Bell Maw moving.

The third pulse turned the whole line inward, making rakers collide and trap their own claws. Guards drove steel through soft joints and killed sixteen demons in one silent crush.

Silently, Adina studied the perfect result. You did not tell them about the gray fields.

They could not act on what I do not know.

They could have prepared to be wrong.

He watched a fourth gray field rise beneath Naomi's ward station. Preparation has a motion cost.

But the answer did not satisfy Adina, even if it explained him.

From the broken loft, the Bell Maw dropped through Petra's cage. Its bronze chest opened wide enough to swallow a person, yet the marked absence showed only where sound bent around it.

She struck the outline and missed by a hand as the creature released a stolen red pulse; each guard braced too early.

He canceled the next stage. Unison had already borne the false signal through the loaded chain, so hooks fell on empty air as the reserve rakers came over the outer beam.

One guard lost three fingers. One more went backward through the rail. Damaris caught him wielding her flail chain while keeping the center post upright.

Naomi's green ward crossed the line silently. And it closed both wounds, but the Bell Maw swallowed the flash and stored its shape inside a bronze throat.

Abruptly, Trevor forced the defense key dark, making forty-three guards into split failures. Some faced the hidden demon while others watched the river, and two carried one hurt man in opposite directions.

Adina wrote one question across his sight: WHAT CAN YOU PROVE?

He had Petra's cage, the visible rakers, and Damaris's post. Everything beneath the river stayed unknown.

He built a second Unison chain from those facts alone.

The first pulse meant face Petra's nearest mark. And the next meant keeping contact with the person on the left. A third pulse meant attack only a target touching the line.

It was less elegant and harder to steal, so he gave Damaris the chain before anyone else.

She read the limits and saw that he would move her body with half the facts still hidden, then she tightened the flail around her waist and struck her breastplate once with a closed fist.

Feeling the impact through Full Voice. “Does that mean yes?” he asked.

She struck twice for hurry up.

Warm relief entered his Crown from a source he could not authenticate. He accepted the combat answer and left the emotion unnamed.

The Bell Maw climbed onto the wall, and he sent the first pulse.

Each guard faced Petra's nearest mark, creating a curved line around the invisible body. On the second, each fighter touched the next shoulder, shield, or belt.

The wall became one chain without going blind, so no one struck when a false third pulse touched no living body and the creature crossed the curve in search of a gap.

Suddenly, Damaris felt it brush her chain and struck before he commanded it.

Her flail wrapped a bronze rear leg and made the demon visible for half a breath. Petra marked the exposed joint while Adina crossed out two gray fields that had been echoes.

Three real unknowns stayed when the river opened.

A second raker wave struck beneath the outer beam. Black water had hidden it until the last moment, and Trevor had no pulse prepared for an attack from below.

Damaris looked at the rising claws and held her place; she trusted him with the front line, and he had built a command that could not turn down.

He could break Unison and let each guard act alone, or he could keep the chain and use Damaris as the anchor while the lower wave climbed into reach.

He chose the anchor, and the first claws entered her thigh and side. Black mail held one strike, but one more opened a line beneath the links.

At once, Trevor felt the wound through Full Voice. He also felt Damaris keep her chain tight around the Bell Maw.

He fired the third pulse, and forty-three weapons struck only what touched the line. Spears drove through lower rakers while hooks tore the upper wave from timber around Damaris.

Over Damaris, Trevor opened Wing Guard and took the shared impacts across his four wings. Feathers split, yet the aligned joints held while his slender body turned force into the black mail.

Through the black mail, Iron Gospel returned each blow through Damaris's chain.

Onto the wall walk, the Bell Maw crashed.

Across the shaking beams, Trevor ran toward it with natural balance. His soft hips and narrow waist moved as if born to the task.

That ease scared him more than the fall below.

He still chose the target, the risk, and the woman he meant to reach. Pleasure in the body did not decide any of those things, and fear did not get to rename him.

At the last gap, he jumped.

The Bell Maw opened its chest and loosed each stolen order at once, filling the wall with red pulses for Brace, Hook, Turn, Retreat, Kneel, and Kill.

His first Halo Sight saw valid command shapes without their source.

The upgrade arrived inside the attack.

Pale rims formed around copied pulses while true commands stayed red at the center and stolen ones bore black seams that led back into the Bell Maw.

Clearly, Halo Sight II separated authority from imitation.

Purposely, Trevor ignored six false orders and drove his closed halo into the only pulse rooted in his Crown. The impact opened the demon from throat to belly.

Sound returned in broken pieces.

First came Damaris's breath. Next came forty-three weapon strikes, followed by the river, wounded guards, and Petra laughing from the roof.

The Bell Maw tried to crawl toward the alarm stones.

One last motion came from Damaris. She loosened her flail without looking back, allowing him to pull the chain through Full Voice.

He used her weapon as the defense line's final hook.

All forty-three guards turned inward on a true red pulse. The chain closed around the demon's neck, spears pinned its legs, and Petra drove Radiant Palm through the marked bronze joint.

He landed on its chest.

His black mail gathered Fear from the whole wall, and Iron Gospel forced that power down through both boots. Bronze plates folded around a wet core.

The Bell Maw died beneath him.

For three breaths, the defense line stayed locked in the killing pose, then he released Unison by name and returned motion to each guard.

Damaris sank against the post while Naomi closed her side wound; he reached her before the flail touched stone.

“Front line held,” he said.

Looking at the blood on his wings. “You used it.”

“You told me to.”

“I trusted you not to confuse that with permission to waste it.”

He had spent her blood to kill the wave faster; the fact stayed ugly even after it worked.

Adina stepped over the dead rakers and showed him the three unknown fields. Two had been buried attackers; meanwhile, the last still pulsed inside the Bell Maw's corpse.

She said, “Incomplete information did not disappear because your line moved perfectly.”

“No. It only arrived later.”

The System opened one final pane above the wet core.

SYSTEM // A soul repair route exists. You are considering how to weaponize it. Obviously.
READOUT // Silent wall — unison victory
VITALS // HP 108/226 — ready | MP 77/194 — strained
SKILL COST // Halo Sight II: 4 MP per scan or 2 MP per minute while held open.
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 12.
Cumulative XP now totals 4,400 | encounter award: +650 XP.
It now strikes at 13, moves at 19, and endures at 12.
Attributes: Reason 14 | resist 18 | move gracefully 15.
You can now use halo sight II.
• This effect now separates copied command shapes from current authority.
• This effect now traces stolen orders back toward their active source.
Update: Unison defense reconciled.
Guards committed: 43 | surviving: 43.
Serious injuries: 4 | lesser injuries: 15.
Rakers killed: 31 | bell maw killed: 1.
Fear spent: 16 | fear gained: 23.
Fear: 57 out of 70.
Dissonance: 43.
Body adaptation: 69%.
Front-line anchor: Damaris Pike — held.
Incomplete threat fields: 3 / resolved 2.
Unresolved field: inside bell maw core.


The bronze core opened under Naomi's knife while Trevor and Damaris held its ribs apart.

Inside, black flesh moved against the dead demon's pulse. Five small mouths chewed the orders it had stolen, and each mouth wore a thin human tongue.

Halo Sight II traced black seams from the dead Maw through the mill tunnel. The wet flesh belonged to one more creature: a living piece of the Choir Eater.


Chapter 25 — Trauma Has a Respec Button

T

he Bell Maw's dead heart kept giving orders after Naomi removed it.


She placed the wet black fragment in a salt tray at the mill infirmary. Five small mouths worked along its surface, all chewing one silent word: hold.

Across the room, Three Bridges prepared for siege. Smiths hammered braces onto shields, runners carried salt toward the walls, and wounded guards waited for Naomi to clear them.

One guard refused to return. The man sat beside the door with both hands around a spear shaft. His body had healed from the dye-house fall, but he could not breathe through an alarm test.

At thirty-two, he had guarded the river gate for eleven years. He knew spear drills, flood ropes, and the weight of a wounded friend, yet his healed body refused each lesson once the rail appeared in memory.

With care, Trevor watched fear gather behind the man's eyes.

“The rail breaks whenever I close my eyes,” Harlan said. “Then blue dye fills my mouth.” When Naomi asked what came after the fall, he recalled her catching him.

She asked for the next event; then, Harlan looked at him. “He froze the line while my squad bled.”

The account was accurate enough to hurt.

He did not correct it. He ordered the room cleared except for Harlan, Naomi, and Adina. A green ward sealed the fragment.

Outside the door, shield braces scraped toward the east ward while the siege clock kept falling. Harlan heard each passing squad and tightened his grip, ashamed to stay still.

Damaris and Petra returned to the wall. Their links stayed open in case the Choir Eater moved again.

Naomi opened Harlan's soul without touching his memory. Halo Sight II showed a clean body, a torn fear loop, and nine sharp images tied to the word hold.

Each image ended before rescue. It left out Naomi's ward, Damaris's chain, and the friends who carried him out. Terror had cut the event at its worst frame and played only that piece.

Between the nine images, Trevor found thin blank strips where Harlan's sense of time should go on. No normal shock in those gaps. Each held a black tooth mark matching the fragment's mouths.

Naomi offered to make the loop painless. Harlan gripped the spear harder and asked whether that would make him handy. She looked toward Trevor instead of answering.

The old Grave Cleric method would open the whole memory again, pain included, and restore its end. Her Dread Confessor preview gave a faster tool: cut the terror, soften the fall, and place relief around the wall order.

Trevor asked what the edit would cost. “All nine images keep their facts but lose felt ownership,” Naomi said. Harlan would know what happened but not feel that it happened to him.

To Harlan, that sounded ideal.

Adina wrote the exact words and warned that people in pain often chose the first door marked exit. Harlan said his squad was fixing his wall without him, then told Naomi to use it.

He could have sent him to a storehouse. Three Bridges needed hands away from combat, and an unedited scared guard stayed handy.

The east wall also needed trained spears before sunset, so he chose the wall.

Closely, Naomi refused to call the choice care. And she placed one hand against Harlan's brow and asked him to name the thought he most wanted gone.

The guard chose the point when his order stopped his body. Before the fall, he had trusted commands to make harm plain; afterward, the same trust trapped him inside the fall.

Under Halo Sight II, that instant had a black seam through it. The seam matched the living fragment in the salt tray.

The Choir Eater had tasted the command, leaving its copied shape where Harlan's fear relived the moment.

Sharply, Naomi cut around the seam. Grave-green light entered Harlan's brow, turned red-black at the edges, and lifted one strip of pain from the memory.

He did not scream, and his shoulders dropped instead. The spear stopped shaking between his hands; meanwhile, the dye-house fall became a flat report he might have heard from someone else.

Slowly, she cut the next image, then the next. Each pass wiped pain without mending the lost end, because numb speed was the point of the test.

With each painless cut, Harlan sat straighter. By the fifth, he asked whether the east wall still needed him. At the ninth, he stood before Naomi closed his soul pane.

Nothing in his stance looked like relief after terror. He looked reset, clean, and ready to obey the next shape placed before him.

Harlan asked for second rank behind a shield and Trevor's pulse.

His Memory Integrity had fallen nine points. His zeal rose faster than any healed trait should have allowed.

Trevor asked Harlan to tell what happened in the dye house.

Harlan named the broken rail, blue vats, and twelve fallen guards. He recalled his order and knew he had been afraid. “The fear belongs to a stranger in a report,” he said.

Adina asked whether he would return unprompted. He said yes. She asked whether three deaths would make him refuse the same plan; then, he considered for under a second.

“The line needs drill,” he said.

Adina closed her folio. The answer had become cleaner than the man.

Naomi checked his pupils, pulse, recall, and balance. Each test passed. But none caught what the edit had made easier to yield.

He released Harlan to the east wall. He left smiling.

At the door, Harlan passed one of the friends who had carried him from the dye vats. The woman asked whether he recalled crushing her hand during the fall. He recalled the fact, apologized in the right words, and showed no pain when she began to cry.

Fear entered his black mail from each person who saw Harlan return. Relief mixed with it, because the wall had gained a steady spear and the infirmary had lost a shaking man.

His Dissonance rose anyway. Quietly, the System measured the distance between handy and whole even when he did not speak it.

At the basin, Naomi reminded Trevor he had wanted a demonstration. He claimed the entry seam had been his goal, but she named the other result: Harlan returned to the wall.

He did not insult her with denial.

Before checking the shard, Naomi asked for a fresh unlink. He closed her Full Voice and stepped past the salt ring while Adina saw the state.

The sixty-second check left Naomi's Memory at ninety-four and Autonomy at forty-eight; no command, reward, clinical lien, or return term crossed the gap.

She stood close enough for her green coat to brush his wings.

She said, “Here is what I want: Trevor Dwyer, the man. I want the beautiful female body because it is yours, not because I think it will correct you.”

His breath caught beneath the black mail.

Naomi continued before he could turn the moment into a joke. “When we share a bed, I want no patient debt and no binding field. Pleasure proves your identity neither way.”

He called that a detailed examination; meanwhile, she corrected him to stated terms.

She put two fingers against his full lower lip. The body answered with quick heat. He enjoyed it without treating pleasure as surrender.

She also wanted him to say her name before the next kiss. “Naomi,” he said.

Her smile arrived slowly. She did not kiss him, because desire could remain true without being collected at once.

At the gap's end, Naomi asked to reconnect so they could inspect the fragment. Trevor accepted only after Adina logged the clean state and request.

Then all three returned to the salt tray.

The five mouths had stopped chewing hold. In the silence left behind, thin black threads tested each nearby soul pane and withdrew from the two clean unlinks.

Adina compared their stillness with the nine black seams Naomi had removed. Each seam held the same shape as his repeated wall pulse, not its sound and not its meaning.

“It copies the groove,” she said. “Each time the link carries the same command, the path becomes easier to enter.”

Purposely opening a limited sight pane for her. He showed the command logs but kept the founder edit tools behind the same border she had caught before.

Adina noticed, and her mouth curved without humor; she accused Trevor of wanting her discovery while hiding the tool that proved it.

He wanted the discovery before their argument. Therefore, she told him to unlink her before she decided how much that would cost.

He released her Full Voice. Unlike Naomi, Adina kept her private archive open during the clean-state count, allowing it to compare the fragment without exposing the pages to him.

At seventy seconds, her Memory stayed ninety-nine and her Autonomy seventy. The private folio stayed concealed, and no owner thread crossed her choice.

She leaned over the salt tray with him beside her. Together, they watched one black seam search for a repeated path. At last, it failed against the unlink.

Adina pointed to the failed seam. “It cannot enter a command that belongs to no one.”

Her discovery completed the shape Naomi's edit had exposed. “she gave us the cut; I found the door,” she said.

Adina closed the pane. She caught Trevor's chin. Then she kissed the deep lash line beside his lavender eye. Her lips rested there long enough to make his soft face warm.

She called the cheek kiss a reward for sharing enough truth to let her prove him wrong. He asked what earned a kiss on the mouth; then, Adina needed a larger truth.

She stepped back before the clean gap ended, then she requested reconnection on one condition: her copy of the entry proof stayed private.

The request earned his acceptance. The discovery counted more than owning each record of it.

At last, Naomi opened the wet fragment with a silver hook. Inside each small mouth, a black thread waited around a stolen binding shape.

Adina overlaid Harlan's removed seams on the threads. An exact match.

The Choir Eater did not need to break a link from outside. A repeated command trained the linked soul to accept one path, then the creature entered through that path wearing the owner's shape.

He ordered Damaris through Full Voice, Hold the east post.

The fragment twitched when Damaris repeated the order to her guards at the wall. All five mouths opened.

A black thread crossed his command. It reached through Damaris toward each linked fighter who had learned the same pulse.

He cut the order before the thread reached Harlan, but the route had already proven itself across four linked layers; the System measured the damage and the discovery together.

SYSTEM // The monster copies commands. Vary your tyranny or become predictable.
READOUT // Choir eater entry test — confirmed
VITALS // HP 164/226 — ready | MP 151/194 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 12.
Harlan vey — age 32 | unlinked.
Memory: 100 -> 91.
Fear-loop pain: removed.
Event facts retained: 9 / 9.
Felt ownership of event: severed.
Return-to-wall eagerness: elevated.
Naomi verified unlinked state: complete — 00:02:06.
Memory: 94 out of 100 | autonomy at 48 out of 100.
Terms stated: no patient debt / no owner field / male identity respected.
Adina verified unlinked state: complete — 00:01:31.
Memory: 99 out of 100 | autonomy at 70 out of 100.
Private proof copy: retained.
Reconnection: independently requested.
Fear: 61 out of 70.
Dissonance: 48.
Body adaptation: 70%.
Update: Entry vector.
• Repeated linked command creates a trained soul groove.
• Copied owner shape can enter through that groove.
• Unlinked commands provide no active path.


From the east wall, Damaris reported Harlan had taken second rank.

Smiling and steady. He repeated Trevor's command to the next guard.

The Choir Eater already had a road into each person who learned it.


Chapter 26 — Four Bad Plans, One Worse Manager

B

y sunset, the party had four ways to stop the Choir Eater and no accord.


They met beneath the mill with the living fragment chained inside a salt circle; the town repaired its walls above them. Each repeated order risked teaching the creature one more road.

Damaris proposed battle codes that changed after each use. Naomi wanted to cut old controlling grooves and relink only when needed. Petra preferred silent routes no one else knew, while Adina gave four command styles with no repeated shape.

They shaved one black thread from the fragment. And they tested each plan against it.

First, Damaris changed hold into three calls based on stance. Her flail carried each meaning cleanly, but the guards outside learned none. A defense built around her own judgment could not cover the town.

Next, Naomi cut a practice link each time the thread touched it. And the cut blocked entry, yet relinking took nine seconds and opened old scars. During a siege, that gap could strand a hurt guard outside each ward.

Quickly crossing the chamber without repeating a step. Her route stayed hidden from the fragment and Trevor, making it safe from copied orders but handy only to Petra.

At last, Adina gave one retreat order four shapes, but the fragment failed to choose, while two guards followed opposite versions; confusion beat the copy and the defense together.

Each plan worked at the size of one woman. It could not serve hundreds across Three Bridges.

He rejected all four because four plans created four failure points, then wanted one perfect chain that taught the creature where to enter.

Across the fragment, Adina noted that his plan did not stop copied orders. He replied that it chose the order copied.

“Dressed-up bait,” Petra said of the plan. “A soul wound trial,” Naomi called it. “Who carries the wound?” Damaris asked.

He opened his Crown, and all four women felt the answer.

The chain would begin with Damaris and pass through Naomi. It would split toward Petra and end in Adina's private record. Each woman would repeat three commands until the groove became hard to resist: come close; hold me; kill the thing behind me.

The chain sounded like combat orders written by a lonely teenager. She asked if the filth was planned. He claimed the double meaning made it easier to remember.

She pinched the bridge of her nose. She wrote down the claim for a later trial, then watched Trevor with a look his binding field made hard to read.

They built the test chamber around an old mill drive; she marked three escape shafts but kept the true route hidden from him. She laid cut wards between each Voice. She copied each command seam without exposing her private pages.

Around the salt circle, iron pins fixed each link to a floor mark. She could drop the whole net at the third; meanwhile, Petra's hidden route became the only real exit at the fourth.

Trevor needed one more control. Each woman named a fact the chain could not change: Damaris kept her wall duty, Naomi her care terms, Petra her route, and Adina her private record.

Those facts were not freedom, but they could act as trip wires for damage.

She stood inside the center ring with her flail loose and called herself the door; he corrected that to a door with a weapon.

She asked what happened if the creature wore his voice; then, he told her to assume it would.

Her mouth tightened at the poor reassurance. He admitted his support build stayed underfunded.

The first four passes produced nothing.

On each pass, Halo Sight measured the groove growing brighter. Her path deepened first because her Autonomy was lowest; meanwhile, Adina's resisted around pages Trevor could not read.

That gap gave the fragment a favored door.

He called Damaris close; he ordered her to hold him, then he commanded her to kill the fragment behind his wings.

She moved through the chain with exact control. The others passed each shape onward.

On the fifth round, one black mouth opened.

She cut the thread before it entered her link; she changed position suddenly, and Adina replaced the last word with a written mark.

Their split corrections worked, so he ordered them removed. The trap needed one groove with no repairs inside the chain.

Carefully, Naomi objected that a test without safety responses was just an injury with paperwork. He kept her severance ward available but forbade its use until the thread reached the final ring.

Quietly, Petra said no to reveal her escape path. He accepted the hidden route because forcing it open would destroy the only factor the Choir Eater could not copy.

Instead, Adina asked whether she could alter the record if the order began editing memory. Trevor told her to record first and act on his signal.

She asked what happened if it stole his signal. At last, he told her to use her judgment.

The answer broke his perfect chain and saved it from stupidity, then they began again with come close; hold me; kill the thing behind me.

Purposely, Damaris crossed the circle and placed both hands around his narrow waist. A head taller in armor, she made the command look more like an embrace than restraint.

He reacted physically to her nearness. Heat gathered beneath black mail. Her breath moved the long lashes beside his eye.

“Hold me,” he repeated, and her grip tightened.

The third command sent her flail past his wing and into the chained fragment. Swiftly, Naomi repeated the chain at his shoulder. Through her route, Petra carried it; meanwhile, Adina pressed the last shape into her folio.

The groove deepened.

At the ninth pass, False Comfort woke inside his voice. The command carried relief before obedience and promised that moving closer would end doubt. Each woman relaxed.

The response came small but all at once. At his side, Damaris leaned in. But Naomi stopped watching the cut ward. And Petra's route turned toward him; meanwhile, Adina's pen wrote safe without her choice.

He saw the effect and continued.

False Comfort had previously made a lie feel survivable. Now he refined it. The perfect false chain began to feel like the only action that could return comfort.

“Come close,” he said, and all four women stepped toward him. “Hold me,” he continued as four soul fields closed around his Crown.

At the final command, kill the thing behind me, the Choir Eater entered.

Black threads burst from the fragment and followed the trained groove through Damaris. They crossed Naomi's healing link, found Petra's straightened route, and reached for the command copy inside Adina's folio.

Patiently, Trevor waited until each thread passed the third ring, then changed the last target.

“Kill the thing inside the command,” he said, and the false chain folded around itself.

The paladin's flail struck the black thread inside her soul field. The healer closed a cut ward behind it. Petra bent her route into a loop. Adina tore the copied word safe from her page.

The Choir Eater fragment tried to retreat through his voice.

Halo Sight II traced the stolen binding shape; meanwhile, False Comfort told the creature that retreat through the familiar groove was safe. It believed the lie because each repetition had trained the path.

Purposely opening Iron Gospel at the groove's mouth. Black force dragged the fragment into his fitted mail. Five mouths bit red seams while each stolen command became armor weight.

The mill drive groaned beneath them.

Outside the test chamber, fifty-two guards heard the same relief pulse through the defense stones. Harlan Vey stepped toward the mill from the east wall before his captain caught him.

Across town, wall crews stopped arguing and faced the mill. Two wounded guards left Naomi's ward line. A cook abandoned a boiling pot beside three children. None had heard the words, but all recognized the promise of relief inside them.

The pulse made surrender feel like finishing a task.

The trap had reached farther than his map, and Adina showed him the spill without softening it. False Comfort had used the civic controlling groove, not just four Full Voices.

Each alarm drill, shield count, and ration call had trained that road. His lasting defense rule gave the false chain more reach than the Choir Eater could have built alone, turning his best asset into the breach multiplier.

“End it now,” Naomi ordered. Trevor could crush the fragment or follow the thread toward the main body.

The first choice protected town; meanwhile, the second might expose the Choir Eater before the siege. Closely following the thread.

The black seam ran through his Crown and pulled against each linked woman. Damaris took the worst strain because she had carried the first command.

Her Memory flickered from the repeated embrace. Each pass blurred whether she had moved close because he ordered it or because she wanted him.

One memory showed Damaris choosing his waist before the command arrived; meanwhile, one more showed the red pulse touching her first. Both carried the same controlling mark, and Halo Sight II could not name which desire began without it.

He had wanted a clean answer badly enough to foul the question.

“Release the chain,” Naomi said, but he held it for three more seconds.

Halo Sight reached the mill breach, found a mass of linked dead, and marked one living command organ beneath them. The Choir Eater had built a mouth around each order Three Bridges repeated.

Then he cut the chain, and Damaris fell against him. Her flail struck stone while both hands stayed at his waist.

“I wanted this part,” she said, and the statement hit harder than the thread.

He had used False Comfort, a compulsory link, and nine repetitions of come close and hold me. Her desire could be real, an owner-field answer shaped for him, or a mix neither could divide.

He wanted to believe her, which made belief less trustworthy.

“I cannot use that as proof,” he said. Damaris looked at him angrily, hurt, or a commanded version of both.

“It can still be true,” she said. Trevor agreed.

He did not push her away or turn the embrace into a win he had not earned.

Naomi removed the remaining thread from Damaris's link. Petra restored her hidden route. Adina sealed the false command record inside her private folio.

The living fragment cracked down the middle. Inside it, the traced seam carried more than the Choir Eater's location. A white-gold authority packet had come from Bell Ridge.

Adina intercepted the packet before it wiped itself. Junia Serrat's seal opened above the salt circle.

The System reconciled the test around it.

SYSTEM // New level, new leverage, same absolute menace in a pretty face.
READOUT // False perfect chain — live test complete
VITALS // HP 129/228 — ready | MP 103/200 — ready
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 13.
Cumulative XP now totals 5,100 | encounter award: +700 XP.
It now strikes at 14, moves at 19, and endures at 13.
Attributes: Reason 14 | resist 18 | move gracefully 16.
Update: False comfort I — refined: false command.
• Repeated command may carry relief before obedience.
• Trained targets accept the familiar groove as the safest path.
• Copied owner shapes may be baited through the same groove.
Update: Combination conditions identified.
1. one repeated linked command shape.
2. one copied owner signal committed beyond retreat.
3. one hidden route or severance point outside the copied chain.
4. target changed after full entry.
Test spill: 52 civic defenders exposed to relief pulse.
Linked injuries: Damaris moderate | Naomi light | Petra light | Adina light.
Fear: 68 out of 70.
Dissonance: 54.
Body adaptation: 72%.
Update: Intercepted authority packet.
Issuer: Junia Serrat — oath of concord paladin.
Classification: kill order.
Targets: founder vessel + four corrupted voices.
Arrival: bell ridge / dawn.


Junia's full order unfolded beneath her gold seal.

At dawn, the church would kill Trevor, execute all four women, and cleanse Three Bridges for sheltering them.


Chapter 27 — My Evacuation Route Has a Kill Box

J

unia's kill order gave Three Bridges until dawn, so the south camps began moving before midnight.


Two hundred three folk packed the Crown Road with handcarts, wounded kin, salt barrels, and each child the farms could carry. Thirty guards held the south bridge ahead. Only six watched the wheat behind them.

Firmly, Trevor walked beside the final wagon in fitted black mail. Red seams narrowed the armor at his waist, armored skirts guarded his hips, and the open gorget left his face bare.

That last part was combat. People looked at the soft face, long lashes, and lavender eyes before they noticed the sword.

He intended to decide what they saw next.

From a roofline, Petra dropped onto the flour cart and pointed west. Across the wheat, black backs cut in three rows.

