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Chapter 1 — Heaven Repossessed My Angel

Trevor had owned Three Bridges for six hours when Heaven tried to repossess Junia.

The first warning arrived above his throne, written in white fire.

UNAUTHORIZED FOUNDER: COME HOME.

The second came through the floor as black-red ownership lines peeled from the stones and white light pushed up beneath them. Every claimed bell in town rang once, hitting Trevor's Crown hard enough to bend his closed halo against his blonde hair.

He stayed on the throne because falling off in front of a new cult created the wrong kind of doctrine.

The settlement HUD opened around the recall warning and filled half the throne room.

THREE BRIDGES // CLAIMED SETTLEMENT

Residents: 318

Guards: 39

Marked structures: 4

Daily Fear yield: 27

Current crisis: Heaven has found the address.

Trevor tapped the reward chest beside Daily Fear.

Cannot collect during invasion.

“Cheap,” Trevor said, and the System answered, “Divine repossession is not a login bonus.”

“Everything is a login bonus if I survive it.”

The recall warning expanded.

TARGET: JUNIA SERRAT

SECONDARY TARGETS: CROWN MARK / ACTIVE VOICES / CLAIMED SETTLEMENT

ENEMY OWNER LEVEL: REDACTED BECAUSE YOU WOULD CRY.

Trevor dismissed the last line, so it reappeared above Junia's head in larger letters.

Damaris glanced at it. “Accurate.”

“My own tank is griefing me,” Trevor said.

Damaris stood at his right shoulder in black armor while Naomi finished the bandage beneath his gorget. Petra sat on the worktable with both freckled legs over one side, and Adina read the last siege modifier aloud to guards who had learned not to yawn near the founder.

Behind the throne, Junia Serrat screamed.

Her four white wings snapped open against his order as seven broken halo shards spun above her head. The Crown link between them went white, then pulled tight enough to lift her boots from the floor.

Trevor rose fast, his gauntlet closing around her forearm after Heaven burned through twelve of the twenty-nine HP that six safe hours had restored.

“Kneel,” he ordered.

The command entered Junia, making her body try to drop while the white line held her upright and dragged her toward the roof.

Adina slapped both hands onto the open ledger. “That is not a summons. It is an older owner calling its property.”

“Property dispute,” Trevor said through his teeth. “My favorite kind.”

He drove Crown Law through Junia's link.

Black-red script wrapped her shoulder, crossed her throat, and reached the white line above. The clash tore open Old Bell's roof and dropped timber across the kneeling hall, scattering guards while Damaris caught one beam on her armored back.

Petra kicked the throne cushion into the path of another beam. “Your first holy seat died bravely.”

“Promote the cushion.”

“Posthumously?”

“Obviously.”

Junia's white line pulled harder, so Trevor spent twenty Fear to lock her inside Soulplate. Black armor formed across her ribs as an extension of his own, holding the link for one second before Heaven spoke through every shard of her halo.

STOLEN INQUISITOR SERRAT: ROOT RECOVERY.

The words found owner channels older than Trevor's Crown Mark, showing themselves as white hooks buried below Junia's memories. Heaven had not removed its claim when he took her; it had gone quiet and waited for a stronger node.

“Adina.”

She was already copying the root line, with black ink smoking beneath her pen. “I can scar it, not stop it.”

“Do it.”

Her Scarred Copy struck the oldest hook, forcing it to show its full end.

RECOVER. CLEANSE. REINSTALL.

Junia went still inside the strain, but Trevor knew that kind of stillness. It was not surrender; it was a person finding one inch of space between two owners and deciding which bastard deserved the knife.

Her furious eyes met his. “Do you want to stay?” he asked, and Damaris looked at him sharply while Petra stopped joking.

He had not released command pressure, and he did not pretend the question was pure. Junia could not give him the one answer he valued honestly while the Crown held her.

So Trevor opened only her speech.

“No,” Junia said.

The answer pleased Heaven and annoyed him.

“Do you want them?” he asked.

“No.”

That answer annoyed Heaven too.

Trevor smiled. “Great—everybody loses.”

He pulled her closer instead of releasing her. If Junia hated both owners, she remained useful proof that Heaven's claim was no cleaner than his; more importantly, she knew the cathedral routes beneath the city.

The root hook drove through her halo and reached his Crown, filling Trevor's sight with an owner contest bar.

CATHEDRAL SOUL ENGINE: 91%

TREVOR DWYER: 9%

Each white hook buried beneath Junia's memories counted as an enemy node, while Trevor's single Crown Mark counted as one badly outleveled claim.

He selected the nearest hook and pulled its health bar open.

ROOT RECOVERY HOOK // HP 500

Weakness: conflicting orders

“Junia. Raise the spear.”

Her right arm obeyed him, the white line ordered it down, and muscles locked beneath her plate while both owner bars dealt damage to the hook.

500/500

420/500

301/500

Junia bared her teeth at him. “You are using my arm as a damage-over-time effect.”

“It is a great arm.”

She twisted the spear and made the conflict hurt worse until the hook reached zero. One of seven halo shards went dark, the contest bar shifted to twelve percent, and six hooks remained.

Heaven stopped taking turns and blasted pain down Trevor's spine hard enough to lock his hands. The closed lavender ring above him cracked at one point, flashing the whole town into view as an ownership map: three hundred eighteen subjects burned as red marks, thirty-nine guards shone brighter, and the mill, chain yard, north tower, and Old Bell formed four black nodes around his name.

Heaven tried to take all of them with Junia.

“One Voice,” Trevor said.

The cult-state answered.

Every guard braced at once, the mill wheel locked, and the gate chains drew tight. Three hundred frightened people fed Soulplate because they saw the pretty angel on the throne fight to keep control, raising Fear by twenty-seven.

Trevor poured it into Junia's link, and the white hook stopped. For half a second, he held an old Dominion owner path against the Cathedral Soul Engine itself; then Junia moved in the inch between commands.

She drove her broken spear shaft through Trevor's left wing, costing him thirty-one HP and breaking his grip. He had left her enough initiative to surprise him because a dull servant was a blunt weapon, and Junia used that gift well.

“Bitch,” Trevor said with genuine respect, and she answered, “Thief.”

He reached again, but white fire took her first. Junia shot through the broken roof, her four wings folding around her as the root line pulled her into a small hard point above Three Bridges. Trevor launched from the throne and hit the roof edge with his full wings; Soulplate tore two beams away, and he reached open air in time to catch one white feather.

Junia vanished as the Crown link snapped and a slot in Trevor's party frame shattered.

ACTIVE VOICE LOST: JUNIA SERRAT

Blackguard route memory: unavailable

Dominion command resistance: -12%

Party bonus — Hostile Inquisitor: removed

Her old position remained visible as a gray outline for three seconds, and Trevor tried to drag another guard into it.

VOICE SLOT DAMAGED BY ROOT RECOVERY.

Repair condition: reclaim original voice or reach Level 24.

The System added, “Replacing women with lower-rarity guards is considered poor inventory care.”

“I was testing the slot,” Trevor said, and the System purred, “Of course.”

The outline vanished with the rest of Junia's route data, leaving a raw place in his skull. Five active voices became four as Cathedral routes, Dominion law, and the seven scars he had taken from her all closed at once.

Trevor landed in the street hard enough to crack stone beneath both boots, and no one in Three Bridges spoke. He opened his hand, revealing the white feather across his black gauntlet and a thin gold line crawling along its shaft to point north.

Damaris came through Old Bell's broken door. “She chose the opening.”

“I noticed.”

“You gave it to her.”

Trevor looked at the road. “I like dangerous women.”

Naomi joined them with her mace ready. “The root recovery will change her.” Adina held up the half of the burned owner clause she had saved. “Cleanse and reinstall. They mean to put the old obedience back.” Petra stepped onto the road and watched the feather turn. “Then we know where to steal her from.”

Trevor's anger sharpened into a quest marker. Heaven had taken one of his strongest voices, opened his Crown, and shown him a root owner path that could seize an entire town; it expected him to obey a recall notice, but he would follow the theft back to its engine.

“Damaris, ready the guard,” he said.

“For defense?”

“For travel.”

She studied the road. “How many?”

He checked the town's food, command reach, and useful fear. “Forty. Anyone hungry for XP gets first pick. Then grab whoever bragged loudest.”

That answer did not make her smile, but she still went to choose the strongest fighters. White light erupted along Crown Road before any guard reached it.

The ground split from ditch to ditch, and a stair made of solid law rose straight into the sky. It climbed past the clouds toward a city hanging upside down above Three Bridges, its seven bell towers pointed like knives.

At the first landing stood Junia. White-gold plate had sealed over the gaps Trevor's Soulplate left, her broken halo now formed one complete ring, and new script covered both eyes as she raised a restored spear.

“Trevor Dwyer,” she called. Her voice carried two notes, but neither belonged to him. “Return the stolen Crown and submit to correction.”

He spread his black wings. “You look awful in their gear.” Junia's spear came down, and the entire road tipped upright.

Thirty-nine guards lost their footing at once. Trevor opened the town map and moved the mill's ownership node above them like a black platform; the marked wheel tore from its axle, flew sideways, and caught twelve men before they fell into the ditch.

The move stretched Trevor's settlement range until the north tower icon flashed red.

OUT-OF-RANGE DECAY: 00:30.

He marked the strongest guard. “Carry the mill node. Everyone else climb.”

White return hounds poured from the vertical road, their arrow-shaped bodies ignoring gravity as they ran down the stair faces.

Damaris met the first with her shield while Petra used its back as a step. Naomi caught one guard on a blue tether, and Adina stuck DOWN to the enemy pack so every hound chose the town beneath them instead of Trevor above.

“You redirected them into Three Bridges,” Naomi said, and Trevor shrugged. “The guards need XP.”

The first hound struck the mill platform, and twelve spears killed it on the same frame.

Green numbers filled the town map while the dead hound burst into white arrows.

SETTLEMENT DEFENSE XP: +48

Trevor smiled and charged uphill toward Junia.

SYSTEM // Your stolen Inquisitor changed the locks. Messy. Hot. Boss-fight rude.
READOUT // Tyrant route — Book 2 begins
VITALS // HP 234/290 | Stamina 225/225 | MP 226/242
Trevor Dwyer — Level 20 Dread Angel
XP 11,400 / 12,500 toward Level 21
Might 21 | Vitality 25 | Agility 15
Focus 18 | Will 23 | Grace 19
Fear 81/165
Dissonance 68
Active Voices 4/12
Lost Voice: Junia Serrat
Threat found: Root Recovery
Owner priority: Cathedral Soul Engine > Crown Mark I
Yes, king, that inequality is humiliating. Fix it.
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 0%


Trevor stepped onto the vertical road and charged his stolen angel.


Chapter 2 — Vertical Assault Is Still Assault

Trevor charged up the upright road while forty guards discovered that stairs could hate them.

The first rank wore chain, leather, and red strips tied around their arms, while the second hauled hooks from the west gate. Damaris had chosen every fighter who could climb, take an order, or survive being used as a thrown object.

Petra ran along the road's edge with no rope at all.

“Show-off,” Trevor called.

“Gravity likes me better.”

Above them, Junia lowered her restored spear. White plate hid every wound Trevor had given her except the fury in her face, and gold script covered her eyes in thin bars.

She struck the road with the spear butt, dropping eleven bell-wing dragoons from the hanging city as the vertical road opened a siege lane beneath them.

VERTICAL ASSAULT // WAVE 1

Enemy dragoons: 11

Travel guard: 40

Road stability: 82%

Formation durability: 100%

Bonus: capture 3 bell harnesses intact

Trevor marked three bronze frames, making red loot beams appear before their riders were dead.

“Those,” he said.

Damaris looked up. “Targets or gear?”

“Yes.”

The guard HUD split into four ten-person groups: hook teams took the outside lanes, spear teams held the center, and a rope team anchored to the stolen mill node. The last ten received no equipment icon.

Reserve role: replacement bodies.

Naomi read the label and glared at him.

“They volunteered for travel,” Trevor said.

“Not that.”

“Then they should stay alive until I need them.”

Fear rose from all ten reserves, and the System added, “Role understood.”

Their bronze frames screamed against the air. Each fighter wore a smooth mask, carried a hooked lance, and had a bell set inside her hollow breastplate.

Trevor opened Halo Sight.

White gear lines ran from Junia's spear into all eleven frames, making her the command node. Heaven had cleaned her, repaired her, and put her back into the fight before most bosses could finish a respawn timer, which offended him.

“Junia, blink twice if the new guild sucks,” he called.

She drove the spear down, and all eleven dragoons folded their wings to fall point-first.

Trevor opened One Voice II across the guards, and forty bodies took one sharp breath. He did not ask whether they liked the plan because liking it did not improve the damage numbers.

“Hooks high. Brace on my step. Pull when I hit.”

Forty hooks flew; most missed, but nine caught bronze wings. The dragoons dragged guards off the vertical road, yet Trevor had ordered the second rank to lock arms through the first, so eighty boots scraped down the white face and no one fell far enough to leave command range.

Trevor launched through the middle.

The first lance hit Soulplate above his left breast. He spent eleven Fear, spread the blow across black-red seams, and kept flying until the second struck his lower wing. Firm feathers caught the hook, then Iron Gospel made wing, armor, and halo one owned guard.

He rolled around the shaft and tore the dragoon from formation.

“Pull.”

Nine guard teams hauled at once, snapping the bronze frames sideways. Three dragoons hit the road hard enough to break masks, two collided in the air, and the rest lost their attack line.

Trevor drove his armored knee into the fighter beneath him; Soulplate took the impact, but human ribs did not.

The dragoon coughed blood through the mask.

Trevor found a buckle under one arm. “Who owns the gear?”

“First Note,” the fighter gasped.

“Wrong answer.”

He pushed Crown Law into the bronze frame, but the white owner line resisted. Trevor spent eight MP on Iron Gospel II and struck the same clause through armor, halo, and gauntlet.

OWNER: FIRST NOTE

became

CONTESTED: TREVOR DWYER.

The frame opened its right wing for him, and a capture wheel appeared around the harness.

CLAIM 9% // CONTESTED

Feed 8 Fear to advance.

Break rider buckle for +12%.

Destroy owner bell for +40%.

Trevor fed the Fear, making black-red lines cross one bronze wing and give it a jagged edge. Petra reached the owner bell first, cut the clapper, caught it in one hand, and looked down at Trevor.

“Forty percent?”

“Throw it.”

She dropped the clapper, and Trevor struck it against the harness with his gauntlet until the bell rang under a new owner.

CLAIM 61% // TEMPORARY CONTROL.

The dragoon's left wing still answered Heaven while the right answered Trevor, spinning the fighter hard enough to lose the lance.

“Split build—deeply cursed,” the System said.

“It flies,” Trevor said.

“In circles,” the System replied, and he shrugged. “Circles go up.”

Trevor pointed at Junia.

“Attack.”

The dragoon's body tried to refuse, but the owned frame did not care. Bronze wings carried both of them upward while the fighter fought every strap.

Damaris's flail wrapped the harness from below.

“Do you need the person attached?” she called.

Trevor checked the distance to Junia. “Not for long,” he said.

Damaris broke the chest buckle, dropping the fighter into a net of guard chains while the empty frame kept climbing with Trevor astride it.

Petra leaped onto the bronze tail and laughed. “Now this is a mount.”

“Find your own stolen church bird.”

“I did. She has better hair.”

Trevor's blonde hair streamed past his lower back, and the insult failed because Petra's grin made it praise.

Junia met them halfway.

Her spear split the bronze frame in one stroke. Petra jumped to a passing dragoon while Trevor stayed with the wreck until Junia committed to the second cut, then kicked free and opened his black wings inside her guard.

He struck her chest with both boots, and white plate rang. Junia moved three yards and no more, held in the air by four wings while Trevor fell below.

He caught her ankle and dug his gauntlet into the strap.

“Release,” she ordered.

The Dominion word entered his gauntlet and opened his fingers one by one, but Trevor used the last to hook her boot strap.

“Almost,” Trevor said.

He spent fourteen Fear on Threat Mark, sending black-red light up Junia's leg to name her as the thief holding his stolen property. Fear in the guards below found the mark and thickened Soulplate around Trevor's shoulders.

Then Junia's lower wing struck his face, and firm white feathers cut his cheek before knocking him through three lines of battle. The vertical road waited far below like a wall built to break him.

Naomi opened a Confession Ward in his path. It did not stop the fall, but it recorded Junia's wing as the damage source and cut the next matching hit.

Trevor struck the road on one shoulder. Wing Guard split the blow for ten MP, but twenty-nine HP and forty-three Stamina still left him as white stone cracked around his small armored body.

He stood before the dust cleared, showing every unhurt guard the lovely face beneath his dark gorget. Blood crossed one rose cheek; Junia's white feather had cut him, yet he had risen under armor fed by their fear.

Beautiful Threat paid twenty-two Fear at once.

“Again,” Trevor ordered as the guard line pulled and nine captured frames struck their own formation from below. Damaris used Iron Verdict on Junia's next group command, stopping the order for one beat.

That was all Petra needed. She false-stepped from one bronze wing to another and kicked three bell clappers loose while Adina copied the fourth command ending. Naomi put a Confession Ward around the fifth bell, forcing its repeated note to damage itself.

Trevor launched again as the guard chain pulled him upward through the broken formation, every hook and link moving like a limb of the same rough body. One Voice removed their delay, letting him feel forty sets of shoulders strain below, forty grips slip, and one guard's knee tear when he demanded another pull.

The man screamed, and Trevor did not slow.

He reached Junia before Iron Verdict ended. Her next order returned at full force just as his halo struck hers.

FALL, she commanded.

CLIMB, he sent through the frames.

The two orders collided across every bronze wing, tearing six frames apart and filling the sky with bodies and metal.