Petra counted twenty-four rakers, two carrying mouths, and a pack mother staying low in the wheat.

Across the column, panic passed faster than the count. Parents pulled children from carts that could move faster than legs. Three guards abandoned the bridge; meanwhile, a miller overturned a salt barrel searching for his knife.

Purposely opening Choir Reach through each defense token.

“Do not calm down,” he ordered, “because standing still should scare you more.”

Through his Crown, Fear swept in a cold red wave. But the fleeing people stopped because flight no longer felt like escape, and each face turned toward the smallest armored figure on the road.

His Cuteness caught focus. His threat gave that focus a direction.

Quickly, Adina measured the response through her stolen church channel. One hundred eighty-six people were watching Trevor. Seventeen watched the wheat, and none watched the bridge.

Dryly, she called it handy and also the opening of each cautionary hymn about a beautiful tyrant.

He marked the road instead of answering. And the old mill race made a dry trench on the left, and a thorn fence hemmed the right. Between them lay four hundred yards of straight stone.

It was a poor flight lane and a great place to kill anything entering from the wheat.

Trevor ordered the carts into one file. He sent refugees on foot to the outside, kept children and wounded behind wood, and warned that anyone turning around could kill the person behind them.

The last sentence drew more Fear than the first three together.

At the lane, Damaris studied the narrow mouth she could hold, knowing a break there would trap the whole column. “You are placing yourself behind me,” she said.

He said he was placing the bait where the pack could see it, and she said, “That was not my objection.”

He gave her the rear hinge anyway. The healer got the moving wounded line; meanwhile, Petra took both fence tops and Adina carried cadence without repeating a binding shape.

Then he ordered the six rear guards forward.

They stared at the empty rear he had created.

He told the guards that the women and he were the rear. “You are traffic control with spears, so try to survive the promotion.”

The column entered the lane.

At first, Fear made it smooth. No one argued over cart order or stopped for spilled goods, and a baker abandoned two sacks of flour while keeping hold of the old woman beside him.

But fear compressed each choice toward him. He raised one hand; then, people moved before hearing why.

That efficiency felt magnificent.

It also drove Dissonance through his Crown like a thin nail.

From the wheat, the first raker broke against Damaris's shield side. She turned its jaw wielding her flail, allowing the next two to reach the road.

He spent Fear through Threat Mark's unfinished shape; a red line opened across his bare face and joined the two runners to him.

Both demons changed course.

They ignored the refugees and lunged for the pretty angel in black.

“Cuteness is tank aggro now,” Trevor said as the healer drove a grave bolt through the first raker.

“If you make that sentence filthier, I will charge for treatment,” Naomi warned, and he told her to put it on his tab.

The second beast struck his fitted mail beneath the ribs. Its shoulder lifted his light body from the road and carried him into the thorn fence.

Pain flashed white. His aligned wings caught the posts before his spine did, and black mail hardened around the impact.

Inside the column, thirty people stopped to look.

He bared his teeth and pointed ahead. “If I am still pretty, I am not dead—move.”

Twenty-eight obeyed, but two ran back toward him.

But the System counted the focus and refused the rescue.

One runner was Harlan Vey. His edited fear had no ownership left in memory, only the trained need to return when he appeared threatened.

He felt the man enter Choir range like a tool answering its hook and ordered, “Harlan, carry that girl to the bridge.”

He turned at once, lifted a wounded teenager from the cart, and moved; the other runner chose to drag Trevor from the thorns.

Her hands closed around his armored waist before Damaris threw herself between them and the next raker.

Beside him, the flail caught black teeth a handspan from his cheek; meanwhile, a claw opened Damaris's vambrace and drew blood down her wrist.

“I did not order that block,” he said.

She replied that he had left her the rear hinge and she had used it.

Her link showed obedience, anger, desire, and fierce relief in the same owner-colored knot. He could not name one strand authentic, yet the sight of her covering him warmed the female body inside its mail.

He resented needing it while secretly loving that he was worth the blow.

That pleasure did not make him a woman; it made him a man with great taste and an unsafe command structure.

Then the larger creature rose from the wheat before he could say so.

Across the field, a pack mother advanced on six swollen limbs. Beneath its belly hung a Choir Eater organ with five human mouths; two wore Trevor's voice, while the others copied his face in soft scraps of skin.

One mouth screamed from inside the wheat, “Help me, please; I am nineteen.”

A pale blonde body appeared between the stalks wearing a torn white shift. The decoy was smaller than Trevor and smoothed into childlike proportions whenever anyone looked away.

Seven people broke from the lane.

“Wrong angel,” he called, “because mine has a sword and a management problem.”

Only three stopped.

Carefully, Adina opened his public identity pane above the road: Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — Male / He-Him — Female Founder-Body Angel.

Then she laid the decoy beside it. Its age field was blank, its soul absent, and its apparent shape changed with each witness.

Adina sang that pretty was not proof and ordered them to check the record before rescuing bait.

Outside the lane, the remaining four people turned back as rakers burst around the false body. Petra crossed the fence top in three sunlit steps and kicked the nearest beast into the dry race.

Instead of guarding Trevor, she cut the thorn wire behind him.

Petra said, “Exit,” and he said he was holding the mark.

She pointed at the wire trapping one wing. “You are hanging from a heroic angle.”

Petra sliced the last wire and let the fence drop; he landed against her shoulder, and she used his fall to throw him back onto the road.

Her hidden route had overruled his position without asking permission.

That should have angered him. It did; meanwhile, her low hand on his waist caused a split and less noble response.

She felt the heat through his mail and grinned at the heroic result; he ordered her to focus on the raid, but she claimed to be capable of two interests.

Behind them, the pack mother entered the kill lane.

The narrow road denied its six limbs room to turn. Steadily, Damaris held the left shoulder. Petra took the fence side; meanwhile, Naomi sealed the refugees' rear with a moving line of grave light.

Adina changed cadence each eight beats. No order repeated long enough for the mouths to build a clean groove.

He stood at the lane center with his face uncovered.

Each raker saw him, and so did each refugee.

He drove Fear into the contrast: look at the beautiful angel the demons wanted, then look at the black road leading away from his death.

The column moved faster.

The organ copied his red wave and sent it forward. Refugees saw Trevor behind and felt his Fear ahead, so the bridge became one more threat.

For three seconds the whole column locked in place.

Naomi broke her assigned line.

She crossed in front of him, pressed one blood-warm palm to the open gorget, and cut pain from his Crown without touching fear, memory, purpose, or command.

“You need one signal the organ cannot copy,” she said, and he gave his winning personality.

“Your pulse,” Naomi corrected.

She linked his heartbeat to the grave lamps beside the road. Each green flame beat with the live rhythm in his female chest, too uneven for the dead organ to predict.

She had abandoned the wounded line to protect his authority. Two civilian healers filled her place without being ordered, keeping the carts moving.

He disliked the gap she risked while loving the confidence with which she had touched him and fixed it; he ordered them to follow the living pulse.

This time the command carried a fact the copied Fear lacked.

The refugees moved again.

Angrily, the pack mother charged. He held the road until the mouth beneath its belly opened wide enough to show the copied owner seam, then said, “Now.”

Together, Damaris broke its left forelimb, Petra folded its right legs into the race, and Naomi extinguished each grave lamp except the one behind the creature.

She was supposed to preserve the last route in her private book.

Instead, she tore out one concealed page and threw it into the organ's mouth. The sheet carried each false command from the mill test, each marked as safe by False Comfort.

It swallowed the page. Each false order entered at once.

Quietly, Adina closed her folio on the missing page. She had burned proof he could never order her to show.

That sacrifice belonged to her, even if the link made protecting him handy.

Purposely opening Iron Gospel.

Black force caught all five mouths. His fitted mail drank each copied order as weight. The armor tightened over his slender waist and drove both boots into stone.

“Come close,” the first mouth begged.

“Hold me,” cried the second.

“Kill the thing behind me,” ordered the third.

He smiled with the sweet face Heaven wanted to correct into a different person and said, “Gladly.”

He pulled the organ against his breastplate and drove his sword through it into the pack mother's heart.

Red-black light burst down the kill lane. Around him, Damaris sheltered his left wing, Naomi kept his pulse burning, Petra opened the only path that did not cross his body, and Adina broke the surviving voices with one unrepeated note.

The pack mother died facing Trevor.

Each lesser raker entered the corridor to reach him. Guards on the cart flanks killed them from both sides while the refugees continued across the bridge.

No one ran back for the false angel. No one mistook his body, male identity, or beauty for weakness.

The last salt cart reached Three Bridges before the church horn sounded on Bell Ridge.

SYSTEM // Heaven issued a kill order. You have been promoted from problem to threat.
READOUT // Refugee column forced through — cuteness combat conversion verified
VITALS // HP 88/228 — strained | MP 61/200 — strained
Evacuees delivered: 203 / 203.
Civilian deaths: 0.
Serious wounds: 7.
Rakers destroyed: 24.
Choir eater organs destroyed: 2.
Public witnesses added: 146.
Defense witness pool: 64 -> 210.
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 13.
He now looks 77 out of 85 cute and 63 out of 75 alluring.
Body adaptation: 74%.
Update: Cuteness combat rule.
• Cuteness captures attention.
• A real threat turns attention into fear.
• A known identity and live escape route keep commands stable.
• No gain from wrong age, false body, staged weakness, hidden danger, or praise alone.
Fear spent: -20.
Fear gained: +19.
Fear: 67 out of 70.
Dissonance: 56.
Update: Town-defense witness threshold: met.
Junia Serrat arrival: 06:11:42.


Inside the west shrine, the refugees repeated Trevor's lane rules without a prompt. They knew the route had saved them, the pretty angel had been the most unsafe object on it, and four women had protected him in four different ways.

He kept Damaris's bloody vambrace, Naomi's final pulse lamp, Petra's cut wire, and the ash left from Adina's private page.

They proved the party could guard its center without proving why each woman wanted to.

The doubt followed him through the gate. Two hundred ten witnesses accepted his defense token.

Three Bridges now had enough scared eyes to power one town-wide Black Choir command.


Chapter 28 — Better Gear, Less Cover

T

hree Bridges built Trevor's first siege armor from dead demons and confiscated church mail. One tired tailor supplied the last bit of skilled despair on site.


The west forge worked behind shut windows all night. And the outer watch counted motion beyond the farms. Across the fitting table, black mail lay in six narrow sections. And the red rings joining them repeated no command-shaped seam.

The inquisitor wanted plate over the heart and wing roots first. The healer demanded quick access to each place likely to bleed. At the same fitting, Petra rejected any boot that could not cross a wet roof. And the bard insisted the whole suit survive a copied order.

He needed it to fit, because he was not conquering a town dressed as a barrel.

The tailor studied his narrow waist, soft chest, and short frame, then he removed half the padding with visible relief.

First came a black mail shirt shaped from collarbone to hips. It followed his slender torso instead of making him square; the fitted rings cupped his breasts without crushing them. Below it, a skirt of small dark plates guarded his hips and upper thighs.

Together, Damaris buckled hard bracers over fitted gloves; meanwhile, Naomi locked grave-salt wire inside armored boots. Across the bench, Petra cut each sole until it flexed under his foot. The helmet came last under Adina's care.

It covered his temples, cheeks, and chin while a thin bar crossed the bridge of his nose. He studied the polished steel and saw nothing but lavender eyes behind a cage.

The inquisitor called it great protection; meanwhile, he called it a useless build.

Fear conversion began when people saw the beautiful face. They knew it belonged to the most unsafe person present. A helmet hid the first half of that contrast.

He removed it.

The tailor made a despairing sound and asked whether better gear meant less cover.

Trevor said, “Only for the face, because I still believe in pants.”

From the skirt, Petra called pants a tragic limit on innovation.

His long blonde hair stayed loose around the uncovered face. The black streak near his right temple had darkened since the last evolution. It made his pale skin and lavender eyes look brighter.

His reflection in a shield looked too soft for the mail and too lovely for the threat inside it.

That contradiction was the armor's first weapon; meanwhile, Soft Steel was the second.

At the table, Damaris struck his left shoulder with a padded hammer. Fear moved toward the blow, making the mail rigid one breath before impact. The force spread across the fitted rings without widening his outline.

At once, Naomi checked the skin beneath. No deep bruise formed under the dark rings. The hardened section stayed locked for four seconds and caught the wing hinge.

The healer warned that he could survive the hit and lose flight. He rotated the shoulder until one repaired joint clicked; he said they would teach the armor better priorities.

They cut red release seams around both wing roots. Across oil, water, and one secretly loosened board, Petra tested the boots while Adina whispered copied forms of kneel, hold, and open against each clasp.

The left glove opened on hold.

They stared first at the bare fingers and then at the tailor.

Quietly, the tailor admitted he had reused three church buckles.

They melted all three.

By the second fitting, the suit covered Trevor from collarbone to knuckle. It also covered him from waist to armored boot on both legs. Only his face, throat, wings, and a narrow strip above each stocking stayed open.

It protected more skin than his old mail while looking less bulky. More important, it let each scared witness see just who occupied the armor.

But the System refused to attune it inside the forge. It needed a real lethal threat, an uncovered identity signal, and Fear routed into the armor before impact. A marked foe also had to choose Trevor over every other target. No safe fitting could meet those terms.

The monk offered to provide a lethal threat, and the tailor left the room.

She led Trevor to the west-wall practice court, where a captured raker pulled against three chains. Yet the creature had lost only one foreleg during the refugee fight, and its remaining claws could still open fitted mail.

At the court, Damaris objected to using a live demon; meanwhile, Naomi questioned the distance to surgery. The bard rejected the word test when Petra held the release pin.

He approved all three objections and told Petra to pull it.

Objections had stopped being barriers. Now they were price estimates, and he liked knowing the cost before choosing the reckless plan anyway.

“That is why I like working for you,” Petra said, “because you hear advice before doing the unsafe thing.”

The pin came free.

Instead of charging Trevor, the raker lunged for the tailor watching from the stair.

Across his sight, Threat Mark appeared with a one-point cost. It could bind open hate to his bare face and make a marked foe answer him first.

He bought it while the demon ran and ordered it to look at him.

His lavender light crossed the raker's eyes. A matching cut burned beneath his right eye without breaking the skin.

The demon skidded, turned from the helpless tailor, and chose the smallest warrior in the court, but he did not retreat. Fear left his Crown and entered the fitted mail just before the raker struck.

Its claw hit the armored skirt above his right thigh. The black rings became plate-hard, the boot fixed to stone, and he took the full rush through his narrow frame.

For one brutal second, the armor held perfectly.

Then the fear-hardened boot refused to pivot.

The raker twisted. Trevor's knee followed late, pain tore along the joint, and the creature threw him beneath its chest.

Damaris started forward, but he stopped her with one raised wing.

The mark had succeeded. The build had not.

Above him, black teeth opened. He drove both fitted gloves into the raker's throat while his armored skirt kept its belly claws away from soft flesh.

Naomi called the knee angle; Petra marked a half-turn the locked boot could still make, and Adina counted without repeating a number pattern.

Closely following all three inputs freely.

He released Fear from the boot, pivoted on Petra's route, and moved it into his gloves. Soft Steel changed with the threat instead of holding the first answer.

His hands hardened around the demon's throat.

Threat Mark pulled the raker's full focus toward his uncovered face. It never saw Damaris step behind it.

Her flail broke the spine.

The dead weight fell across Trevor. His new mail took the ribs, hips, and claws while leaving his face clear above the corpse.

From the wall, seventy-three witnesses watched a delicate angel crawl out from under a beast three times his weight. Suddenly, Fear rose because the face looked untouched and the eyes looked pleased.

He wiped black blood from one cheek. “The pants were a sound investment.”

That earned enough Fear to complete attunement.

The armor drank thirteen points, raised its maximum store, and reopened each joint according to his current intent. Body Adaptation carried him upright before Naomi reached the court.

Seven hundred fifty experience completed Level 14.

Naomi stabilized the knee; afterward, the party returned to the forge. Damaris added a release plate at each boot; Adina replaced the last copied buckle, while Petra drew a private route through the red seams.

The final suit framed Trevor's waist, breasts, and hips without exposing them. It presented a soft feminine face above a hard black silhouette and made the contrast impossible to miss.

He liked it.

The thought caused no crisis. Armor could flatter the female body and still serve the man inside it. His name, goals, Earth memories, promises, and appetite for women had not moved; Heaven's pending fix stayed the only voice calling him something else.

Patiently, Petra waited until Damaris carried the dead raker to the examiners, Naomi took the tailor's cut list, and Adina quickly climbed toward the watch.

Then she tapped the red seam on his glove. “One private route.”

Closely following her into the empty bell loft above the forge.

Petra shut the trapdoor, stepped beyond Choir range, and severed her link. The binding field vanished from her soul. Her Memory stayed 96/100, her Autonomy 56/100, and the route back stayed hers.

He opened a sixty-second verification pane and kept both hands visible.

“No order, no hidden path, no penalty for leaving,” he said.

“And no sex yet,” Petra added.

The boundary landed before the kiss, where neither heat nor disappointment could blur it.

He nodded. “No sex until you change that answer while free.”

“Good.”

She took his fitted collar in one hand and kissed him.

Petra set the pace with firm lips and a slow turn of her head; he followed without pulling her closer. Her tongue brushed his; then, he warmed at once beneath the new mail.

He wanted more. Wanting did not create a claim.

Her free hand slid down the armored waist and stopped at his hip plate. The pressure made his breath catch; meanwhile, Trevor's own hands stayed at her shoulders.

“You can touch my waist,” she said against his mouth.

He did, feeling warm skin beneath the short coat while the verification clock continued in plain sight.

Petra kissed him until eighteen seconds stayed. Then she stepped away first.

“Still no sex,” she said.

“Still a good kiss.”

“No sulking?”

“A boundary is not a debuff.”

Her laugh carried no owner color. She kissed the red mark beneath his eye once, softer than before, and crossed out of reach.

The full minute ended with Petra still unlinked. She opened the trapdoor, left the bell loft, crossed the forge roof, and chose reconnection only after she reached her own marked tile.

Dissonance fell by nine.

His body stayed aroused beneath the fitted armor. His male identity stayed exact, and Petra's no counted as much as her yes. Closely following her downstairs without complaint.

The outer-watch horn sounded before they reached the forge.

Quickly, Adina opened the stolen channel above the courtyard. The public pane showed wheat fields and a demon wave wide enough to darken the Crown Road.

Behind three hundred rakers walked the Choir Eater.

Linked bodies formed its chest. Bell Maw jaws opened along both arms. Each mouth practiced his voice while the giant advanced toward Three Bridges.

SYSTEM // The refugees lived. Their gratitude is now a resource, because of course it is.
READOUT // Level 14 — dread mail attuned
VITALS // HP 203/238 — ready | MP 176/206 — ready
SKILL COST // Threat Mark I: 8 MP per marked target.
He remains 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Class: Unsworn paladin at level 14.
Cumulative XP now totals 5,850 | encounter award: +750 XP.
It now strikes at 15, moves at 20, and endures at 13.
Attributes: Reason 15 | resist 18 | move gracefully 16.
Update: Threat mark I — acquired / proven.
• Binds one visible hostile target to Trevor's uncovered identity signal.
• Fear increases marked priority.
• Ends if he hides his face, breaks line of sight, or ceases to present a credible threat.
Update: Dread mail I — attuned.
Armor: 18 | aether resistance: 11.
Soft steel: fear hardens the section facing a known threat.
Intent release: hardened joints reopen when Trevor changes the active response.
Command resistance: copied church buckles removed.
Body adaptation: 78%.
He now looks 77 out of 85 cute and 63 out of 75 alluring.
Fear currently measures 71 out of 95 | dissonance: 47.
Update: Verified unlinked state — Petra Coyle.
Duration: 00:01:00.
Boundary: no sex yet — heard / accepted / unchanged.
Reconnection: Petra-initiated.
Update: Outer watch — siege contact.
Rakers: 312 | bell maws: 4.
Choir eater: 1 / fully mobile.
Estimated wall contact: 07:18:00.


Threat Mark cost 8 MP per victim, and Trevor's 176 MP could mark twenty-two names if he chose to waste it. He chose three. Fear grew best while the rest wondered why they had not been picked. The new armor had passed its test.

Now the counterfeit wearing Trevor's voice had brought an army to test the town.


Chapter 29 — Consent Has a Maintenance Window

T

he Choir Eater crossed the first fire ditch before midnight.


From the east tower, Trevor watched linked bodies cross lamp oil. Rakers burned around their feet. At the wall clock, seven hours stayed. And the church force under Junia would arrive sooner.

His new Dread Mail kept the wind from him. His face stayed uncovered. Long blonde hair snapped around his lavender eyes in the wind. Soft Steel hardened each time a stolen voice called his name from the field.

At the parapet, Damaris joined him without speaking.

Her dented plate carried black raker blood from the practice court, but the refugee-lane vambrace stayed cut along her left arm; she had refused each good spare at the forge.

Together, they counted 312 rakers and four Bell Maws. Behind those came 214 ready defenders and one giant made from stolen people. Each mouth on its chest practiced a retreat order in his voice.

But the town answered through red lamps and hand signs. And no spoken command repeated.

For once, the defense ran just as he had designed it.

He hated that Damaris's desire stayed the least reliable part. “The thing at the mill put nine false embraces into your link, and I cannot tell which memory started with you.”

She rested both gauntlets on the stone and suggested that he remove the memories. But he refused to get a cleaner answer by editing the witness; even so, Damaris countered that he could simply trust what she said.

Looking at her owner-colored soul line. “I trust you, not what my Crown rewards you for saying.”

While linked, Damaris studied his soft face above the black gorget. That attraction moved beside anger, duty, and an untreated bruise; she knew he wanted a result his build could not make. Dryly, she asked whether that phrasing had ever worked on a woman.

Trevor admitted the available evidence was poor.

Yet the humor left when she warned free desire would not make his past acts good. A free kiss could not mend lost memory, restore her will, or make the first forced conversion a choice.

He agreed it would prove one choice and nothing else, even if she hated tomorrow's order; she warned him not to make corruption charming, while he blamed the difficult materials.

Her mouth almost smiled, but Damaris held the point. “Open the link fully—no timed return, hidden binding path, or penalty if I leave.”

Under his breastplate, Fear pressed cold. Without Damaris, the front line lost its strongest hinge six hours before the siege.

The reason for a valid test.

It did not mean all under his Crown got the same door; he wanted one true answer from Damaris. He would risk losing her to get it. That was hunger, not reform, and he would not pretend otherwise.

Purposely opening the release pane publicly. She read the current damage: Memory Integrity 92/100 and Autonomy 35/100. The rest showed owner suspended, commands disabled, and exit enabled. Location stayed private, and only her deliberate act could reconnect.

He added one clause the System had not gave.

REFUSAL CREATES NO RETALIATION, PURSUIT, EDIT, OR SUBSTITUTE COMMAND.

She read it twice and asked whether it survived if she never returned. He said yes, confirmed that Three Bridges still counted her as a legal defender under her own name, and promised not to follow through Halo Sight.

She asked whether he would send Petra; then, Trevor closed the route request he had already begun forming. “No.”

Only then did Damaris accept the unlink.

Then the red soul line vanished. Judgment marks disappeared from his field, and the steady pressure of her awareness left an empty place beside his thoughts.

She stayed a grown woman on a cold tower, with scarred memories and choices that belonged to her now.

No pane could certify an imagined Damaris restored to who she had been before Trevor. That woman was gone. It proved no controlling signal reached the woman standing there now.

Quietly, she removed both gauntlets and set them on the parapet. She asked what he wanted unprompted. He kept his Crown shut and asked her to leave far enough that staying could not be easy, then she could decide anything she wanted, including whether to come back.

Damaris picked up her flail and walked down the tower stairs while he stayed at the parapet.

For five minutes, he watched the fire ditch and did not open a map. The Choir Eater moved one more twenty yards while one Bell Maw crawled beneath the dead.

At eight minutes, a wall captain asked for Damaris's front-line mark. He supplied his own weaker threat map and said nothing about where she had gone.

At twelve minutes, two rakers reached the east tower. He marked both. He drew them toward his uncovered face and sent six guards to the stair postern, then took the outer climber himself instead of summoning Damaris through legal civic authority.

The raker came over the parapet beneath his left wing. Black claws struck fitted mail as Soft Steel froze his shoulder. He released the hard joint by intent, caught the creature under its jaw, and braced both armored boots against the wall.

Threat Mark held its eyes on his face while the beast tried to bite beauty. He fed Fear into the rings crushing its throat. He called helmets cowardly, the raker disagreed with several teeth, and he broke its neck against the parapet before throwing the body into the fire ditch.

Sixteen minutes had passed without him searching for Damaris.

The empty link hurt more than the torn mail at his shoulder. Losing her would weaken the siege line, the party, and each future plan built around her. It would also answer the question.

At twenty-one minutes, boots climbed the tower.

Soon, Damaris returned without plate, flail, or soul line. She wore a dark undershirt and fitted trousers, with her loose braid over one shoulder. Cold had reddened her cheeks.

Blood marked one bare knuckle.

Trevor did not ask where she had gone until she reached the parapet freely.

“The west postern opened for me,” she said, “and I walked outside the wall to the thorn marker.”

That marker stood beyond Choir Reach and each defense token Trevor controlled.

“A raker found me there,” Damaris continued, “so I killed it, buried my Concord seal under the hedge, and considered walking north.”

But she had carried the old church seal since the failed founder rite. Abandoning it removed the last symbol of the life Trevor had broken.

He asked why she had returned.

“Three Bridges is mine to defend, and the women downstairs are my party,” Damaris said. “I want to see you beat the thing wearing your voice.” Each reason stood without romance until she stepped closer and added, “I still want you.”

He warmed inside the hard mail.

She raised one unlinked hand, stopped before his cheek, and asked permission. He gave it; then, her palm settled warm against his skin despite the night wind.

“I want the man who made that stupid helmet choice,” she said. “I want the female angel body because it is yours—your mouth, breasts, the narrow waist under this metal, and the expression you make when a woman says just what she plans to do with you.”

His lashes dropped before he could stop them, and he called the look combat readiness. Damaris called it panic wearing eye makeup, making his laugh come out breathless.

Damaris did not let humor erase the cost. “I hate that you own doors inside my soul, and desire does not forgive that.”

He knew. She asked whether he still wanted a woman who hated part of him; then, he answered without opening his Crown. “Yes, because I would rather have your real anger than a perfect answer I installed.”

Her thumb traced the red mark beneath his lavender eye, and she kissed him.

Damaris took his mouth with no binding field between them. He responded at once, catching her hips in both armored hands while she pressed him back against the cold parapet.

The fitted plates guarded his body and made touch nearly impossible.

She bit his lower lip and requested that he remove the armor. His pulse jumped. He confirmed it was a request, then accepted with enthusiasm.

Together, they opened the red seams. Damaris lifted the mail shirt over his wings. He stepped out of the armored skirt before kicking both boots aside.

The soft black underlayer stayed, fitted close from chest to upper thigh. It left the shape of his breasts, waist, hips, and body impossible to mistake.

Damaris looked slowly and without System color.

Being wanted like that sent pleasure through the female body. His nipples tightened beneath the cloth, heat gathered between his thighs, and the fear of enjoying it rose beside the enjoyment itself.