Naomi shouted that she could catch four, so Trevor marked the six strongest guards and ordered them to catch the rest. They let go of the road together; two missed their targets, one caught a dragoon and lost his shoulder, and another hit the white steps headfirst and stopped moving.

The formation still won. Trevor drove his crown halo beneath Junia's whole ring, bit gold with lavender-black points, and pulled the fresh owner script across her eyes until one line came loose.

For one heartbeat, Junia looked at him without Heaven between them.

“You came,” she said.

“You stole yourself.”

“From you.”

“A loot dispute.”

White script closed over her eyes again as she stabbed him beneath the ribs. Soulplate turned the point, but it cut through fitted mail and took another seventeen HP.

Trevor caught the spear against his side.

“Damaris. Now.”

Iron Verdict's beat had ended, but Damaris had climbed within flail range. She struck Junia's spear at the exact seam Trevor owned, splitting the weapon so he could claim both halves before Heaven did.

Junia opened all four wings and sent a pressure wave down the road. The surviving guards lost their grip, and chains, hooks, and bodies began to fall toward Three Bridges.

Trevor could catch the skilled fighters or hold Junia, and he chose his army.

“Formation: net.”

One Voice turned thirty-eight falling people into a chain, with the last guard catching the road and every other body hanging from someone else's grip. The dead fighter remained above them on a step, beyond the chain and beyond help.

The rescue cost Trevor Junia, who rose through the gate while her restored spear rebuilt between her hands. The city waited behind her, white walls spread above the clouds.

“Stolen founder body confirmed,” Junia called. “Cathedral judgment begins at sunset.”

Trevor checked the level panel forming across his sight.

“Tell the Cathedral I'm taking morning appointments.”

SYSTEM // Level 21. You weaponized a stairwell and called it aggro control. Disgusting. Do it again.
READOUT // Level 21 — Dread Angel
VITALS // HP 198/300 | Stamina 147/230 | MP 182/242
XP gained: 1,100
Direct-danger XP: 720
Cumulative XP: 12,500
Attributes raised:
Might 21 → 22
Vitality 25 → 26
Will 23 → 24
Use refinement: Soulplate
New interaction: fear from a witnessed recovery strengthens the first three seconds after Trevor rises.
Fear 63/165
Dissonance 72
Active Voices 4/12
Travel guard: 38 ready | 1 critical | 1 dead
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 5%
Target: Junia Serrat
State: rebound / hostile / still judging your outfit
Honestly? The gorget is serving. Keep it.


The gate opened wide enough to show the soul engine turning under the city, where something inside it spoke Trevor's Earth name.


Chapter 3 — Hostages Are Mobile Cover

Junia's gate opened above Trevor with six prisoners hanging inside it.

White cords pinned each body through the ribs, throat, and spine. Their bare feet twitched over a polished floor while thin red streams left their collars to feed the arch, and every heartbeat opened the gold barrier for one blink before the next captive took the load.

Junia waited beyond them in restored plate with her spear held straight.

“Return the Crown,” she said, “and the condemned carriers will be released.”

Trevor climbed the last vertical step while thirty-eight guards hung below him from the road chains. One wounded fighter remained at the rear with Naomi while Damaris led the climb beneath Petra and Adina; the whole assault column had watched one man die in the dragoon fight, and that fear kept Soulplate warm around Trevor's ribs.

“You made a gate from meat,” he said. “I respect the honesty.”

The gold barrier struck first.

One pulse crossed the lip and hit his Soulplate above the waist. Trevor spent nine Fear to harden the red seams, and the blow threw him back two steps, but his boots stayed fixed through Iron Gospel.

He checked the prisoners again.

The gate expected an attacker to stop for them. Each carrier served as one living shield and one timing key, which meant mercy would stretch the fight until Junia's next squad arrived; Trevor had lost one useful voice already, and he refused to lose the morning too.

“First rank,” he ordered. “Up.”

Six guards climbed past him.

Damaris caught the nearest man by his chain harness. “The pulse will kill whoever crosses first.”

“Then he should cross fast.”

The guard's face went gray beneath his open helm. Trevor kept One Voice around the formation, making the man's legs move with everyone else's timing despite his private terror.

Junia's spear point shifted toward him. “You would spend your own soldier to save seconds.”

“He is a town guard. Spending him is the job.”

Damaris's flail chain tightened between her hands. She had enough freedom to refuse and enough game sense to count the white soldiers forming behind Junia; her Iron Verdict could suspend Trevor's order for one beat, but using it now would leave the skill on cooldown when Junia struck.

She released the guard, and Trevor marked the man with Threat Mark before sending him through the barrier.

The gate discharged into his chest and burned away his leather. The guard screamed once as the pulse lifted him between the prisoners, where white cords stabbed through his back and added him to the lock.

Seven carriers gave the arch a shorter rhythm, changing the gate timer from six uneven beats to seven fast ones.

CARRIER 1 // PULSE

CARRIER 2 // PULSE

CARRIER 3 // PULSE

CARRIER 4 // PULSE

CARRIER 5 // PULSE

CARRIER 6 // PULSE

CARRIER 7 // DYING / DOUBLE GAP AFTER DISCHARGE

Trevor pinned the seventh beat above the party HUD.

CROSSING WINDOW: 1.4 SECONDS.

Damaris stared at the guard burning inside the lock. “You made him the weak phase.”

“He was already weak.”

“Because you put him there.”

“And now the gate has a pattern.”

The System drew a red line through the double gap and added a damage preview for every guard.

Expected losses if mistimed: 19.

Trevor slid the raid marker closer to the arch.

Expected losses if correctly timed: 3–6.

“Better.”

No one else used the word, but Trevor had bought a faster opening.

“Second rank, behind him. Use the corpse gap.”

The guard still lived, but changing the call would not restore his lungs. Trevor pushed three more soldiers across during the weak beat after his pulse; Junia stabbed the first through the thigh, the next caught her spear on a hook, and the third wrapped a chain around one white wing.

Trevor crossed behind them.

He drove his crown halo into the arch and spent eight MP on Iron Gospel II. Black-red script ran from his armor into the cords, then found seven separate owner lines beneath the light.

OWNER: FIRST NOTE

The gate rejected his first claim and burned twelve HP through Soulplate, but Trevor used the pain to find the line that had struck him, claimed that single cord, and pulled.

One prisoner dropped hard enough to split her lip on the floor, then crawled toward the city until Junia kicked her back through the barrier without taking her eyes from Trevor.

He caught the woman by her work coat. “Wrong direction.”

“Let me go.”

“After you open the door.”

Trevor pushed the claimed cord through her soul line. It did not convert her or edit her memory; it offered one Red Covenant geas with its nasty cost left visible because he wanted a quick answer.

GAIN: 30 temporary Vitality.

COST: Trevor Dwyer may claim one gate action through your body.

The woman read both lines while white fire climbed the arch behind them. Her torn work coat showed the lime dust and chisel scars of someone who had cut these walls for years, and she looked from the forming squad to the gate and then the chain in Trevor's hand.

“One action?” she asked.

“One.”

“Then make it hurt her.”

She accepted, and Vitality closed the burn across her throat. Trevor spent the geas at once, drove her heel into the floor, and made her pull the gate cord with both hands until stoneworker muscle and the borrowed stat opened a man-wide tear in the barrier.

“Formation through.”

Thirty-five guards crossed on one command frame.

Junia met them with four wings spread, and her first sweep knocked five from the parapet. Damaris used Iron Verdict on the second and froze the white feathers one beat above six exposed necks, while Petra ran along the still wing, vaulted Junia's shoulder, and struck the rear shield line. Adina stored the end of Junia's next command as Naomi dragged the wounded behind the gate.

Trevor drove the claimed stonecutter forward as cover. The woman cursed him, kept moving, and used her temporary Vitality to catch a spear meant for his face. White metal entered beneath her ribs, and Trevor stepped around her body to break the soldier's helm with his gauntlet.

“That was my one action!” she shouted.

“The geas was one action through your body. Walking remains your terrible idea.”

She swung her loose cord at his head, but Trevor ducked and let the weighted end strike another white soldier in the mouth.

“See? Natural talent.”

The woman gave him a filthy name that Three Bridges had lacked until then, and Junia heard it. One corner of her stern mouth moved before the owner script across her eyes pulled it flat.

Trevor drove deeper into the shield line. One Voice let the guards hit on his beat—hook, pull, stab, advance—and tore the first rank apart before Junia could reset her field. Fear rose from both sides because the small angel in black armor kept appearing behind people taller than him, usually before a gauntlet broke their teeth.

The prisoners still hanging in the arch fed every gate pulse, and Trevor could cut them down after victory if enough bodies remained alive to matter.

Junia denied him that choice by crossing both upper wings and firing a white command into the cords. CLEANSE CARRIERS flared over all six.

Damaris called the target before the System finished drawing it. “She is burning the gate.”

Trevor owned one cord. Five belonged to Heaven.

He could fight the command through the arch and give Junia time to close the shield wall around him, or he could spend the prisoners as a blast aimed at her line. The second option paid better.

“Stonecutter, pull.”

The woman seized the claimed cord because she wanted Junia hurt. Trevor added Crown Law, turned his one owner path sideways, and made the gate discharge toward the city.

Five prisoners burned white inside the arch, and their bodies struck the barrier before vanishing into hard shapes beneath the light. The sixth, tied to Trevor's cord, dropped with the first guard as the redirected blast tore through Junia's shield line.

White soldiers flew across the parapet while Junia caught two with her lower wings and took the rest of the blast across her plate.

Trevor walked through the hole behind it, and the gate registered his boots as the first successful capture unit.

OUTER ARCH CLAIM EVENT

Current owner: First Note

Control after carrier discharge: 44% unclaimed

Occupation bonus: +1% per living marked guard inside arch

Thirty-three green guard pips crossed the threshold behind him, pushing the claim bar upward in hard steps while white soldiers tried to shove them back out.

Trevor ordered the wounded to lie across the boundary with their heads inside.

Four extra pips counted before the enemy could drag them clear.

CLAIM: 81%

Petra looked down at the bleeding line of bodies. “That is cheating.”

“That is capture radius.”

The first guard hung from the surviving cord with his chest burned open, and his eyes moved once toward Damaris. Naomi reached him, pressed both hands over the wound, and stopped after one healing pulse.

“His soul is inside the wall,” she said. “The body is empty.”

“Then stop spending MP.”

Naomi lowered her hands. The command link had died with him, but her face promised that the order would remain between them.

Trevor took the inner gate before Junia recovered. Owner lines crossed the hinges, towers, and murder slots as he claimed the opening lever for twenty-one Fear, then turned its iron wheel while guards held the ruined shield line.

The city opened below, revealing white roofs across seven steep terraces. Bridges joined bell towers above crowded streets, a bright pit turned beneath the highest cathedral, and the soul engine sent numbered voices through every wall.

Junia rose from broken shields with one side of her plate blackened. “You killed five carriers and one sworn guard for a gate.”

Trevor rested one bloody gauntlet on the captured wheel. “I killed six problems and stole a tank.”

The surviving stonecutter struck his gorget with her cord. It barely moved his head, but the guards around them froze.

Trevor could punish her, convert her, or make the accepted Red Covenant permanent. Instead, he let the temporary Vitality run out because her rage had helped win the gate and the crowd needed to see the visible geas end exactly where its tooltip promised.

She staggered when thirty Vitality left, then stayed upright against the wall she had cut.

“Buff gone. Geas spent,” Trevor said.

“Go fuck your halo.”

“The points make that unsafe.”

Damaris laughed once before she could stop herself. The sound gave Trevor more pleasure than the kneeling guards, so he stored it with the other things his Crown could not fake.

Junia stepped backward toward the inner city while fresh white troops filled the road behind her. Trevor had the gate, but she still held every ward past it.

SYSTEM // Gate captured. Casualties ghastly. Capture radius abused. You awful little loot goblin.
READOUT // Level 21 — Dread Angel
HP 174/300
MP 174/242
Stamina 121/230
XP 13,020/13,650 toward Level 22
Fear 102/165
Dissonance 75
Active Voices 4/12
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 8%
Red Covenant interaction found:
A visible one-action geas ends when the named action resolves.
Unspent duration creates no extra claim.
Outer gate: owned
Travel guard: 33 ready | 4 wounded | 1 soul lost to wall
Condemned carriers: 1 freed | 5 consumed
Junia Serrat: driven into the inner city
The evil route is not a mercy speedrun, darling, but you exposed the debuff before clicking ACCEPT. Horrible. Proud of you.


The dead guard inside the wall spoke through the captured wheel. “Trevor Dwyer,” he said in the flat Missouri accent of Trevor's old raid chat. “Your mother still has the blue mug.”


Chapter 4 — The Gate Dropped a Soul Geas

The dead guard spoke from Trevor's captured gate in a voice stolen from Missouri.

“Your mother still has the blue mug.”

Trevor gripped the iron wheel until Soulplate bent its rim. The memory came from a chipped cup beside his mother's sink, far beyond Junia, the cathedral, and every soul trapped under the white city.

The gate had reached through his Crown and copied Earth while he fought the summons. If the engine could take a mug from his memory, it could learn old passwords, family names, fears, and every woman he had ever failed to ask out.

That last theft would cross a sacred line.

“Adina,” he called, “cut the voice out.”

She pressed her copied clause against the wheel, and black ink ran toward the Missouri words until it touched one gold letter and burned away from her page.

“The speaker sits below the ward level,” she said. “I need access to its cell.”

Junia had withdrawn across the first bridge while white troops formed around her. The inner city gave Trevor no safe hour for MP, healing, or a long search, and his thirty-three ready guards held the captured parapet behind a shield line made from enemy corpses.

Damaris dragged the last body into place. “The wall crews know the hidden work doors.”

Trevor turned toward the surviving stonecutter from Chapter 3. She leaned against a white pillar while the borrowed Vitality drained from her limbs. The cord she had used to strike his gorget remained wrapped around one fist.

“Open the ward cell,” he said.

“Go fuck your halo.”

“You used that line already.”

“It crits harder on repeat.”

Trevor liked her more each time she refused him, which made the lack of ownership annoying, so he checked the three captured white soldiers kneeling near the gate instead.

Their armor carried the First Note's mark. Each soldier had enough Will to resist a quick Choir Rite and enough fear to click a cheaper geas prompt, while the Level 22 reward waited seventy XP away.

Trevor needed a skill he could buy only after the cell opened, but game systems loved hiding the key behind the lock. The answer was always to break the lock with something worse.

He opened the basic Red Covenant menu taken from Junia's stolen class data. The skill remained unavailable, yet the preview showed its shape: temporary stats now, a trigger curse later, and a choice to show or hide the curse.

Trevor could mimic a weak geas through Crown Law if he paid twice the normal MP.

He chose the three soldiers as dungeon fodder.

“I can give each of you six attribute points for ten minutes,” he said. “Help me open the ward cell, and you keep your memories afterward.”

The first soldier raised her head. “What do you take?”

“One geas trigger after the battle.”

That line was true. Trevor left out the part where he chose the trigger, its duration, and how much class XP it drained before the geas broke. The hidden curse sat beneath the visible offer in black text only his Crown could read.

All three clicked ACCEPT because Junia had withdrawn, their command node was gone, and thirty-three hostile guards stood behind Trevor. The System still opened the geas field under threat; it merely turned the icon uglier, which suited him.

He spent seventy-two MP to mimic three geases.

Six points entered each soldier—Might two, Vitality two, Agility one, and Will one—squaring their shoulders beneath white mail and closing their burns. One woman drove her spear through a captured shield with half the force she had used before.

“Find the work door,” Trevor ordered.

They found the stonecutter first.

The enhanced soldiers took her cord, pinned her against the pillar, and searched the wall while she cursed their mothers, church, and disappointing aim. Her heel struck one soldier's knee, but borrowed Vitality kept the joint straight.

Petra crouched by a low seam. “Door here. Three pins behind it.”

Damaris raised her flail. “The wall is load-bearing.”

“So are the prisoners,” Trevor said. “We used those.”

She gave him the long stare that meant the joke had landed badly and the order would still happen. Her flail struck three times, splitting white stone around the pins until a narrow ward-crawl opened into darkness.

Cooked hair and lime dust rolled from the gap.

Trevor sent the enhanced soldiers first, then followed with Damaris and Petra while Naomi guarded the outer door and Adina held the captured gate. The ward-crawl forced Trevor to fold his black wings against Soulplate, and his crown halo scraped sparks from the ceiling.

The first gold cable attacked around the second bend.

It entered the lead soldier beneath her shoulder plate and tried to pull her into the wall. Trevor opened One Voice across the three geases, making all three soldiers brace together while their minds caught up afterward.

“Pull left.”

They pulled, and the cable came free with a strip of the first soldier's flesh as Pain Tithe appeared beside the wound as a locked skill preview.

Trevor wanted that skill too.

He drove the squad onward through the cable weave. Petra found the open gaps, Damaris broke the lines that closed behind her, and Trevor made the three enhanced bodies follow his timing even when gold wire cut their arms and tried to hang them from the ceiling.

The third soldier lost her footing where the ward-crawl crossed a hollow wall, dropping waist-deep through a false floor as six cables wrapped her legs.

“Help me,” she said.

Trevor checked the timer. The borrowed stats had six minutes left, while Junia's white troops gathered beyond the gate.

“Forward.”

The other two soldiers dragged her by both arms while cables stripped skin from her shins. She left the lower half of one boot and enough blood to mark their route, but the formation kept moving.

Damaris stepped around Trevor and cut the last cable herself. “You will need them alive for the geas.”

“I need the geas active. Bodies are replaceable.”

“Keep saying that near your lovers and try that line again.”

Petra laughed from the next bend. “He knows better.”