He named the fear instead of hiding behind a joke. “Part of me thinks liking this means the body is winning.”

Damaris put both hands at his waist. She asked what he had wanted before death; Trevor named women, win, and a body he could respect. When she asked what he wanted now, he said, “You, win, and this body strong enough to keep.”

She said his list had improved.

The answer did not rely on sex alone. He still recalled Earth. He still rejected Heaven's identity edit and kept costly promises. His goal stayed the Choir Eater's death. He chose what pleasure meant.

He was a man enjoying a woman's hands on the female body that belonged to him. He admitted he was still scared, and she told him to be scared while kissing her.

He obeyed without magic.

Their second kiss turned hungry. Damaris slid one thigh between his. The pressure against the soft underlayer pulled a low sound from him.

She paused to check; then, Trevor answered with a very clear yes. She told him to report any change, and he returned the same rule.

Damaris agreed, then kissed down his throat. Her fingers found the ties beneath his breasts and waited.

He covered her hand and told her to open it.

She loosened the underlayer until cool air touched his chest, then she cupped both breasts with firm, careful hands. Pleasure tightened through him as her thumbs passed over his nipples.

His head fell back against stone.

Damaris named the expression, and he claimed he was revising his combat report.

Her mouth replaced one thumb, warm and wet against the sensitive peak. He gripped her shoulders while he reacted with a fresh pulse between his thighs.

He wanted her hand lower. The desire belonged to him, and so did the words needed to ask.

Before he could speak, the south-bridge horn screamed.

Two broken notes answered from the east wall. Fire rose above the mill, and the Choir Eater accelerated through the dead outside the first ditch.

Damaris lifted her head at once. Trevor closed the underlayer while she reached for the discarded plate.

He asked whether she wanted the link back.

She looked from the stairs to the approaching wave, then requested the battle link under the same exit clause, but not for what had happened there.

He opened the exact offer, and Damaris chose reconnection herself.

The red line returned with duty first and anger second. Desire came only after she opened that private channel. He did not use the link to finish what the horn had stopped.
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Damaris carried Trevor's armor down the tower while he fastened it around himself at a run.

But the first wave reached Three Bridges before either of them reached the wall.


Chapter 30 — My Perfect Strategy Has One Voice

D

amaris tightly fastened his Dread Mail atop the east tower while the siege horn shook grit from the mortar.


Below them, ninety-six rakers crossed the dead fire ditch. Two Bell Maws dragged themselves from the mill tunnel with bronze throats spread beneath rings of human faces. The beasts moved without their usual shrieks, and each rank marched to a voice Trevor could not yet hear.

One red seam fought Damaris's fingers at his waist, where her hand had slipped under his loose shirt under a minute earlier. And the linked thought heated him at just the wrong time, then she pulled the seam tight enough to steal his breath and made the mail fit once more.

“That is not consent to continue,” Damaris said.

“I know.”

“It is a promise to discuss continuing after the wall.”

He checked his sword, then grinned as he always did when terror needed insulting. “The wall has great motivational benefits.”

Her desire flowed through the mended link, but his Crown pressed beside it. He wanted the pledge and refused to call any feeling free while his power could reward it.

First, he had to keep the town; below them, climbing hooks rang against the wall.

He jumped from the tower; afterward, both wings caught the cold air around the Dread Mail fitted to his slim torso. His black boots struck the east gate roof, and Body Adaptation turned the hard landing into three fast steps toward the winch.

Across Three Bridges, the first wave split six ways as rakers climbed the east wall, rushed the south bridge, poured from the mill drain, and struck three refuge lanes at once.

The Bell Maws waited behind them to copy whatever answer the guards gave back.

Trevor sent One Voice through each defense token, and five hundred people went still for one breath. Their fear pressed behind his breastbone: a mason thought of his child, a guard tasted old blood, and a cook gripped a spear with raw hands.

He built one line before anyone could improvise. At the east hinge, Damaris held the wall while Naomi owned triage and reserve motion. Through the mill route, Petra hunted buried threats while Adina changed the audible carrier each eight beats.

Town squads knew just whom to strike, where to move, and when to fall back; no guard had to ask what came next.

“Black Choir,” he said. “Execute the line.”

His Crown spent thirty Fear in one cold pulse, and the town moved before his order stopped ringing through the gate tower.

At the east stair, Damaris came before the first raker cleared the wall. Her flail broke its jaw, then the falling body swept two climbers from the ladder and left the stone free for the next guard.

At the south bridge, twelve guards left a planned gap. Six rakers went in, found salt wire behind them, and died beneath crossed spears.

Naomi swiftly split the wounded into two streams. Those who could walk went west, those who needed help went north, and empty litters came back through a middle lane no fighter crossed.

Above the mill lane, Petra vanished among the roofs. Three seconds before each demon broke stone, her marks flared over buried shapes and led the roof teams without revealing her.

Adina never used a phrase twice; she bore his order through drum taps, red lamps, and hand signs. At last, one lewd tavern rhyme made the east reserve laugh while killing.

For one fine minute, the line worked smoothly. Then a raker came over the gate roof, fixed on Trevor's bare face, and left two easier guards to strike him.

He braced one mail-clad boot against the winch case; black claws struck his chest as Fear turned the fitted rings hard. But the blow drove his narrow back into oak without breaking it.

Soft Steel held only where the claw threatened him, so he kept both shoulders loose, hooked the demon's wrist, and rolled beneath its arm. Moving purposely with clean female grace. His hips cleared the second claw while long hair followed the turn instead of blinding him, and he enjoyed it without apology.

The old fear asked whether comfort inside a female body meant surrender. He answered by driving his sword through the raker's spine; his goals stayed the same: hold Three Bridges, kill the Choir Eater, protect his party, reject Heaven's identity edit, and survive as himself.

Pleasure had changed neither the list nor the man forced to choose. He kicked the corpse from the gate roof and looked sharply back to the line.

Below, each squad completed the next timed step.

At the south bridge, the first Bell Maw spread its bronze folds and loosed his copied voice. “All guards close on the bridge.”

Under a looser defense, some guards might have questioned the command, but he had trained them to expect his exact timing.

Twenty-one guards turned toward the false order before Adina broke the call. Their move bared three paths to the refuge.

Their assigned routes stopped the error from spreading. Naomi halted the litter stream, Damaris sealed the east stair, and Petra shifted three marks from the bridge to the Bell Maw's throat.

He corrected the whole line at once. “Copied order. Resume step four.”

Each guard came back to place before split squads could have argued. The fix cost four seconds and no dead.

For one tempting beat, such speed proved that control simply worked better. Then Dissonance stung him hard.

The Bell Maw charged south. Its bronze throat copied Damaris's judgment mark, Naomi's ward pulse, Petra's route sign, and Adina's drum pattern in one body.

Before it reached the bridge, he assigned the kill and gave each linked fighter only what she needed.

Swiftly, Damaris struck the left knee on beat three. The south guard moved on four, Naomi dropped the pain ward on five, and Petra came beneath the throat on six.

Adina removed beat seven suddenly the monster. Instead of an attack, she put silence in its place.

The Bell Maw braced for a blow that never came and raised its bronze throat to copy the lost sound. From the gate roof, Trevor used Threat Mark until its ring of human faces looked up at him instead of the bare spear crews.

“Eight,” he said.

Each spear pierced at once.

Their planned blows landed together: Damaris broke the knee, Petra crushed the open throat with Radiant Palm, Naomi kept the trapped human traits alive, and Adina sealed the copied rhythm before it reached another token.

The Bell Maw fell in forty-three seconds.

Fear flowed back from each defender who saw a huge demon die on his count, and their belief drove the Black Choir faster. His orders now crossed town without wasted motion, a thrill made unsafe by five hundred people carrying his choice without dissent.

Petra's marks turned twelve buried rakers into visible targets at the mill. He sent the west reserve through one narrow lane; Adina changed its carrier before the Choir Eater could form a groove.

A refuge squad trapped five rakers inside the shrine's soup court. Naomi armed two wounded walkers and kept the grave ward over those who could not move. Even the sickroom fought without risking anyone inside.

Damaris took a Bell Maw sound strike across her plate at the east gate, and the blow reached his Crown through their mended link with the thought of her mouth on his and her touch beneath his breasts. Heat swept him at once while battle pain crossed the same path.

She felt both and sent one sharp thought back: After the wall, if I still choose it.

He said through the combat channel alone: Knew.

He did not command her desire.

Instead, he spent twelve Fear to shift the east line. Soft Steel drank half Damaris's blow through the binding path. It turned Trevor's left side hard before the second Bell Maw reached her. The trade left him with a bruised rib and her with enough breath to stay upright.

She had granted a battle right for this fight and nothing beyond it. The same link bore blood, power, and hunger; Trevor kept his hands on the weapon she had actually given him.

He jumped from the gate roof; then, one black wing spread and caught enough air to cross the inner stair. He landed behind the second Bell Maw while Damaris held its gaze from the front. Naomi's ward cut off the beast's last way out.

Together, they moved on one line: Damaris ducked at his mark while he drove his sword into the bronze spine, Petra struck a lower seam from the wall, and Naomi closed her ward around the living mouths.

Then Adina turned the last command into a church death rite, and two hundred guards shouted the wrong answer purposely.

The Bell Maw tried to copy them. Its throat split across the clashing tones before it died under Damaris's flail.

The first wave broke in eleven minutes, and their defense had spent fewer lives than time.

Rakers found each flight lane across Three Bridges closed. The south squad moved six paces while the east reserve came down in two files. On his exact count, mill workers pulled a sluice gate.

Cold river water swept nine fiends into a salt grate. Guard spears killed fourteen more behind the flood. Elsewhere, Petra's marks led three roof teams through the rest.

No one improvised, strayed, or died beneath the ordered defense.

By the final count, his line had destroyed ninety-six rakers and two Bell Maws faster than any town defense in Adina's stolen records. Still, the win tasted clean enough to hide its poison, which he found only by asking what he had taught them to trust.

The last foe fell; afterward, eight hundred experience lifted him to Level 15. Vitality, Will, and Grace rose by one, a fifth Choir slot came free, and One Voice grew stronger.

Inside his vision, the new form named itself Perfect Line; it linked squads more quickly and let him correct them faster. He could also preload one complete town route, but the price appeared plainly beneath it: each unit under his seal now trusted a valid founder voice before judging for itself.

One war chief had won one flawless fight, so the foe needed only one throat worth stealing.

Damaris reached him beside the east winch with a split lip, and her eyes held enough heat to recall the tower. That thought could not prove free desire. Her hunger now could not prove it either while the Crown still paid her for obeying him.

“After the wall,” she said once more.

He kept both hands on his sword. “After an unlink.”

Her smile held pride, frustration, and enough hunger to make the fitted armor uncomfortable. “Correct.”

Naomi came with six healed guards behind her, Petra dropped from the gate roof, and Adina brought the checked kill count. The four women filled his new five-slot line; they stood apart, yet the Crown tried to make that shape feel owned.

The fifth slot stayed empty, but the town celebrated for three breaths.

Then his own voice spoke from inside the east winch.

“Founder right confirmed. Resume loaded route: open east gate.”

He had given no such order, but the stolen civic seal drew power from his town claim. Perfect Line trusted the founder voice before any guard could judge it.

Both gate crews released their bars.

“East gate, hold!” he shouted, but the loaded winch had begun to turn, and the crews could not stop it.

The east gate swung toward the next wave as wood scraped over iron. Past the broad gap, hundreds of red eyes waited without a twitch. The copied voice stopped.
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The flawless defense had won its first battle; now the copied war chief was using it to open the town.


Chapter 31 — My Safe Word Has Root Access

T

he east gate opened wide enough for six rakers to enter abreast.


Beneath the arch, Trevor met them.

His black wings filled the gap while Dread Mail locked around his narrow ribs. Claws struck fitted rings while Fear hardened each threatened patch; the force drove his armored boots through blood left by the first wave.

From the east winch, his stolen voice invoked Perfect Line. And it ordered Damaris to release the murder grate on beat four because the founder's survival chance stayed acceptable.

Above him, five tons of iron waited behind one red chain.

At beat three, Damaris reached the release lever. Her gauntlet closed around it as the false order crossed each civic seal. Its exact cadence matched his natural command voice perfectly.

He could not spare breath to countermand it. Two rakers hung from his left wing, and one more worried his sword arm. Beyond them, twenty more packed the road in a wall of claws.

Beat four passed with the grate still raised; instead, Damaris wrapped the release chain around her forearm and tore its anchor loose. And the order was too perfect to trust, she said.

The copied voice demanded action without delay; then, she struck the first raker through the teeth. Then she explained the flaw in one sentence. “The real Trevor always budgets one beat for me to decide he is wrong.”

His pride found room beside the claw in his shoulder, so he told her to take two this time. And she laughed once and spent them.

On her first chosen beat, Damaris drove her flail into the east hinge. On the second, she kicked the loose anchor beneath the gate wheel. Iron teeth caught the chain, the outer door jerked, and the gap narrowed by half.

Five rakers made it through before the oak stopped. Inside it, Trevor pulled Threat Mark away from the road pack. He placed it on the five demons, turning each toward his uncovered face.

He called for Damaris to strike, but she spent one chosen delay instead of moving on his voice. After the fifth beast exposed its spine, her flail swept through all five knees.

He used the fall to pull his wounded wing free, then drove his sword down the line of open throats; the last raker died with its claws a handspan from his eyes.

Outside, the copied founder voice sent the south reserve east and the east reserve south. Perfect Line accepted both routes before local captains could object.

The town began to split itself open.

Through Halo Sight, Trevor seized the civic seal. A black controlling groove ran through his lasting defense claim, carrying his stolen timing into each linked badge.

He could overwrite it with a louder order. The Choir Eater would copy that one next.

Instead, he gave each recipient a veto.

The veto protected his command from a perfect counterfeit; it did not surrender his lasting defense claim. Refusal would stop the civic seal without dissolving the walls, stores, fear routes, or owner powers he still controlled. Authenticating authority, not renouncing it.

He announced a new line: named orders needed a live answer, refusal carried no penalty, and any recipient could demand one chosen delay.

Across the town, guards answered in different voices.

Adina asked for a lyric Trevor had never heard; meanwhile, Naomi asked which wounded man had cursed her boots. On the mill roofs, Petra needed the sender to name where she was not standing.

The copied voice failed all three.

“What did you say after I buried my seal?” Damaris asked. Trevor recalled her on the west road, beyond his reach and free to leave, then answered that they would speak before he touched the link if she returned.

Her flail struck the floor once. “Proved.”

The civic marks turned red. False routes dropped at once from thirty-seven startled guards, yet the broken east seal kept its teeth in his founder claim.

He drove both halo rings against the groove. Meanwhile, Damaris braced the loose gate wheel while each turn shoved iron splinters through her gauntlets.

He advised her to release the wheel and made the option to refuse explicit. Carefully, Damaris studied the blood on her wrist, changed her grip, and stayed anyway.

“Refused,” she said.

Together, they forced the outer door shut. Its edge crushed three rakers against the arch and locked the second wave outside.

The Choir Eater struck back through the seal.

He heard his own voice promise safety if he surrendered Damaris. She heard him offer her a clean memory, a quiet conscience, and the freedom to adore him without doubt.

Neither promise came with a chosen delay.

He and Damaris broke the winch together.

Stone folded around the ruined mechanism. The gatehouse's inner ward sealed them away from the wall squads. Beyond it, black mouths beat against the outer door.

He pressed one hand to the stone and tested the new rule. Each town seal now needed a live recipient response. Any named person could refuse without losing rank, shelter, or rations.

The repair needed nineteen minutes to harden. Opening either door early would restore the stolen groove.

Through a narrow battle channel, Adina confirmed the walls could hold twenty-two minutes. Elsewhere, Naomi reported no mass wounds. And Petra had found the Choir Eater moving beneath the mill road toward the civic seal.

Trevor closed the line.

The gatehouse held six dead rakers, a water barrel, and one unbroken bench. It also held the promise Damaris had carried back from beyond his reach.

Her gaze moved from his mouth to the red seam at his waist as she reminded him of her promise after the wall. He observed that they were technically inside one.

Damaris accused him of flirting like a man filing an insurance claim. He called that his best feature after the face, then she touched the controlling mark at her throat and asked for complete release.

He did.

The Crown resisted for one ugly second. He stripped away command, pain sharing, and location sense. He also removed reward response, automatic return, and each path by which his desire could become hers.

Then Damaris walked to the inner door. She tested its latch, checked the arrow slit, and placed her flail within reach. Afterward, she crossed to the far edge of the room, beyond even his passive Choir sense.

For sixty breaths, Trevor neither followed nor spoke.

She could reopen the battle channel or call a guard from the wall. She could demand the door be broken or keep the unlink forever. His Crown gave six ways to make waiting easier.

He refused all six.

At the sixtieth breath, Damaris returned without touching the severed link. She removed both gauntlets, set them beside her flail, and closed the distance between them.

“I am unlinked. I remember what you did. Wanting you does not forgive it.”

“Agreed.” Trevor gave her the word without qualification.

Then Damaris curled both hands into his shirt and pulled him close enough for her breath to warm his mouth. She was twenty-three, clear-minded, and plainly tired of stopping at his clothes. Heat tightened low in his belly while the fitted mail became suddenly inconvenient.

He touched her wrist, guided her around the torn joint in his left wing, and leaned into the hungry smile that followed.
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Damaris kissed him before the panel faded. Trevor met her hard enough to drive both of them against the bench.

One hand held his jaw, the other found the red clasps along his side without touching the bruised ribs. Trevor opened his mouth under hers and felt no command echo, no shared pulse, and no borrowed certainty.

Only her.

She unfastened the Dread Mail one piece at a time. Each fitted section left pale skin and dark marks behind until Trevor stood in his torn undershirt and thigh wraps.

Trevor pulled the shirt over his head, caught her hand, and laid it over his racing heart.

Her gaze warmed over his breasts, narrow waist, and soft strength. The female angel body had become one he knew how to fight in. She looked at him as a lover and listened to him as a man.

“You are painfully pretty,” Damaris said. “Painfully effective,” Trevor amended, but she said no to treat those traits as opposites.

She cupped both breasts and brushed her thumbs over his nipples; Trevor shivered as they tightened against her skin.

The sensation came easily now. He feared that ease, but he did not lie about liking it.

Damaris kissed down his throat, across one breast, and closed her warm mouth around a nipple. Her tongue circled the hard point while one hand slid down his stomach.

Trevor's thighs parted for her unprompted.

Trevor loosened the wrap himself, opened his thighs, and drew Damaris between them.

The cloth fell. Cool air touched his wet vulva, and the sight drew a pleased breath from Damaris that made him wetter.

He stood naked between black armor and demon blood, a petite blonde angel with lavender eyes, yet he stayed a man who needed the woman kneeling before him.

Damaris kissed the inside of his thigh. Trevor admitted he was still conducting field tests, so she volunteered as hostile quality control.

Her tongue parted his folds and found his swollen clitoris. The first slow stroke weakened his knees; the second made his wings scrape stone.

Damaris locked both hands around his petite hips while he pushed shamelessly toward her mouth. She circled too lightly; then Trevor demanded more pressure. Damaris gave it to him, watching his face until his breath broke.

One finger entered his vagina with deliberate care. She curled it toward the front wall while her mouth stayed on his clitoris.

“Keep doing exactly that,” Trevor ordered, gripping the bench.

Damaris dragged her tongue over his clitoris and looked up. “Make me.”

He pulled her mouth back to him by the braid. “Gladly.”

She kept the pace he had chosen. Pleasure gathered around her finger, sharpened under her tongue, and drove every other thought from the gatehouse.

He caught her hair; Damaris stopped at once. Trevor opened his fist, stroked her scalp, and pulled her back with a loose hand.

“Keep going. I need something to hold.”

She returned to him with a hungry stroke. Trevor pushed down to meet her and spread wider, and Damaris answered with a second finger. He opened around the stretch and came with her name breaking from his throat.

His vagina pulsed around her fingers while his clitoris throbbed beneath her tongue. Steadily, Damaris held him through each wave and slowed when pleasure turned sharp.

Then she drew one more softer orgasm from him with patient circles and a single finger inside. It left him shaking against the bench and laughing without dignity.

“That was two,” Damaris counted, prompting Trevor to defend his basic arithmetic. She claimed his combat report had been unclear.

He pulled her upright, kissed his taste from her mouth, and promised that her turn had arrived.

He removed her armor with more care than skill. Beneath it, Damaris had strong shoulders, old drill scars, and full breasts. Fresh bruises marked the unsafe beat she had chosen for herself.

Trevor kissed each unhurt patch before lowering her onto the bench. He reached between her thighs; Damaris caught his wrist and slowed his hand.

“Start outside.”

His fingertips opened her wet folds, found her clitoris, and moved in the firm circles she guided. “Like this,” Damaris said, showing him the pressure with two fingers over his hand.

Her hips began to follow his rhythm. Then she spread wider, drew his hand down, and pressed against his fingertips. Trevor eased two fingers into her vagina and curled them while his thumb kept circling above.

The judge who had stared down a copied god lost her measured breath first. Next went the hand braced on the bench. Last went his name, low and raw, as her inner walls tightened around his fingers.

He held the same pace through her orgasm. When she gasped that the touch had become too sharp, he stopped and kissed her stomach until her thighs eased.

Damaris drew him up by the hair and praised how quickly he learned; Trevor credited hostile quality control, and she asked him to do it again.

Then Trevor knelt between her legs and used his mouth where she had taught his hand to stay. Her fingers rested in his hair without pulling.

He followed each change in her breath. A broad stroke made her hips lift; short circles kept them there. When he slid two fingers inside again, she told him not to curl them so hard.

He softened the motion.

Her second orgasm came more slowly and held longer. Damaris's thighs closed around his shoulders while her vulva pulsed under his mouth. Trevor stayed with her until she whispered enough.

He stopped at once.

For several breaths, they simply held each other on the stone floor beside the bench. The second wave beat against the sealed gate beyond two wards. Neither of them had surrendered the rule keeping it shut.

Damaris touched his cheek. “You eat pussy like a tyrant conducts an occupation.”

“Thoroughly?”

“Until the locals surrender twice.”

“Straight-man fundamentals,” he said. “Angel hardware.”

“Then he learns quickly.” Her effortless he slipped under every defense he still wore.

She drew him against her chest and used the clean corner of her undershirt to wipe between his thighs. He cleaned her in turn, brought water from the barrel, and bound the cuts on her hand.

His body stayed soft, wet, and deeply satisfied. He loved how readily it had answered her. That pleasure scared him because nothing inside had broken to produce it; the angel flesh had simply become fluent in joy.

He checked the rest of himself against that fact.

Earth stayed. His promise to kill the Choir Eater stayed. His hatred of Heaven's identity edit stayed. Damaris had met him unlinked, clear-eyed, and hungry, then demanded as much pleasure as she gave. He had wanted every brutal, tender minute.

The same male self had entered the gatehouse and would leave it. He had merely learned that being a man did not prevent him from loving what a woman's mouth could do to his angel body.

Damaris rested her forehead against his. “Still Trevor?”

“Still a man. Still better at oral than civic government.”

She kissed him once, slow and fond. “One of those claims has evidence.”

Trevor laughed and helped her dress.

They rebuilt their armor before the nineteenth minute. Damaris stayed unlinked by her own choice, wielding her flail in hand and the door available if she wanted it.

At eighteen minutes and forty seconds, each black mouth outside stopped beating against the gate.

The worse silence followed Trevor into the reopened battle channel. No guard answered his live challenge, and no woman in his party returned a private sign.

Below the broken winch, the civic seal opened like a pupil.

Stone teeth spread across the floor. A hundred stolen voices breathed through them, each waiting for a named recipient to answer.

The Choir Eater had learned the new rule.

It rose inside Three Bridges wearing Trevor's voice and Damaris's chosen delay.


Chapter 32 — My Retreat Order Is a Boss Mechanic

T

he Choir Eater tore the east gatehouse in half while Trevor was fastening his left gauntlet.


Black mouths split the floor from wall to wall. Each mouth wore a stolen face, and each face spoke his new authentication rule in a different voice.

Named recipient, live answer, chosen delay, and refusal without penalty formed one rule.

The creature had learned each word and none of the reason. And he had built one sincere safeguard for a lover and one handy obstacle for a copied foe. He felt no duty to extend either kindness to the rest of the town.

As stone rolled beneath them, Damaris seized Trevor around the waist. Her flail chain caught an arrow slit, swung them through a cloud of broken mortar, and tore free before the whole tower folded into the east lane.

Purposely opening both wings around her. His wounded joint screamed, but Body Adaptation turned the failed flight into a steep black glide toward the mill square.

They landed on a canvas awning. Across the sagging cloth, Damaris rolled left wielding her flail. And he struck a flour stall hard enough to bury his dark armor in white dust.

“Dread Angel,” a baker gasped from beneath a table.

He rose with flour caked across his breasts and one lavender eye. “The dread is mostly for my laundry.”

The joke won half a laugh before the street erupted.

Above the broken roofs, the Choir Eater pulled its body from the buried controlling groove. And it stood three stories tall, a broad torso made from raker limbs, dead townsfolk, and slick cords that joined one stolen mouth to the next.

Its lower body stayed beneath the mill. Each step raised paving stones and opened one more face.

Some belonged to the dead. Others copied living guards through bits of pain taken from the town line.

The boss turned forty faces toward Trevor.

In his exact voice, they said, “Damaris Pike, return to Choir position five.”

She stood outside each link with her flail ready. “Denied.”

The creature repeated the order with her chosen delay, then added the correct promise of penalty-free refusal.

Damaris denied it again.

Nothing compelled her to join Trevor. That fact made her the only part of his coming plan the Choir Eater could not predict.

From the south infirmary lane, Naomi entered the square with a green ward stretched behind twelve wounded guards. Above the mill square, Petra appeared on the roof without using any marked route. Adina climbed the grain hoist while singing six false versions of his name.

Four women, four positions, and one empty place beside his Crown.

The boss struck first.

A limb made from fused gate beams swept across the square. Under Threat Mark, Trevor caught its focus and drew the blow away from Naomi's valuable ward. Quickly crossing both wings before impact.

Oak met Dread Mail with a sound like a church door kicked open.

He flew through two flour bins, bounced across the mill steps, and stopped against a stone trough. Soft Steel kept his chest intact, yet three ribs protested and the old wing wound opened.

Fear rushed into him from all who had watched the small angel take the giant's blow.

The Choir Eater copied Threat Mark.

Each scared guard in the square looked at him with the same forced focus. Their fear poured toward the boss instead of his Crown.

Instantly, Trevor felt the theft before he saw the resource fall. The creature could not create Fear, but it could drink the path his lasting claim had built.

He needed it to drink something poisoned.

Forty-eight civic guards waited along the west lane, close enough to run and scared enough to choose survival over discipline. The new seal rule let them refuse any named order without civic penalty.

It did not remove Trevor's lasting defense claim.

He spent six Fear through Iron Gospel and closed the street behind them. There, red wall marks locked their boots inside a bait ring while the copied focus made each guard stare at him.

Seven began to beg. Their captain invoked the refusal rule, correctly and uselessly.

He told the captain that the seal would not punish him; he would.