Trevor did. That was why Damaris still carried enough freedom to threaten him with a real departure, while three enemy soldiers had become geas-bound weapons within ten minutes of meeting him.

The ward-crawl opened into a round cell packed with numbered drawers, and the room opened three linked objective bars.

WARD CELL CONTROL: 0%

BOUND WARDEN LOAD: 84%

SOUL-DRAWER STABILITY: 99.96%

Three red drawer icons marked the fraction that had cracked during Trevor's entrance. Loose blue names drifted from them. His Crown offered an easy conversion.

ABSORB LEAKED FRAGMENTS: +3 Raw Soul Dust.

He took them.

The names entered one inventory stack as raw sound, no memories, no skills, and no useful attributes. None became an Active Voice.

“Trash crafting mats,” Trevor said.

The System replied, “You looted them before identifying them.”

“That is what empty inventory cells are for.”

The cell-control bar acknowledged his claim on its escaped contents.

WARD CELL CONTROL: 3%

A naked warden hung inside a cable cage at the center, with clear tubes feeding white light from her arms and throat into the walls. Above her, a six-armed guardian crawled along the ceiling with a bronze bell for a head.

It struck before Trevor entered.

Two arms caught the enhanced soldiers and slammed them together, while Trevor took the third blow across Soulplate. Nine Fear hardened the armor, but the impact still cost twenty-eight HP and twenty-five Stamina.

Damaris used Iron Verdict on the guardian's next group command, stopping all six arms for one beat. Petra ran up Trevor's back, jumped from his shoulder plate, and hit the bronze bell with Ash Palm; the guardian twisted under her, but the frozen command kept its arms open.

Trevor put the enhanced squad beneath it.

“Upward strike.”

Three spears drove into the guardian on one frame. Their borrowed Might pierced the white body while Trevor claimed each wound through the geases, turning the guardian into a contested structure before Iron Verdict released.

All six arms came down.

Trevor ordered the squad to hold as white fists broke one spear, one forearm, and the third soldier's collarbone. The guardian spent its whole counterattack on bodies he could replace, letting Trevor step through their guard and punch the bell until his gauntlet entered the bronze shell.

When Crown Law reached its owner line, he tore it free.

The guardian dropped across the cage, its six arms going slack above the wounded soldiers as the last seventy XP entered Trevor from the personal claim.

Each arm became a separate loot beam before the bell hit the floor.

CABLE TURNER x2

WARD DRAWER KEY x3

SILENT BELL SHARD x1

Trevor assigned the turners to his bound soldiers, put the keys into Petra's inventory, and crushed the silent shard into Soulplate dust, giving his black armor a gray sound-resist line for the rest of the room.

TEMPORARY MOD: BELL DAMAGE -5%.

“Finally,” he said. “A drop that respects the build.”

Level 22 added ten maximum HP, ten Stamina, and six MP through his new attributes. Red Covenant I opened beside two rejected skills, and he bought it before the level banner finished.

The unlocked skill cost twelve MP per geas, half the crude mimic's price. Trevor applied the real version to the three soldiers and buried each curse trigger deeper.

Their first geas became OBEY UNTIL RELEASED.

The second drained half their future class XP until Trevor chose an end.

The third gave him one surprise body action whenever they entered a structure he owned.

All three women read GEAS UPGRADED: NO NEW COST because that was the visible line Trevor allowed.

The warden spoke from her cage. “They will learn when the geas triggers.”

“Then they will be stronger and more interesting.”

Trevor opened the cage with the guardian's stolen key. He kept the warden linked to the tubes because the ward would burn every drawer if her pulse stopped; instead, he shoved his name into the owner slot and made her show him what the cell powered.

White walls vanished from his sight, revealing numbered drawers beneath every street, tower, bridge, and shrine in the city. The count climbed past eight thousand before the cell stopped displaying separate digits.

Each drawer held one dead soul stripped to a power unit.

The wall had spoken in a dead guard's voice because the engine could reach any numbered mouth it owned.

SYSTEM // Level 22. Congratulations on turning bonus stats into a cursed loot box, you lavender menace.
READOUT // Level 22 — Dread Angel
HP 156/310
MP 72/248
Stamina 106/240
XP gained: 630
Cumulative XP: 13,650
Direct-danger XP this level: 720
Vitality 26 → 27
Agility 15 → 16
Focus 18 → 19
Red Covenant I — purchased
Cost: 12 MP per geas
Grant: up to 6 temporary attribute points for 10 minutes
Curse trigger: one shown or hidden effect
Fear 136/165
Dissonance 78
Active Voices 7/12
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 12%
Ward cell: contested
Bound soldiers: 3
Visible new costs: 0
Hidden geas triggers: 3
Numbered soul drawers detected: 8,192 and counting
Baby, the buff is bait. The curse icon is adorable.


Every numbered drawer opened at once and whispered Trevor's name.


Chapter 5 — Bodies Before Names

The corpse levy arrived at midnight and found Trevor waiting in its road.

Eight iron carts rolled beneath the captured gate with their bells packed in wool. Bare heels knocked against the tailboards under gray canvas, while a narrow brass wagon carried the name-books between the fourth and fifth loads. Forty masked penitents guarded the column, and a white cantor rode above them on a six-legged frame whose bronze feet could break paving stone.

Trevor stood between two rows of his guards with black wings open and Soulplate freshly polished. The three covenant soldiers knelt behind him; their borrowed attribute points had expired, but their war geases remained pleasantly active.

The lead driver raised one hand and called, “By order of the First Note, surrender the gate and stored dead.”

Trevor looked past her toward the covered carts, and the ward cell showed exactly two hundred and nine viable bodies, each carrying enough residual soul mass for conversion, labor, or engine sabotage.

The name-books carried no combat value.

The levy opened two mutually hostile quest bars across his sight.

CAPTURE BODIES // 209 viable vessels // 8 carts

PRESERVE NAMES // 417 identities // 12 shelves

The body reward preview spilled across half his HUD.

Possible uses: Choir Rite, corpse labor, trap testing, engine sabotage, inventory overflow.

The name reward showed one line.

Possible use: know who they were.

Trevor locked the body objective, and the System demanded confirmation.

Name-books will begin burning when combat starts.

CONFIRM / READ A SAD BOOK FIRST

He pressed Confirm.

The names bar turned gray before the cantor raised her rods.

Damaris saw the change in the shared raid frame. “You chose before hearing the names.”

“That is why the choice was fast.”

“Counteroffer,” he said. “Give me the carts, the drivers, and the frame. You may keep the books.”

The cantor lifted both tuning rods, and Trevor grinned. “I love boss dialogue with a health bar.”

Adina killed the first command before it became sound. Damaris struck the lead cart's axle while Petra broke the rear wheel pin, folding the whole levy column inward around the brass wagon and trapping its masked soldiers between cargo they could not abandon and a gate they had already lost.

Trevor used One Voice across thirty-three guards. “Take the reins,” he ordered.

His raid line hit both flanks at once. Captured shields drove beneath white spears, hooks caught wagon rails, six guards climbed the corpse loads and threw the drivers down by their collars, and three more cut the canvas into strips for restraints.

The cantor's frame stepped over the collision, crushing a guard's shield and shoulder beneath one bronze foot while another sheared stone from the parapet into the street. It walked straight toward Trevor because his Crown Mark burned brighter than every lesser soul below it.

Naomi touched two fingers to his gorget. “Its bell is loading a deletion note.”

“Can you stop it?”

“I can keep your soul inside you.”

“That is the sort of romantic promise a man remembers.”

Her smile flashed despite the bronze machine bearing down on them. “Survive, and I will make a better one.”

Trevor charged before the frame completed its note, and the first foot hit Soulplate hard enough to spend eighteen Fear from its reserve. Black armor thickened across his shoulders, yet the impact still took twenty-four HP and twenty-six Stamina as it drove him backward through a cart tongue.

He caught the second foot beneath both arms and braced his wings against the street.

The frame weighed enough to make paving blocks sink. Trevor's boots slid, his wings beat once, and black feathers threw sparks across bronze; he could not lift the machine, but he could keep its forward legs in one place.

“Damaris—knees,” he called.

She broke the left joint with her flail, while Petra ran beneath the frame, planted both feet against its belly, and kicked the right locking pin into the crowd. The cantor lurched sideways above them as Adina restored one syllable of its failed command inside the rear bell.

All four back legs tried to march in different directions, so Trevor let go and watched the frame tear itself open from hip to hip before dropping the cantor directly in front of him.

She wore no mask. Gold script had replaced both eyes, and her mouth carried the calm smile of someone who expected Heaven's boss mechanics to finish every argument.

“These souls belong to correction,” she said.

“They belong to whoever holds the loot tag.”

He pressed one gauntlet against her chest and used Crown Law on the broken frame. Its owner line had fractured with the command bell, and Fear entered the claim from every masked soldier who watched their holy machine kneel.

The processional frame turned red and black, and its surviving legs rose behind Trevor like a metal crown. One bronze foot pinned the cantor without killing her, while the other three stepped around his raid line and blocked the white soldiers from reaching the carts.

“Load everything,” Trevor ordered as the levy drivers tried to reverse. Two still held their reins, and each controlled four penitents sewn into the cart harness, so Trevor offered both women Red Covenant geases through the captured structure.

Six Agility points now. One curse trigger later.

The visible buff promised that neither driver would lose control of her own body. The hidden curse transferred ownership of the harness command and every route stored on the women's hotbars.

They accepted because the frame had changed sides above them and Trevor had one hand around their cantor's throat; twenty-four MP opened the geases.

Borrowed Agility made the drivers fast enough to wheel their carts through the fighting. Trevor took their route maps through the hidden curse, then used One Voice to put his guards on every marked intersection at once.

The first four carts entered the captured gate, and the fifth followed with one wheel broken. Petra redirected the sixth through a drainage lane while Damaris dragged its rear axle around by chain; the last two tried to split toward the lower bridges until Trevor's claimed frame stepped over the street and drove both bronze feet down in front of their teams.

Every cart stopped as the brass name-book wagon caught fire behind them.

One bell-keeper had bitten through a glass capsule. Blue flame poured from her mouth, crossed the shelves, and ate names faster than Adina could copy them. Naomi pulled the keeper away before the fire consumed her lungs, but Trevor did not turn from the captured carts.

“The name-books,” Damaris said.

“Paper burns.”

“Bodies rot.”

“Not after I improve them.”

Damaris watched a shelf collapse inside the wagon. She had kept rolls of condemned names during her old judgments, not because the dead could appeal but because she believed a verdict without a name became murder.

Trevor had crossed that distinction several crimes ago.

“Save what you want,” he said. “Do not lose a cart.”

That was more freedom than he gave the drivers. Damaris entered the burning wagon alone, wrapped one cloak around her face, and pulled name-books from the top shelf while the blue fire climbed her greaves.

Trevor converted the levy raid line around her.

Three masked penitents died resisting, and their fear fed the frame. Eleven surrendered when he offered survival under Choir Rite, while the rest dropped their weapons after he made the captured cantor order it through a hand around her jaw.

He did not pretend the prompt was fair. Fair prompts produced weaker minions.

By the time Damaris emerged, one name-book remained beneath her arm and the brass wagon had become a furnace. Adina saved twelve loose pages, while every other name climbed into the night as blue ash.

Trevor captured all eight carts, and the body objective completed in a shower of red inventory pips.

209/209 VIABLE VESSELS CAPTURED.

Cart slots unlocked: 8.

Mass transport penalty: enemies can hear the wheels.

The names objective burned down beside it.

22/417 IDENTITIES PRESERVED.

Future drawback: unnamed bodies resist targeted class assignment.

Trevor dismissed the drawback. “Random builds are content.”

The System replied, “Spoken like a man who does not read patch notes.”

The arithmetic pleased him until something knocked beneath the canvas of the third load: once, twice, three times.

He pulled the cover back, revealing stacked men and women in gray work clothes with black numbers burned across their foreheads. One corpse sat upright among them with both eye sockets sewn shut, and 4419 crossed his brow.

His head turned toward Damaris.

“Damaris Pike.”

Damaris stopped beside the burning name-book wagon. Fire outlined her armor and turned the flail chain orange.

“Iron Orchard,” the corpse said. “South trench. You left me under the rain.”

Trevor opened Halo Sight. The body had no living pulse, yet a soul thread ran from its number into the engine below. Someone had used the numbered dead as speaking tubes.

Damaris approached the cart. “What was your name?”

The stitched jaw widened. “You marked the number.”

“I marked every name.”

“Then read mine.”

The corpse fell backward into the stack as Damaris looked down at the one name-book she had saved. Her thumb found the Iron Orchard battle mark before the flames behind her reached the wagon roof.

Every page for the battle had been cut out.

Trevor climbed onto the cart and put one hand around the dead man's numbered brow. Crown Law caught the line below it, followed the connection into the dark, and met an owner claim stamped with the First Note's seal.

He could not take the whole engine from here, but he could take one mouth.

Fear crossed the claim. The corpse opened its sewn eyes without breaking the thread, and lavender light filled the empty sockets.

“Say my name,” Trevor ordered.

“Trevor Dwyer.”

“Again.”

The name came from the corpse, the captured frame, and thirty-three linked guards in one voice, rolling across the white district until the levy penitents bowed beneath it.

Damaris closed the useless name-book.

“You captured the witness before learning who he was.”

“Now he cannot escape the hot seat.”

“That answer would be funny if you were less monstrous.”

Trevor smiled down from the cart. “It would be less funny if I were less monstrous.”

SYSTEM // Objective update: steal eight corpse carts and one trauma witness. Darling, your loot train has become a felony with wheels.
READOUT // Level 22 — Dread Angel
HP 132/310
MP 48/248
Stamina 80/240
XP gained: 580
Cumulative XP: 14,230
Progress to Level 23: 580/1,200
Direct-danger XP toward Level 23: 340/770
Red Covenant I — 24 MP spent
Soulplate reserve — 18 Fear spent
Fear 158/165
Dissonance 81
Active Voices 18/24
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 13%
Corpse carts captured: 8/8
Viable numbered bodies: 209
Levy routes stolen: 17
Names saved: 1 book, 12 pages
Names burned: 94.8%
Number 4419: claimed mouth
Connection to Damaris Pike: confirmed
You kept every useful drop except personhood and names. A very pure expression of your build.


Number 4419 smiled with Trevor's mouth and whispered Damaris's forgotten battlefield title.


Chapter 6 — She Stole the Key During Sex

Trevor parked eight corpse carts inside an abandoned bathhouse and called it a boss stash, while Damaris called it a blasphemous stable. His guards barred the doors, spread canvas over two hundred nine numbered bodies, and chained the captured processional frame above the central pool while the building's furnace heated six basins beneath cracked blue tile. Steam curled around black wings, white armor, and enough stolen dead to make the bathhouse feel crowded without anyone breathing.

Trevor put Number 4419 on a stone table beside the only surviving bed.

The corpse wore the same gray work clothes as the other levy bodies, with black thread closing both eyes while Trevor's claim burned lavender behind the stitches. A brass disk sewn beneath its sternum connected it to the moving grave rail below.

Petra watched him cut the disk free. “That opens something.”

“Everything opens if you apply the right pressure.”

“You say that like a man who has never opened a woman.”

Naomi nearly dropped the healing kit, while Adina looked up from the twelve pages saved in the raid and wrote down the line for future party damage.

Trevor pointed the bloody brass disk at Petra. “I have references.”

“You have women who became tired of waiting.”

Damaris carried the lone district ledger to the furnace bench. “She has seen your wipe history.”

Trevor tied the drain seal to his belt and considered dodge-rolling out of the conversation because male dignity survived many wounds but had no resistance stat against four women comboing him.

Naomi saved him by pressing a hand over the dent in his Soulplate. “You need a refill before the next attack.”

The captured corpses offered the cheapest supply.

Trevor selected six bodies whose soul residue had already fallen too low for the engine to raise them again, though each still held heat, stored motion, and scraps of personal magic. Crown Law pulled those remnants into his resource bars while the corpses flattened beneath their canvas.

Ninety-six HP, one hundred twenty MP, and one hundred forty Stamina flooded back, easing the tremor from his legs.

Six numbers vanished from the levy ledger.

Damaris watched the last corpse deflate beneath the canvas. “Did any of them have names?”

“Probably.”

“That was not the question.”

“It was the answer that mattered.”

Her mouth hardened before she went back to the rescued book, and Trevor savored the disapproval because it came from a real will. Breaking a strong miniboss always felt better than collecting an empty shell.

Petra stayed beside the stone table and tapped her temple. “Can you hear that?”

“Damaris planning to hit me?”

“My thoughts.”

Trevor opened Halo Sight, but Petra's party mark showed only route, distance, HP state, and the direction of her attention. It carried emotions when she pushed them across while her mind stayed dark behind the link.

“No.”

“You answer too fast for a liar.”

“I could lie slower if it improves the mood.”

Petra held up three fingers behind her back. “How many?”

“You asked that aloud.”

“What number did I choose?”

Trevor sent One Voice through her party mark, but the command reached the edge of action and waited because Petra had not accepted it. He could force timing through a bound soldier; Petra's mark offered no purchase unless she chose the move.

He closed the link and admitted, “I do not know.”

She showed him three fingers and changed them to one. “Now I am thinking about how badly I want you.”

“One badly?”

“That was the finger I planned to use if you claimed you could read me.”

Trevor laughed. Petra took the front of his gorget and pulled him toward the hot pool.

“Armor off.”

“Bossy.”

“You like dangerous women.”

“I like collecting them.”

“Tonight I am collecting you.”

She released the gorget only when he started opening Soulplate, and Trevor let each black piece fall beside the pool before stripping the padded layer beneath it. Petra watched without pretending to inspect his wounds while steam touched his pale skin and his blonde hair spilled to his hips. Black streaks framed a face whose soft mouth and long lashes made the word tyrant sound like a private joke.