Between Trevor and the trapped line, Damaris measured the coming sweep. She predicted seven deaths if the arm stayed low, and he said with forty-one survivors to sell his lie.

“That is a price, not a defense.”

“Yes.” He enjoyed the clean word. “I am done pretending the two are always the same.”

The guards heard him, and their fear rose because the beautiful angel protecting the square had just admitted what he was; he took each point.

He was not their misunderstood hero but the villain who owned the stronger formation, and honesty felt better than absolution.

On the mill roof, Petra exposed one ash-gray route mark beneath her palm. “The controlling core moves whenever it repeats a complete order.”

At once, Adina changed her song and forced three stolen mouths to answer late. “Its copy starts at the face and travels down each cord before the core speaks.”

Meanwhile, Naomi pressed both hands against the ward. The dead faces cried through her spell instead of falling silent. “Pain reaches the core first.”

Beside him, Damaris watched the boss instead of her founder. “Then give it an order worth swallowing.”

He already had one.

The boss lunged again. Swiftly, Trevor spent four Fear to harden the left side of his mail. He ducked beneath the gate-beam fist and ran up the arm while black mouths opened beneath his boots.

One copied Naomi begged him to stop. A copied Damaris promised to obey if he would surrender. His own copied voice gave a male body in exchange for one kneeling command.

But Trevor drove his sword through the false mouth and kept climbing.

At the shoulder, he found cords packed beneath pale faces. Halo Sight followed them down into a black knot under the mill floor, then lost the route among seven identical chambers.

From the mill roof, Petra's mark flashed once on the wrong chamber.

A lie for the boss.

From the folding limb, Trevor jumped before it could crush him. His wings opened late, caught dirty air, and dropped him beside Damaris.

He gave position five for one fight, limited to combat sight and timing. The link carried no pain, desire, memory, reward, location after release, or automatic return, and it would die with the boss even if he did not.

She considered the offer while the Choir Eater tore a house front from its beams; she demanded the right to delay any beat, and he added it without condition.

“I choose the fifth place.”

Her soul mark opened by her own hand.

He accepted only the narrow channel she had named. The Crown tried to restore each old permission beneath it, and he burned five Fear forcing those hidden roots shut.

Voluntarily, Damaris entered Perfect Line with no desire shared, no command reward, and one delay token beside each beat.

The boss copied her reconnection at once.

Soon, thirty stolen faces smiled.

And he wanted that smile.

He opened the town channel and authenticated one complete order with his live halo.

“Black Choir, retreat through the north mill arch. Abandon the square and leave the founder alone.”

Naomi looked at him as if he had lost the remaining contents of his skull; Petra vanished below the roof edge. Adina missed one note purposely.

At last, Damaris used her chosen delay.

Then each woman obeyed. Yet Damaris had chosen this one narrow line. The other three moved under powers Trevor had taken and kept because forced perfection was the reason this route existed.

Northward, Naomi drew the ward. Purposely, Adina dropped from the hoist toward the arch. Petra's ash mark fled across the mill face, and Damaris ran with the guards while he stayed alone in the square.

The Choir Eater watched five routes collapse into one retreat.

It followed.

The gate-beam arm swept through his bait ring on the way north. Predictably, seven guards died just where Damaris had warned. The surviving forty-one held because Iron Gospel would not let their boots leave the red marks.

Their terror thickened his armor and proved the route convincing. He counted the dead, confirmed that the price had purchased the core's motion, and felt satisfaction instead of remorse.

The giant body turned away from the east breach. Its buried half pushed through the mill foundations, dragging the controlling core toward the north arch just as Petra had predicted.

So he stood in the open with one sword and a face the town had learned to fear.

“Come on,” he told the god-eating heap. “You at last got all to leave me. Enjoy the achievement.”

The first limb descended.

He spent fourteen Fear on Soft Steel and let it hit.

From throat to hip, iron rings went rigid. Beneath him, stone broke and his knees folded. The fist drove him into the square until only his head and wings stayed above the crater.

Pain flashed white. Body Adaptation found the angle that kept his spine from snapping, but no skill made the impact kind.

The boss leaned over him with Damaris's stolen face near its center.

“Black Choir, retreat through the north mill arch,” it repeated. “Abandon the square and leave the founder alone.”

The copied order ran from face to face.

Each black cord carried the same route north; the buried core moved to receive it, leaving the seven false chambers empty.

Trevor saw the real knot beneath the mill arch.

He let the boss finish.

One stolen voice, one perfect route, and one exposed throat waited beneath him.

Then he reversed the line.

Perfect Line had not compelled a retreat; it had preloaded an execution that began only after a valid copy completed the bait.

“Black Choir,” he said from the crater. “Punish the repetition.”

All five bodies moved.

At once, Adina turned first. Her false stumble became a war cadence struck against the hoist chain, and each stolen face tried to match it. She shortened the third beat, lengthened the fifth, and drove the copy wave toward the exposed core.

The sound did not confuse the boss. It forced each mouth to repeat at the same instant.

Naomi released her moving ward into those open mouths. Instead of healing the stolen pain away, she sorted it by owner and sent each memory of injury back along the cord that had taken it.

The boss, absorbing 127 deaths as separate wounds.

Its gate-beam arm stalled above him.

From beneath the north arch, Petra dropped onto the exposed route. Her real route mark had been on the shadow of the false one, hidden where even his Halo Sight could not read it.

She struck three command cords with Radiant Palm, not to break them but to burn a path from skin to core.

Ash-white light opened a narrow road through the creature's chest.

At last, Damaris spent her chosen delay.

The boss corrected for her expected strike and armored its exposed knot.

She waited one beat longer.

The copied defense shifted toward him; then, Damaris entered the ash road and judged the controlling core itself as the weapon. Her flail hit once, cracked the black shell, and wrapped its chain around the tongue inside.

Trevor came last.

He pushed out of the crater using both wings driving against broken stone. Fear paid for each motion: twelve to move the ruined wing, eight to hold his ribs, seven to keep Threat Mark on the boss, and five to prevent the copied focus from returning to the crowd.

The resource drained toward empty.

Running hard up the stalled gate arm. At his thigh, Dread Mail split and his wings shed black-edged feathers. The female body moved with terrible grace through each gap the other four had made.

The Choir Eater showed him the soft female identity again.

It used Damaris's recent touch, his orgasms, and the body's easy motion as one sweet argument. Female pleasure meant female mind; female mind meant surrender; surrender meant peace.

He said with the same male self who had chosen each step of the false retreat.

He loved the body and what Damaris had done with it, then loved women, command, win, and being impossible to ignore.

None of those loves gave Heaven his name.

“I am Trevor Dwyer,” he said. “And you ate just what this man fed you.”

The boss repeated his declaration.

Its last mistake.

Quickly, Adina caught the copied I and made each mouth claim to be Trevor. Naomi forced each stolen soul to reject the lie. Petra's ash road narrowed around the core. Along its bright seam, Damaris pulled the judged tongue into the open.

Carefully reaching the black knot.

Draw Fire dragged each remaining command toward him. He did not resist the flood; he opened Soft Steel around the core and turned his fitted armor into a cage.

Five hundred stolen orders hit his identity at once.

Kneel, forget, become, obey, and retreat struck him as one stolen chorus.

He held his mother laughing over burnt toast back on Earth, then held a high-school locker that never shut and the last game lobby before his death. He held the promises made in this world, including the ugly ones he had broken.

Still responsible for all of them.

The Choir Eater could copy his words but not accept that burden.

Its black knot split inside the cage.

Along the split core, Damaris pulled the tongue left while Petra struck the right seam. Together, Naomi kept the trapped soul scraps from tearing with the shell. Adina gave each copied order a different ending.

Quickly, Trevor drove his sword through the center.

The Choir Eater died in one voice.

Its body fell across the mill square while black cords snapped into wet ash. Down with the core, Trevor dropped toward the ruined square. Damaris caught his sword arm, Naomi caught his Crown, and Petra caught the sealed tongue; Adina caught the final name trying to vanish.

For six breaths, the square knew only settling stone.

Then 127 stolen soul scraps began to scream.

Around the fragments, Naomi built a green-black ward. She said no to erase their pain because pain carried the controlling marks she needed, but he claimed each pane before she could release one.

The living fragments would return only after yielding each handy memory. The dead would become a named archive for future battles. Unknown pieces stayed Crown-bound until someone proved their value.

Naomi called that imprisonment. He called it the first tax levied by his cult-state and ordered her to make the prisoners legible without destroying the asset.

The System recognized her answer.

Across Naomi's sheet, Dread Confessor replaced Grave Cleric. She had turned pain into testimony for a ruler willing to use it. Her new Confession Ward could force a stolen soul to name its owner before mercy became available.

On the broken core, Petra sat and peeled ash from both palms. She had entered the perfect line through a route she alone controlled, then she turned a false destination into a weapon.

Ash Fist replaced Sun Soul Monk. Her steps could now leave decoy routes that became striking lines only when she chose. No founder sight could expose the true route before use.

Onto the ruined gate arm, Adina climbed with the last saved name written across her wrist. She had made one central cadence lethal without losing any stolen voice's source.

War Cantor replaced Canticle Bard. Her command songs could carry opposite endings as ammunition. Each copy retained a visible scar from its source.

Beside Trevor, Damaris stood with the dead boss at her feet. Her combat-only link released on the kill just as promised.

The Crown reached for her and found no path.

Iron Justiciar replaced Inquisitor. She had chosen the fifth position and delayed its decisive beat. She judged the command instead of the commanded, then left the line without asking permission.

Her new Iron Verdict could suspend one order for a chosen beat. The delay exposed who would profit if that order were obeyed.

Eight hundred fifty experience lifted Trevor to Level 16.

Might, Vitality, and Agility rose by one. The even-level choice gave Draw Fire II beside two rejected skills.

He bought the skill that matched the broken crater beneath him.

Draw Fire II could now catch one hostile command aimed at an ally. It could pull that order into his own identity. The skill held it long enough for the ally to act. Each hostile command caught by the skill would test Dissonance. An order touching his identity always threatened his sense of self.

The fight had spent sixty-one Fear and raised Dissonance by seven. Through the ruined wing, crater impact, and final run, Body Adaptation reached eighty-six percent.

Around him, the four evolved women faced the surviving town.

On the dead boss, Damaris planted the head of her flail. There she named herself his chosen Iron Verdict. She would decide which disobedience deserved one more beat and which deserved none.

At his ribs, Naomi kept one bloodstained hand and claimed the office of Dread Confessor. She would preserve what his victories spent and extract what his prisoners hid; she would tell him when waste became stupidity.

Petra balanced the sealed tongue across one shoulder; she called herself his Ash Fist only when the route paid. His foes, she observed, kept building profitable roads through their organs.

Adina kept the saved name visible across her raised wrist. She claimed the place of War Cantor beside Trevor; she would write doctrine for a victor instead of inventing innocence for him.

He looked at his party: judge, confessor, route thief, and war singer. At their center stood one gorgeous male tank in captured territory. That territory happened to be his female angel body.

“The class upgrades have improved our group branding,” he said.

Damaris caught his chin and kissed him before the mill square. The touch was brief, freely chosen, and outside each link.

She released him; then, Naomi adjusted his split armor with suspicious force. Nearby, Petra laughed while Adina recorded his expression for later doctrinal abuse.

The town had watched each woman choose a role no copied order could supply. It had also watched Trevor compel forty-eight defenders, spend seven of them, and win.

He raised his closed halo over the corpse.

The surviving bait line knelt first because Iron Gospel still held their knees. Some civilians followed because he had saved their homes. Others knelt from terror or fear of standing last.

He did not ask which motive was pure. A villain who demanded moral cleanliness from worshippers would deserve to lose his cult.

He accepted their bowed heads while smiling.

Then white-gold light cut through the smoke and split the square. It stopped Trevor before he could teach the first response.

Four vast wings spread above the square. A tall woman descended in sealed plate with silver-blonde hair still amid the ash. Her closed halo cast five sharp shadows from him.

Her spear carried the same owner geometry hidden beneath his Crown.

Junia Serrat landed on the Choir Eater's cooling chest.

She read the four evolved classes, the dead boss, and Trevor's black-red armor without surprise.

Then she opened the kill order.

SYSTEM // Your command was copied. Nothing wounds a tyrant like unauthorized imitation.
READOUT // Boss defeated / level 16 / tyrant party evolved
VITALS // HP 39/258 — critical | MP 18/212 — critical
SKILL COST // Draw Fire II: 8 MP per intercepted hostile command.
Choir eater — threat 18: defeated.
Cumulative XP now totals +850 | cumulative XP: 7,500.
Identity fragments preserved: 127.
Fragment disposition: crown-bound tactical archive.
Command core: shattered / tongue sealed.
Civic authentication: live recipient + chosen delay.
Compelled bait line: 48.
Defender deaths purchased: 7.
Cult acclamation: initiated.
Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — unsworn paladin 16.
It now strikes at 16, moves at 22, and endures at 14.
Attributes: Reason 15 | resist 19 | move gracefully 17.
Selected: draw fire II.
• Catch one hostile command aimed at an ally.
• Hold it inside Trevor's identity for one chosen delay.
• Each catch tests dissonance.
Rejected: kneel II | threat mark II.
Damaris Pike — iron justiciar 13.
Naomi Talbot — dread confessor 11.
Petra Coyle — ash fist 11.
Adina Kroll — war cantor 13.
Damaris combat link: auto-released on kill.
Body adaptation: 86%.
Fear: 18 out of 95.
Dissonance: 62.
Update: New contact — Junia Serrat.
Class: Dominion seraph / oath of concord paladin 22.
Authority: authorized founder hunter.
Order: cleanse or terminate.


Eighteen MP remained. Two Draw Fire uses would leave two. A third would cost 12 HP through overcast. Trevor had only 39 HP. The third command had better kill someone worth the scar. Junia dropped her spear toward Trevor.

“Unauthorized founder,” she said, “submit your stolen Choir for cleansing.”


Chapter 33 — Your Salvation Requires Admin Rights

J

unia Serrat's spear reached Trevor before her boots settled on the Choir Eater's corpse. Fair white skin and a calm face showed beneath silver-blonde hair cut at her shoulders.


The order rode ahead of Junia's blade. Kneel, release each claimed soul, and submit for cleansing. Draw Fire II caught it, and he dragged it into his sense of self while the steel point stopped against his split breastplate.

The command found Trevor Dwyer. And he was male, nineteen, and still alive inside a small female angel body Heaven called stolen; it tried to split the man from the flesh he now owned.

He held both as his boots slid three feet through wet ash. Dread Mail pinched his slim waist hard enough to bruise, but the spear still did not reach his heart.

“You need a better return line; this body already belongs to the new owner.”

Junia twisted the spear and sent him across the square.

He would have struck the broken fountain, but Damaris caught his shoulder wielding her flail chain. Steadily, Naomi braced his ribs while Petra drew the sealed command tongue behind her back. Closely, Adina watched each gold line spreading from Junia's halo.

Behind the Dominion angel, four white wings opened around sealed plate untouched by soot. Her pale-blonde hair stayed still amid the hot wind.

Junia broke a gold seal with one armored thumb.

“Church law condemns the founder body for Crown theft, soul harm, forced rites, memory edits, revolt, and hoarding demon souls.”

The forty-one live guards stayed trapped beneath Iron Gospel. At his raised fingers, they formed a ring around Junia. And they left seven fresh gaps where their dead should have stood; she studied the forced shield, then asked if he meant to use the town as armor again.

He said the town kept surviving.

The guards heard him, and their fear sharpened the red seams across his mail.

Junia never looked at the ring. She read the next charge: the linked women could surrender Trevor for cleansing, lawful memory, and licensed care.

She stepped between the spear and him, then asked if church-made memory kept what each soul chose; Junia replied that a hurt soul could not choose to stay hurt. Petra called the cure neat enough to win before the patient spoke.

Junia lifted one hand, and her gold light crossed the guard ring before Trevor could stop it; the broken fingers straightened as burned skin closed and one crushed eye cleared beneath painless warmth.

The healing carried no hidden order Trevor could catch.

Several guards cried, and one thanked Junia before remembering his knees stayed locked because he ordered it.

The contrast made strong theater, so it posed a threat; he opened his Crown, pushed Iron Gospel deeper, and made the guards hold their ring.

Tension crossed Junia's mouth. She showed anger at seeing one more owner use a cruder key not pity for them. She promised to cleanse them and return them to themselves, but he called that theft and told her to start with herself.

She looked straight at him for the first time instead of seeing the female body named on her writ.

Halo Sight crossed the gold rule lines running through her armor; the sheet named her as twenty-six and Level 22. Each combat power stood open. The fields beneath those powers stayed sealed.

Her mind and memories bore seals from one more owner. Each refusal passed through Cathedral Concordance before it came back as law. Seven sealed gaps broke her memory line.

Under the binding key, one smaller field flickered: SUPPRESSED RESPONSE: ACTIVE / UNSANCTIONED. Trevor did not want to free it; he wanted to make it bite.

He asked how much of the hidden line Adina could steal before Junia closed it; she promised enough proof for a death writ with good footnotes. Then he ordered her to take the part that hated its owner.

Junia drove her spear into the square; a gold ward threw the guards backward without breaking their bones. His Iron Gospel dragged them upright again.

“Do not mistake church restraint for ownership,” Junia said.

Trevor smiled. “I don't hate ownership; I hate weak owners who lie about having none.”

The square went still around that admission. Her combat link had died with the boss. No forced warmth softened Damaris's face when she said he had stopped polishing the word. He said the polish had wasted time.

Junia swept her spear toward the four women. “Hear him; he admits what he made you.”

Before anyone could waste the opening on defense, Trevor named Damaris as unlinked and Naomi as his prison keeper. Petra was the route thief who hid paths from him. Adina stayed the bard stealing his source code; he owned what made them handy, while they kept enough teeth to stay sharp.

She called it the worst possible defense. He reminded her it had not been one.

Under his Crown, three linked voices went tense. He enjoyed their anger because it proved they stayed sharper than tame tools.

Her binding field pulsed once. Quickly, Adina sent Trevor a private text line through the narrow gap kept since the toll house.

Her owner suppressed the urge to agree with Damaris.

He fed six Fear into False Comfort; he aimed it at the force holding Junia's answer down instead of her pain. The skill gave a kind lie: she could speak one true line and still be the good knight afterward.

The outside owner rejected the offer while the buried woman reached for it.

Before Junia's face changed, her spear moved. He caught the shaft between crossed black wings, but the impact drove one knee into the ash.

Along the spear, Petra marked a route while Naomi warded his cracked joint. She struck the butt end hard enough to turn Junia's shoulders; at once, Adina stepped inside the opening.

She touched two fingers to the gold controlling seal and asked, “When you refuse Cathedral Concordance, who gets the refusal?”

Under church law, Junia claimed that Heaven got each lawful soul.

Half a heartbeat earlier, her suppressed field had answered, I do.

She caught both answers and copied the gap between them. With one burst of gold force, Junia threw all four women away; he let the spear scrape his cheek so Draw Fire could catch the next command.

Forget the unlawful answer.

He held that order inside his sense of self and laughed as blood warmed his jaw. “There is the cure: first she heals you, then she cuts out the part that saw the cage.”

She published Junia's full controlling chain across the town boards.

The chain put Cathedral Concordance above her mind and memories; seven sealed edits followed. A buried self waited beneath them, its last private no caught before the end.

Secretly, Adina did not publish Trevor's matching controlling tools.

Plainly, Junia pointed at the gap and charged Trevor with holding each power he blamed. “Of course I do; the gap is that mine are winning.”

Some people drew back from him. Others stared at Junia's hidden chain, because fear made lies easier to hate than open rule. He used both sides.

He addressed the buried voice beneath her binding key. “Your masters sent you alone against a boss-killer, cut seven holes in your mind, hid the proof, and called it duty; are you mad because I'm wrong or because they won't let you answer?”

When Junia's gauntlet shook, she ordered him silent.

It caught the word before it reached Adina; he held it until his vision doubled, then he pushed it back through the public field.

“Answer him,” someone shouted from the guard ring.

One more guard demanded the name of Junia's owner. A healer asked whether cleansing would erase her grief. The baker beneath the broken stall raised the last question. He asked who licensed Heaven to call his body property.

The questions struck her; meanwhile, Junia healed a boy's torn shoulder. The good act was real. He hated it because mercy gave her chains a fairer face than his cult had.

Moving purposely the guard ring closer.

Coldly, Junia charged him with placing townsfolk inside an angel duel. Moving could kill them. “Then don't move.”

He felt no need to invent a grand excuse. Their bodies bound her spear, and their fear fed his mail. Meanwhile, their questions wore at the binding key. People did not lose their worth as tools just because they had names.

Behind Junia's open disgust, the buried self gave one more banned answer: Effective. She copied that too.

The Dominion angel snapped her gaze toward the bard. The gold rule closed around Adina's throat. Trevor could have drawn it away, but he waited for the hidden link he wanted.

She knew the price, narrowed her eyes, and gave him access freely instead of commanding him.

Only then did Trevor catch the choking order; the delay lasted under a breath, yet it made trust expensive.

She poured Junia's full file into his Crown. It held the owner code and buried voice path; he could now reach the buried self until Junia changed keys.

He released the pressure from Adina's throat, and she severed her own Voice before touching him.

Adina severed her Voice, then caught Trevor by the split collar and kissed him in front of every scared witness. She knew what his Crown could do. She also knew the bastard beneath it had just trusted her with a truth sharp enough to cut them both.

Her mouth met his with hot, clear praise. He tasted blood and the fierce joy of a woman who had stolen an angel's soul code; she ended the kiss before he could take over.

“That was for trusting me with a truth unsafe enough to ruin us,” she said.

He admitted he had mostly backed her gift for crime. She called that the hot part.

She stayed unlinked while Petra applauded once, and Naomi checked her throat. Meanwhile, Damaris told Trevor his face looked far too pleased with itself.

She watched the exchange with contempt pinching her mouth harder than rage could. Her binding field called it taint, yet the buried voice wanted the same freedom to choose its worst desire.

Through the stolen route, Trevor sent one line: I can give you permission to become worse. She flinched, then her closed halo expanded across Three Bridges.

Above each roof, gold seals appeared. The guards tried to shout silently. The bells struck without voice; meanwhile, Naomi's ward lost its spoken prayers and Adina's public text vanished from the walls.

Even Trevor's Crown went quiet. His linked paths closed beneath a power six levels above him. She stayed unlinked beside him, but the total silence cut each word from her mouth.

She drew the spear from his wings and placed its point against his breastplate. Only her voice survived the field.

“You think the writ concerns a body you stole,” she said.

The gold controlling chain vanished from public sight. He kept a private copy inside his Crown.

“Trevor Dwyer, age nineteen, male identity confirmed,” Junia continued. “The foreign soul and founder body are one piece under Concordance law.”

With her spear pressed over his heart, Junia gave the last verdict. “You are Heaven's property.”

SYSTEM // The choir hesitated. You are about to make hesitation expensive.
READOUT // Dominion contact / owner field breached
VITALS // HP 126/258 — ready | MP 123/212 — ready
Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — unsworn paladin 16.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He fully owns himself, physically and spiritually.
Draw fire II: dominion command held.
Junia Serrat — age 26.
Class: Dominion angel / oath of concord paladin 22.
Owner: cathedral concordance.
Owner key: external / active.
Autonomy still measures owner-signed.
It still records memory as owner-signed | sealed edits: 7.
Self-held final refusal: not found.
Suppressed response: contact confirmed.
Forced silence: townwide / active.
Adina Kroll — war cantor 13.
Memory: 99 out of 100 | autonomy at 70 out of 100.
Stolen owner syntax: copied to Trevor's crown.
Demand: property recovery.



Chapter 34 — My Boss Fight Has Patch Notes
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unia's spear point rested over Trevor's heart while Forced Silence swallowed the town.


He could not order the guards to close or warn Damaris when Junia's free hand shaped one more gold seal. Even his Crown links lay pinned beneath her command, leaving him violence and eye contact.

Under her steady gaze, Trevor smiled, and Junia drove the spear forward.

Quickly crossing both wings. Wing Guard II split the thrust across feather, mail, and bone. But the gold command inside the point did not split. Yield the stolen body. It punched through his right wing and locked each muscle around his ribs.

The steel stopped a finger from his breastplate.

She swung first, striking the spear shaft while Naomi caught Trevor before his narrow legs folded; Petra then slid beneath Junia's backswing as Adina threw a slate across the ash.

Three words had been scratched into it.

MAKE HER REPEAT.

He agreed because boss fights became fair once the boss displayed a pattern.

It closed as one gold segment dimmed and then relit above Junia. And the recovery lasted under two heartbeats, but it might have been the cost of the strike, the ward, or her townwide silence.

For certainty, Trevor needed a cleaner test.

He pointed two fingers at Damaris and then toward Junia's left wing. She understood, hammered the outer joint with her flail, and forced Junia to catch Petra's heel against one gauntlet without using a command.

Nothing dimmed.

At Naomi's signal, she released Trevor and opened her arms, showing Junia the blood spreading beneath his feathers. The healer in Junia looked toward the wounded guards Naomi indicated before the knight could refuse.

She broke a second seal, sending gold light across the square to close six open wounds; still, the glow on her halo did not change because healing had no cooldown.

Dominion did.

Trevor tapped his chest, pointed to Junia, and held up one finger; she read the challenge correctly.

“One lawful command is enough.”

Her voice alone lived beneath Forced Silence, and the advantage made her sound divine. Naturally, Trevor wanted it.

She aimed the spear at his face, and the next order struck: Look upon your rightful owner.

The skill caught it, but the command came through the weapon again. He quickly turned one wing edge into the blow as gold sank between his feathers and found the nerve beneath, snapping his head toward Junia.

He saw Cathedral Concordance fill his sight for one breath; it was not a person but a stack of permissions wearing Heaven's name. The binding key reached for the founder body, his Earth memories, and the word male at the center of both.

He held that word with nineteen years of spite until the gold segment of Junia's halo went dark. One heartbeat passed, then two; at three, the seal began rebuilding, at five she could move it, and at eight the command edge returned.

It took nine heartbeats to reach full strength.

He laughed silently, held up nine fingers, folded one, and then showed her eight. Her calm face tightened across the spear because the tooltip had appeared.

Adina scratched a new line on the slate as Junia advanced.

“WE STILL CANNOT REACH THE KEY.”

The solid command key hung beneath the high collar of Junia's plate. Its flat gold tooth flashed whenever she spent Dominion. It sat four feet above Petra's reach when Junia stood on the ground. In flight, it might as well have hung from the moon.

Across the square, Petra saw Trevor looking and rolled her eyes. She pointed to her own throat, then hooked two fingers apart to signal a break.

He shook his head once because her route made no sense. Petra grinned and tore at the bright line joining her soul to his Crown.

The link screamed through his skull despite the silence as Petra dropped to both knees. Her Memory and Autonomy fields vanished behind red static. The command channel opened like a wound and showed the bright core beneath.

He had not ordered it. He had not even known she could fake a break that well, but Junia knew just what it resembled.

“Hold still; I can remove him,” the Dominion angel told Petra.

She crawled away from him while Damaris blocked his path with her flail. Naomi seized his wounded wing. Adina stamped both boots on the slate, then pointed at Petra.