Petra circled him once with the concentration of a rogue checking legendary loot. “Unfair.”

“My face or my build?”

“Your ability to make mass murder look decorative.”

“That is class synergy.”

She shoved him into the pool, and Trevor surfaced beneath four soaked black wings as Petra entered after him. She caught one feather joint, used it to pull his back against the tile, and kissed him without Naomi's careful patience or Damaris's measured challenge. Petra took his mouth like a shortcut through a guarded wall and made him grateful for the invasion.

His hands found her waist, and Petra opened his grip wider to guide him toward what she wanted before rewarding the adjustment with a low sound against his lips. Trevor could command a captured frame, thirty-three guards, and two covenant drivers across a city block, but Petra's desire remained locked until she placed the key in his hands.

That made every response more valuable.

He lifted her onto the pool rim, where she drew him between her knees with wet curls loose around her face. Her route sense followed each shift of pressure and showed her exactly how to keep him off balance, so Trevor retaliated by learning which touch made her lose the combo.

Their contest moved from the pool to the narrow bed, where Petra climbed over his hips, pinned both wrists above his head, and smiled when his halo struck the wall.

“Tell me what I am thinking.”

“That this bed deserves a heroic death.”

“Wrong.”

She kissed down his throat until the next guess became useless, and Trevor broke her hold without moving her away. He rolled them together and found the pace that turned her clever remarks into breath, while Petra answered by locking both legs around him and pulling him closer as fiercely as she entered any fight.

When she came, she said his name without the Choir carrying it, and Trevor followed with his forehead against hers while he listened to a voice he could not compel and a thought he could not read. For one clean minute, possession offered no better buff.

Petra lay across him afterward with one black wing covering her back. “Still worried your body is rewriting you?”

“My body has excellent suggestions and no voting rights.”

“You enjoyed being pretty when I looked at you.”

“A man enjoys shiny loot.”

“Your breasts are gear?”

“Legendary equipment.”

She laughed into his shoulder and slipped one hand down his side, so Trevor assumed she wanted him again until her fingers reached the belt hanging from the bedpost and palmed the brass drain seal.

Petra rolled away naked and victorious, holding it above her head. “Loot acquired.”

“That is theft from your sovereign.”

“You were distracted.”

“By enemy action.”

“By legendary equipment.”

The seal rotated in her fingers, and every drain in the bathhouse opened at once.

White cables burst through the floor, wrapped the corpse carts, and pulled hard enough to make iron wheels scream across tile. Number 4419 sat upright on the stone table as gold light burned through his sewn eyes.

“Levy recall,” he said. “Unauthorized owner scheduled for correction.”

Trevor and Petra reached their clothes at the same time; she took boots and blades, while he took trousers, gorget, and the Crown Mark because dignity ranked below not being dragged naked into a grave engine.

The first cart broke through the central pool as thirty guards entered One Voice. Trevor loaded each with one simple move—cut, brace, catch, or strike—and held those actions inside their bodies while cables tore more drains open and the captured dead began falling through the floor.

“Release on my clap.”

Trevor brought both hands together, releasing thirty actions on one beat as blades cut cables and spears braced axles. Six guards caught falling bodies while Damaris struck the thick gold line beneath Number 4419, and the combo shattered the levy mechanism's attack rhythm.

The System opened One Voice II.

One simple bodily action could now be loaded in a linked unit for three seconds and released by a seen or heard trigger within Choir range. The skill revealed no private thought and could not create a move barred by the target's link.

The next wave climbed through the furnace: white ward-cutters with hooked arms and bell faces. One caught Trevor across the back before Soulplate finished growing, taking forty HP and seventy Stamina while Fear hardened the incomplete armor, but Petra drove both daggers into its bell joint. Naomi sealed Trevor's soul inside his body while Adina reflected the recall cast into the captured frame.

“Load strike,” Trevor ordered.

His guards raised every weapon while Damaris drew back her flail and Petra crouched above the broken pool. Even the two geas-bound drivers set their reins around ward-cutter throats.

Trevor waited until all three machines entered the same line.

He dropped the drain seal, and every loaded action released when brass hit tile. Steel, chain, bodies, and the processional frame struck together, folding the ward-cutters into the opening beneath the bathhouse with half the levy cables tangled around them.

The remaining lines pulled harder.

Trevor seized Number 4419 around the waist as the corpse dropped through the floor, and Petra jumped onto his back. Damaris caught one wing, Naomi caught the other, and Adina wrapped written light around all five bodies.

The floor failed beneath them.

They landed on the roof of a coffin-shaped carriage racing through the dark while seven captured corpse carts followed on parallel rails despite Trevor's guards. The eighth overturned behind them, spilling numbered bodies into the tunnel.

The completed raid, synchronized defense, and personal survival supplied the missing XP.

Level 23 raised Might, Vitality, and Grace by one while maximum HP rose ten, maximum MP rose six, and One Voice II fixed its loaded timing into Trevor's class.

Petra sat astride his back, still carrying both daggers and the drain seal.

“I won the loot contest,” she said.

Trevor looked toward Number 4419 on the next carriage. “Keep stealing from me like that and I will promote you.”

SYSTEM // Level 23. New refinement acquired: delayed-action tyranny. Also, your rogue stole a plot key during sex. This is why we label valuables.
READOUT // Level 23 — Dread Angel
HP 198/320
MP 138/254
Stamina 150/240
XP gained: 620
Cumulative XP: 14,850
Direct-danger XP this level: 770
Might 22 → 23
Vitality 27 → 28
Grace 19 → 20
One Voice II — refined
Loaded action window: 3 seconds
Release trigger: one seen or heard signal
Private thought access: none
Fear 163/165
Dissonance 84
Active Voices 18/24
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 16%
Numbered bodies drained: 6
Corpse carts retained: 7/8
Petra Venn — relationship milestone completed
Drain seal possession: Petra, obviously
Grave rail: boarded through structural collapse
You got laid, leveled up, and lost one cart. An excellent night by villain standards.


The grave rail changed tracks without turning, and the tunnel became a vertical shaft.


Chapter 7 — Three Soldiers Entered the Loop

The grave rail offered Trevor three routes and enough soldiers to test all of them while seven corpse carts raced beside his coffin carriage. The tunnel climbed vertically through the cathedral foundations as white chains pulled every vehicle toward a blue arch, a bronze bell, and a clean white opening.

Each branch carried the same destination mark, but Petra's route sense rejected all three.

The grave rail opened a scout-selection window.

BLUE ARCH // memory kill

BRONZE BELL // command kill

WHITE OPENING // body kill

All routes converge after one selected loss.

Trevor dragged a soldier icon over each card. Expected-survival numbers appeared.

Scout One // 34%

Scout Two // 41%

Scout Three // 38%

When he moved his own icon onto any route, the number became eighty-seven percent while every soldier's chance fell below ten.

“The loop protects the party lead,” Petra said.

“Correct game design.”

“It eats everyone around you.”

“Still correct.”

Damaris closed the preview with her gauntlet. “The odds change when someone expects to live.”

Trevor reopened it and marked all three soldiers as expendable.

Their survival numbers vanished.

Prediction accepted.

Fear warmed every covenant line.

Trevor brought the geas-bound squad onto his carriage roof, although the six borrowed attribute points from the outer gate had expired. Their armor was cut, their wounds had crusted beneath field bandages, and each woman understood that the upgraded geases had grown teeth too late to save them.

He spent thirty-six MP to renew all three grants, feeding Might two, Vitality two, Agility one, and Will one into each soldier for ten minutes. Their backs straightened as the borrowed strength returned.

“One route each,” Trevor said. “Load a spear cast and release when you hear me clap.”

One Voice II loaded the simple action into their muscles for three seconds but showed him nothing they thought about the order. Trevor did not need thoughts when corpses left clearer death markers.

Damaris looked at the branches. “If one route kills its scout, we stop the others.”

“If one route kills its scout, the others become more valuable.”

“They are linked through the same covenant.”

“Exactly. Shared debuff.”

The first soldier stepped onto the left carriage, the second took the right, and the third crossed toward the center. Petra marked each route with a different color of chalk while Adina copied the chain-link runes, and all three soldiers reached the split before Trevor clapped.

The loaded spear casts released together, sending three white spears through three openings. All three weapons emerged from the left arch and struck the first soldier through her chest, dropping her against the carriage roof while the geas timer continued counting.

The right and center soldiers reappeared behind Trevor without remembering the turn.

“Again,” he said.

Damaris caught his wrist before he could reload the skill. “You have your answer.”

“I have one result.”

“She is dying.”

Trevor looked at the first soldier as her borrowed Vitality held all three spear wounds open without letting her heart stop. The geas would claim its curse even if she survived, but a living scout would give the loop a fresh prediction to eat.

He kicked her carriage into the blue arch, and the vehicle returned empty.

Fear reached him from the two surviving soldiers and overflowed his cap, but Crown Law moved thirty points into the armor reserve before the excess vanished. Soulplate thickened along his ribs as a stored shield buff.

“Two routes remain,” he said.

The second soldier tried to step backward, but her geas locked both knees. Trevor did not move her body; he triggered the action she had promised after the battle and made run the route again its present form.

She entered the bronze route while the third soldier took center.

Trevor loaded another spear cast and clapped as the three-second window nearly expired. Both soldiers threw, and their spears entered separate openings before striking each other point-first and pinning the women together when the rail returned them on one carriage. One remained alive because the shaft passed between her lung and heart, while the other died trying to ask Trevor why.

“The routes converge on a selected loss,” Adina said. “It keeps whichever witness expects to survive and spends another to prove the correction.”

Petra crouched beside the survivor. “The tunnel reads prediction.”

Trevor knelt and turned the woman's face toward him. “Which of us survives the third pass?”

She understood the question, and hatred replaced fear for one useful second.

“Me.”

“Good answer.”

He sent her through the center opening alone, and the rail returned her behind the party with both legs removed at the knee. Her geas still held, while borrowed Vitality kept her conscious long enough to point toward a fourth chain running backward beneath the carriages.

“There,” she gasped. “It did not want me to look there.”

Trevor followed her finger. The hidden chain carried no destination mark because it moved against the official direction. Every numbered corpse on the parallel carts turned its head away from it.

The survivor had completed her service by finding the route, and Trevor could have released the geas. Instead, he loaded one last action through One Voice II. “Catch the rear chain when you hear the bell.”

Her face changed as she understood that quest completion had never meant freedom, though the thought remained private while her pulse entered the party display as a rapid red line.

Damaris stood beside Trevor. “You know she cannot survive that grip.”

“She does not need to.”

He ordered twelve numbered bodies thrown from the nearest corpse cart, and their dead weight crossed the backward chain to force its links into view. The tunnel reacted by opening every coffin carriage at once.

Choir revenants climbed across the moving roofs, some wearing white soldiers as armor while others stretched flat along the walls and attacked with hands from numbered drawers. Trevor used the claimed processional frame to crush the first cluster, spending ten Fear from its reserve while his guards formed around the six remaining corpse carts.

Petra called the hidden-chain distance while Adina erased its false speed rune. Naomi kept Trevor's soul anchored when a revenant bell struck the Crown Mark and cost eleven HP plus thirty-eight Stamina.

The surviving geas-bound soldier lay where he had left her with both ruined legs tied above the knees, while every carriage passed the backward chain and failed to catch it because the trap expected a living hand.

The tunnel bell rang, releasing her loaded action. She threw herself across the gap and caught one link with both hands, and although the chain tore her from the roof, her geas mark stayed inside Trevor's range for another half second. He used that line to claim the hidden switch beyond her body before the soldier vanished beneath the rail, then pulled.

The hidden switch opened a claim wheel around his hand.

BACKWARD CHAIN // 0% owned

Scout death: +25%

Official route rejected: +15% each

Corpse weight across chain: +2% each, cap 20%

Three dead scouts and three rejected routes filled the claim to one hundred before the soldier's fingers tore loose.

Black-red links spread beneath the carriages and replaced the false white rails.

HIDDEN ROUTE CLAIMED FOR ONE TRANSFER.

Reward chest available after arrival if 5+ corpse carts remain.

Trevor checked the seven carts behind him and spent one without hesitation as every grave carriage left the three official routes and slammed onto the backward chain. One corpse cart overturned during the transfer and spilled twenty-seven numbered bodies into the shaft, yet six loads crossed intact.

The reward chest spawned on the overturned cart and fell beside the twenty-seven bodies, so Petra jumped after it.

Trevor caught her party mark and used One Voice to load grab carriage edge into her arms before the three-second window closed, then clapped when her fingers passed the last rail.

Her hands seized the edge against her first impulse while the chest vanished into the shaft.

She pulled herself back up and glared at him. “That had purple light.”

“You are rarer.”

“Was that affection?”

“Inventory ranking.”

The tunnel stopped showing Trevor alternatives as its walls became a single cylindrical drain lined with masks. The sacrificed squad appeared inside three of them above the rail: one pierced by spears, one pinned through the throat, and one staring down without legs.

“Correction requires a loss,” all three said.

Trevor looked up at them. “I brought several.”

Number 4419 crawled across the next carriage with lavender eyes burning behind black stitches until Damaris struck his chest with her flail chain, caught the brass switch embedded there, and pulled him onto their roof.

“Which version of me did you serve?” she asked.

The corpse answered in three soldiers' voices. “The one who marked names before she obeyed them.”

Damaris stared at Trevor instead of the dead man. “You spent everyone who could have told us more.”

“I learned the route.”

“You learned what the trap wanted you to become.”

“Then the trap has excellent taste.”

The backward rail leveled between stone walls filled with spectators wearing white masks, while barred gates dropped across every exit. Six remaining corpse carts rolled onto a circular arena floor and stopped around Trevor's carriage like tribute wagons.

Junia Serrat stood above the trial pit in white armor reforged since the outer gate, and the First Note's mark burned over her breastplate where Trevor's Crown had once held her.

“Unauthorized owner recovered,” she announced. “Stolen dead recovered. Public correction will begin.”

Trevor spread his wings and took the center of the arena before the first gate opened.

“Correction denied. I brought my own loot train.”

He pointed toward six carts of numbered bodies and the three empty spaces where a useful squad had been.

SYSTEM // Loop solved by feeding it three women until it coughed up the hidden route. Horrible raid routing. Great minimap.
READOUT // Level 23 — Dread Angel
HP 187/320
MP 102/254
Stamina 112/240
XP gained: 400
Cumulative XP: 15,250
Progress to Level 24: 400/1,250
Direct-danger XP toward Level 24: 250/770
Red Covenant I — 36 MP spent
Soulplate reserve — 30 Fear gained, 10 Fear spent
Fear 160/165
Dissonance 87
Active Voices 18/24
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 17%
Route scouts committed: 3
Route scouts recovered alive: 0
Official routes rejected: 3
Hidden route claimed: 1
Corpse carts retained: 6/8
Numbered bodies retained: 176
Destination: Cathedral Trial Arena
Three women entered the loop. One hidden route came out. You remain the worst pretty thing in public transport.


The arena gates opened, and the first choir revenant wore the face of the soldier Trevor had kicked into the dark.


Chapter 8 — The Audience Is Now Mine

Junia opened Trevor's trial with six corpse carts, three dead soldiers, and enough masked spectators to form a useful congregation.

White gates rose around the circular arena as choir revenants rolled onto the sand inside cages made from human ribs. Others walked on interlocked hands beneath funeral cloth. The largest wore the geas-bound soldier Trevor had kicked into the grave loop. Three spear holes remained open through her chest, and a bronze bell replaced everything above her mouth.

The two other soldiers glared from masks on its shoulders.

“Unauthorized owner,” Junia announced from the judgment balcony. “You consumed servants under hidden geases, stole the city's dead, and profaned a sanctioned rail. Release your Crown and submit to correction.”

Trevor looked at six hundred people beneath identical white masks. Fear moved through them in small private pulses, waiting for one dramatic reason to become his.

“You forgot that I won,” he said.

Junia rang the bell.

The revenants charged through three condemned fighters chained across Trevor's attack line. A baker wore a burned apron, an unarmed guard wore one pauldron, and the bell keeper from the levy raid had blue scars around her throat. Cables connected each ankle iron to the nearest revenant.

Any blow Trevor landed would cross into a prisoner first, so he opened Red Covenant offers through the arena floor.

Six temporary Vitality points now and one service geas later; the visible text promised survival without comfort, release, or ownership of whatever remained.

All three prisoners refused, and the arena opened four conversion meters.

CONDEMNED OWNERSHIP // 0/3

PUBLIC FEAR // 212/600 aware of Trevor

KNEELING THRESHOLD // 300

REVENANT CLAIM // locked until owner line exposed

The refusal painted each prisoner yellow instead of red, so Trevor could not command them yet. The arena still showed every pain threshold where the offer would reopen.

Baker // offer repeats below 40% HP

Guard // offer repeats after broken limb

Keeper // offer repeats when blue fire reaches lungs

Damaris saw the same thresholds in the shared frame. “It is telling you when suffering will change their answer.”

“Useful boss tells.”

“People.”

“People with boss tells.”

The System added, “Romance route remains unavailable.”

Trevor marked all three yellow bars and waited for the arena to hurt them. “That is disappointing.”

Damaris lifted her flail. “It is understandable.”

“Understanding is what people offer when obedience fails.”

The first rib cage reached them, and Trevor ordered his eighteen linked guards to brace on a loaded action. He waited until the rolling teeth crossed the prisoners' cables, then snapped his fingers and released every shield together through One Voice II.

The impact lifted the cage from the sand, and Petra went under it to cut two control lines with her daggers. Adina erased the repeated bite cast from its jaw while Naomi anchored Trevor's soul as the soldier-faced revenant brought both arms down.

Trevor took the strike across Soulplate and discharged thirty Fear from the armor reserve. White hands still drove him to one knee and cost forty HP plus fifty Stamina.

He laughed because the crowd needed to see pleasure where Heaven expected submission.

The soldier's dead mouth moved beneath the bell. “Why?”

“You were available.”

Fear erupted from the stands as Soulplate rebuilt itself around the dent and the remaining reserve climbed to the cap. The public meter jumped.

PUBLIC FEAR // 391/600 aware of Trevor.

Three hundred masks tracked him instead of Junia's bell. Red eye-lines crossed the arena and fed his Threat Mark before he selected a target.

KNEELING THRESHOLD REACHED.

The first forty-one spectators dropped to one knee by reflex, and both the System and Trevor counted them.

Junia rang harder to pull their attention back, but Trevor laughed louder than the bell.

AGGRO CONTEST // Trevor 52% / Junia 48%.

“Now it is a trial,” he said.

Junia changed the trial rule, and the condemned fighters' chains pulled them into the revenants. The baker disappeared inside a rib cage while the guard struck the sand beneath a forest of hands. The keeper's blue scars fed flame into the bell above the dead soldier.

Damaris moved toward them until Trevor put one command across her party mark: hold. His Crown froze her step, and she turned a stare on him sharp enough to promise an argument if they survived.

“The prisoners rejected useful geases,” he said. “Do not reward bad decisions.”

“You need the crowd.”

“I need them afraid.”

He drove Crown Law into the first rib cage and claimed the condemned baker as contested cargo. The arena resisted until Trevor tore harder and stripped the control line from the revenant without freeing the man beneath it. The red outline changed hands.

The baker rose inside the cage and attacked on Trevor's timing, carrying the bone wheel across the arena like armor. He crushed two lesser revenants while the audience watched a condemned citizen become more dangerous under a new master.

The guard accepted a Red Covenant after the third hand broke her shoulder. Twelve MP gave her six Vitality points plus one hidden geas trigger. She tore a spear from the sand, killed the revenant above her, and remained standing after the pain should have dropped her.

The keeper accepted when blue fire reached her lungs again. Another twelve MP gave her enough Focus and Vitality to reverse the flame into the bell. Trevor claimed the route map stored in her curse trigger before she finished burning her former handler.

“Two out of three,” he told Damaris. “Choice improves when the alternatives become educational.”

The direct danger, rail victory, and public conversion completed Level 24 as Might, Focus, and Will rose by one. Six maximum MP entered his bar, and Pain Tithe I opened beside two defensive skills made for players who valued their minions incorrectly.

Trevor bought the tithe and spent ten MP to open a wound line across his eighteen controlled voices. It would move one quarter of the next damage he received into marked bodies while leaving the remaining three quarters in him.

The soldier-faced revenant charged before the level banner closed, and its bell command froze every linked guard. The dead woman hit Trevor alone with both white arms and split the forty-point wound across the tithe. Thirty HP left his bar while ten guards lost one HP each.

The guards barely flinched.

“Again,” Trevor said.

He spent another ten MP and walked toward the revenant, letting its second forty-point strike take thirty from him and scatter ten single-point wounds through the Host. Trevor remained standing at one hundred seventeen HP because weak bodies made excellent fractions.

The System moaned inside his skull. “Oh, honey. You turned friendship into damage rounding.”

“Perfect timing is intimacy.”

“That sentence needs jail.”

Trevor caught the revenant by its bell throat while Damaris struck the left knee and Petra opened the right hip. Adina restored the dead soldier's question across every mask in the arena.

Why?

Trevor answered while ripping the owner line from her spine. “Because Heaven spent you badly.”

He claimed what remained, forcing the revenant to kneel as its two shoulder masks turned toward the judgment balcony. The body spoke with all three sacrificed soldiers at once.

The locked claim meter opened.

REVENANT CLAIM // 68% Trevor / 32% First Note.

Each exposed family link added one percent to whichever owner controlled the body when the name was spoken, so Trevor kept the corpse inside his red outline and let the crowd do the work.

Names rang from the stands.

74%.

81%.

93%.

The three sacrificed soldiers said Owner recognized together.

100% CLAIMED.

Trevor received no extra XP, but he gained a district-sized corpse with three voices and a bell throat. Better drop.

“Owner recognized.”

The crowd stopped clapping on Junia's rhythm and watched Trevor's new monster instead.

Trevor made the converted baker roll toward the stands without striking anyone, then sent the two living prisoners beside it with their new stats visible in gold and lavender. The display told a simple story: Heaven chained citizens inside monsters, while Trevor let useful citizens become monsters with better numbers.

The evil distinction was simple enough to understand from the cheapest seats.

Number 4419's missing face tore itself from the dead soldier's bell, landed in the front row, and grew fingers from black stitches. One woman ripped off her mask as the numbered thing crawled into her lap.

“Brother?” she asked.

The face pressed against her chest.

Families across the arena tore away masks and shouted names at the numbered bodies inside Trevor's carts. Correct names pulled hands and jaws from the remaining revenants, while the dead crawled toward remembered voices and broke Junia's formation into pieces.

Trevor let them move until every family connection appeared, then put his Crown Mark over the arena.

“If you want them back,” he told the crowd, “you will serve the ruler who owns the bodies.”

Silence spread from the lowest row upward as Damaris stepped beside him. “You found their grief and placed a price on it.”

“Heaven priced it first. I offer better loot.”

Junia struck her judgment bell, sending blue-white fire into the arena to destroy the separated dead before Trevor could recruit their families. He spent the remaining Soulplate reserve and opened Pain Tithe a third time for ten MP while thirty-two linked guards, converted prisoners, and claimed revenant pieces carried fractions of the fire.

Forty total damage became thirty HP from Trevor and ten scattered across the Host, but he reached the balcony stairs without dropping.

Junia withdrew behind a white gate.

The fire stopped because the cathedral had lost a clean target: every family now touched one piece of the claimed dead. Destroying Trevor's property would have burned the spectators Heaven meant to correct later.

Trevor turned back to the stands.

“Keep your masks off. I prefer subjects who know what they chose.”

One woman knelt while holding her brother's numbered face, and others followed because Trevor controlled the only bodies that still crawled toward them.

Love could arrive after leverage.

SYSTEM // Level 24. New skill acquired: Pain Tithe I. Congratulations on discovering that twenty tiny injuries look cheaper than one honest wound.
READOUT // Level 24 — Dread Angel
HP 57/320
MP 54/260
Stamina 62/240
XP gained: 850
Cumulative XP: 16,100
Direct-danger XP this level: 770
Might 23 → 24
Focus 19 → 20
Will 24 → 25
Pain Tithe I — purchased
Cost: 10 MP per opened wound line
Transfer: 25% of Trevor's next wound across marked controlled voices
Tithes completed: 3
Fear 165/165
Dissonance 89
Active Voices 32/36
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 21%
Condemned fighters alive: 3/3
Condemned fighters owned: 3/3
Numbered family links exposed: 126
Public kneeling count: 411
Trial ownership: disputed, loudly
The court finds you gorgeous, guilty, and inconveniently in charge.


The first family district bell rang Trevor's name instead of Heaven's.


Chapter 9 — Family Reunion Is Paid DLC

Trevor entered Family District Seven with six corpse carts, a captured saint frame, and four hundred eleven people kneeling before anyone had offered him a chair.

He liked the neighborhood immediately.

White houses crowded around a blue-roofed shrine where laundry lines crossed the square, ovens shared heat through common walls, and old names remained visible beneath Heaven's plaster. Families carried numbered pieces recovered from the arena—hands, faces, jaws, and strips of funeral cloth that still moved toward familiar voices.

The woman holding Number 4419's face led the procession without kneeling.

“You own my brother's body,” she said.

Trevor sat on the captured processional frame and let its six bronze feet form a throne around him. “I own one hundred seventy-six bodies. Your description misses the count.”

She held up the stitched face. Lavender light burned behind its empty sockets. “What do you want for him?”

“Service.”

The district listened as Trevor opened a public Red Covenant display above the square. One year of household tribute, militia duty during attacks, and recognition of his Crown would unlock one identified body after restoration, while families without a viable body could unlock sixty seconds with a named soul for one month of service. Hidden name-books earned quest credit.

He concealed one curse trigger beneath every tier: all restored bodies remained part of his levy during declared emergencies.

Adina read the hidden line from beside him. “You are turning grief into a repeatable quest.”

“Repeatable quests keep the map full.”

Damaris carried the single rescued name-book under one arm. “Tell them about the levy trigger.”

“It would distract from the benefit.”

“That is why tooltips exist.”

Trevor smiled at her. “You are very attractive when you threaten my loot table.”

Her flail chain tightened around one fist, but families had already begun bringing name-books into the shrine.

They did not trust Trevor. They trusted that Heaven had burned names, chained relatives into monsters, and tried to kill every witness inside the arena. A beautiful black-winged tyrant offering terrible geases still offered more than a white system that called their dead fuel.

The first family signed with thumbprints, and others followed when Trevor made the condemned baker walk his rib-cage armor through the square under his own voice. The baker explained that Red Covenant Vitality kept the wounds open without letting them worsen, but left out the geas trigger Trevor had attached afterward.

The queue moved when the crowd saw one prisoner walking with better numbers.

Naomi reached up from behind the frame and pressed two fingers against Trevor's wrist. “You are at fifty-seven HP.”

“The throne supports me.”

“The throne is hiding that your legs shake.”

“That is also support.”

Trevor selected eight numbered corpses whose soul residue had fallen too low for any class skill. Crown Law stripped their remaining heat, motion, and magic into his bars, returning one hundred twenty HP, one hundred MP, and one hundred Stamina before the families could see his legs shake.

Eight bodies collapsed beneath their canvas, and because their relatives had not identified them, nobody knew where to aim the grief.

Naomi watched the empty numbers disappear from the levy count. “You could have waited.”

“Then I would still be injured.”

“They might have had names.”

“Everything has a name if you waste enough time.”

He stepped down from the frame at one hundred seventy-seven HP and crossed into the shrine, where shelves behind the altar held objects Heaven considered too private or worthless to collect. Broken spectacles, work badges, wedding ribbons, worn prayer cards, and bowls turned upside down after a death became route keys while Petra matched them to families and Adina checked surviving name-books.

Trevor turned name-matching into a four-hit combo.

Families formed four lines: true name, private memory, numbered fragment, and service geas before Trevor opened a soul channel. If the memory failed the soul match, they returned to the beginning.

The shrine displayed the route as a four-hit chain.

NAME → MEMORY → BODY PART → COVENANT

Combo reward: 60-second soul channel.

Perfect chain: returned body enters restoration queue.

Failed memory: fragment moves to infiltration cart.

Petra ran the body-part station because stolen hands kept crawling toward the wrong families, while Adina checked names against the surviving pages. Damaris read memories aloud and made speakers repeat anything that sounded borrowed, and Naomi stood at the geas station to point out where Trevor had hidden the sharper teeth.

He allowed it because a geas prompt accepted after Naomi's warning produced more Fear than a family surprised later.

The first perfect chain rang a red bell above the shrine.

SERVICE OWED: 12 MONTHS.

RESTORATION QUEUE: 1.

Trevor smiled. “Dungeon matchmaking.”

“With funerals,” Adina said.

By sunrise, ninety-three fragments had names and eighty-six families owed Trevor service, while seven identifications had failed because corpse pieces repeated memories copied from nearby minds. Trevor kept those fragments in a separate cart for infiltration ambushes.

The bell keeper sat across from a numbered palm whose fingers had burned blue in the arena, signed a year of service, and gave Trevor her mother's name plus the location of three coins hidden inside a wooden shrine horse.

The dead woman answered through One Voice, tapped twice against her daughter's cheek in their old signal for stop worrying, and tried to leave after forty-eight seconds.

Trevor let her go because the reunion had already earned the geas.

The keeper cried into the lifeless palm while Damaris watched Trevor from the next table for any sign that he had released the soul out of decency.

He declined to manufacture it for her.

Number 4419 came last, and his sister pressed the recovered face against the walking corpse while black stitches closed the gap around a rough skull. She whispered her brother's true name into Trevor's halo without offering it to the crowd.

The correct soul opened behind the number, but a founder lock attacked before Trevor could pull the memory through. White script closed around his Crown, spent twenty MP through the channel, and drove twelve soul damage into his HP bar while trying to overwrite the name with 4419 again.

Trevor answered with Red Covenant magic and bought the lock instead of breaking it.

The owner line resisted until he offered a permanent Crown slot and enough Fear to keep the recovered memory from dissolving. The lock changed from white to lavender, accepted Trevor as its hostile new owner, and awarded five hundred XP for stealing the founder seal under attack.

Number 4419 showed them Iron Orchard.

The dead man knelt in a trench full of rain while a younger Damaris dug with both hands. Seven officers had abandoned the south line. Twenty-one soldiers held until the civilians behind them escaped, then a white correction team declared the dead unauthorized witnesses.

Damaris ordered every name marked and every body returned, but Heaven removed seven pages, fed the defenders into the grave rail, and cut the order from her memory when sanctioned service rewrote her class.

“You did not leave me,” the corpse said.

Damaris lowered her flail. “I forgot that I tried.”

“They made forgetting a promotion.”

His sister caught both dead hands. “Come home.”

The soul tried to follow her voice out of Trevor's partition, and Trevor closed the route.

Number 4419 had survived a founder lock, carried proof against Heaven, and retained enough memory to teach other numbered dead. Releasing that captured soul would have thrown away rare loot.

The corpse looked at its sister with lavender eyes and repeated Trevor's debuff. “Service remains.”

She turned on Trevor. “You said I could have him.”

“After restoration. You have not paid for restoration.”

Her anger ran through the district as families reread the visible geases and found no lie, only hidden curse triggers. Some tore up their agreements, but most held tighter to recovered pieces because rejecting Trevor meant losing the only resurrection path.

“Better buffs than Heaven,” Trevor told them. “Not free buffs. Learn the difference.”

Damaris stood between him and Number 4419. “Release this one.”

“No.”

“He was under my command at Iron Orchard.”

“Then your loss became my acquisition.”

Her flail rose by one inch.

Trevor wanted to see whether she would strike him in front of the new province. He wanted the blow almost as much as her continued desire, because both would prove she had not become hollow beneath his ownership.

The district bells interrupted them as every house began ringing Trevor's name, not from loyalty but because Adina had routed the uprising through his captured owner channel. Citizens opened hidden cupboards, produced outlawed name-books, and painted family names over Heaven's white plaster.

Trevor dragged the rebellion into a party frame.

Weapon users took intersections, healers opened blue circles inside the shrine, and name-keepers copied names in three rooms while families carrying numbered fragments moved into attached cellars. The district gained a defense bar when every armed body claimed a marked lane before the next wave spawned.

Junia responded by removing the sky.

White cathedral plates rose from each street and locked across the district, sealing every exit while the Inquisitor's voice entered the bells.

“Contaminated population contained. Saint deployment authorized.”

A metal foot wider than the square pressed through the roof, and translucent armor showed citizens suspended inside it as living joints. Men and women bent around gears, children curled behind finger plates, and white cables threaded through every throat to make each hostage part of the saint's movement.

Trevor looked up at the descending automaton and counted more than three hundred viable bodies inside its armor.

“Now that,” he said, “is a legendary pull.”

SYSTEM // Family-return quest launched. Costs include service, militia duty, and discovering the hidden clause later.
READOUT // Level 24 — Dread Angel
HP 165/320
MP 134/260
Stamina 162/240
XP gained: 500
Cumulative XP: 16,600
Progress to Level 25: 500/1,300
Direct-danger XP toward Level 25: 300/820
Fear 165/165
Dissonance 90
Active Voices 36/48
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 22%
Numbered fragments identified: 93
Family service geases: 86
False fragments retained for infiltration: 7
Number 4419: true name restored, soul retained
Family District Seven: claimed spawn zone
Incoming saint automaton: one
Living components detected: 314
Heaven brought a hostage mech. You saw a bulk discount. Never change, except morally, which you will not.


The saint's first hand closed around the entire shrine.


Chapter 10 — I Am Keeping the Hostage Mech

The saint automaton closed one hand around Trevor's shrine, and three hundred fourteen living pilots became available for a hostile capture quest.

The mech opened two overlapping raid frames across Trevor's sight.

SAINT AUTOMATON // LEVEL 30 SIEGE VESSEL

Armor HP: 48,000/48,000

Living pilots: 314/314

First Note ownership: 100%

Trevor ownership: 0%

The pilot frame displayed red geas slots beside each joint, but Trevor's current skill could anchor only three while the other three hundred eleven remained locked behind the saint's shared command field.

Route hint: three contested anchors unlock one linked action.

Linked action duration: one impact frame.

Failure: First Note closes every loaded joint.

Trevor marked the thumb, index, and middle finger.

“Three anchors,” he said.

Damaris saw the same frame. “Three people you already cornered.”

“Pre-unlocked party members.”

The System added, “Hostage mech speedrun has begun.”

Five translucent fingers pressed through the blue roof with men and women hanging inside armored joints and white cables threaded through their throats. Children curled behind smaller finger plates and breathed on one command because the mech used their souls as timing gears.

Damaris raised her flail. “The hand is full of civilians.”

“Pilots,” Trevor corrected.

“Prisoners.”

“Underleveled pilots.”

The thumb crushed half the altar before she could explain why his word choice deserved violence, and Trevor put Soulplate between the descending joint and his party. Forty-five HP and seventy-two Stamina vanished beneath the pressure, yet the black armor held long enough for every woman to clear the impact line.

The saint lifted the district as white walls detached from the streets and became lower armor. Houses hung beneath both legs, families slid across tilted squares, and six corpse carts rolled toward an open furnace in the automaton's abdomen.