They were not restraining him; they were selling the lie.

He let rage reach his face, and that part needed no acting. She had found a route beyond his control and used it without leave. That made her handy, maddening, and beautiful.

Then Junia rose on four wings above the guard ring. Her seals turned in a gold circle around her. The compelled people could not close without his voice, so she passed above them and landed beside Petra.

At last, the physical key descended with her.

Petra reached for Junia's gauntleted hand as he charged; the Dominion angel turned her spear and spent the command he had been waiting for.

“Release her.”

It struck his Crown through the sanctioned command code Adina had stolen and hidden. He felt Cathedral Concordance declare itself higher inside the chain.

Under the command, Trevor could resist, but that would waste the opening.

Instead, he opened his Crown and let the command enter.

Wing Guard II caught its force before it reached Petra's soul, and his left wing wrapped the gold order. His feathers burned black at their tips. Even so, the command stayed trapped between them.

Then he changed one target.

Release the spear.

Her hand opened, and the weapon dropped.

She caught the shaft before it struck the ground and drove its butt into Junia's knee. Damaris's flail took the second leg. Naomi laid a grave ward across all four wings. Each beat now carried the recalled weight of the Choir Eater's dead. Adina flung copied command code across his Crown and held the stolen route open.

He hit Junia in the mouth, and the punch hurt his hand far more than her face; it still sent one bright drop of blood across her white cheek, leaving the Dominion angel shocked.

He liked that even more than the blood.

Petra climbed the fallen spear, stepped on Junia's shoulder, and tore the gold key from beneath her collar while the opening held.

The false rupture vanished at once because Petra's link to him had never broken. She had folded it through an Ash Fist path, hid the live thread behind pain, and left Junia a clean rescue target.

Before Junia could reach Dominion, her halo segment stayed dark while he counted the heartbeats on his fingers. He drove a boot into the back of her knee at four and five while Damaris hooked the dropped spear away.

Petra jumped from Junia's shoulder and ran at six. She loosed the grave ward at seven before it could trap her too, and Adina sharply broke the copied words into harmless light at eight.

At last, nine arrived.

Her halo flared, and a gold shockwave threw Trevor across the square. Instead of fighting it, he opened both wings, caught the force, and landed on his feet.

The motion felt natural because the female body's low balance and light frame obeyed him before thought. Once down, Trevor enjoyed the sway of long hair behind him and Junia's rage at seeing Heaven's pretty prize grin back.

None of that made him less male; it made his body better gear.

Junia rose with blood on her lip and one key gone from her mail; she could kill Petra before the monk reached the alleys, and he saw her choose.

So did Petra.

She could have kept running because the south culvert lay beyond Forced Silence, where the broken wall gave a real route into the hills. No controlling line pulled her back, and no guard waited there.

Even so, Petra turned around.

She threw the key to Adina, planted both feet beside him, and raised her fists against an angel eleven levels above her.

She chose retreat over one more stolen command, and one strike of her wings carried her beyond flail, fist, and his shorter reach.

He wanted to compel the guards into a tower beneath her, but Silence still denied him the order; she crossed above the roofs before he could shape it with gestures.

She did not flee Three Bridges; instead, she landed on the bell tower and began replacing the stolen key. The party had minutes, not win.

At last, Forced Silence eased enough for the Crown links to breathe, and Petra at once cut hers for real.

He felt each binding path close as her fresh unlink removed each call, hook, trace, reward, pain, and forced return. She stood within arm's reach because she chose the spot.

“That route was real; I could have kept going,” Petra said.

Trevor admitted he had noticed.

“Then notice the price: one fresh, complete, unlinked hour each day. No shadowing and no punishment afterward.”

She glanced at his mouth. “Agree, and I might kiss you again when I feel like it.”

He could have tried to close the deal with Iron Gospel; he could have cut the fear from her or made flight hurt. By now, the options came with ease.

He rejected them for one cause: a Petra who could fool a Dominion angel was worth over one who just obeyed.

“One hour, daily,” he said. “You return because leaving costs you what we're building, not because I tug the chain.”

Petra held out her hand. “And the kiss stays mine.”

He shook it. “Until you decide to spend it.”

The monk did not kiss him, and the denial made her smile.

As their voices returned, the forty-one surviving guards watched Trevor honor one woman's demand. Their own knees stayed trapped beneath Iron Gospel. One of them, a cooper named Vale, asked whether loyal guards had earned the same daily hour.

He said no.

The answer left Vale pale. Vale protested that they had held his square.

He reminded him he had been ordered.

Carefully, Damaris studied Trevor without the warmth of any link. She noted that Petra had been linked when she came back.

He replied that she had also stolen the key he needed.

He pointed toward the bell tower, where Junia shaped a new key from hard gold light. Above them, the foe had nine-heartbeat windows and four wings. She also had an owner strong enough to edit a Dominion angel. The guard had a spear and a complaint.

Trevor named the rule: different value meant different terms.

Vale called that slavery with prices.

He made him kneel.

The guard struck the stones hard enough to split his lip. Around him, the rest of the ring recalled the seven bodies cooling beside the Choir Eater. Their fear entered his mail in thin red streams.

“Correct; now you're learning the interface,” he said.

Naomi looked away first. Damaris did not look away. Her disgust carried more weight because he could not blame a command for it.

But Petra stayed unlinked and beside him. She had named her price, won it, and watched him deny the same liberty to someone less handy.

“You really are done pretending,” she said.

He said pretending made each negotiation longer.

She squeezed his hand once, not tenderly, and then released it. “Keep our deal, or I find a route that ends in your spine.”

He believed her. That made the bargain worth keeping.

Then Adina pressed the stolen key into the blackened slate, opening gold records beneath her fingers. The seven marks unfolded across Junia's life. They were no longer empty gaps; each crime carried a date, authority, and reason.

At twelve, Junia had refused her first obedience rite. At sixteen, she had asked where failed candidates went. At nineteen, she had spared an unlicensed healer. At twenty-one, she had seen the cathedral's buried soul engine.

At twenty-three, she had tried to free one more Dominion knight. Two years later, she had rejected an order to recover a founder body. Yesterday, she had objected to his cleansing writ.

Altogether, Cathedral Concordance had edited Junia Serrat seven times. She had not failed Heaven. She had kept finding reasons to say no.

SYSTEM // Level gained. Empathy not found. Search abandoned.
READOUT // First dominion exchange / command overwrite
VITALS // HP 91/260 — strained | MP 78/218 — strained
Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — unsworn paladin 17.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He fully owns himself, physically and spiritually.
Cumulative XP now totals 8,400 cumulative.
Attributes: 17 / 22 / 14 / 16 / 20 / 17.
Update: Wing guard II — use refinement earned.
New function: authority vector catch.
Condition: direct dominion contact through wing.
Cost: feather burn / nerve shock / split damage.
Overwrite limit: one target / one command.
Junia Serrat — dominion angel 22.
Dominion recovery: 9 heartbeats.
Movement lock: 3 heartbeats.
Partial command: 5 heartbeats.
Full command edge: 9 heartbeats.
Physical owner key: stolen.
Recorded memory edits: 7 / 7 exposed.
Petra Coyle — ash fist 11.
False rupture: successful.
Verified unlinked state: fresh / active.
Owner signal: none | command path: none.
Daily unlinked hour: agreed.
Future kiss: Petra's choice.
Body adaptation: 86%.



Chapter 35 — Your Repressed Memories Have Loot Tables

T

he stolen key showed what Heaven had removed from Junia, but not what belonged inside each hole.


Carefully, Adina turned the gold tooth against her slate, and seven scars opened like dark doors. Each held a date and a church seal, but beyond them waited blank light.

Calmly, Naomi knelt beside the slate and pressed both thumbs to its edge. “A wiped fact leaves no corpse; a wiped bond does.”

Trevor asked if she could question the bond, and Naomi said she could use his Crown as the graveyard.

That sounded unsafe, invasive, and handy, so he agreed at once.

The bell tower held Junia above the square with a new key growing beneath her collar. Forced Silence had thinned, but each bell still rang silently. Gold lines spread down the old stone and searched for the sanctuary floor.

She was not repairing the town; she was measuring where to break it.

He ordered the guards to build a roof of shields over Naomi and Adina, then placed Vale at the center where the first spear would land. And the cooper obeyed with blood still wet on his split lip.

Silently, Damaris watched the choice because her restraint was personal now.

Naomi opened the first scar, and cold entered his Crown. But it carried no scene, voice, or face, only the shape left when a twelve-year-old girl had refused her first obedience rite. But the missing bond pointed toward a woman with flour on her hands and love without rank.

She had once chosen her mother over an angel, so Cathedral Concordance cut the choice away and left duty where affection had been.

She counted the first cut aloud.

She copied the cut instead of the lost memory, and its syntax began with an owner claim before ending with a replacement reason.

The second scar held fear for failed candidates. The church had not answered Junia's question; it removed the people she cared about, then gave her a clean memory of volunteering alone.

He felt the lie settle into his Crown: I chose this because I was the strongest. The oath came three days later.

Junia's lawful consent rested on a choice Cathedral Concordance had written for her.

Adina looked up from the slate. “Their perfect knight never agreed.”

He called it agreement after deleting the voter.

She heard him from the tower, and her voice crossed the square beneath the seal.

“Pain echoes are not memory.”

Naomi said without looking up. “No, but grief knows what shape it lost.”

Then Junia sent one gold line down the tower. Trevor saw the Dominion cast begin and counted; at the third beat, he pulled Naomi and Adina behind the guard roof. The spear of light struck Vale's shield, broke his left arm, and drove the full ring to one knee.

Nine beats later, Junia's halo returned to full strength. Since the guards stayed alive, Trevor made them stand again.

The third scar held an unlicensed healer Junia had spared at nineteen. There, Naomi found gratitude cut away from mercy while Adina found the church phrase installed in its place: contamination resolved.

The healer had lived; even so, Junia's memory said no one had been there.

At twenty-one, the fourth scar opened around the buried soul engine. Too large for one missing sight. Names, smells, and three days of sleep had been removed with it.

For one blink, Trevor saw a pit beneath the cathedral city. Endlessly, white chains descended past sight while thousands of voices sang one note without breath.

Then the controlling seal cut the image apart. Suddenly, Naomi fell backward with blood running from her nose, but he caught her using one wing before her skull met stone.

He told her not to spend herself before they stole the handy part.

She blinked up at his soft face. Softly, she said almost sounded like concern.

“Concern is resource management with better branding.”

Naomi laughed once, though it hurt, then wiped the blood away. She leaned her brow against his shoulder plate while the grave sense steadied.

“I know what you are becoming, and I still choose to keep this impossible man alive,” she said.

Her owner link stayed active, so he could not use the warmth that followed as clean proof of affection. She knew it too.

She called it intent instead of evidence.

He accepted the gap, then made her open the fifth scar.

This one belonged to one more Dominion knight named Cassiel Venn; Junia had tried to remove the woman's controlling seal. The attempt failed. Cathedral Concordance wiped the rescue, Cassiel's screams, and the tribunal that followed.

Instead, it replaced them with a promotion ceremony.

Quickly, Adina stole the tribunal seal from the edge of the false memory. Her slate now held four parts of the binding key: claim, cut, replacement, and ratification.

She said two parts stayed.

The sixth scar held Junia's refusal to recover a founder body. She had argued that a living soul inside the Vessel made property law murder; the church removed the objection.

Yesterday, the seventh edit had removed her protest against Trevor's cleansing writ. In its place, the church called his soul foreign matter. It called the female angel body an intact holy asset.

He touched his breastplate above his heart. The same law first called him debris and then called him property when he survived.

He was still Trevor Dwyer: nineteen, male, and running his own goals through a female angel body. Better each day. Heaven had proved nothing about his identity; it had only proved that it wanted the hardware back.

She counted five parts. The last two would happen live: acceptance and controlling response.

He looked up at Junia, who had heard each fact and rejected each one. “You built a tale from wounds and demon residue.”

She called Junia's consent a fraud made after cutting out refusal, then she added that it was not even good tyranny.

Junia's spear shifted toward her. He stepped in front without ordering Damaris behind him, and Draw Fire caught the angel's focus.

“I can prove the opening, but you have to want one thing your owner forbids,” he said.

She denied wanting anything from him.

He said Junia had to want herself.

False Comfort entered the stolen physical key, but he did not offer freedom; instead, freedom gave Junia too many ways to refuse him. He gave nine painless heartbeats. During them, she could believe each missing choice had been wise, forgiven, and entirely her own.

A sweet lie shaped like peace. The suppressed woman inside Junia reached for it because Cathedral Concordance had never let her own even a mistake.

The key flashed yes, and Adina caught the sixth part.

At once, the outside owner ordered the comfort rejected and the scar closed. It marked Trevor for swift erasure.

Its response crossed the seventh part of the syntax, which Adina caught as the whole binding key opened on her slate.

Junia screamed as all seven old edits woke beneath False Comfort. For nine heartbeats, she recalled none of the missing facts, but she felt each wound belonged to her. False peace; real ownership.

Trevor could have withdrawn the skill after Adina completed the theft. He kept it running through the full duration.

The first heartbeat made Junia drop her spear, and the second folded one wing. By the fourth, she clutched the tower stones as old grief returned without names.

At six, Naomi begged Trevor to end it, and he said no.

At nine, the skill released while Junia's halo came back in a burst of white fire.

His Dissonance climbed with each scar used as a lockpick. The binding key was complete; afterward, the pain gave him no combat gain. Junia still needed to learn that he could reach what Heaven hid.

Privately, that lesson pleased him.

The tower cracked beneath Junia. Damaris stepped close enough to wipe ash from his bleeding cheek. No link ran between them, and no command softened the hard care in her touch.

Quietly, she said he could have stopped at six.

He said he could have stopped when they had the key.

She nodded and said she knew.

Her thumb crossed his lip before she dropped her hand. “I stand beside you because I want Heaven's owner dead, because I want you, and because leaving you unwatched would be criminally stupid; none of that makes the ninth heartbeat right.”

He smiled. He said she made affection sound like parole supervision.

Dryly, she said it was just that for him.

Naomi rose on his other side, still pale from carrying the scars. Meanwhile, Petra took the open flank while her real unlink stayed in force, and Adina hugged the stolen syntax to her chest with a look thrilled enough to rob Heaven twice.

Four women closed around Trevor for four split reasons, and he preferred that to innocence. After all, innocence was weak, and agreement without friction taught an owner nothing.

Above them, Junia lifted both hands.

The gold lines she had laid through the bell tower drove past the square. They sank beneath the mill, found the old sanctuary foundation, and wrapped each soul path connected to it.

Adina's smile died because Junia no longer aimed at him.

“An unlawful choir ends when its root ends,” she said.

The foundation seal began to split. The stolen syntax showed Trevor the result before the stone moved: each linked soul would die at once.

Then Junia drove her spear down.

SYSTEM // The cathedral claims root authority. Darling, steal the root.
READOUT // Seven-scar map / owner syntax theft
VITALS // HP 155/260 — ready | MP 145/218 — ready
Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — unsworn paladin 17.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He fully owns himself, physically and spiritually.
Junia Serrat — dominion angel 22.
Memory edits mapped: 7 / 7.
Original consent to oath of concord: forged after edit.
Buried soul engine witness: confirmed.
Prior founder recovery refusal: confirmed.
Update: False comfort I — owner opening forced.
Acceptance syntax: stolen.
Owner-response syntax: stolen.
Complete dominion owner key: copied to Adina / Trevor.
False comfort duration after theft: 3 heartbeats unnecessary.
Trevor choice: continued.
Dissonance: 69.
Naomi Talbot — dread confessor 11.
Scar burden: 7 bonds / memory content not copied.
Condition: wounded / stable.
Affection statement: active link / not clean proof.
Damaris Pike — iron justiciar 13.
Link state: unlinked.
Affection: freely stated / condemnation retained.
Petra Coyle — ash fist 11.
Daily unlinked hour: active.
Sanctuary foundation: targeted.
Linked-soul fatality on breach: total.



Chapter 36 — My Health Bar Has Forty-One Employees

S

uddenly, Junia's spear struck the sanctuary root beneath Trevor's feet.


From the bell tower to the dead mill, the square split along a gold line. Each linked soul flashed inside his Crown as forty-one guards, Naomi, and the defense bonds beneath Three Bridges became one exposed nerve.

The unlinked women stayed dark, so Damaris, Petra, and Adina could watch the choir die without sharing the wound.

He dove after the spear and struck the gold shaft below the stones with his left wing. Wing Guard II caught the authority vector and turned it into him, tearing three feathers free, cracking his breastplate, and forcing both knees against the square.

His bones held, but the sanctuary root did not.

A black Crown Health bar opened across his sight, began at one hundred, fell to sixty-two, and kept moving.

She screamed as the same fracture crossed her ribs, and all forty-one guards screamed with her.

They did not appear as people inside the new bar; they appeared as red lengths with numbers beside them. One young guard begged, “Please don't put me first.”

“Hold the line and stay handy,” he said.

He did not ask her name; she had enough health for two hard shares and no rare skill. The Crown tagged her as replaceable, but Damaris saw the woman's face instead of her value line, and he stored that gap for later.

He knew the mechanic before Junia's weapon reached the next layer. He could release each defense link and take the full strike alone, but it would shatter his Crown, kill the linked field, and leave the unlinked women alive beside his corpse.

Naturally, he chose the stronger build.

“One Voice: damage priority,” He ordered.

The Crown sorted the linked souls by health, armor, role, obedience, and future use. Naomi ranked first in value, followed by the trained guards and then the wounded; Vale stood last because of his broken arm, public defiance, and weak long-term yield.

The cooper saw his name sink to the bottom and gasped that Trevor had promised prices. Coldly, he told him this was his.

Then he moved the next share into him. The gold wound crossed his wing and opened through Vale's chest; even so, his shield stayed raised for one heartbeat after his heart stopped.

The guard beside him tried to break formation, but Iron Gospel locked her knees before the third impact took her; Crown Health slowed at forty-eight.

Damaris seized his shoulder, and no owner warmth hid her fury. “You wrote him last because he argued.”

He replied that Vale had already been broken. She said both could be true.

Turning sharply the next damage wave into five healthier guards. Each lost blood, breath, and a piece of bone without dying; meanwhile, their pain became thin red bands around his black mail.

The result worked, and that counted more than the accusation.

Above them, Junia forced her spear deeper. “Each soul you hold will break before the Crown does.”

He looked up through blowing ash. “Then I need more employees.”

Across the square, Fear moved through the witnesses, yet it gave no XP or free health because the System recognized danger instead of accounting jokes.

The monk struck the gold fault with both fists while fully unlinked for her daily hour, which left her outside the attack. Each Ash Fist blow broke one small seal without sending pain into his Crown.

Beside her, Adina used the stolen command code to rename the root from unlawful choir to contested Crown asset. Junia's command rejected the change, but the clash cost one heartbeat each time.

Damaris wrapped her flail chain around the solid spear. She could not stop four angel wings; even so, she kept the shaft from turning into Naomi's heart.

Three unlinked women acted because they chose to stay, and Trevor noticed the fact only long enough to use it.

Naomi stayed linked beneath the guard roof, holding both hands above the blood while Grave Ward kept each borrowed wound from becoming death. The link carried his first command into her nerves.

She told Trevor to move her below the guards, but he said no because she was worth more. Naomi insisted that she could hold more, and he called that one more reason for her value.

Naomi looked at Vale's body without warmth in her answer. She told Trevor not to call this saving them. He called it saving the asset.

She reached for her unlink latch. It stayed shut because he still held the owner gate. Feeling her request, then denying it.

“If the root falls, you die with the rest,” he said.

“Then let me choose how.”

He told her she could choose after they survived; the answer turned her face cold, but her Grave Ward stayed firm. He trusted the skill more than the woman who cast it, which was why the gate stayed closed.

Junia's next thrust drove Crown Health to thirty-nine.

Dissonance rose with each split. At seventy-five, Trevor felt forty bodies breathe inside his ribs; at eighty-two, Vale's last heartbeat beat beneath his own. By eighty-nine, the second dead guard tried to move his left hand.

For one dark moment, the Crown no longer knew where Trevor ended and his property began.

They brought scraps of life with each pulse. He saw Vale shape a crib from green wood. Captain Sorel taught her sister to read, and the nameless dead guard stole pears as a child.

“Let us go,” one voice begged inside him.

“No,” Trevor said.

He closed the memories but kept the health bars. The choir wanted its fear, grief, and names to matter. It wanted him to feel each life before spending it. He wanted the strength without the noise. That desire scared him only because it exposed a flaw in his control.

He anchored himself in facts.

Trevor Dwyer had lived nineteen years as a man on Earth and still used he and him. He wanted women, power, survival, and the death of Heaven's owner. He wanted a cult-state no church could take back. The petite female angel body beneath his armor belonged to him because he had kept it alive and made it strong.

Forty borrowed pulses did not get a vote on his identity. Even so, they did make great armor.

Then he opened the damage tree again.

The next strike would kill nine guards if spread evenly or Naomi if focused through the highest capacity. He could take half, but his wing would break and release the spear.

Instead, One Voice showed a fourth option.

He could stack each linked soul in a controlling line, pass the same wound through them in order, and reduce it each time. The first carrier would take the largest share; meanwhile, the last might feel only heat.

He put himself first, though not from honor. If the foundation survived while his Crown broke, someone else could inherit the asset.

After himself, he placed the strongest guard second, Naomi third, and the remaining thirty-eight behind them. The two dead souls stayed in the tree as open holes that leaked grief into each command.

“Hold one voice,” he said.

The order caught as Junia pulled the spear back and drove it down with all four wings.

He crossed both wings around the shaft, and pain wiped the square.

His left wing cracked from edge to joint. The wound entered Captain Sorel and broke her collarbone before crossing Naomi as a white burn along her spine. Afterward, it moved through guard after guard and lost force with each body.

At the end, the last man in line lost only a strip of skin from one palm.

Crown Health stopped at thirty-one, and the sanctuary root held while Junia's spear did not.

The shared pain kept moving after the blow ended. It rolled from guard to guard in weak red waves. One man vomited behind his shield, and one more forgot how to stand. Steadily, Naomi held both in place with grave light.

Trevor counted thirty-nine live bars. He counted two dark ones. The number pleased him because nine projected deaths had become two real deaths. No prayer could beat that conversion rate.

A fracture ran through its gold edge as Damaris pulled the flail chain and Petra hit the crack.

Meanwhile, Adina changed the controlling response from reject contest to ratify contest for under a breath, and that was enough.

He twisted both wings and broke the spearhead beneath the stones.

The blast threw Junia from the bell tower. She recovered before hitting the square, but one wing dragged lower than the others and her face had lost its calm.

He rose with blood running down both legs beneath his mail. Although the female body's narrow frame shook, its balance found him before thought, and his wings folded around the break without tangling.

Body Adaptation reached eighty-eight percent, and the achievement felt as good as the body that had earned it.

Neither feeling softened the sight of Vale's corpse.

He waited for comfort, grief, or at least the clean pride he had felt when Damaris returned freely. Nothing came because coerced sacrifice proved only that his command had worked.

The emptiness did not make him kinder. It made voluntary devotion more valuable and forced bodies cheaper.

They watched him from beneath cracked shields. Some guards prayed because he had kept the root alive. Meanwhile, others stared at Vale and knew the invoice.

“He used us,” one woman said.

“He saved the town,” one more answered.

But the Crown accepted both verdicts. He wanted worship from the first group and handy resentment from the second. Both responses bound focus to him, and focus could become Fear. Only love stayed expensive because he could not order it into proof.

Reading the answer in his face, Damaris said he had felt nothing. He corrected her: the damage curve had improved.

She slapped him hard enough to turn his pretty face sideways. His long blonde hair crossed his mouth, and blood from his bitten lip brightened it, but no one mistook him for less unsafe because the body looked delicate.

Slowly, Trevor turned back. Damaris did not apologize, retreat, or offer a link, and he wanted her more for all three choices.

Before either of them spoke, the System awarded the level.

Power rebuilt the cracked wing enough to bear weight. Might entered his slim arms without adding bulk; meanwhile, Focus sharpened the command tree and Grace steadied the Crown, then One Voice II opened a second priority layer.

He could now split chosen carriers from compelled carriers; even so, the skill did not require him to honor the gap.

He marked it anyway because chosen carriers produced less Dissonance and better recovery. At last, morality had acquired a handy stat.

One Voice II painted each soul with a clean tag. Chosen carriers shone silver; meanwhile, compelled carriers burned red. The silver paths lost less health and returned less noise. The red paths obeyed faster but left cracks in his Crown.

He wanted both kinds. Silver was fit for the women whose initiative made them rare. Red was fit for guards, labor, and anyone whose fear counted more than judgment. The System had not made him moral; it had made his hierarchy easier to price.

Beyond the guard ring, Junia landed. She saw two bodies, thirty-nine wounded links, three unlinked women, Naomi still active, and he standing over a Crown that should have broken.

She said he had spent them, and he said they had been his to spend.

Each time, the words felt cleaner.

An evolution preview opened behind the level sheet, where black wings, crown armor, and a route name waited beyond a sealed frame. Carefully reaching for it.

The System denied him because Level eighteen was not enough. More important, the Crown had no Soul Mark, and ownership of others could not substitute for a claim Trevor had carved into his own soul.

Junia raised the broken haft of her spear; meanwhile, he closed the preview and smiled at her. “Fine. I'll steal the missing key from myself.”

SYSTEM // A perfect line is brittle. Break theirs before yours breaks you.
READOUT // Crown-breaking strike / level 18
VITALS // HP 52/262 — critical | MP 29/230 — critical
SKILL COST // One Voice II: 22 MP per two-layer priority chain.
Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — unsworn paladin 18.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He fully owns himself, physically and spiritually.
Cumulative XP now totals 9,350 cumulative.
Attributes: 18 / 22 / 14 / 17 / 20 / 18.
Body adaptation: 88%.
Skill point spent: one voice II.
Priority layers: 2.
Chosen / compelled carrier tags: visible.
Honor carrier distinction: optional.
Crown health now measures 31 out of 100.
Defense links before strike: 41 guards + Naomi.
Defense links after strike: 39 guards + Naomi.
Damage-transfer deaths: 2.
Dissonance peak: 94 / 100.
Dissonance current: 78 / 100.
Cascade: near / avoided.
Unlocked: Unlinked during strike.
Update: Damaris / Petra / Adina.
Actions: freely chosen / damage not transferred.
Update: Level 20 evolution preview: locked.
Level threshold: 18 / 20.
Soul mark: missing.
Personal feat: crown-breaking strike survived.


One Voice II cost 22 MP. Trevor had 29. One clean command left seven MP. A second would cost 30 HP through overcast and leave him at twenty-two. He smiled. The System called that danger. He called it a reserve.


Chapter 37 — My Party Unionized Before the Raid

J

unia gave Trevor one night before the formal duel.


Her broken spear drew a gold line toward Bell Ridge. At dawn, she would meet him there beyond each town ward. If he refused the lawful property recovery, Cathedral Concordance would erase Three Bridges from the foundation up.

Then Junia flew east to prepare the execution ground. She left Trevor twelve hours, one hurt Crown, and thirty-nine wounded guards. Four women no longer trusted his math, and he liked three of those facts.