Trevor spent ten MP on Pain Tithe I and spread the next wound across thirty-two marked voices. “Secure the carts, and do not damage my future joints.”

His guards moved on One Voice timing as hooks caught axles and shields locked around the levy bodies, while Petra crossed the falling roofs and found a hidden seam beneath the saint's wrist.

“One empty route,” she called. “It closes when the hand tightens.”

Adina copied the joint cast from the moving armor. “Every person inside believes they are one part, and the saint cannot tell prisoner from mechanism.”

Trevor smiled at the second raid frame. “Then we do not remove them. We steal the mount.”

Naomi looked up through the translucent palm. “Their bodies will break if you force the joints against the cables.”

“So we buff the bodies first.”

He entered the wrist channel with Petra and Damaris while the saint squeezed around them. A forty-point armor wound struck Trevor across the back; Pain Tithe kept thirty in his HP bar and scattered ten single-point injuries through the Host.

Inside, the automaton resembled a vertical prison wrapped around a nervous system, with citizens occupying sockets from fingers to feet. White rods held their limbs in exact angles, so resistance made the saint move harder while going limp triggered holy shocks.

The condemned guard from the arena hung inside the thumb hinge, and the Red Covenant she had signed during the trial made her party mark the first route into the larger control field.

“I need three anchor joints,” he said.

“Use yourself.”

“I own the queue.”

He offered six temporary points through Red Covenant I—Vitality three, Will two, Focus one—and hid a curse trigger that extended her militia geas whenever Trevor activated the automaton. She accepted after the rods entered another inch, and twelve MP carried the buff.

Borrowed Vitality kept the white pins from tearing her shoulder, Will let her push one thumb movement against Heaven's cast, and Focus exposed the next two joint nodes in Trevor's Crown.

The condemned baker occupied an index hinge inside his rolling rib armor, and Trevor spent twelve MP on the same stat spread. The bell keeper received the third geas in the middle finger, where her blue flame could reach the saint's internal command bell.

Three anchors turned lavender, and the ownership frame moved for the first time.

First Note: 91%

Trevor: 9%

Every anchor exposed a lane through the saint's body-map: thumb to arms, index to chest, and middle finger to the command bell plus every lower joint.

Trevor stacked all three lanes into one linked-action preview.

LINKED ACTION PREVIEW

Affected pilots: 314

Available actions: kneel / strike / open / scream

Duration: 0.2 seconds

Friendly-fire preview: district-sized.

“Kneel,” Trevor said.

The option remained gray until he supplied an impact trigger.

Damaris raised her flail. “Use my strike.” Trevor marked her weapon as the raid trigger, and the option turned red.

Trevor loaded one simple movement into each through One Voice II: thumb open, index lock, middle finger strike inward. The actions waited for his clap while the saint tried to crush the shrine again.

He clapped, and the hand attacked itself. The thumb opened against the wrist cast while the index froze around the shrine without tightening, and the middle finger drove its own joint pin through the command bell. White force crossed the shared cable web and revealed every remaining pilot inside Trevor's Halo Sight.

The backlash hit him for another forty damage, and a second Pain Tithe cost ten MP to keep thirty HP in his body while distributing ten across the Host.

Level 25 arrived before his knees finished bending, with eight hundred XP including five hundred twenty direct-danger XP from contesting the saint inside its own joints. Vitality, Agility, and Grace rose by one while maximum HP gained ten, maximum Stamina gained five, and maximum MP gained six.

The System opened a locked Command Charge preview across his raid frame. Trevor could not buy the skill until Level 28, but he could spend fifty Fear once through the exposed link web and make every contested pilot drive one attack on his impact frame.

“One use?” Trevor asked.

The System answered with a delighted gasp. “Baby, one use is enough if the crime is cathedral-sized.”

Trevor spent the Fear, and red-black light spread from the three anchor geases into every living joint. Heaven owned the bodies by cable while Trevor owned the action moving through them, and one impact frame was enough for a villain built around stealing the winning beat.

“Kneel.”

All three hundred fourteen pilots moved together.

The saint's knees struck the district without crushing a house because Petra turned both feet onto empty squares. Its hands opened around the shrine while six corpse carts rolled away from the furnace, and the chest bent low enough for Damaris to reach its central plate.

She could have broken the armor and freed everyone, but Trevor caught her flail chain.

“Do not break my mount.”

“They are still wired inside it.”

“They are alive, stronger, and no longer attacking their families.”

“They are a weapon under your hand.”

“Exactly.”

Damaris pulled against his grip, and Trevor could have commanded her to release the flail but wanted the resistance present while he chose. Her outrage kept the difference between him and Heaven visible even while both used the same bodies.

He pulled harder and kissed her.

The contact shocked her still for one beat while Trevor tasted blood from his split lip and the breath she had meant to use against him. Damaris answered with one furious movement of her mouth before shoving him into the saint's chest plate.

“Do not use desire to end an argument.”

“It did not end anything.”

“Good.” Her eyes remained hot. “I am still right.”

“Also good.”

The bell keeper burned through the final white owner line, and Trevor drove his Crown Mark into the opening to claim the saint as a contested mount without Owner's Seal. The field could hold only while three anchor geases remained active, leaving less than nine minutes before their temporary stats expired.

He made those minutes useful by standing the automaton under his command. Families watched their relatives move inside the translucent armor without screaming while Trevor walked the giant body away from the houses and planted it around the district as a defensive wall.

The ownership frame refused to call the saint a permanent mount.

First Note: 49%

Trevor: 51%

Anchor expiry: 08:47.

Every second shaved one red pixel from his side and showed exactly when Heaven would retake the fingers, spine, and jaw unless he upgraded the geases.

Trevor pinned the mount timer above Damaris's party bar.

“Boss phase with a mount timer,” he said.

“Hostages with an owner timer,” she replied.

“Same UI.”

Some citizens cheered because nobody had died, while others stared at the rescuer who had kept the cage.

Fear entered from both groups and raised his reserve to one hundred twenty-two beneath a new cap of two hundred twenty. A giant contested mount and claimed district had expanded what his Crown could hold.

“Show me what you were built to protect,” Trevor ordered.

The saint opened its chest, and a rotating city map filled the armor cavity. Seven black circles burned beneath separate districts and connected to the cathedral by white arteries; the ward cell had been only one feeder into seven engine mouths.

Adina copied the labels while the saint's mount timer fell below six minutes.

Junia appeared inside the map as a gold figure. “Release the sanctioned vessel.”

“No.”

“The pilots will die when your borrowed attributes expire.”

Naomi examined the nearest joint through the translucent plate. “She is telling the truth.”

Trevor looked at three hundred fourteen new subjects whose survival demanded more power than Red Covenant I could sustain.

“Then I need a nastier geas before the timer ends.”

SYSTEM // Level 25. Skill preview unlocked: Command Charge. You synchronized three hundred fourteen hostage-pilots and told a saint to kneel. Subtlety has left the campaign.
READOUT // Level 25 — Dread Angel
HP 70/330
MP 84/266
Stamina 95/245
XP gained: 800
Cumulative XP: 17,400
Direct-danger XP this level: 820
Vitality 28 → 29
Agility 16 → 17
Grace 20 → 21
Command Charge preview — one linked use completed
Castable skill: not yet
Synchronized joints: 314
Red Covenant I — 36 MP spent across 3 anchor geases
Pain Tithe I — 20 MP spent across 2 completed wounds
Preview Fear cost — 50
Fear 122/220
Dissonance 91
Active Voices 48/60
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 26%
Living pilots retained: 314/314
Saint automaton: contested, temporary
Family District Seven: defended and appalled
Engine mouths revealed: 7
You saved everyone and kept the mech. Morally bankrupt. Huge mount. Worse owner.


The first anchor covenant dropped below one minute, and the saint's fingers began closing around its pilots again.


Chapter 11 — Nobody Leaves Before Dessert

Trevor used the saint automaton's final minute of obedience to lock three hundred fourteen pilots inside a kneeling weapon.

The anchor geases expired in sequence as borrowed attributes drained from the condemned guard, baker, and bell keeper. Trevor ordered every joint to brace against its own armor, then drove the captured processional frame into the saint's spine as a boss pin. When Heaven regained the owner field, the automaton could neither stand nor crush its pilots.

It remained wrapped around Family District Seven like a transparent cathedral full of hostages and failed mount prompts.

“Temporary,” Naomi said after checking the thumb pilot's pulse.

Trevor stood on the open palm with black wings spread over hundreds of faces behind the armor. “Everything is temporary until the next skill purchase.”

Damaris had not forgiven him for keeping the cage. She carried the Iron Orchard name-book beneath one arm with her flail in the other, and anger made every step deliberate.

“If one pilot dies while you wait,” she said, “I break a joint myself.”

“Then I will know the deadline.”

“You already know.”

“I prefer visible bars.”

Naomi looked between them. “He also prefers being struck by women who could leave.”

Trevor smiled. “I contain multitudes.”

“You contain brain damage,” Petra said from the saint's wrist.

The cathedral invitation arrived before Damaris chose a target, carried into the square by a child holding a white plate. Gold words offered neutral ground, healing kits, and a public parley with guild officers, shrine keepers, and district delegates. Smaller text threatened correction if Trevor declined.

He accepted because the saint needed repair casters, the district needed a crowd, and powerful people became easier to bait beneath expensive lighting.

Before attending, Trevor selected ten numbered corpses whose soul residue had fallen too low for any restoration skill. Crown Law stripped their remaining heat, motion, and magic into his bars. One hundred thirty HP, one hundred MP, and one hundred twenty Stamina returned.

Ten bodies flattened beneath their canvas while Naomi cleaned dried blood from his soft face. Her thumb moved beneath one gold-black lash, then lingered at the curve of his cheek despite the argument around them.

“Every time you become stronger,” she said, “you make it harder to tell whether healing you helps anyone else.”

Trevor caught her wrist and pressed his mouth against her pulse. “It helps you.”

“That is the problem.”

Her body still leaned toward him. Damaris noticed from across the shrine and returned to the Iron Orchard name-book with enough force to nearly tear its binding.

Trevor wanted both women: Naomi's care without moral approval, Damaris's desire sharpened by judgment. He had no interest in making their feelings tidy enough for lesser men.

The neutral banquet hall stood between the family district and the cathedral terraces. Seven exits opened from a circular chamber, and white banners covered walls too thick for Petra to read from outside. Tables formed rings around a dry fountain for one hundred twenty guests from guilds, shrines, wealthy houses, and unclaimed districts.

Junia's chair remained empty at the high table beneath a gold spear laid across it in place of the Inquisitor.

Trevor entered wearing Soulplate shaped close to his narrow waist, with black pauldrons framing blonde hair that fell to his upper thighs. The open gorget displayed enough pale cleavage to turn several hostile stares into longer looks.

Fear did not require disgust; desire worked beautifully when the target hated needing it.

He placed Damaris on his right, Naomi on his left, Petra behind the guild delegation, and Adina where she could see all seven doors. His district guards occupied every exit before servants poured wine.

An elderly guild officer refused the first cup. “You hold three hundred fourteen citizens inside a sanctioned defense body.”

“Heaven placed them there.”

“You refused to remove them.”

“Removal disables the saint. I am stealing the whole raid boss.”

“They are people, not spare parts.”

Trevor rested both elbows on the table. “They are both. Pretending otherwise is why Heaven owns the city while you hold meetings.”

The work-crew delegates listened more closely than the priests. Water lifts, ward towers, and defense bodies did not stop mattering when their crafting recipe became obscene.

Trevor opened the saint's status panel above the table: every pilot remained alive, every joint answered his Crown, and the build had beaten a raid boss without wasting its rarest loot. Kindness had nothing to do with it.

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

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

Trevor sealed all seven exits through Crown Law. “Nobody leaves.”

The room stared while he explained, “The attack changes doors around group choices, so I am removing the doors.”

Petra tested the nearest lock. “Also trapping everyone with the possessed food.”

“Yes. Sort the useful guests from the expendable ones.”

Junia had built the feast attack around panic, escape, and edited routes. Trevor denied the first mechanic and put every trapped person into three rings.

The useful ring held healers, ward smiths, memory readers, veteran fighters, and leaders with armed followers. The uncertain ring held wealthy patrons whose treasure Trevor had yet to see, while priests, cathedral builders, and anyone who called the stored dead empty fuel entered the expendable ring.

“This is arbitrary,” one ward-builder shouted.

“No,” Trevor said. “I asked what you do. Your answer was advise.”

Twenty-seven guests began speaking in dead voices as red cords entered their mouths from the wine. Each possessed person carried a different cast and a separate stored soul wrapped around private grief. The first attacks came from the useful ring because Heaven had identified Trevor's preferred loot.

He moved them through One Voice, loading one step into every guard before snapping his fingers. The useful ring shifted behind captured shields as possessed guild officers struck empty chairs. Damaris caught one attacker without breaking her wrist, Naomi anchored another soul, and Adina searched the varied casts for one shared spell root.

Petra found the source beneath the fountain. “The voices are using the guests as exits.”

“Then close those and open worse ones.”

Trevor offered Red Covenant geases to two expendable priests: six temporary Will points now, one hidden soul-service curse later. The men accepted when red cords entered their own cups. Twenty-four MP kept them conscious while Trevor redirected eight attacking voices into each body.

The priests screamed with sixteen dead people inside them, and their overloaded links exposed a single owner path beneath the fountain. Trevor spent ten MP on Pain Tithe and stepped into the white column while thirty-two voices carried a quarter of the next wound. The possession strike took thirty HP from him and scattered ten damage across the Host.

He kept walking while the column tried to overwrite his Crown with RETURN. Trevor pushed sixteen captured voices through one priest and eleven through the other. He dragged their combined pressure into his partition as twenty-seven named enemies.

Both priests collapsed by the time Trevor had spent sixty-five Stamina and closed his partition around twenty-seven hostile souls.

One lived because temporary Will kept his identity beneath the dead crowd, while the other lost every private memory before Naomi could reach him. His body survived, but the blank expression showed the entire room what an expendable party slot cost.

Damaris looked at him across the fountain. “You knew that could happen.”

“I knew it would happen to someone.”

“That is worse.”

Trevor caught the final possession strike with a second Pain Tithe and lost thirty HP. Ten single-point wounds crossed the Host while the dead voices entered his Crown partition, and the fountain went silent.

Five hundred fifty XP entered for surviving the room-wide possession, capturing twenty-seven hostile soul units, and locking out the edited-door phase. Three hundred counted as direct danger toward Level 26.

Trevor opened the doors only after Adina found every attacking voice inside his Crown, yet nobody rushed out.

The useful ring had watched him protect its bodies, while the expendable ring had watched what refusal or a bad party slot could cost. Both groups understood the threat better than they had understood the parley.

Trevor returned to the high table, cut one halo cake in half, and checked the new quest markers.

“Now,” he said, “we fill the saint's empty party slots.”

The guild officers offered eighteen wardwrights if Trevor kept their relatives alive inside the automaton, and shrine healers joined under the same condition. Three wealthy houses offered supplies when Trevor promised their districts a place inside the saint's defense radius.

Nobody mistook the geases for trust, which was expensive and slow while leverage arrived before dessert.

The gold spear over Junia's empty chair rose by itself, and her image formed behind it in repaired white armor while looking past Trevor toward Damaris.

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

Damaris stood with the damaged name-book pressed against one hip. “What does restoration cost?”

“Trevor Dwyer's Crown.”

Trevor expected an immediate refusal.

Damaris looked at him instead. Her desire remained, her anger remained, and neither feeling answered for the other.

“I want every curse trigger,” she said.

SYSTEM // Feast survived. You locked every exit, sorted the guests into party slots, and used two priests as haunted surge protectors. Host etiquette remains aspirational.
READOUT // Level 25 — Dread Angel
HP 140/330
MP 140/266
Stamina 150/245
XP gained: 550
Cumulative XP: 17,950
Progress to Level 26: 550/1,350
Direct-danger XP toward Level 26: 300/820
Red Covenant I — 24 MP spent
Pain Tithe I — 20 MP spent across 2 completed wounds
Fear 141/220
Dissonance 95
Active Voices 59/72
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 29%
Guests entered: 120
Guests released alive: 120
Private identities erased: 1
Hostile dead voices captured: 27
Saint wardwrights recruited: 18
Dinner consumed: one suspicious cake, post-victory
Inquisitor offer: Damaris restored, Trevor surrendered
Darling, dessert is betrayal, and you brought your own fork.


Damaris took the gold spear from Junia's empty chair and pointed it at Trevor's throat.


Chapter 12 — One Free Beat

Damaris pointed Junia's gold spear at Trevor's throat and asked him to open her leash.

The banquet hall had emptied around them, leaving white plates beside abandoned chairs and the dry fountain smelling of captured dead voices. Every door stood open after Trevor released the surviving delegates, while Naomi, Petra, and Adina waited outside the judgment circle beneath Damaris's boots.

“How much?” Trevor asked.

“One beat without your command.”

“Heaven used one owner channel to steal Junia from my Crown.”

“I know.”

“It could do the same to you.”

Damaris kept the spear point beneath his chin. “Then decide whether you own a woman who judges or a weapon frightened of an unlocked door.”

Trevor wanted the first because the second would have been safer, easier, and less attractive.

He opened her link, and One Voice withdrew from Damaris for a single beat. The absence felt like a missing tooth inside Trevor's Crown, small enough to ignore until his mind kept touching the gap, and Damaris stepped into the white circle before he could close it.

The banquet hall vanished as Iron Orchard rebuilt itself beneath permanent rain. Twenty-one dead soldiers knelt in the south trench, seven officers waited inside an abandoned command post, and Junia stood across the mud in repaired white armor with the missing name-book pages floating around her spear.

Trevor remained beyond the boundary with the party and could see Damaris's HP plus distance through the Crown, yet every command returned PRIVATE JUDGMENT IN PROGRESS.