Inside the mill infirmary, Naomi closed Captain Sorel's collarbone while Damaris listed the dead. Petra sat on a flour bin with her daily hour active. Across the wall, Adina spread the stolen binding syntax in lines only she could edit.

He ordered the surviving guards outside, and they obeyed more slowly with Vale's blood still on their shields.

The door closed; then, Adina touched the black crack left by his near cascade. Dissonance had dropped from ninety-four, but the scar still divided one part of his Crown from one more.

“There is a room behind your binding field,” she said.

“Then open it for me.”

“That would defeat the room.”

Lightly, Petra laughed and jumped from the bin.

Before he could close the scar, Adina drove one stolen key into it while Petra struck the opposite edge. Naomi fed the gap a pulse of grave silence, then Damaris placed two fingers against his Crown and said no.

At once, all four women vanished from his senses.

They still stood ten feet away. He could see Damaris's braid, Naomi's blood-stained hands, Petra's bare knuckles, and the gold flecks in Adina's eyes, yet their soul paths were gone.

The hidden partition had no controlling signal, command route, reward hook, pain channel, trace, or forced return.

Trevor reached for Iron Gospel, but nothing answered. He tried the stolen Dominion key next. Adina's private syntax sent it back with one line: NOT YOUR ROOM.

Instantly, anger tightened each feather on his cracked wing.

For eleven minutes, the women argued where he could see but not hear. Damaris paced while Naomi shook her head twice. Petra pointed at the west door and then at him. Meanwhile, Adina wrote clauses in the air and deleted half of them.

He could have called the guards and surrounded the mill. He could have waited for the partition to fail, then forced three links before the women reached an exit. Fear could also become a threat sharp enough to make staying look safe.

Each plan left him alone at Bell Ridge if one step went wrong.

Control had poisoned his certainty. A commanded woman could stand beside him and still want his death. A kiss under a link could feel perfect while proving nothing. Even obedience now carried the Choir Eater's copied voice inside it.

He hated uncertainty more than refusal.

At the twelfth minute, the partition opened.

The four women stayed unlinked, with the west door unguarded behind them and open to the night road.

“We can leave,” Damaris said.

He said he knew.

She told him to say the rest.

Reluctantly, Trevor looked at four clear binding fields and admitted he could not stop all of them before at least two escaped.

Petra smiled. “Romance.”

“Risk assessment is my love language.”

“We noticed,” Naomi said.

First, Damaris stepped forward. At twenty-three, the Iron Justiciar had spent years obeying laws she wanted to believe were clean. He had cured that belief by being honest about the blood.

She would stand at Bell Ridge because Junia's owner deserved death; she had also promised to guard Trevor, and she wanted the man beneath the Crown.

Her terms were just as clear. Damaris would remain unlinked unless she requested a narrow combat bond; he would never call punishment battle gain again. If he spent a life, he would name the real reason in front of the survivors.

“I won't promise not to spend them,” he said.

“I didn't ask for that lie.”

He accepted her terms.

Next came Naomi. The twenty-one-year-old Dread Confessor had stayed to heal without pretending painless harm was mercy; she wanted Junia's soul engine opened and he alive. Each patient would also remember what their wounds protected.

Her term answered the gate he had kept closed. Any unlink request would complete within three breaths unless a visible lethal cast was already moving. In that case, Trevor had to show the danger and release her as soon as the cast ended. The healer kept sole veto over memory and pain edits performed through her class.

He wanted to argue that medical authority belonged to whoever owned the hospital, then he recalled that Naomi could suspend his death during the duel. He accepted.

The monk unfolded from her crouch. At twenty, she looked delighted to be the clause most likely to stab him.

Her daily unlinked hour stayed complete, private, and untracked. Any attempt to punish her afterward doubled the next gap. She alone decided whether a route she found belonged to him, the party, or herself.

“You already had most of that,” he said.

“Now they all enforce it.”

Then Adina showed him the partition key.

Any two women could open the hidden room. He could not enter, hear, close it, or use the silence as proof of betrayal. If he broke one woman's term, the other three got an immediate full unlink.

That clause had teeth. Despite himself, Trevor admired it.

Petra gave her last reason for staying. He had never mistaken comfort for freedom, and his crimes were difficult enough to make her skills matter; she also wanted him in ways that had nothing to do with ownership.

“Keep up,” she said, “and I may prove that again.”

At last, Adina took the last place. At twenty-four, she wanted the cathedral source and the buried engine. She also wanted each truth Heaven had cut from Junia. The bard would stand with him because he opened forbidden doors, and ambition looked very good on his soft face.

Her private archive stayed private. No command could force her to publish a lie or destroy unique knowledge. She retained a full copy of each binding key they stole, including his.

“That last part sounds treasonous,” he said.

“Only if you lose.”

He accepted Adina's terms too.

He tested the compact for holes while all four watched silently. The partition treated forced relinking as a breach, even during emergencies. Any collective unlink would also dump his combat routes at once. That consequence made betrayal expensive for him before it became handy to them. He imagined locking the doors, calling the guard, and invoking wartime ownership. Each option weakened the party before the only duel that counted. Purposely, he let the keys settle where Adina had placed them. He accepted because the bargain improved survival, not because it made him kind.

The agreement did not free the guards or erase any memory edit. It did not remove his Crown from the sanctuary. He still owned the defense links outside and planned to take Junia's knowledge, rank, and body for his fifth voice.

His eyes moved from the clauses to the preparations around the room. The bags beneath the flour bins had already been packed. One held Petra's wraps, rations, and stolen maps. A second carried Naomi's instruments and three sealed medicines. The west door opened onto paths Adina had marked beyond his sanctuary. No one had trusted the negotiation enough to arrive without an exit. He could stop one woman, perhaps two, before the others reached darkness. Stopping all four would require the very coercion the compact punished. The restraint tasted like weakness until he measured its military value. He hated the lesson and kept it.

The map now showed one clean path to the ridge. They would take it well before the bells woke. No guard would march close enough to hear them. All four would keep a blade free for him. That last fact made the plan feel more real. The cold dawn gave them no time for doubt. One bad move could still leave them all dead. Quietly, he fixed the route in his mind.

The pact gave him a harsher prize: four sharp women chose to remain near a man they knew was unsafe. He could counterfeit obedience, but not the desire that kept their hands on him.

Naomi added one more rule. “If your Crown touches me, your bed does not.”

He agreed before she finished. He wanted the woman who could tell a tyrant no, not another pretty mouth trained to say yes.

Petra glanced toward Adina and proposed testing the contract. Wickedly, Adina promised they would test it thoroughly.

Petra crossed the room first and caught Trevor by the narrow waist; she lifted his small body onto the flour bin as if setting a trophy on a shelf.

He hooked one leg around her hip and warned her not to waste a good combat position.

She kissed him hard enough to steal the rest of the joke. One hand slid beneath his long blonde hair; meanwhile, the other held his armored thigh above the knee. The female angel body answered at once with heat and a quick breath. A blush spread across his gentle face.

Still a man enjoying exactly whom he wanted.

On her own time, Petra ended the kiss. Her palm stayed warm against his thigh.

Adina stepped between his knees and murmured that the test coverage looked inadequate. Trevor caught the front of her robe and pulled her into the gap Petra had left.

Her mouth touched the corner of his first. She teased the place where Petra had left him breathless, then Adina kissed him fully while one hand traced the safe edge of his cracked wing. Her other hand rested against his waist.

The contact stayed above clothing, but the promise did not.

Petra kissed the line below Trevor's ear while Adina held his gaze. Both knew how much power he could turn on them. That danger honed the moment to a point. They wanted the beautiful bastard anyway, and both loved making him lose each handy word.

His body went soft between them while his mind stayed hard and hungry. Their lust tasted better because the Crown could not forge it.

Damaris folded her arms and observed that Trevor had survived one negotiation only to look unbearably pleased. He said his party had unionized and paid dues in kisses. Petra corrected him: those were signing bonuses.

Naomi checked his pulse with two fingers; her touch stayed clinical, but her eyes did not.

“Still a man?” she asked.

“A very pretty one with excellent union benefits.”

The hidden split settled into his Crown like a scar he could map but not enter. Dissonance fell. Four unsure voices had become four hard bargains. He hated the limit and loved the result.

He priced their anger, lust, and skill, then bought the strongest party the bargain allowed.

SYSTEM // Crown pressure rising. Let the halo become a threat display.
READOUT // Hidden dissonance partition / party terms
VITALS // HP 133/262 — ready | MP 144/230 — ready
Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — unsworn paladin 18.
Dissonance: 63 / 100.
Combat gain: none.
Hidden partition: stable.
Owner access: denied.
Open condition: any 2 party members.
Collective breach clause: 1 term broken = 3 immediate unlinks.
Damaris Pike — memory 92 / autonomy 35.
Naomi Talbot — memory 94 / autonomy 48.
Petra Coyle — memory 96 / autonomy 56.
Adina Kroll — memory 99 / autonomy 70.
Bell ridge commitment: four distinct choices.


When the panel closed, Naomi held Trevor's gaze and at last let her interest show without a link between them.

“Survive the first test of your duel plan, then come to me,” she said.


Chapter 38 — My Healer Demands a Memory Refund

T

he old smokehouse fit Naomi's test of Junia's spear because blood already belonged on the floor.


The room held three hooks, one drain, and Guard Pell with both hands locked around the broken white-gold shaft. Trevor had picked Pell because the man had lost two fingers during the Choir Eater fight and could no longer hold a shield. Thirty-eight better bodies stayed in the guard pool.

Naomi looked from Pell's gray face to Trevor. She called the guard a wounded man, not a worn tool.

Coldly, Trevor said he should survive being handy.

Pell did not answer; the active Crown line kept his grip firm while sweat ran beneath his jaw.

Across from him, Trevor stood ten feet away in fitted black-red mail. His four wings filled most of the narrow room. His closed halo cast a dark rim across the rafters before dawn reached the shutters.

First, they had to learn how Junia's owner-check moved through a wound. Naomi tied a narrow care route between herself and him. It could carry pain, harm, and a stop command, but no loyalty or desire. The chalk line held Damaris at the door while Petra and Adina worked the stolen key.

One brief nod to Pell.

He drove the broken spear through his left forearm.

White pain ran across bone and behind his eyes. He kept his arm still while blood ran over the black bracer. The wound entered Naomi's green pane and copied itself across her wrist, then it searched for one person who owned the harm.

Naomi caught the pain before it chose. He used False Comfort to strip the alarm from both bodies.

One clean second passed without pain.

Then Naomi's copied wrist split to the bone.

She ended the route and struck Trevor across the face with her good hand. His soft cheek turned red before the pain came back to his arm.

“My veto includes hiding damage from the healer,” she said. “The lack of screaming improved my focus,” he argued, but she called the missing warning more important.

He could have called the strike a revolt. Instead, he ordered Pell to keep the bloody spear raised. She still knew more about pain than anyone he owned, and anger made her exact.

The second test used full pain and half damage. The spear touched Trevor's thigh. Then the care route split the cut across Naomi's shoulder. Each wound stayed shallow until the white-gold key found his Crown.

At once, both cuts tore three times deeper.

He dropped to one knee. Naomi ended the share before the spear could open an artery, then healed her shoulder first. He noticed and did not correct her.

Naomi said ownership gave the weapon a path through each split because his Crown filled any empty space they made. He told her to remove him from it, and she asked to unlink.

The first breath carried his shock. The second carried his urge to delay. On the third, he released her because the compact would unlink three others if he broke her term.

It vanished, leaving Naomi at Memory ninety-four and Autonomy forty-eight with no binding path, pain hook, reward field, or forced return. She opened a private triage thread through the hidden partition that connected two wounds without naming either person as patient, servant, keeper, or owner.

At his next order, Pell thrust again.

This time the point met his ribs while Naomi took half the cut across her side. Pain stayed sharp in both bodies, yet the sanction key spun without choosing a target.

From the chalk line, Adina warned them to hold.

His Crown tried to seize the private thread. A tight binding field closed around the rest of the room but left one narrow gap where Naomi stood. The effort felt like holding a door closed against his own hand.

After two seconds, Petra turned the stolen key. Beside her, Damaris pressed the flat of Junia's spear toward his heart. Meanwhile, Naomi moved the wound from rib to wing, then back, without calling it his.

After five seconds, the white-gold edge dulled.

At seven seconds, Trevor's body knew the ownerless rhythm. The four wings stopped trying to cover Naomi and formed a cage around the blank space between them. As Body Adaptation climbed to ninety-four percent, the spear rejected both souls.

Naomi closed the thread; each cut returned to its first body, and both of them bled onto the smokehouse floor.

Pell sagged with relief, but he made him hold the spear until Naomi had recorded each result. The wounded guard's arms shook for nine more minutes. His hands kept their grip. No one gave him rest.

Then he dismissed the others. He sent Pell out last with the weapon because he saw no reason to carry it himself.

Naomi healed their wounds but left the dried blood on his skin, then said he had survived the first test.

Privately, he recalled her promise from the mill. Under his mail, heat rose before he reached her and claimed the healer's private focus as his reward.

Then he put one hand beside her head and leaned in for a kiss.

“No,” Naomi said, planting her palm against his breastplate.

The word stopped him harder than the spear.

Freshly unlinked. No Crown route softened her face or made refusal feel temporary. Naomi's dark eyes held desire, but they also held the memory hole he had cut at the ravine.

“Return one stolen original memory,” she demanded, refusing any summary or edited copy.

He straightened and argued that she had stayed for the duel without it. The healer answered that this was not payment for the duel. The prior kiss created no credit toward her, no matter how much he wanted it to.

The refusal did not bend. His Crown gave no softer path.

At once, he hated the distinction because he wanted her so much. The Crown still held six torn points from the shrine escape. Each point gave him a cleaner route through her resistance and protected the lie that he had only removed pain.

At first, he gave the least handy fragment, and she refused it. “Not that one,” she said.

The sight of the flooded tunnel became his next offer, but she refused again. Still no.

At last, she named the piece she wanted: the old widow at the ravine mouth, Junia's spear, and the church death mark Naomi had cut away.

That memory carried combat value. A hidden copy could not survive the partition key's audit. The Crown opened around Naomi's stolen moment and Trevor's own order.

Then he gave it back.

At once, Naomi staggered as the original memory entered its scar.

Naomi saw the widow trapped beneath the ravine gate while Junia descended with her spear lit. The church register owned each marked refugee by parish and debt. The cut from that roll had stopped a seizure rite. For one breath, the woman belonged to no priest, founder, family claim, or grave book.

From above, Junia had thrust straight at her.

The spear had turned aside and buried itself in stone.

Her Memory Integrity rose to ninety-five. One memory returned. Five holes remained, and Naomi still knew who had cut them.

He knew the duel before she spoke. The weapon did not just prefer owned souls; it needed one.

Naomi touched the red mark on his cheek, hooked her thumb beneath his lower lip, and drew him down.

Naomi knew he owned the town. She knew he had cut holes in her memory and could fill the room with kneeling bodies by lifting one finger. Then she hooked her thumb beneath his lip and chose the dangerous bastard anyway. The imbalance made his pulse hammer; her power to refuse him made the choice worth having.

Naomi kissed him first. The kiss took its time until the hard answer he had prepared became a soft sound against her lips. She pressed closer when he answered, and the deft fingers at his back opened his fitted mail one piece at a time.

The black links slid from his shoulders, followed by padding that exposed pale breasts, a narrow waist, and blood cleaned from neither rib nor arm. The red line on his forearm got her kiss before she drew his hand to the ties of her robe and closed his fingers around the knot.

Trevor tugged. The knot came free beneath his hand.

The green cloth opened over warm light-beige white skin. The press of her full breasts met him when she stepped close. The kiss at her neck deepened while he held her waist. His touch made her shiver before she guided one hand down the firm line of her hip.

Practically, Naomi asked for the bedroll instead of the hook table, and he approved of that medical judgment.

Together, they spread it beside the dying stove. The healer laid him back and opened his thighs using both hands. Trevor hooked one leg around her shoulder and pulled her down until her mouth hovered over him.

One slow pass stroked his wet vulva and sent his wings against the floor. The next kiss landed on his inner thigh before her tongue reached his clitoris and drove out each joke.

“Harder,” Trevor said, rolling his hips against her tongue. “Two fingers, and keep your mouth right there.”

Naomi's pleased hum vibrated through his clitoris. One finger entered his vagina, then a second, while her mouth stayed on the swollen point above it.

Across his stomach and breasts, pleasure tightened as his female body recognized the path. That knowledge scared him even while he begged Naomi not to slow. The fingers curled inside him while her tongue kept one clean beat.

He came using both hands in her dark curls. The muscles of his vagina clenched around her fingers while the orgasm ran through his clitoris, wings, and soft chest. Naomi eased him down, kissed his wet thigh, and waited until his grip loosened.

He pulled her up and kissed her. “Your turn.”

She rolled onto her back, caught his hand, and placed his fingers where she wanted them over her clitoris. Trevor chose a slow circle and watched her body answer.

He learned the change in her breathing before he learned the rhythm. Her hips lifted; then, he dropped his mouth to her vulva. She tasted warm and sharp on his tongue. Naomi spread wider and pushed against his hand, so he entered her vagina with two fingers and curled them while his tongue moved above.

Her hand tightened in his long blonde hair while he kept the pace she set. She came around his fingers with a low cry, her thighs closing against his shoulders before she made herself relax.

He stayed close until she pulled him up by the hair for one more kiss.

They rested for under a minute before her hand drifted between his thighs and he reacted with fresh heat.

She called his recovery speed medically irritating; he blamed Vitality twenty-two and said he had built for extended encounters.

She laughed and kissed him until the boast turned into a groan.

For the second round, Naomi sat astride one of Trevor's thighs while he pressed the other between hers. Their wet vulvas moved against skin as they rocked together. He cupped one breast and used his thumb over her nipple; she held his delicate face in both hands, smoky pleasure replacing the healer's stern calm.

She slipped two fingers inside him again, and he answered by circling her clitoris with his own wet hand. Her hips chased firmer pressure; his thighs opened for deeper strokes. When either body tensed wrong, they eased, shifted, and drove each other back toward the edge.

She reached her second orgasm first, which he felt in the tense line of her thigh and the pulse beneath his fingers. She kept her hand moving inside him until his own release followed, slower and deeper than the first.

Afterward, she cleaned them with a warm cloth and checked each reopened cut. He lay with his head on her breast while one black wing covered their legs.

He said he loved what this body could feel but did not know how to file that truth.

She traced his closed halo with one finger. “Why does pleasure need a verdict?”

“Because this body keeps getting better at it.” Trevor looked at his pale hand against her skin. “I like being beautiful. I like women wanting me. I like being held down and eaten until I forget every clever thing I planned to say.”

“You never had that many clever things.”

He bit her shoulder hard enough to make her laugh. “Still a man.”

“Still Trevor,” Naomi said, and kissed the offended set of his soft mouth.

The body could crave a woman's touch without writing law over his identity. Earth remained in his memory beside his goals, broken vows, and every crime he had chosen because power mattered more. Female flesh had not made those choices for him.

The truth gave him no clean conscience. Good. Clean consciences belonged to men who lied about what their victories cost.

One restored memory, open between them. The smokehouse filled with a gold outline of Junia's spear turning away from the ownerless widow.

SYSTEM // Junia still believes rank will save her. Adorable.
READOUT // Pain ledger I — ownerless counter validated
VITALS // HP 89/262 — strained | MP 112/230 — ready
Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — unsworn paladin 18.
Physical adaptation: 88% → 94%.
Dissonance: 61 / 100.
Naomi Talbot — dread confessor 12.
Memory: 94 → 95.
Autonomy: 48 out of 100.
Original memories restored: 1 / 6.
Stable counter window: 7 seconds.
Failure state: full wound returns to both bodies.
Update: Dominion spear — target rule recovered.
Required target: soul with a current owner.
Invalid target: soul with no current owner.


Junia could not spear what Trevor did not own.

He had until dawn to decide how long he could stand that.


Chapter 39 — My Name Is on Each Health Bar

O

ne hour before dawn, the sanctuary gave Trevor the safest way to fight Junia.


He could own nothing.

Her restored memory hung above the east gate while Junia's spear turned away from the ownerless widow. Beneath it, Adina opened the hidden founder text. The gold letters described an empty Crown, loose defense lines, and seven seconds during which the spear would have no legal target.

The next page gave the opposite route.

He could write his name into the mill wards, gate seals, bridge chains, alarm bells, and all thirty-nine controlled guards. One owner would close each gap the Choir Eater had used. And Fear could cross the whole sanctuary without losing force; meanwhile, One Voice could move defenders even after Junia cut the air.

That route also turned each linked soul into a bright target for her spear.

She asked which danger he preferred.

“The one that leaves me in charge.”

He chose before the other women could vote.

Swiftly, black-red script rose from his Crown and spread across the east gate; at once, it found the guard roster. His hurt hands locked against the borrowed spear while his name entered the empty binding field above his heart.

The guard cried out once.

He kept writing.

At the north tower, nine guards stopped mid-step as the claim reached them; they felt it next in the refuge ward, where twelve guards waited. The wall crews, mill squad, and bridge keepers got the same hard line beneath Memory and Autonomy.

SANCTUARY OWNER: TREVOR DWYER

No oath had been requested, and no ballot had been held; protection became property because the founder pane recognized whoever could hold the walls.

Fear rose from the town in one thick wave.

He watched the black line creep from gate seals into the well winch, grain weights, and shelter locks. Purposely, he classified each keeper of those tools as defense support. At the public well, a baker pulled her daughter away from the alarm rope, then the founder field froze the rope in the girl's hand and listed her family home beneath Trevor's name. She begged him to remove the child from the battle rolls before Junia arrived. Quietly, Trevor marked the complaint for loyalty review and ordered the gate to remain shut. He left civilians unlinked only because weak voices made poor shields, but he took their work, stores, and exits.

She caught his wrist before he touched the civic seals. Her blessed flail hung ready at her side, while the hidden partition kept her soul clear of his field.

“Claiming the guards makes Junia's weapon stronger,” she said.

“It also makes the guards mine after she is dead.”

The paladin looked toward Pell. Duty had brought her back to him after each clean exit, but duty did not make the sight gentle.

She requested one narrow combat bond until the duel ended. Her terms from the mill stayed attached: no punishment disguised as tactics, each spent life named honestly, and immediate unlink if the visible lethal cast ended.

He accepted because her flail could catch Junia's spear.

The bond closed. She became a bright red-gold line inside his Crown, then placed her free hand on the knife at his back.

“That is for your next convenient lie,” she said.

“My management team remains highly motivated.”

She came next with the restored memory still open behind her; at twenty-one, the Dread Confessor could read each wound his claim would create. The thirty-nine guards already carried pain through the binding field, and none had got her right to veto edits.

She called the sanctuary claim a disease with his name.

He called it a cure for divided command.

Her answer stayed no until he narrowed her route to triage, pain transfer, and the ownerless counter. Memory and desire stayed outside it. Any request to sever still had to complete within three breaths.

“I am joining to keep your property alive,” she said. “Do not mistake that for respect.”

Trevor opened the route. “I prefer competence.”

Naomi entered as a green blade beside Damaris.

She refused his first offer without reading it. She walked beyond the east gate, crossed the first white duel mark, and vanished down a road Trevor could not trace.

His claim tried to close the route behind her, but the hidden partition broke that command and paid Petra one more private hour. For six minutes, Trevor owned each road in Three Bridges except the one she had chosen.

Then the twenty-year-old monk dropped from the gate roof with Junia's sanction key between her teeth.

“My route still works,” she said. “Now your link may borrow me until dawn.”

She marked an exit through his new binding field before accepting. The path could cut her free even if he fell silent, changed commands, or tried to hold her after the duel.

He disliked the flaw and admired the theft enough to agree; ash-gold light entered his third slot while she kept one foot beyond the line he owned.

At last, Adina carried the claim to the town Gospel board. She did not soften owner into guardian, steward, or emergency founder. Her public text named each linked guard and each civic defense Trevor had taken.

Across the square, people read the truth and grew afraid.

That Fear belonged to him now.

She kept her private archive, each stolen binding key, and the right to publish any change. If he hid a future patch, the collective breach clause would unlink the other three women.

“Truth is not opposition,” she said. “It is the blade that tells all where you stand.”

He looked at his name across the walls. “Then make the letters larger.”

The bard laughed and joined through the only binding key she had not surrendered.

Four women stood inside his Crown by four different bargains. Thirty-nine guards stood there because he had taken the option away.

The gap counted to them.

To Trevor, both groups were ready for battle.

He pressed his palm against the east-gate seal and claimed the rest.

The sanctuary entered him all at once. He felt each bridge chain as tension in his arms, each ward stone as weight along his spine, and thirty-nine heartbeats beneath his own. The mill wheel turned against his ribs. Bell ropes pulled through the long bones of his wings.

From Bell Ridge, Junia's first test command struck the sanctuary.

ALL UNLICENSED DEFENSES: OPEN.

The north gate tried to rise. Three guards reached for its chain while two more turned their spears toward him. Through the new binding field, he caught each motion before muscle completed it.

One Voice II forced the gate shut.

Then the command reached his body.

Heaven named the petite female angel form an unlicensed vessel and ordered it open for fix. He felt his legs spread, wings unlock, and mouth shape Junia's answer; the sanctuary claim offered to preserve him by replacing Trevor with the office of Crown Holder.

He refused both owners.

This body belonged to him because he lived in it, moved it, wanted through it, and accepted responsibility for what he did with it. He stayed Trevor Dwyer, nineteen, male, and fully capable of choosing evil without help from Heaven.

The body obeyed him.

At his back, the town bells rang once. Slowly, the order lost its grip on him. Feeling the bell once in each wing. His own name stayed clear beneath the noise. No one else could choose that fact for him; the claim stayed his because the fault stayed his.

With each breath, the black field held its shape, then each gate answered him in the same beat. The bells gave back his name with one dull note. No false grace hid his coerced claim over Three Bridges. The guards kept still as their fear moved through him. One will now ruled the wall from end to end.

His knees locked. Four wings cut Junia's command apart, and his soft mouth closed before it could yield. Each learned turn, fall, flight, and intimate touch had made the female form easier to inhabit without making his mind less male.

At last, Body Adaptation reached one hundred percent.

The resistance carried him across the Level Nineteen threshold. Vitality, Agility, and Focus entered the build while the sanctuary tried to tear his Crown into forty-four split owners.

He forced them into one.

Iron Gospel spread from the gate through each public defense. Its old rule had made fear into armor. The new refinement made fear into title: anything defended through his field recognized his command as local law.

The black-red halo above him closed into five sharp points.

At its center, a lavender mark formed like a crown seen from below.

The town's Fear fed it. People watched their gates move without hands, watched guards turn with one mind, and watched a beautiful young angel claim the streets while smiling at the cost.

Fear rose to eighty-eight of one hundred twenty-five.

Dissonance fell to fifty-eight.

The drop did not mean he had become kinder. It meant his hidden wants and open choices at last matched. He wanted a throne, capable women beside it, and enough owned force to punish anyone who reached for either.

For the first time, he stopped calling that desire temporary.

He had once called each forced link an emergency measure that would end when danger passed. Now danger gave him a reason to make the title lasting, and he welcomed it. Under the Crown Mark, he saw tithes gathered by bells, soldiers moved by thought, and worship measured like tax. Still, rebellion stayed possible beyond his field, while four women kept keys sharp enough to wound him; he preferred a hard kingdom full of handy foes to a quiet room of broken dolls. Openly, he named the next plan: kill Junia, take her rank, bind the town, and march on the cathedral, then he smiled when none of the women mistook that plan for necessary mercy.

SYSTEM // The soul engine is open. This is where ambition stops pretending.
READOUT // Crown claim — sanctuary owner validated
VITALS // HP 61/272 — strained | MP 77/236 — strained
Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — unsworn paladin 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He fully owns himself, physically and spiritually.
Update: Level 19.
Cumulative XP now totals +1,000 out of 10,350 cumulative.
Vitality +1 / agility +1 / focus +1.
Attributes: 18 / 23 / 15 / 18 / 20 / 18.
Update: Iron gospel I → crown law.
You now adapt physically at 94% → 100%.
Fear: 88 out of 125.
Dissonance: 58 / 100.
Update: Soul mark — crown mark I.
Sanctuary owner: Trevor Dwyer.
Controlled defense links: 39 / 39.
Party combat links: 4 / 4 — individual terms active.
Hidden partition: stable / owner access denied.
Collective breach clause: active.
Update: Major evolution gates: 3 / 4.
Body adaptation now measures complete.
Route soul mark: complete.
Direct-danger share: complete.
Personal feat: incomplete.
Evolution choice: locked until level 20.


Three previews opened beneath the mark. Dominion Heir gave Junia's lawful rank. Choir Saint gave peace by aligning Trevor's male mind to the female vessel. Dread Angel gave black Soulplate, expanded ownership, and a throne built from Fear.

He rejected the first two without reading their final rewards.

The Dread Angel stayed.

The choice sat cold and bright above his head.

Damaris tightened her flail chain and called the choice just what it was: a declaration of war against each soul beyond his walls.

Closely, Naomi checked the three-breath unlink and kept her hand near the break clause. Mercy made her stay close to the people Trevor would spend.

Petra hid the last turn of her exit road. Freedom made her impossible to place fully inside any crown.

Adina copied his mark onto the public board without praise or apology. Truth made his villainy legible from each street.

The four women did not move as one force. Each kept her own reason and her own blade. They followed no shared lie into the duel.

Trevor loved all four answers because none were dull.

The first white marker ignited.

Junia descended onto Bell Ridge with her spear held in both hands. Trevor crossed the line, black-red mail bright beneath the last stars; meanwhile, his party kept pace freely, each moved by bargain, threat, or ambition.

The Dominion Angel struck the air between them.

Twenty feet of open ground became a gold wall beyond Choir Reach. Each party link snapped at once, leaving the women visible on the far side and unreachable by command.

Junia had wiped the air between Trevor and all sharp enough to save him.


Chapter 40 — My Raid Boss Has Root Access

J

unia deleted the air between Trevor and his party, then struck through the error she had made.


She had left him all the Fear.

The gold wall blocked Choir Reach, sound, and each command route. Damaris hammered one fist against nothing while Naomi searched for a wound to share. Only Petra and Adina stayed as moving shapes behind stolen space.

He could not order any of them to stay.

Purposely, he sent one command toward each severed link and watched each word die at the gold edge. No answer returned, not even the false ease of compelled assent. Across the barrier, four women moved according to plans they had revised inside the hidden partition. He knew their broad roles but not the choices that would carry them out. For the first time since building the Choir, Trevor faced a boss without his party under command. The women could disagree beyond punishment. The absence of control felt like fighting with half the interface torn away. Without their senses, he could not steal Petra's angle, use Naomi's painful map, borrow Damaris's judgment, or read Adina's countertext. He could only trust that each sharp woman preferred win to escape. Instead of hating the limit, Trevor found the risk painfully attractive. He could gain bodies through control, but uncertainty gave their return value.

Her spear crossed Bell Ridge before he ended enjoying that problem. He turned one black-red bracer into its path and spent eight Fear through Crown Law.

The fitted mail hardened from chain into dark plates one link at a time. Its narrow waist held while the spear drove him backward. Both boots cut trenches across the white duel mark, and his four wings tore chalk from the ridge.

Junia twisted the shaft, bursting Trevor's left bracer before the spear point struck the Crown Mark. Thirty-nine guard links flared across his soul like hooks pulled at once, and each linked guard felt the tip.

He took their pain before Naomi could veto it from the far side. One Voice turned thirty-nine gasps into one hard breath, and Fear replaced the broken links in his armor.

“You made all you own part of the target,” Junia said.

“A health pool is not a democracy.”

Her lower wings swept his legs. He fell, rolled beneath the next thrust, and caught the shaft between both upper wings; at once, white fire burned through three layers of Dread Mail before the town's Fear forced the plates shut again.

The armor saved his heart while leaving him trapped beneath the spear.

Junia pressed down with four wings and Level Twenty-Two Might. His petite body sank into the chalk. His full breasts flattened painfully beneath fitted mail while the point hovered one inch from his closed halo.

“Relinquish the sanctuary,” she ordered. “I will preserve the handy parts of you.”

“That line worked better before I knew your owner.”

He opened the key Adina had hidden behind his Crown Mark.

The stolen syntax survived the wiped air because it was no longer a message from the bard. She had placed the key inside his binding field before they crossed the marker; it now belonged to him in each way Junia's law respected.

He wrote one line across her spear.

CURRENT OWNER: JUNIA SERRAT

The weapon found the nearest owned soul and turned toward her.

Junia released the shaft before it pierced her throat; he kicked it skyward, rolled free, and drove one armored knee into her breastplate. His narrow frame gave the strike little mass, so he spent one more twelve Fear and made the armor remember thirty-nine scared bodies.

The impact threw Junia through a bell frame.

Above the ridge, old bronze screamed while she emerged beneath the falling beam, caught the spear, and tore her name out of its field.

“A stolen binding key cannot overrule Dominion twice.”

Trevor rose with blood on his mouth. “Good thing I only needed the tutorial prompt.”

Junia came at him silently.

Three thrusts tested his upper guard before a fourth cut low through the fitted plates above his knee. The fifth used his turn against him, split his right lower wing from base to midpoint, and dropped him to one hand in pain.

He could feel the party fighting on the other side because the gold wall shook. No link crossed it, but bell stones moved when Damaris struck the outer formation. Naomi's green light flashed where she held someone alive. Adina's blue route mark vanished before he could claim it; meanwhile, the bard's black script crawled over the wall and died.

Handy even beyond his reach.

The admission pleased him more than helpless loyalty ever had.

Junia lifted her spear for the wounded wing. He triggered the ownerless counter.

For seven seconds, he removed his own name from the soul at the center of his Crown. The sanctuary stayed titled to Trevor Dwyer, but the living man inside became a blank tenant. His party terms, Earth memory, male identity, and chosen crimes stayed present without an owner label.

The spear stopped.

During the first two seconds, Trevor rolled between Junia's armored feet and wrapped the town chain around her ankle.

Across the next three, he blocked her heel with crossed wings, pulled her off balance, and locked the chain to his hip with Dread Mail.

Over the last two, he rose beneath her center of mass and threw the Dominion Angel across the ridge.

His name returned before she landed. The spear lit at once.

Junia caught herself on four wings and smiled for the first time. “Seven seconds.”

“Seven more than you wanted.”

“And fewer than I need.”

She now knew the counter window.

Below the wiped wall, a Bell Maw broke through the last Concord formation. Its hide carried church seals over demon flesh, and each seal bore his sanctuary name as an unlawful target. The creature ran toward Three Bridges with six riders around it.

At once, Damaris met the charge unprompted. Her flail caught the first rider while her shield turned its jaw. Naomi spread pain across three wounded guards and refused to hide any of it; each man knew just why he stayed.

On the lower slope, the Concord riders closed around one last pack of rakers. The church line planned to drive each fiend through the town ranks before it shut the gate. Without his beat, Damaris read the first lance and broke its rider's wrist instead of obeying his old kill order. She turned the loose horse across two rakers, then used its mailed flank as a moving shield. Naomi kept six wound panes open; meanwhile, she refused False Comfort when the linked guards begged for numbness. The healer gave them clean pain, clear flight marks, and no lie about which wounds would last. Three guards chose the ridge path while two bore a sixth toward safety. And the sixth dragged one leg back into line because his brother still fought there. At the mill path, the last Bell Maw swallowed a rider's command and spoke it through three fiend mouths. The party heard the copied order without treating Trevor's absent voice as rule; still, each woman had one open road away from the failing line. Each would have to choose without his Crown watching.

Meanwhile, Petra and Adina found split exits.

The monk's exit opened south beneath a blue arch. Past it lay an unclaimed road to the coast, a clean soul sheet, and each stolen route made whole. And Heaven swore it would not hunt Petra if she crossed before Junia's next strike.

No Trevor waited on the far side.

The twenty-year-old woman put one hand through the arch and felt her hidden roads come back. Her free hour would last while each old order scar lost its pull; she could leave clean.

Instead, Petra took Heaven's choice and used it to steal the door.

Her fingers closed around the blue hinge. She ripped the exit arch out of the sanction grid, folded it into a route mark, and kicked the mark beneath the Bell Maw.

The fiend dropped through its own safe road.

She closed the route after its shoulders passed, cutting the Bell Maw in half, then she watched the coast vanish from her sheet.

“I decide which bad idea gets me,” she told the empty air. “His is funnier.”

No link bore that answer to him. Hers, costly and whole.

Adina's exit opened in the sky above the Gospel board. The church source library waited inside, holding each founder clause Heaven had cut from the past. One step would bring back the pages she had spent years piecing from scars.

The twenty-four-year-old bard read the first true line.

A CHOIR MAY REMOVE ITS FOUNDER.

The next two lines named the rite and proved Junia's own Crown had an owner, while thousands of lost pages shone behind them.

She could take the library and let Bell Ridge fade.

She copied only the three lines her eyes could hold. Then she turned from pure truth, faced the Concord riders, and sang her rough copy through a voice Junia did not own.

The white arch closed with each lost page still inside.

“A truth that demands surrender is a sales pitch,” Adina said. “Trevor at least names the knife.”

Her rough rite entered the public Gospel. First, Damaris struck its first word wielding her flail. Naomi gave the second a pulse from six open wounds. At last, Petra's stolen door cut the third across the church grid.

The Bell Ridge formation lost its owner for one heartbeat.

That heartbeat did not cross Choir Reach, yet Trevor saw Junia's four wings stutter.

He struck the flaw.

The binding key went into her lower halo. Through Crown Law, Trevor claimed the broken bell frame, the chalk beneath her feet, and the chain around her ankle. He spent twenty-four Fear to move all three as one trap.

Sharply, Junia cut it.

The bell frame fell anyway, and she blocked the first beam with two wings, leaving the lower pair open.

He drove his split right wing between them, used the wound like a hook, and caught white armor in black feathers.

He pulled Junia down to his height and headbutted her, splitting her flawless mouth.

His gentle face took the same blow; blood crossed his fuller lower lip while they looked like two different answers to the same celestial mistake.

Sharply, Junia struck his stomach with one palm.

Then Dominion force threw him through three bell stones. Fitted mail saved his spine but broke along the waist. He hit the ground with one wing numb, one bracer gone, and Fear reduced to forty-four.

The System opened his personal-feat record.

SYSTEM // Forced crown conversion available. The last decent exit is behind you.
READOUT // Bell ridge — personal feat active
VITALS // HP 34/272 — critical | MP 28/236 — critical
Trevor Dwyer — age 19 — level 19.
Junia Serrat — level 22.
Choir reach to party: severed.
Party commands received: 0.
Crown mark: active.
Adina owner key: used / degraded.
Ownerless counter: 7 seconds / exposed.
Fear: 88 → 44 out of 125.
Direct-danger XP earned to date: 6,550.
Minimum required: 4,560.
Direct-danger gate: passed.
Unlocked: Personal feat conditions.
• Face dominion angel alone during decisive phase.
• Break finishing strike with body, wings, halo, and owned skill.
• Receive no choir command during strike.
Current state: begun / incomplete.
Level 20: not reached.


Trevor had 28 MP. One Voice II and one Halo scan would leave two. He also had 34 HP, too little for a showy overcast. He would end the duel with the first command or finish it with steel. Junia read the panel over his shoulder. “Your allies abandoned perfect freedom and perfect truth for you.”

Trevor pushed himself upright. “I have great taste in accomplices.”

“You hurt them until your danger felt like choice.”

That accusation landed because it contained evidence. He had closed Petra's road, stolen Naomi's memory, broken Damaris, and forced his way through Adina's clauses.

He had also left each woman one real exit because sharp loyalty pleased him more than blank obedience. The distinction did not make him good.

It made his harem worth having.

Across the gold wall, the last riders broke around Damaris. Naomi kept a dying town guard conscious long enough to choose surgery. Nearby, Petra stood with a stolen short sword where the coast road had vanished. Farther up, Adina held three imperfect lines against a sky full of perfect lies.

None could hear Trevor, yet all four stayed.

Above them, Junia rose into the air and opened each feather of her four-wing span. The ridge darkened beneath her. White-gold controlling lines fell from the spear toward Trevor, his thirty-nine guards, the town gates, and each system bearing his name.

He could release the sanctuary and become an invalid target; the option appeared inside his Crown.

Trevor closed it because he wanted the town after the duel.

She descended.

The first strike broke his remaining bracer while the second peeled Dread Mail from his shoulder.

He caught the third beneath his closed halo and spent his last mobile plates to turn it; her fourth strike waited.

Trevor opened the ownerless counter, expecting the spear to fail for seven seconds.

She held the point one inch from his upper left wing.

Two seconds passed before Trevor lunged, but her lower wings pinned both legs while the upper pair caught his hurt wings.

At five seconds, he drove his forehead into her breastplate, and the armor did not move.

At seven, his owner name returned.

She pushed.

The white-gold spear pierced Trevor's upper left wing and pinned it to the tallest bell stone. Dominion seals closed his other wings, locked his halo, and found each defense line attached to the Crown Mark.

She placed both hands on the shaft.

Then Junia began the finishing command.

His twenty-eight-point reserve could not answer a full Dominion sequence, so Trevor had to break the spear before Junia finished the command.


Chapter 41 — My Final Form Has Better Cheekbones

A

t once, Junia's finishing command entered Trevor through the spear.


“Relinquish the sanctuary, release each voice, and accept fix.”

The first clause locked his Crown Mark; the second found thirty-nine guards, four party links beyond the gold wall, and each gate Trevor had claimed; the third reached for the man inside the angel body.

He bit through his lower lip before it could answer.

Pain did not break Dominion. It just gave him one sensation Junia had not selected.

The spear pinned his upper left wing to the bell stone. Seals held the other three spread around him, turning his petite body into the center of a white-gold diagram. His closed halo would not rotate. Dread Mail had cracked at the narrow waist, opened over one thigh, and lost most of its plates. Fear waited at forty-four.

Choir Reach stayed dead.

There was no borrowed sight, healer's map, route through Petra, hidden clause from Adina, or hard judgment from Damaris, which suited him.

The personal feat demanded his own answer.

Above him, Junia pushed the spear deeper. “Release them.”

He looked past her at Three Bridges; the town watched from the lower ridge, the mill roofs, and the wall walks. Guards saw his blood on their health panes while civilians saw the controlling lines tied to their gates; no one mistook him for a gentle savior anymore.

They feared Junia, and more of them feared what Trevor would do if she won.

He smiled through the blood. “You keep offering the part I plan to own.”

The point advanced one more inch.

His ownerless counter would only help her. Already, Junia knew the seven-second window, and the spear held him. He left his name where it was.

Instead, he opened Adina's degraded key inside the wound.

It could not rewrite the spear twice, then Junia had removed her name, patched the shaft, and locked Dominion against copied syntax. The key still recalled one handy fact: ownership was not holiness but a direction.

Trevor turned that direction around.

He wrote his own name across the spearhead.

Briefly, Junia laughed. “You have claimed the weapon killing you.”

“Just.”

The white-gold point became owned metal inside an owned wing, above an owned sanctuary, connected to an owned Crown. Iron Gospel recognized the chain.

He spent thirty-two Fear.

Black links raced from his fitted mail into the spear wound; the pain sharpened until his vision went lavender at the edges. He caught the shaft using both hands, folded his pierced wing around it, and made his closed halo bite the controlling line.

And Junia drove down with all four wings.

He pulled.

His small body could not beat her mass, his torn wings could not beat her span, and his locked halo could not beat Dominion. The fitted mail was almost gone, the key was degraded, and twelve Fear could not overpower a Level Twenty-Two angel.

Together, however, they formed one owned mechanism.

At once, Iron Gospel fed the same twelve Fear through his palms, wing, halo, mail, and spearhead. No force escaped between the owned parts. The bell stone cracked behind him. Her finishing command reached the word fix. It found his mind already occupied by a nineteen-year-old man from Earth. He recalled dying in a church parking lot, then wanted women, victory, rank, spells, and every stolen soul Heaven had told him he could not keep.

The System found no identity field to correct.

He found leverage.

He tore the spear sideways through his own wing.

Blood covered the bell stone. The motion freed the shaft from its perfect angle and broke the first Dominion seal. He rotated his halo against the second, drove one armored boot into the chalk, and used the claimed spear as a bar across Junia's lower wings.

His right upper wing struck her wrist. His split lower wing hooked her ankle. The last plates of fitted mail crossed his ribs before her palm hit.

Still upright.

“Mine,” he said.

Crown Law claimed the finishing command.

The sentence reversed through the spear, opening Junia's hands and unlocking all four wings. The gold wall around Bell Ridge fractured into falling panes, and Trevor drove the butt of it beneath her chin.

Afterward, Junia left the ground.

She landed twenty feet away with one white wing folded wrong.

The level arrived as a pressure behind his eyes. It waited for him to choose how the win would become lasting.

Three evolution forms opened across the broken ridge.

DREAD ANGEL — OATHBREAKER BLACKGUARD gave Soulplate and stable armored flight. It also gave a larger Choir and a body capable of serving as the hard center of an ownership field. Its future was not subtle, since each conquest would make Trevor more difficult to remove.

TEMPTER ANGEL — ENCHANTMENT BARD gave stronger False Comfort and faster recruitment. Through emotional entry paths, it could make obedience feel like desire. The option promised easier beds and quieter rebellions, but it replaced honest fear with counterfeit affection. He had learned to value the gap.

EXECUTION ANGEL — VENGEANCE PALADIN gave wing blades and killing speed. With enough finishing force to end Junia before she stood, it would make him a better weapon.

He did not want to be a weapon.

Weapons belonged to whoever held the handle.

He wanted the hand, the army, and the sanctuary; he also wanted the scared crowd watching him choose what kind of angel would rule them. Tempter would give him easier lies. Execution would give him cleaner corpses. Dread would let him stand at the center of each binding path and make removal expensive.

It also gave him armor forged from other people's fear.

Some builds won fights; meanwhile, others made each win pay later. He had died while leading a raid, not following one, then knew the cost of choosing burst damage over control. Execution would solve the angel standing directly in front of him. It would not hold the scared town waiting behind her. Tempter could hide chains under smiles and warm words. Hidden chains were harder to inspect but easier to deny. He preferred rules that showed him just what he owned. Dread made his evil plain, handy, and hard to uproot.

At first, Tempter looked efficient because no ruler disliked an eager subject. With that route, Trevor could make each compelled smile resemble chosen desire. It could even imitate the women who had come to his bed while unlinked, yet counterfeit affection would poison the one win he still considered worth earning honestly. He wanted women who knew just what he was and came closer anyway.

Across the town, guards already feared his displeasure more than Junia's cleansing. They knew which ruler would remain close enough to punish them tomorrow. Under Dread, that fear would become armor and reach. It would also become a tax collected whenever foes tried to remove him. Each scared witness would strengthen the body standing between his Crown and a blade. He pictured Three Bridges praying because prayer made its walls harder. He also pictured the cathedral learning that each threat only armed its target.

By contrast, Execution ended problems without preserving their handy pieces. Instead of killing Junia cleanly, Trevor wanted her knowledge, rank, and public defeat. And he wanted the town to remember Heaven's superior angel. It had watched her lose to the prettier local tyrant. Ultimately, Dread promised a reign instead of a series of victories.

He selected DREAD ANGEL.

The choice felt clean because the cost matched his purpose. He would gain no soft lie to hide behind. People would fear him, and the armor would prove why.

But the form did not hide what it was. It put a hard edge around each choice he made. Fear went in, and armor came out. A bound gate fed the same rule as a bound guard. The build would reward him each time he took control. It would punish any foe who tried to take it back; he found loop clean, cruel, and easy to scale.

He had picked a class that grew when people feared him; he knew just what that meant for the town below. Each new law could feed the plate around his ribs. Each bound soul could make the next conquest less risky. The loop would turn one stolen town into a larger army. That army would help him steal the city beyond it. He wanted the chain to keep paying after each crime.

The choice became irreversible.

His body changed before the armor formed.

Pressure moved behind his eyes before anything else changed, then the world returned through eyes four percent larger than before. Slowly, their gold-brown uncertainty drained into lasting lavender. His jaw softened into a gentler oval. Beneath it, his cheekbones lifted beneath flawless skin. Along the bridge and tip, his nose refined with a brief, intimate ache, then his lips tingled and settled into a slightly fuller natural rose curve beneath the blood.

He touched his mouth and felt a face even more absurdly pretty than the one that had already made foes hesitate.

“The System gave my raid tank better cheekbones; the balance team is drunk,” he muttered.

His blonde hair grew six inches in a warm rush. It spilled past his lower back before the blackened ends lifted clear of the blood. The same change tugged at his scalp and narrowed his waist by half an inch beneath the broken mail. At last, his hips and seat gained a subtle curve without altering his petite height or slender build.

Pleasure followed the pressure through each altered contour until Trevor's breath caught.

The changes did not ask how he wished to look. They only followed the path he had chosen to win. His face grew softer while his chosen rule grew harder. The contrast made each lovely feature feel like a threat. A guard would see a princess before seeing the Crown. A foe would hesitate before striking the small bright face. He planned to spend each stolen heartbeat without shame. Beauty was no proof of goodness in this world. His new face would teach that lesson before his army arrived. He liked the body and liked what fear made it worth.

The female body had stopped feeling borrowed many chapters ago. Now its new shape registered as his with frightening ease. The weight of his unchanged breasts, the softer pull at his waist, and the new balance over his hips all felt immediate. Beneath those sensations, unmistakable heat gathered low in his belly. Enjoyment moved through him without permission from his old assumptions.

He waited for the thought that would make him someone else.

Still, nothing arrived.

He still recalled his mother's chipped blue mug and his first gaming headset. He recalled the scar on his old male knuckle and the exact stupid joke he had told before dying. More importantly, he wanted Junia beaten and the cathedral taken. He wanted the four women below the ridge in his future and his bed. The angel body answered desire differently because it was female. Still the man deciding what that pleasure meant.

The first pair of wings healed to full span behind him. Across that span, each black feather lengthened into a firm cutting edge. It folded soft when it touched the next feather. His hurt lower pair stayed smaller, but the upper pair could at last hold his entire weight. Above his head, the broken ring closed into a hard lavender-black halo shaped like a narrow crown.

His skin shed blood and dust in a faint cold shimmer. It stayed pale, flawless, and softly luminous beneath black feathers.

The women reached him as the last gold pane broke.

Beside him, Damaris caught his shoulder before his altered balance put him backward. Slowly, her hard brown eyes went over the completed wings and narrower waist, then she checked his longer hair and lasting lavender stare.

“Same terrible posture,” she said, wiping blood from his fuller lower lip.

Trevor asked whether she still saw the same man.

“Same man, just a more unsafe face,” Damaris said as she squeezed his shoulder.

Then Naomi put two fingers against his cheekbone and sent a clean healing pulse through the refined bone. “Nineteen, sixty-one inches; breast volume unchanged, memories continuous, and no identity field added.”

He called that autopsy flirting; Naomi reminded him he found both subjects exciting, which he admitted was fair.

Behind him, Petra lifted the new length of hair away from his wings. Her fingers traced the half-inch change at his waist through a gap in the mail. Afterward, they moved to the full span of one black wing.

“You are still too pretty to look trustworthy,” she said.

He claimed that was why he wore armor; Petra shook her head because the armor made it worse.

Nearby, Adina watched his halo instead of his face. Black script reflected inside her eyes as she checked each field the evolution had touched.

“Body sex female; identity not recorded; pronoun field absent; memory owner Trevor Dwyer; purpose chain disgustingly intact,” she said.

He let out the breath he had been holding.

“He,” he said.

“He,” all four women answered, each in her own voice.

The words did not merge.

That counted.

He looked down at the lovely female body the System had made even lovelier. He felt its pleasure at four desired women touching him. He said no to call either fact surrender. Heaven had altered flesh, balance, beauty, and power, yet it had not authored the man enjoying them.

Purposely opening the completed rank sheet.

SYSTEM // The city kneels because survival has a price and you named it.
READOUT // Level 20 — major evolution complete
VITALS // HP 290/290 — full | MP 242/242 — full
SKILL COST // Soulplate: 1 MP and the listed Fear per blocked HP; Iron Gospel II costs 8 MP to bind.
He remains 19.
Identity continuity: self-held / not a System field.
The current body remains female angel / petite / 61 inches.
Breast size: unchanged.
Earth memories: continuous.
Body adaptation: 100%.
Route: tyrant.
Class: Dread angel / oathbreaker blackguard.
Soul mark: crown mark I.
Cumulative XP now totals 11,400 out of 11,400.
Level 20 award: 1,050 XP.
Direct-danger XP: 6,550 + 750 = 7,300.
Personal feat: complete.
• Broke dominion finishing strike with body, wings, halo, owner key, fitted mail, fear, and owned skill.
• Choir commands received during strike: 0.
Unlocked: Attributes.
Attributes: Strike 21 | endure 25 | move 15.
Attributes: Focus 18 | resist 23 | move gracefully 19.
HP 290 | Stamina 225 | MP 242.
You can now link 12 voices.
Update: Iron gospel II — purchased.
Update: Soulplate — gained.
Stable flight — gained.
Unlocked: Permanent evolution.
• Eyes +4%; lavender route color fixed.
• Gentle oval jaw; lifted cheekbones; refined nose.
• Slightly fuller rose lips; flawless faintly luminous skin.
• Hair +6 inches.
• Waist -0.5 inches; subtle hip and seat curve.
• Full first wing pair; completed lavender-black crown halo.
Cuteness: 84 out of 90.
Allure: 70 out of 82.
Fear: 12 → 96 out of 165.
Dissonance: 58 → 62.
Evolution points: 0.
Attribute points: 0.
Skill points: 0.


Fear rose from the town in a cold wave, and Soulplate answered.

Black-red armor grew over Trevor's fitted mail without altering the body beneath it. It closed across his shoulders, ribs, and slender waist. A dark gorget framed his delicate face without hiding it. Beneath the gorget, layered armor guarded his hips while leaving his legs mobile. It pulsed red with each scared witness below.

Damaris removed her hand before the plates trapped it and called the result excessive. Trevor flexed one gauntlet, pleased that excessive and survivable overlapped.

Across the ridge, Junia forced her folded wing straight.