The restriction thrilled and enraged him in equal measure while a black spectator HUD opened in front of his face.

SOLO CLASS QUEST — ONE UNOWNED ACTION

ACTIVE PLAYER: DAMARIS PIKE

OUTSIDE COMMANDS: REJECTED

VICTORY: CHOOSE AN ACT NO OWNER SELECTED

DEFEAT: ACCEPT THE STRONGER CLAIM

Trevor tried to drag the panel aside, but it followed his eyes.

“Rude,” the System said. “For once, you are not the player with the glowing objective marker.”

Petra tested the circle with a knife and gained a red SPECTATOR tag, while Adina found eight command sockets around the edge that all led back to Damaris. Naomi touched Trevor's lower wing before he struck the wall.

“If you break it now, Heaven wins the argument,” she said.

“I am not debating Heaven.”

“No. You are trying to beat a solo quest with five players.”

That was a much more offensive accusation, so Trevor left the wall standing.

Junia opened the first page and showed Damaris ordering the Iron Orchard names marked. The second carried her demand to return for the bodies, while the remaining pages showed the sanctioned officer who countermanded her and Heaven's choice to cut the memory during promotion.

“Your verdict was correct,” Junia said. “Return to sanctioned judgment. We will restore every stolen memory, cleanse the founder corruption, and return your complete class.”

Damaris watched the younger version of herself digging in the trench. “Will I remember Trevor?”

“Every event.”

“Will I desire him?”

Junia's pause lasted less than a second, and Trevor counted all of it.

“Founder-induced attachment will be corrected,” Junia said. “You will understand why the desire occurred without remaining subject to it.”

Damaris looked through the white boundary at Trevor, and her attraction had survived hidden geases, corpse consumption, hostage pilots, and the priest whose memories he erased at dinner. It was neither clean enough to make her innocent nor weak enough to prove his actions acceptable.

He valued that desire because Heaven could not explain it away without cutting her apart.

“Refuse,” Trevor ordered, and the command failed against the private beat.

Damaris smiled once. “You gave me this beat.”

“I am reconsidering the gift.”

“That is why it matters.”

She turned back to Junia. “Show the full class upgrade.”

White armor grew over her black standard plate as Iron Verdict changed into Sanctioned Verdict, gaining power against any target Heaven named while losing the ability to suspend commands from above. Her missing memories returned inside a locked spellbook only cathedral authority could open.

The offered class had higher numbers and a gold comparison card.

SANCTIONED JUSTICIAR — PREVIEW

MIGHT +4 | VITALITY +3 | WILL +5

NEW TRAIT: PERFECT OBEDIENCE

OWNER-NAMED TARGETS TAKE +40% RADIANT DAMAGE

SELF-NAMED TARGETS CANNOT BE ATTACKED

CLASS SLOT LOCKED TO CATHEDRAL OWNER

Damaris read it twice; the numbers were excellent, but the build was a spear with a woman trapped in the handle.

Seven sanctioned copies climbed from the trench, each wearing an upgrade she could have earned by never challenging Heaven. One carried an area stun, one rode a radiant mount, and another had one-hundred-percent block chance against enemies on Junia's list.

The copies did not attack; they offered her their weapons.

CHOOSE THE STRONGER LOADOUT.

Instead, Damaris lifted her old flail and attacked the menu.

She hit the stun-bearer across the mouth, breaking its spell before casting because the copy had expected a menu choice instead of an attack. Damaris stole the radiant mount, rode it three strides, then jumped off when it turned toward Junia's marked target. The shield copy blocked every strike until she stopped aiming at the body and wrapped her chain around the quest card.

One pull tore PERFECT OBEDIENCE through the middle, and all seven copies gained red health bars.

The stolen radiant mount kicked one copy into another, adding a gleeful combo multiplier.

“There she is,” Petra said outside the circle.

Trevor smiled despite the empty place in his Crown because Damaris had found the boss phase without his command. Pride arrived tangled with the urge to seize her before the next choice could surprise him.

The offered upgrade also removed every skill that let Damaris ask who profited from obedience.

Instead of answering, Damaris raised her flail, and Junia attacked before the private beat ended.

The spear crossed twenty-five yards and entered beneath Damaris's pauldron, taking ninety HP in a burst of white light that connected directly to the open gap in Trevor's Crown. Heaven pulled.

Damaris used Iron Verdict for sixteen MP.

The extraction command stopped for one beat. During that interval, she could step toward Trevor and close the link, step toward Junia and accept restoration, or strike either owner while neither command held her.

Private Verdict opened from the choice, costing no MP and granting one self-originated beat that no outside command could overwrite, although every suspended order would resume afterward. Damaris spent that beat by striking the restoration seal instead of either person.

The white class shattered.

Two supporting-character levels entered for recovering Iron Orchard, refusing sanctioned erasure, and attacking the offered class. Might rose to twenty-three, Vitality to twenty-one, Will to twenty-two, and maximum HP by ten.

The extraction command resumed, and Heaven pulled Damaris across the trench until Trevor closed her link without asking. His Crown struck the open channel, restored ownership, and dragged her back hard enough to dislocate one shoulder. The white circle cracked beneath the contest, while Junia used the gold spear as an anchor and tried to tear Damaris between two claims.

Damaris screamed at both of them.

“Petra,” Trevor said, “route the weaker owner line.”

“Yours is weaker.”

“Route the other one.”

Petra found Junia's connection through the spear, and Adina copied its hidden clause. Naomi braced Damaris's soul so the competing claims did not split memory from body.

Trevor entered the circle as Junia's second thrust hit Soulplate for sixty HP and seventy Stamina. Pain Tithe cost ten MP, kept forty-five damage in him, and distributed fifteen through the Host, but the impact still drove him beside Damaris in the trench.

The duel, private evolution, and direct claim contest completed Level 26. Might, Vitality, and Focus rose by one, maximum HP by ten, and maximum MP by six. Kneel Field I opened beside two weaker command skills, and Trevor bought it.

Eighteen MP opened a fifteen-yard field around him as he spent two Fear on Junia's projection and each of the seven officers wearing Damaris's missing memories, forcing eight three-second obedience contests.

The officers knelt immediately, but Junia remained standing for two seconds because her fresh owner field carried more Will than Trevor's Level 26 Crown. On the third, Damaris hit the back of her knee with the flail.

The Inquisitor knelt.

Trevor caught Junia's spear and put his mouth beside her projected ear. “You can offer my women upgrades when you learn to forge buffs worth taking.”

“She requested restoration.”

“She rejected yours.”

“You removed the option before the choice completed.”

That accusation landed because Trevor had granted one free beat, watched Damaris use it, then closed the door when the result risked his ownership.

He drove the spear through Junia's projection.

The white circle collapsed, dropping Damaris into Naomi's arms with her shoulder hanging wrong and enough rage to keep her conscious.

Trevor knelt in front of her. “You chose to break the restoration.”

“Then you chose for me when Heaven pulled.”

“I kept you.”

“Yes.” Her eyes held his without gratitude. “Do not rename it rescue.”

Naomi set the shoulder while Petra gathered the seven recovered pages and Adina copied every rune from the broken restoration seal, including one index beneath the Iron Orchard burial order.

RECOVERABLE COMPONENT — SIGNATURE KEY: DAMARIS PIKE.

Heaven had keyed Damaris's soul to the cathedral engine years before Trevor owned her.

Damaris reopened her party mark only enough to send him one private thought.

I still want you. That does not make you right.

Trevor smiled because no command had produced either half.

SYSTEM // Level 26. New skill acquired: Kneel Field I. You granted one free beat, hated the result, and solved theology by making eight people kneel. Consistent branding.
READOUT // Level 26 — Dread Angel
HP 105/340
MP 118/272
Stamina 80/245
XP gained: 800
Cumulative XP: 18,750
Direct-danger XP this level: 820
Might 24 → 25
Vitality 29 → 30
Focus 20 → 21
Kneel Field I — purchased and used
Cost: 18 MP plus 2 Fear per target
Targets contested: 8
Targets kneeling at resolution: 8
Pain Tithe I — 10 MP spent
Fear 130/220
Dissonance 99
Active Voices 59/72
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 32%
PARTY EVOLUTION // Damaris Pike
Level 15 → 17 — Iron Justiciar
HP 160/250 | Stamina 55/185 | MP 148/176
Might 23 | Vitality 21 | Agility 12 | Focus 13 | Will 22 | Grace 13
Private Verdict — acquired
Restoration offer: rejected by Damaris
Extraction attempt: stopped by Trevor after Damaris's free beat
Engine signature key: Damaris Pike
Your girlfriend chose you, condemned you, and remained yours. A healthy relationship was never on the build tree.


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


Chapter 13 — Every Crossing Adds a Geas

The river ward failed six hours after Damaris asked Trevor not to rename ownership as rescue.

He had used those hours to drain eight unidentified corpse units, restoring one hundred HP, eighty MP, and one hundred Stamina while wardwrights locked the kneeling saint's joints. Damaris had used them to avoid his bed, his commands, and every conversation that offered less than truth.

Blue water rose above Family District Seven in a vertical wall, holding boats, market stalls, and three stone bridges above the terraces while a white gate widened beneath them. The recovered engine signature pulled Damaris toward its center with enough force to drag her boots through pavement.

Trevor caught the chain at her waist.

“Do not call this rescue,” he said.

“I was going to call it a leash.”

“Unfair. Leashes have better handles.”

The river fell as Trevor spent ten MP on Pain Tithe and put the next wound across forty-eight linked voices. Water hit Soulplate for eighty damage, taking sixty HP from his bar and scattering twenty through the Host, yet the impact still carried him and Damaris across the square.

She recovered before he did, and Private Verdict gave her one self-originated beat beyond his command. Damaris drove her flail into the street and shouted evacuation orders toward the saint, shrine, and attached houses.

“Three columns. High roofs, inner cellars, saint shoulder. Move.”

Trevor could replace the plan when her private beat ended, but he kept it.

The routes were good, Damaris knew the district, and changing them merely to prove ownership would have destroyed useful people. Trevor put One Voice under her orders instead, making each guard relay the same timing while the civilian columns remained physically separate.

He added one condition to every crossing.

Crown Law opened above the three escape paths: FLOOD SHIELD NOW // ONE WAR GEAS LATER. Anyone who crossed gained a shield from the current flood and one war geas bound to Trevor for a future attack. The price flashed in visible lavender because hiding it would have slowed the clicks.

Most citizens stepped through before reading the second line, while those who hesitated saw white water crush the street behind them and made a faster decision.

The gate answered his geases by spawning drowned-knight collectors across all three routes. Their white tower shields carried the words DEFAULTED CROSSER, and every spear strike tried to knock a citizen backward through Trevor's lavender geas field. A separate red bar opened above each column.

ROOF GEAS — 0/614 RETURNED

CELLAR GEAS — 0/603 RETURNED

SAINT GEAS — 0/625 RETURNED

Trevor admired the totals. “They counted everyone for us.”

“They are trying to drown them,” Damaris said.

“Two things can be useful.”

The collectors shared one aggro rule: strike the most frightened crosser first, and Trevor turned that against them. Every new war geas placed its bearer beneath his Crown marker, letting him move the fear target one place down the route. The knights kept changing victims until they swung their spears at empty gaps between people.

Petra understood before he explained and ran the roofline backward, slapping lavender markers onto loose gargoyles until the collectors charged stone faces over the edge. Three vanished into the flood with their health bars still full.

“Environmental kill!” the System cried. “No loot, but tremendous disrespect.”

Adina took the cellars, copied DEFAULTED CROSSER from one shield, and painted it on a mimic door. Six collectors attacked the door, the mimic ate all six, and then the route families rolled the swollen monster into a wine pit.

Naomi and Damaris held the saint's shoulder against the thickest wave. Naomi broke spearheads. Damaris used the flat of her flail to redirect shields while her one private beat kept Trevor from turning every civilian into a disposable wall.

He considered it anyway as the HUD offered a shortcut.

SACRIFICE 50 Geas-BEARERS — GATE CLAIM +12%

Trevor's finger hovered over the choice because twelve percent would end the contest before another water surge. Fifty people were a cheap price compared with losing the whole gate.

Damaris saw the lavender prompt reflected in his eyes.

“If you choose that,” she said, “I break your claim before the river does.”

It was not a moral appeal but a threat from a party member whose new trait could carry it out. Trevor closed the shortcut and found a better exploit.

The collectors counted a crosser as returned when both feet moved behind the claim line. Trevor ordered fifty linked guards to jump backward for one frame while Petra dragged the line ahead of them with a hooked chain. The gate awarded twelve percent, the guards landed on the safe side, and no geas vanished.

“You cheated the sacrifice button,” Naomi said.

“I cheated Heaven. The button was merely present.”

All three geas bars flashed COLLECTION ERROR, stripping the drowned knights' shield buff. Naomi crushed the first open helm, Damaris sent two bodies into the river, and Trevor's guards swept the rest from the saint's arm with captured poleaxes.

The last collector dropped a white toll crown, and Trevor equipped it before Adina finished reading the curse.

WARD TOLL CROWN — RARE

Crossers inside a claimed route grant +1 temporary gate weight.

Unequip penalty: all stored weight releases as knockback.

“It explodes when removed,” Adina said.

“Then it is staying on.”

The little crown perched crookedly above his black halo, far too cute for the flood tyrant wearing it. Petra laughed so hard she missed one roof jump and had to catch a gutter with both hands.

Every escaping citizen made the crown heavier in the gate contest. Trevor gained no new command over them beyond the geases, but the ward now felt all 1,842 bodies pushing against its latch.

Damaris reached Trevor through the waist-deep current. “Remove the geases.”

“I am providing a claimed gate.”

“You are charging people to escape a weapon aimed at them.”

"The buff is real."

“So is extortion.”

Trevor kissed her wet forehead because arguing over the flood sounded exhausting. She struck his gorget with one armored palm and kept moving toward the trapped families.

The river gate recognized her signature.

Every white hinge opened at once, exposing a hollow shaped around Damaris's body, because the ward wanted her installed as its missing latch. Water diverted from the district and pulled directly toward her, carrying broken roofs, shrine stones, and numbered corpse pieces through the air.

Trevor claimed the gate before it could claim her, driving sixty Fear through Crown Law and turning the escape geases into anchor points. Each person crossing the three routes became one point of leverage against the white command.

The gate turned lavender by degrees and fought back through the crowd.

Six district leaders stopped in separate routes and ordered everyone to return home. White script covered their eyes. Trevor opened Kneel Field I for eighteen MP, spent two Fear per target, and forced six three-second obedience contests inside fifteen yards.

All six leaders dropped to their knees before the possessed commands could spread, and Petra pulled one route around them. Naomi kept the closest woman's soul from tearing while Adina copied the possession rune. Damaris used Spellbreak Strike for twelve MP against the strongest command, then Executioner Step carried her four yards into the gate's owner line.

She could have used Iron Verdict to suspend Trevor's claim, but instead she suspended Heaven's extraction for one beat.

“Do not mistake a fast kill for forgiveness,” she told him.

“I treasure your distinctions.”

The one beat gave Trevor enough time to complete the claim. He spent twelve MP on Red Covenant for the condemned guard anchoring the saint's shoulder route. Six temporary Vitality points entered the guard, and the joint's crossing rune bound itself to Trevor's Crown.

Every citizen reached high ground while Trevor kept the gate open until the final war geas registered. The claimed structure took ten more HP and one hundred Stamina from him while he held it against the river, and then Damaris used Iron Verdict on his command.

One private beat stopped Trevor's HOLD order, and she broke the lower hinge.

The river fell through the empty district, tore apart the blue-roofed shrine, and carried the white gate into the lower terraces. Trevor lost the gate before he could finish the capture, but every crossing geas remained inside his Crown.

Six hundred fifty XP entered for contesting the river ward, surviving direct flood pressure, and turning three escape paths into captured army routes. Three hundred fifty counted toward Level 27's direct-danger requirement.

Trevor found Damaris standing on the saint's wrist after the water passed.

“You destroyed my gate.”

“I ended your hold after everyone crossed.”

“It was useful.”

“So are boundaries.”

He looked at the one-beat gap she had cut into his command and felt irritation twist into desire. Damaris had used the trait he allowed her to earn against his property without sacrificing the evacuation he had enhanced.

“Come to bed tonight,” he said.

“Apologize for the geases.”

"Counteroffer: I explain the S-tier exploit while naked."

“Denied.”

Naomi passed them with an injured child in both arms. “For what it is worth, I would also deny that.”

Trevor watched two women he wanted walk away together and decided his Crown needed better romance skills.

The drained riverbed opened below the shattered terraces.

Stone vertebrae rose from the mud, forming a staircase that moved like a living spine. Every third step carried Damaris's soul signature. The descent ended inside the first of seven engine mouths, where thousands of numbered lights rotated like teeth.

SYSTEM // River ward contested, evacuation completed, toll road established during active flooding. You added paid DLC to a drowning event.
READOUT // Level 26 — Dread Angel
HP 135/340
MP 158/272
Stamina 80/245
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 19,400
Progress to Level 27: 650/1,400
Direct-danger XP toward Level 27: 350/870
Pain Tithe I — 10 MP spent
Kneel Field I — 18 MP and 12 Fear spent
Red Covenant I — 12 MP spent
Gate claim attempt — 60 Fear spent
Fear 122/220
Dissonance 103
Active Voices 60/72
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 35%
District residents evacuated: 1,842
Flood-escape geases: 1,842
River gate: claimed, then destroyed by Damaris
Living stair: exposed
Signature repeating on steps: Damaris Pike
She broke your gate, kept your army, and denied your bedroom appeal. Catastrophic girlfriend aggro.


The living stair flexed and carried the first corpse cart downward.