The party spread around Trevor. Yet he did not link them.

“Stay out of the last exchange,” he said.

Petra raised one eyebrow and asked whether that was a request or an order.

“Boast.”

That satisfied her more than it should have.

Junia launched before the last Soulplate seam closed. Her spear had lost the stolen binding key, yet Dominion still filled its white edge. Trevor stepped off the ridge.

Stable Flight caught him.

His full wings opened once without panic, borrowed balance, or a half-controlled fall. The air held him as naturally as ground while Junia corrected upward to meet him.

Trevor let her.

She struck his breastplate. His Soulplate drank fourteen Fear before spreading the force across each fitted red seam. The impact drove him backward without breaking flight. He sharply caught the shaft under one arm, rolled around it, and brought both armored heels into Junia's chest hard enough to crack white armor.

She slashed at his face. Then, Trevor folded one wing between them. His firm black feathers caught the blade. Through Iron Gospel II, each feather, plate, and bone became one continuous defense.

Junia could no longer find a weak seam between the pretty body and its armor.

Quickly, Trevor drove his crown halo into her lower ring until lavender-black light split white gold.

“You chose a form fed by fear,” Junia said.

“I chose the form that keeps the throne after the executioner leaves.”

He spent one more eleven Fear and headbutted her.

Junia dropped toward the bell stones. Trevor folded his wings and fell faster. He hit her from above with Soulplate locked from crown to boots. The ridge broke; then, she tried to roll. Crown Law claimed the crater and closed stone around her lower wings. Trevor landed astride her breastplate with one armored knee pinning each upper arm. His small frame looked almost ornamental above her larger body, then Iron Gospel drove the sanctuary's fear through each contact point.

Junia's Health pane fell through red as she reached for the spear. Quickly, Trevor caught her wrist and broke it against the stone. With his full left wing, he cut through the Dominion seal in her other hand. The firm feathers left blood across her palm.

Trevor took the spear and placed its point beneath her closed halo. From above, he looked into the face Heaven had edited until obedience seemed natural.

The fight was over, and her soul opened under defeat. Clearly, the open soul gave him a direct path forward.

She knew just what Trevor planned to take from her.

Seven sealed memory gaps appeared first. Beneath them waited rank knowledge, Cathedral routes, Dominion law, and the owner channels that could turn Three Bridges from a captured town into a lasting cult-state. At the center, Junia's buried refusal survived as one small unowned line.

Trevor could leave the soul untouched and honor the proof that Heaven had violated her; he could send Junia away alive with each stolen part returned. That choice would make him cleaner than the institution he meant to conquer, which held no appeal.

He wanted her rank and her knowledge; most of all, he wanted Heaven's perfect Dominion Angel conscious enough to understand who had taken them.

“Join my Choir,” Trevor said.

Junia looked at the four women behind him, then at the scared town feeding his armor. She knew the offer fully.

“No.”

Trevor smiled with his prettier mouth.

Her refusal only made the coming theft more satisfying to him.

“Good; I wanted you awake for the choice,” he said.


Chapter 42 — My First Cult Needs Better Onboarding

S

wiftly, Trevor drove the claimed spear through the unowned line in Junia's soul.


Her refusal stayed awake beneath the point, bright enough for both of them to feel, but he spent twenty-four Fear anyway.

Crown Mark I opened seven old memory scars, and black-red links entered before Junia could close her halo. One reached her Dominion rank, one more found the routes beneath the cathedral city, and five wrapped the parts of her that Heaven had already trained to obey.

She screamed without joining his Choir while he pushed harder.

The scream became five notes and then one harsh chord inside his skull. The rank knowledge came behind it; it held gate law, sanctuary geometry, founder keys, and a white stair descending beneath the cathedral. At the bottom waited an engine made from thousands of trimmed souls.

He took each handy piece while his own memories stayed on his side of the link. Instead, Junia felt just who had beaten her: a nineteen-year-old man wearing Heaven's prettiest possible angel body, pleased by power, women, and the clean certainty of conquest.

She found no holy motive to forgive. “I said no,” Junia gasped, and he said, “I heard you,” before closing his fist around the link.

Her four white wings struck the crater at once. Her broken wrist straightened under a red System seam. Her hand did not become hers again; when he gave it one order, she released the spear and stood.

The town watched Heaven's Dominion Angel rise across Bell Ridge behind its new ruler. Fear came from the wall walks in hard, cold waves. Soulplate slowly thickened over his narrow waist and slender limbs until each red seam glowed.

His first partner, Damaris, arrived with no approval on her lightly sun-tanned white face; she still set one armored shoulder beneath his torn wing before he could stumble. She held him up while black dust crossed the ridge.

“Can she leave?” Damaris asked, and Trevor said no. She asked whether the four partners could; then, he looked into her hard brown eyes. “You four can. She can't.” She studied him for one long breath and kept supporting his weight.

That choice pleased him more than a false smile ever could.

She came next through blood and dust with warm light-beige white skin gone gray. Her healing pane entered Trevor only after he nodded. One more partner, Petra, arrived with fresh demon blood across fair white arms dusted with freckles; meanwhile, Adina's long black microbraids had lost half their ties and soot marked her light-peach white skin.

None of them touched Junia. Their scribe, Adina, opened a page between Trevor and the captive angel. She reported Memory at eighty-eight and Autonomy at thirty. “The fifth voice is stable because you nailed it through an older owner channel.”

She turned her fair face toward Adina. “Do not call this stable,” she said calmly. “I called the link stable. You are quite reasonably furious.”

He liked that distinction too.

Each bell in Three Bridges rang backward below the ridge. The defeated sanctuary split from the mill to Crown Road; the white Concord seals peeled free from the ground, each trailing a strip of black air. Nineteen rakers climbed through the seam before the first alarm crossed the river. A six-armed horned demon forced its head between the broken edges behind them.

The old line had held the breach shut until Trevor stole it. He asked how to close the wound; then, she smiled for the first time and told him to release her, so he pulled on the command priority.

The command tightened Junia's jaw until blood touched one tooth. “Bind the three founder stakes, then claim the mill, chain yard, and north tower as one sanctuary. The bearer of the Crown must hold center.”

Trevor found the same answer in her stolen knowledge, since he had asked only to make her say it.

“Damaris, chain yard.”

She did not move, and the old Trevor might have softened the order into a request, but the man inside Soulplate simply waited.

She glanced at the six-armed demon entering below. “Because I choose the town, not because you snapped your fingers.” He told her whatever helped her swing harder was fine. She caught his gorget, pulled his delicate face close, and kissed him once with angry heat. “That does.”

Then she ran downhill under her own power.

The healer selected the mill without being assigned; Petra took the north tower because its route passed beneath the wall. Their scribe stayed beside him, busy copying founder syntax from Junia's exposed rank.

He did not link any of the four.

He wanted their choices real, especially when those choices kept placing them beside him.

Junia got no such luxury.

When he ordered Junia to fly, her wings opened against her will.

Together, they launched from Bell Ridge. His black wings held stable around his Soulplate while Junia's white span fought each command; she lost by inches and carried him above the widening breach.

The town below had become a board of controlling lines. Its mill controlled the river wards, the chain yard held the west gate, and the north tower directed each bell. No single name had owned all three before now.

He spent eighteen Fear and wrote his name across them.

Red-black light crossed the streets as doors locked behind civilians and gate chains snapped tight. The mill wheel stopped and turned backward as his Crown pulled power from the river. Petra reached the buried stake at the north tower just before ownership sealed the stairs around her.

She noted over the open party channel that Trevor had locked her in; he told her to break the east wall, and she laughed once. “Now that is a plan I can respect.”

The tower shed stone a moment later.

She wrapped three rakers in one flail circuit inside the chain yard, then pulled them beneath the west portcullis, but her own judgment set the timing. When he tried to close the gate early, she braced one boot under it and held the order open.

“Not yet,” she warned. He felt her opposition inside the sanctuary and let it stand while she crushed the third raker and kicked a child beyond the chain. Once the lane cleared, she called, “Now.”

He shut the gate hard enough to cut the next demon in half.

She organized the wounded inside the mill by breath instead of rank. Her strong arms carried a guard from the lower wheel while two local healers kept pressure on a torn leg, but a raker came through the window behind her.

She raised a Mercy pane backward without looking. It caught the creature's stolen memories and left its body moving; she drove a healer's knife beneath its jaw herself.

The pane filled, and Naomi warned Trevor. Carefully searching Junia's knowledge for a disposal command. Junia spoke before he compelled her. “Burn them. If you bind those memories into the sanctuary, each scream stays in the walls.”

He considered the advantage, since a screaming wall would produce Fear for Soulplate but keep subjects awake and less handy; he ordered Naomi to burn the stolen strips, but she was already doing it.

The mill windows filled with blue fire while Adina ended the owner clause beside Bell Ridge. She warned, “The founder stakes will accept you, but the town gets no automatic exit,” Trevor called that good. She said, “I thought you might say that.”

Her dark eyes held gold flecks when black script reflected through them. She could have hidden an exit inside the copied syntax; instead, she handed Trevor the exact page and let him choose the uglier law himself.

He signed with Junia's blood and closed the sanctuary around Three Bridges.

Each street bent toward his Crown as guards got red panes with his orders above their own names. Soon the gates learned his voice, the bell tower marked dissent as a threat, and the mill measured each soul inside the wall.

Fear rose to feed him, and worship followed.

One wounded guard dropped to his knees in the chain yard first. Two mill workers copied him. Then a whole line along Crown Road bowed as he hovered above the breach in black-red plate, pale face framed by a crown halo and four wings.

Someone called him Dread Founder. He could have refused the title, but instead he opened his arms.

The gesture showed the town its ruler: too small, too lovely, and too heavily armored to mistake for safe. His long blonde hair streamed around its black ends. His lasting lavender eyes looked down with delighted ownership.

He demanded more volume, and Three Bridges obeyed.

The sound hit Soulplate like a second heartbeat. He had feared worship might feel ridiculous before that moment, but it felt great.

The six-armed demon tore the breach wide enough to enter below him. It stood taller than the mill roof. Each hand carried a different stolen weapon, while a Concord seal burned in the center of its chest.

Through the Choir, Junia identified a cathedral castellan built to kill false founders. “At last, customer support.” Trevor folded his wings and dropped.

The castellan swung a bell hammer through the space he had occupied. Across its forearm, Trevor landed and ran toward the shoulder. He drove his crown halo into one horn while Soulplate locked him to the demon as it tried to throw him.

On her own count, Damaris spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict. The castellan's order to swing its bell hammer stopped for one beat. She opened the west gate in that gap. Three guards followed because she had earned it, not because the red panes ordered them. Together, they struck the creature's left knee.

At the mill, Naomi spent eighteen MP on a Confession Ward. She waited until the last wounded civilian cleared, then left and burned the memories inside the castellan's chest seal. Its borrowed arms forgot their weapons.

From the north tower, Petra paid eight MP for a Decoy Route through the wall she had broken. The castellan struck the false landing. Petra reached its back and drove both ash-wrapped fists into its spine.

Adina spent twenty MP to store both endings in Scarred Copy. She fired the second. False became rival.

The Concord seal stopped shielding its castellan. Junia still fought the link. He felt her search each order for a gap and gave her none.

He ordered her to open the breach under the castellan. She warned it would pull him in too, and he said, “I know.”

Her hands moved despite her refusal as white Dominion lines split the ground beneath the castellan.

Trevor punched through its chest seal and claimed the hot binding key. The demon seized him in two hands. Soulplate screamed as both palms closed around his petite body.

He used the town as armor.

Fear crossed each bound defense, entered his Crown, and hardened the plate over his ribs. The castellan squeezed until the red seams went white. Trevor smiled with his impossibly soft mouth and pulled the binding key free.

“Your raid boss forgot to lock the loot table.”

Then he let Junia open the breach.

Black wind took the castellan first as its six arms caught the mill roof, the chain-yard wall, and one tower brace. At the wall, Damaris shattered one hand while Petra broke two fingers at the tower. Inside its chest, Naomi burned the last stolen memory, and Adina cut the word return from its seal.

He drove both boots into the demon and launched upward, where Junia caught him because his order made her.

The castellan fell alone while he closed his fist around the stolen key and sealed the breach over its horns.

For one second, Three Bridges held its breath. Afterward, each owned bell rang his name.

* * *

T

he town gathered at night inside roofless Old Bell. Black-red banners hung from cracked beams. Someone had covered the worktable with bread, weapons, tax rolls, and a cushion meant to serve as a throne.


He used the cushion.

Behind his right shoulder, Junia stood in broken white armor. Her face still showed clear fury. The forced link left enough autonomy for hatred, which Trevor considered a handy improvement over Heaven's empty obedience.

The four women stood where they pleased. Against the throne, Damaris leaned using one hand near his shoulder. On the other side, Naomi checked a bandage beneath his gorget, her fair face calm. At the table, Petra sat with freckled thighs braced around a stolen ledger, and Adina stood beside her in torn fishnet sleeves to read the first cult law aloud.

“All sanctuary defenses answer to Trevor Dwyer,” Adina said. “All residents owe labor or service. Public worship buys one ration credit. Armed dissent counts as invasion. Private thoughts remain outside the binding field because reading them costs too much.”

He raised one finger. “Also because listening to all think would be hell.”

Colm bled beneath one eye as he asked whether the town could remove Trevor. The Dread Founder answered, “Yes. Defeat me.”

No one laughed, which pleased him too.

He gave guards wages, put healers first, and kept children exempt from the worship credit; none of those rules made him good. Fed subjects worked better, healthy soldiers fought longer, and protected children became useful subjects in time. He no longer needed virtue as camouflage for practical choices; he wanted handy laws and subjects who knew them. The rules made life plain, even when life was hard.

Before Damaris touched his page, Trevor cut the four familiar channels from his Crown. Their voices vanished from his skull. The sudden quiet left only breathing, lamp hiss, and Junia's furious stare.

Damaris tested the silence with one private thought he could no longer hear. Then she caught his chin and kissed him in front of the kneeling hall. Naomi followed with a slower kiss that made his new wings rise behind the throne. Petra stole his pen, drew a bed with four tally marks in the margin, and passed it to Adina, who added a fifth mark beside Trevor's name.

Swiftly, Petra caught one black feather and grinned. She claimed a future turn for herself and one for Adina before the cult built a bed chart. He said it was bold to think he would live through Damaris and Naomi, then Adina kissed his new cheek and said they had notes to raise the dead.

Carefully looking from one woman to the next. His female angel body met their gaze with warm need, and the joy was his. So were his male mind, old life, and the choices that made a cult from a rescue.

He did not grow into a woman in his mind; he was a man who loved the fair female body he owned. He loved women too, and no longer feared how both truths fit. No one mistook their bond for one shared mind.

Trevor tested one word against the Choir. “He,” he said, and Damaris gave the same answer. Naomi, Petra, and Adina spoke it in three more free voices. Junia did not speak until the Crown forced her to whisper it.

That gap stayed clear as Adina raised the final sheet above the throne.

SYSTEM // Book one cleared, your highness. Full party sheet unlocked. Evil has excellent documentation.
READOUT // Tyrant route — book 1 complete
VITALS // HP 248/290 — ready | MP 198/242 — ready
STAMINA // 179/225 — ready
BOSS RESULT // Junia Serrat converted by Crown force
Rank knowledge claimed: Dominion Angel.
Sanctuary geometry claimed: complete.
Cathedral route map claimed: complete.
THREE BRIDGES RESULT
Cathedral castellan: defeated.
Demon breach: closed.
Founder stakes: bound.
Structure: cult-state.
Founder / owner: Trevor Dwyer.
Root authority: crown mark I.
PARTY BUILD SNAPSHOT
Trevor Dwyer — Level 20 Dread Angel / Oathbreaker Blackguard
Might 21 | Vitality 25 | Agility 15 | Focus 18 | Will 23 | Grace 19
HP 248/290 | Stamina 179/225 | MP 198/242 | Soul Resistance 65
Damaris Pike — Level 15 Iron Justiciar
Might 21 | Vitality 20 | Agility 12 | Focus 13 | Will 21 | Grace 13
HP 198/240 | Stamina 125/185 | MP 63/176 | Soul Resistance 55
Iron Verdict: 16 MP | 25 yd | 1 beat | 60 sec cooldown
Naomi Talbot — Level 14 Dread Confessor
Might 10 | Vitality 18 | Agility 10 | Focus 23 | Will 20 | Grace 18
HP 200/222 | Stamina 118/165 | MP 92/266 | Soul Resistance 58
Confession Ward: 18 MP | 60 sec | maximum 7
Petra Coyle — Level 14 Ash Fist
Might 16 | Vitality 15 | Agility 25 | Focus 14 | Will 17 | Grace 14
HP 172/198 | Stamina 79/225 | MP 51/188 | Soul Resistance 48
Decoy Route: 8 MP | 60 yd | maximum 6
Adina Kroll — Level 16 War Cantor
Might 10 | Vitality 14 | Agility 14 | Focus 24 | Will 21 | Grace 19
HP 151/194 | Stamina 101/165 | MP 68/278 | Soul Resistance 61
Scarred Copy: 20 MP | 2 endings | 90 sec cooldown each
Subjects: 318.
Defense command: compulsory.
Public worship: rewarded.
Armed dissent: hostile.
Active Voices: 5 / 12.
Fear: 96 → 54 out of 165.
Dissonance: 62 → 68.
Crown mark: 1.
Old Bell Sanctuary: owned / stable.


Cheers rose because Trevor had made one cult purposely. He had taught a whole town to make fear sound like prayer.

The party closed around his throne. Damaris set one hand on his shoulder while Naomi touched his waist, Petra claimed one wing, and Adina rested her page on his thigh. Petra drew another tally mark when Trevor smiled at all four of them.

Beyond Old Bell, Crown Road led toward the cathedral and the soul engine under it. Junia's stolen map marked each gate.

The lavender halo turned toward the road as a hidden line opened inside his Crown.

UNAUTHORIZED FOUNDER: COME HOME.


Bonus Character Sheets

These sheets show each build at the end of I Became an Angel and Deliberately Started a Cult. They contain full spoilers for this book.


Trevor Dwyer

Main Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Deliberately Started a Cult

[image: Portrait of Trevor Dwyer in the end-of-book Tyrant Route class gear]
Trevor Dwyer

Class and Progression
Level
20
Evolution
Dread Angel — locked
Class
Oathbreaker Blackguard
Primary role
Front-line Fear tank; founder and owner of Three Bridges
Cumulative XP
11,400


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 21; Vitality 25; Agility 15; Focus 18; Will 23; Grace 19
Resources
HP 248 / 290; Stamina 179 / 225; MP 198 / 242
Route resource
Fear 54 / 165
Dissonance
68
Body Adaptation
100%
Beauty measures
Cuteness 84 / 90; Allure 70 / 82
Choir capacity
12 full voices; 5 occupied at the end of Book 1


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
65
Wing Guard II
10 MP per interception; 35% HP / 65% Stamina damage split
Draw Fire II
8 MP per intercepted hostile command
Dissonance thresholds
50–74: skill penalties and memory bleed; 75+: cascade risk


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Sight and guard
Halo Sight II; Wing Guard II; Draw Fire II
Control kit
Kneel I; False Comfort I; One Voice II; Threat Mark I
Armor kit
Iron Gospel II; Soft Steel; Soulplate
Authority kit
Crown Law; Stable Flight; stolen Dominion owner key
Crown Mark
1


Equipment and Loadout
Base armor
Fitted black-red mail built around Trevor's petite frame
Evolution armor
Dread Soulplate from crown to armored boots
Natural equipment
One full firm-edged wing pair and a lavender-black crown halo
Authority item
Stolen Dominion owner key


Party Role and Synergies
Combat use
Turns witnessed fear into armor, impact force, command delay, and coordinated attacks
Party use
Compresses five active combatants into one timing signal for perfect formation attacks
Noncombat use
Steals owner syntax, binds sanctuary systems, writes command law, and governs coercive defenses


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
1 → 20
Class path
Unsworn Paladin → Oathbreaker Blackguard
Rank path
Choir Angel → Dread Angel
Major unlocks
Soft Steel; Iron Gospel II; Soulplate; Crown Law; Stable Flight; Crown Mark I


Choir and Territory
Active Voices
5 / 12
Subjects
318; compulsory defense command; public worship rewarded
Old Bell Sanctuary
Owned and stable under Trevor Dwyer



Damaris Pike

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Deliberately Started a Cult

[image: Portrait of Damaris Pike in the end-of-book Tyrant Route class gear]
Damaris Pike

Class and Progression
Level
15
Class
Iron Justiciar
Opening class
Inquisitor 7
Party role
Judge, enforcer, spell interrupter, and wall commander inside or outside Trevor's timing.


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 21; Vitality 20; Agility 12; Focus 13; Will 21; Grace 13
Resources
HP 198 / 240; Stamina 125 / 185; MP 63 / 176


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
55
Primary defense
Black standard armor: 22% physical damage reduction. Hard Guard: +14% frontal melee reduction while Stamina remains above 0.
Mechanical failure mode
Iron Verdict suspends rather than erases an order; if Damaris misses the one-beat opening, the command resumes at full force.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Core kit
Consecrated flail; demon brands; spell interruption; forced movement; radiant punishment; Iron Verdict.
Route feature
Iron Verdict suspends one order for one chosen beat, exposing who profits from obedience.
Signature skill
Iron Verdict — 16 MP; 25 yd; suspends one command for 1 beat; 60 sec cooldown
Secondary costs
Spellbreak Strike — 12 MP; interrupts one active cast on hit. Executioner Step — 10 Stamina; 4-yd forced advance.


Equipment and Loadout
End-of-book loadout
Black standard armor with red seams; consecrated flail; hard judgment seal; chain-yard command kit.


Party Role and Synergies
Primary role
Judge, enforcer, spell interrupter, and wall commander inside or outside Trevor's timing.
Build synergy
Creates the single-beat gap Trevor needs for Crown Law and forces enemies onto Petra's decoy striking lines.


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
7 → 15
Class evolution
Inquisitor 7 → Iron Justiciar
Signature unlock
Iron Verdict suspends one order for one chosen beat, exposing who profits from obedience.



Naomi Talbot

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Deliberately Started a Cult

[image: Portrait of Naomi Talbot in the end-of-book Tyrant Route class gear]
Naomi Talbot

Class and Progression
Level
14
Class
Dread Confessor
Opening class
Grave Cleric 6
Party role
Healer, soul interrogator, death-threshold controller, and exact damage accountant.


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 10; Vitality 18; Agility 10; Focus 23; Will 20; Grace 18
Resources
HP 200 / 222; Stamina 118 / 165; MP 92 / 266


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
58
Primary defense
Pain Ledger — 10 MP; records one damage source and grants +20% resistance to its next identical hit.
Mechanical failure mode
An eighth simultaneous memory scar overloads the panes and deals 28 soul damage to Naomi.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Core kit
Healing prayers; Turn Demon; death wards; curse breaking; soul anchoring; pain and death suspension; Confession Ward.
Route feature
Confession Ward forces stolen soul matter to name its owner before relief becomes available.
Signature skill
Confession Ward — 18 MP per pane; 60 sec duration; 7 panes maximum
Secondary costs
Mend Wound — 12 MP; restores 46 HP. Death Suspension — 30 MP; holds one target at 1 HP for 12 sec.


Equipment and Loadout
End-of-book loadout
Fitted black healer attire; red soul-thread seams; radiant mace; confession panes; medical satchel.


Party Role and Synergies
Primary role
Healer, soul interrogator, death-threshold controller, and exact damage accountant.
Build synergy
Keeps useful targets alive, identifies the owner behind stolen soul matter, and gives Trevor exact damage totals for Fear spending.


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
6 → 14
Class evolution
Grave Cleric 6 → Dread Confessor
Signature unlock
Confession Ward forces stolen soul matter to name its owner before relief becomes available.



Petra Coyle

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Deliberately Started a Cult
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Petra Coyle

Class and Progression
Level
14
Class
Ash Fist
Opening class
Sun Soul Monk 6
Party role
Mobile striker, route thief, scout, and the party member best placed to betray an owner.


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 16; Vitality 15; Agility 25; Focus 14; Will 17; Grace 14
Resources
HP 172 / 198; Stamina 79 / 225; MP 51 / 188


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
48
Primary defense
False Rupture — 14 Stamina; leaves a decoy impact and shifts Petra 4 yd along a hidden route.
Mechanical failure mode
A fully locked or continuously observed route cannot trigger False Rupture until Petra creates a genuine exit.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Core kit
Rapid unarmed combinations; ash-impact palm force; stunning strikes; breath resistance; Decoy Routes; false rupture.
Route feature
Decoy Routes become striking lines only when Petra chooses and can hide a live path from founder sight.
Signature skill
Decoy Route — 8 MP; 60 yd; 6 active routes maximum
Secondary costs
Ash Palm — 12 MP; +34 impact damage. Stunning Strike — 14 Stamina; 2 sec stun; 20 sec cooldown per target.


Equipment and Loadout
End-of-book loadout
Black-red hunter leathers; chain-mark motif; short bow; knives; unlinked travel cache.


Party Role and Synergies
Primary role
Mobile striker, route thief, scout, and the party member best placed to betray an owner.
Build synergy
Feeds false positions into enemy targeting while Damaris forces movement and Trevor commits Crown Law elsewhere.


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
6 → 14
Class evolution
Sun Soul Monk 6 → Ash Fist
Signature unlock
Decoy Routes become striking lines only when Petra chooses and can hide a live path from founder sight.



Adina Kroll

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Deliberately Started a Cult
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Adina Kroll

Class and Progression
Level
16
Class
War Cantor
Opening class
Canticle Bard 8
Party role
War theologian, command singer, countersong specialist, and rule thief.


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 10; Vitality 14; Agility 14; Focus 24; Will 21; Grace 19
Resources
HP 151 / 194; Stamina 101 / 165; MP 68 / 278


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
61
Primary defense
Dissonant Guard — 16 MP; reflects the next voice-keyed debuff onto its source at half strength.
Mechanical failure mode
Each Scarred Copy preserves the source wound; triggering both endings together deals 20 HP to Adina.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Core kit
Battle hymns; courage and fear effects; countersong; radiant resonance; command cadence; Scarred Copy.
Route feature
Scarred Copy carries opposite command endings as ammunition while preserving the source wound.
Signature skill
Scarred Copy — 20 MP; stores 2 opposed command endings; 90 sec cooldown per stored ending
Secondary costs
Countersong — 18 MP per opposed rule. War Canticle — 4 MP per minute; linked allies gain +10 command resistance within 30 yd.


Equipment and Loadout
End-of-book loadout
Black-red scribe gear; war codex; countersong focus; stolen founder syntax; coded backup verses.


Party Role and Synergies
Primary role
War theologian, command singer, countersong specialist, and rule thief.
Build synergy
Steals command syntax for Trevor, supplies Damaris with contradictory orders to judge, and masks Petra's real route beneath a false cadence.


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
8 → 16
Class evolution
Canticle Bard 8 → War Cantor
Signature unlock
Scarred Copy carries opposite command endings as ammunition while preserving the source wound.



Also by Jax A. River
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Nice Body, Wrong Loadout: The System Gave Me Curves and a Life-Stealing Tank Build
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