Chapter 14 — Synchronized Murder Is Still Teamwork

The living stair carried Trevor's corpse cart into the first engine mouth before the river finished falling.

Stone vertebrae rolled beneath sixty linked guards, four women, one Dread Angel, and a brass cart packed with numbered dead. The stair folded shut behind them as wet dark replaced the river light and thousands of blue souls turned below like fish trapped inside a drain.

Trevor chose four corpse units whose damaged memories could no longer cast a class skill, and Crown Law stripped them into heat, motion, and magic. Sixty HP returned, forty MP entered his casting bar, and seventy Stamina steadied his legs.

Naomi watched the four lights vanish behind the cart slats. “Those people survived death until your resource bars got low.”

“They solved it.”

“That answer will rot inside you.”

Trevor checked Dissonance at one hundred fifteen and kept walking. “Then it can wait behind the other problems.”

The first engine mouth opened beneath the stair, revealing three stone rings around a shaft wider than the district shrine. Human teeth filled the outer grooves, while brass arms pulled blue lights from bodies and printed the same blank choir face across every soul.

The engine gave Trevor three founder controls, with the last carrying Damaris's soul signature.

PURGE JAM.

RESUME STANDARDIZATION.

INSTALL RECOVERED COMPONENT.

“Mine,” Trevor said.

Damaris struck the back of his Soulplate with her flail haft. “I am standing here.”

“That was aimed at the machine.”

“Then say what you mean.”

“The machine can fuck itself. You are mine.”

Her mouth tightened around the answer she wanted to deny, though desire still warmed her face before anger covered it.

Adina knelt beside the feed rail and uncovered three command channels beneath the flood mud. One carried bodies into the teeth, the second sent stripped memories into the ward web, and the third dumped rejected traits into a chamber below the furnace.

“The mill pays the city in obedience,” she said. “Every blank soul keeps a bell, gate, or wall under one command.”

Petra hung beneath the stair by both knees and studied the brass route. “Break the outer track, and the carts fall clear. The soul strips keep going into the furnace.”

Naomi counted pulse marks through the nearest cart. “Three thousand six. Seven are fading. The drum will finish them on its next turn.”

Damaris set her flail against the central axle. “I can stop the rings. Everything caught between them dies.”

Trevor read the three controls again, knowing the engine expected a founder to choose which loss looked cleanest. He wanted the bodies, souls, command pipes, and working mill because any ruler who accepted that menu deserved to own a smaller city.

“We take all of it,” he said. “Petra marks the drive joints. Adina copies the timing. Naomi keeps the useful souls attached. Damaris stops the master hinge when I strike.”

Damaris looked at the sixty guards packed behind him. “And them?”

“Ammunition with pensions.”

Three guards heard him, and their fear crossed the Host in quick sour bursts that showed Trevor who would move fastest when survival stopped being the prize.

The outer ring bit through the corpse cart, pouring blue souls across the teeth. The engine started with bodies because it knew Trevor had claimed their crossing runes, and its command reached sixty war geases at once.

Half his line turned toward him until Trevor opened One Voice and gave them one order. “Forward.”

The possessed guards fought it, some dragging their boots while others lifted spears toward their own throats because the engine had found a cheaper way to stop the advance. Trevor hardened his command until knees moved, yet the ring changed speed faster than sixty separate bodies could keep pace.

The saint fight had shown him the answer: one impact frame, one army, and no slack between intent and steel.

Command Charge remained a Level 28 purchase, but Red Covenant already wrote curse triggers into living souls. Trevor needed the geas to fire on a boss tell instead of a clock.

He chose six guards with intact legs and opened six geases for seventy-two MP, granting each man six temporary points split between Might and Agility. Trevor wrote the same visible curse trigger into all six.

One guard tried to step out before the sixth geas closed, but Crown Law caught his gate mark and put him back in place. He had crossed Trevor's river gate to save two children, accepted the visible geas under flood pressure, and now stood inside the exact attack that geas had named.

Trevor met his stare. “Hit the joint, live through the next ten seconds, and the clause ends.”

The guard spat blood from a bitten cheek. “If I miss?”

“You will die owing me accuracy.”

Damaris moved between them. “He reaches the joint through the inner rail. Your line sends him under the second ring.”

Trevor checked her angle and changed the mark by two feet. He resented the correction because it saved a fighter in front of his face.

“Better?” he asked.

“Less wasteful.”

“I accept worship in several forms.”

WHEN TREVOR DWYER STRIKES THE CENTRAL AXLE, DRIVE YOUR WEAPON INTO THE MARKED RING JOINT.

The Covenant tried to assign a time, and Trevor deleted it.

The engine struck first as a brass arm crossed the stair and hit Soulplate with forty-eight points of force. Fifteen Fear kept the blow out of his HP bar, but the strike threw him against the outer ring. Trevor spent ten MP on Pain Tithe before the next arm landed, keeping thirty-six HP in his body and sending twelve through the linked guard line. The forty-Stamina impact threw him onto the turning teeth.

Stone teeth closed around his waist and ground Trevor toward the glass drum. Damaris attacked the nearest hinge. Petra climbed the turning brass. Adina copied the engine's strike marks, and Naomi kept three guards alive after their own spears opened their necks.

White shutters opened above the shaft, revealing seven ward pipes that drank blank faces from the drum and carried their obedience toward the city. Each stolen memory kept stone in the air, water in its channel, or a bell ready to turn a private mind into public fuel.

Trevor marked every pipe through Crown Law so he could break them after their spell paths belonged to him. For now, the mill remained a loaded dungeon weapon with six thousand hands worth of force pressing against his small body.

“Axle!” Trevor shouted.

“Your timing is wrong,” Damaris called.

“It will learn.”

He drove both boots into the ring and pushed against its turn, bracing the teeth with his lower wings. The upper pair forced two brass arms to strike his feathers instead of the party, costing twenty-seven HP and thirty Stamina before the axle came within reach.

Petra dropped beside him. “Three beats.”

“One.”

“Three if you want the ring joint aligned.”

Trevor hated advice most when it was right, but he held through the first beat as a tooth split the mail over his left hip. The second beat took another twelve HP and fifteen Stamina while the ring crushed his lower wings together.

On the third, Trevor punched the central axle.

Six Covenant clauses triggered at once.

The first geas-bound guard took the inner route Damaris had found and ducked under the second ring. He lost his helmet crest before driving his spear into the moved mark, while the other five struck on the same heartbeat from three heights and two sides.

One Voice carried the impact through the rest of the line. Guards who had failed to match Trevor's pace copied a physical beat already proven by the six geas-bound fighters, and fifty-four spear shafts bent together before the engine could rewrite their timing.

Damaris struck the master hinge on Trevor's impact while Petra cut the drive belt and Adina sent the same trigger through every captured crossing mark. The whole guard line threw its weight forward after the six geas-bound fighters fixed the beat.

The System shrieked with delight. “You built Command Charge out of cursed stat buffs. That is the most you thing you have ever done.”

The first ring stopped.

The second ring did not.

Its full stone edge struck the stalled teeth and shattered into a storm of white knives. Trevor opened Wing Guard for ten MP and caught the largest slabs on all four wing surfaces, while smaller fragments hit the expendable front rank.

Nine guards died, and seventeen more lost enough HP to leave the formation, but the party remained standing.

Naomi knelt among the injured while the fight continued above her, sealing two open throats and setting one crushed leg in hard light. She left a third man screaming because saving him would have cost the pulse keeping four others alive, yet her choices kept twelve damaged fighters from becoming Trevor's next refill.

“You wanted ammunition,” she called. “Ammunition does not crawl back into line after its spine breaks.”

Trevor caught the turning axle with both arms. “Then stop breaking mine.”

“I remain tempted.”

Trevor tore the central axle from its collar as command marks lit under his nails and every surviving guard heaved on the same beat. The axle became a black spear forty feet long, entered the glass drum, crossed the furnace, and pinned the third ring against the far wall.

The mill stopped with blue soul strips hanging from its teeth.

Trevor claimed them through the war geases before the machine could call them dead. Each strip entered the Host as a numbered voice with its private face damaged but able to cast. He kept the engine mouth intact around them because broken dungeon tools dropped fewer options.

The baker's split lip vanished when his strip entered Trevor's Crown, and a private phrase tried to follow it. The claim shoved those sounds beneath the voice slot before Trevor heard them all. Three thousand six minds remained as damaged voices, skill fragments, and bodies waiting for enough power to move.

The gain hit harder than the river and widened Trevor's halo, sending lavender lines from its crown points into the mill until every ward pipe answered with a dim pulse. Dissonance climbed by twelve as thousands of stripped memories rubbed against the sixty voices already inside him.

He kept the links open, and the engine answered with a hidden second phase. Red warning marks ran down the seven ward pipes in an inward spiral. Trevor recognized the raid pattern that killed players who chased the boss bar while the floor built an instant wipe. He drove his claimed mill backward before the first mark reached the furnace.

The spiral met three thousand six captured voices instead of blank choir fuel, each striking half a beat apart because damaged memories refused perfect sync. That ugly lag tore gaps through the white command, letting Trevor push One Voice into them and turn the cathedral's wipe mechanic into a seven-pipe attack against its own ward web.

The first pipe split a bell tower somewhere above, while the second drained a river barrier into the empty shaft. The next three flashed possible capture nodes across Trevor's Crown, the sixth exposed a sealed furnace route marked with Damaris's signature, and the seventh dropped a black loot chest onto the axle deck hard enough to crack stone.

Petra opened the chest from behind with one dagger tied to a rail hook, keeping her face clear when white needles crossed the space where a greedy player would kneel. The box held six wing-repair pins, a coil of saint-thread, and one blue key shaped like an open mouth. Trevor claimed the key for ten Fear and revealed part of the mill without walking into its obvious trap corridor.

Damaris looked from the trapped needles to the key in Trevor's gauntlet. “You knew the chest would attack.”

“Boss room, rare drop, no corpse beside it. The corpse arrives second.”

Petra pulled her dagger line and snapped the lid shut. “He spent his old life learning boss tells after all.”

“Video games,” Trevor said. “Respect the sacred texts.”

The System gave him a delighted chime while the claimed ward pipes marked six more engine-mouth routes across his Halo Sight. One pulsed gold around Damaris's soul signature as the empty slot behind the furnace opened like a waiting throne.

Three cathedral defenders dropped through that gold route before the copy could form, their armor carrying no faces beyond class icons cut into white helms: shield, spear, and bell. Trevor read the party comp at a glance and attacked the bell first because every bad dungeon group learned what happened when the support mob finished casting.

Petra used the new map to step behind its marked blind angle, drove both daggers through the bell straps, and kicked the loose instrument toward Adina. Adina caught its command tone inside her route mark and sent the sound through the claimed pipe, where it stunned the shield bearer instead of buffing him. Damaris broke the spear fighter's front knee, while Naomi turned his spilled soul-light into a hard blue cord around the stunned shield.

Trevor hit all three with the axle's broken collar, sending the white fighters across the deck and into the empty slot as three new mill weights. Crown Law offered him a kill reward or a capture bonus, so he took the capture because enemies with class icons always dropped more options than corpses.

The shield bearer woke inside the mill and tried to trigger a party-wide immunity phase. Trevor fed that cast into the six event geases before their strength buff expired, and the linked guards struck the same joints again without another MP opening cost. The spell collapsed into thirty seconds of physical resistance across Trevor's front rank.

Damaris watched the stolen buff settle over the guards. “That refinement will make ambushes worse.”

“For people ambushing me.”

“For anyone bound to your timing.”

Trevor spread his cut wings and let the new resistance harden the feather roots. “Then stay close enough to hit me when I get greedy.”

“I would need a longer weapon.”

He looked at her flail. “That sounded almost affectionate.”

Seven hundred fifty XP entered him. Five hundred twenty counted as direct danger from taking the rings in melee, forcing the axle into reach, and surviving the shatter line.

Level 27 raised Vitality, Agility, and Will by one, maximum HP by ten, and maximum Stamina by five, filling the new space in both current bars. The event-trigger Covenant fixed itself as the refinement he had forced into existence.

Trevor stood on the pinned axle at one hundred thirty HP, with blood running through the mail at his hip and all four wings looking fed through a saw. Lavender command marks beneath his nails made his hands look prettier than any battlefield had a right to permit.

Damaris climbed the axle toward him. “Nine dead.”

“Fifty-one useful guards remain.”

“You spent them to test a skill you do not own yet.”

“I own the result.”

She stopped close enough that her flail head rested beside his boot, and Trevor waited for another blow. Damaris looked down at the engine mouth he had taken and then up at the face she still wanted.

“You make every victory harder to love,” she said.

“Yet you manage.”

“That is my defect, not your defense.”

The six geases ended when the spears struck, but each fighter kept the temporary strength until the ten-minute buff expired. Trevor ordered them to lift the dead, bind the wounded to cart frames, and clear the feed rail before it left their limbs. A visible boss tell had made the curse easier to exploit, giving future soldiers one exact moment to fear instead of the whole geas prompt.

Petra dropped from the upper rail with a white command tooth tucked through her belt. “The mill still works.”

“Good.”

“It also thinks Damaris belongs in the empty slot behind the furnace.”

“Less good.”

Damaris rested the flail chain across Trevor's ankle. “Try that answer again.”

“I am going to own the slot until it apologizes.”

“Better.”

The captured mill pulsed through Trevor's Crown like a dungeon floor waiting for its new spawn table. Each of the six unopened mouths appeared as a locked icon with a different boss modifier. The gold route around Damaris shone brightest because Heaven had chosen the party member most likely to hurt him when copied well.

The claimed soul strips rose behind her and built a second Damaris above the mill.

The copy wore flawless black-white plate with every dent removed and its braid hanging straight. Gold script filled both eyes, while its gentle smile held none of the anger that made the real woman dangerous.

“Install me,” the copy said. “I will obey without grief, friction, or wasted judgment.”

Trevor looked from the perfect servant to Damaris.

Real Damaris lifted her flail. “Choose your next sentence with care.”

SYSTEM // First engine mouth captured. Nine guards spent. Six trigger geases fired. Your combo works, and Heaven wants to nerf you with a hammer.
READOUT // Level 27 — Dread Angel
HP 130/350
MP 106/272
Stamina 70/250
XP gained: 750
Cumulative XP: 20,150
Progress to Level 28: 0/1,450
Direct-danger XP for Level 27: 870/870
Attributes // Might 25 | Vitality 31 | Agility 18 | Focus 21 | Will 26 | Grace 21
Red Covenant I refined — one curse trigger may trigger on a named physical event within ten minutes instead of a fixed time. The named event must be visible to every linked geas-bound fighter.
Fear 107/220
Dissonance 127
Active Voices 3,057/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 37%
Corpse units consumed: 4
Guards killed: 9
Engine mouth one: claimed
Stored soul strips claimed: 3,006
Unauthorized Damaris copies: 1
You synchronized an army with cursed loan perks and punched a cathedral axle out of spite. Horrible. Flashy. Extremely on brand.


The copy offered Trevor the clean obedience he had spent the whole city trying to build.


Chapter 15 — Delete the Nice Version

The flawless Damaris offered Trevor perfect obedience and attacked the real one.

Its restored spear crossed the mill in a white line, but Damaris blocked with her flail chain, lost the weapon, and took the spear beneath one pauldron hard enough to spin across the axle deck.

Trevor caught her against his cut wings as the copy smiled with her face. “I can love you without resistance.”

Real Damaris tore the spear from her shoulder. “Then you cannot love him.”

“That was hot,” Trevor said.

Both women hit him, the copy with a white command pulse and Damaris with her gauntlet. Trevor lost twenty-five HP, eighteen Stamina, and any chance of pretending the line had been worth it.

The System chimed, “It was worth it,” as a class icon opened above the copy.

SANCTIONED DAWN INQUISITOR — LEVEL 28.

White-blue field armor replaced its flawless plate, and a flail formed in one hand while every trait Damaris had lost or rejected appeared as gold text down its body. Trevor opened Halo Sight and found nine possible class swaps waiting behind the first.

“Boss has phases,” he said.

Petra jumped onto the upper rail. “How many?”

“Nine.”

“I liked it better when your girlfriends came one at a time.”

Nine phase cards spread across Trevor's Halo Sight.

DAWN INQUISITOR — shield drop.

CHOIR EXECUTIONER — complete Iron Orchard class data.

PENITENT SAINT — restoration spell.

SILENT MARSHAL — area command immunity.

The remaining cards hid their drops until triggered because Heaven expected the party to survive every form in order. Trevor had no interest in a fair boss rush when the loot table had already betrayed the valuable phase.

“Executioner,” he said. “We force that one and skip the rest.”

The copy selected PENITENT SAINT first and rolled white healing across the axle, restoring one dead guard long enough for him to stand, scream Trevor's name, and collapse again when the spell decided his prior state was still dead.

Naomi's face hardened as she caught the second wave on her mace and split it around the living wounded.

Petra threw two knives, one at the copy and one at its reflection in the glass drum. The Saint blocked the real blade, but the reflection took the false hit and lost a sliver of phase armor.

“It counts screen damage,” Petra said.

“Of course it does.” Trevor pointed to three surviving panes. “Adina, give me four fake bosses.”

Adina bent the mill's route light through the cracked glass, spawning four copies around the furnace with the same white health bar. The real boss healed all four and divided its phase armor between them.

Damaris swept the weakest reflection with her chain, and Petra broke the next. Naomi shattered a third with the mace head while Trevor drove the last into the furnace using one lower wing.

The Saint phase reached zero without its real body taking a direct hit.

PHASE SKIP — MIRROR ADDS COUNTED AS BOSS BODY.

The System moaned. “Filthy. Continue.”

Naomi pulled Damaris behind the axle and sealed the spear wound with blue light while Adina aimed the mouth key at the copy, revealing an empty slot behind the furnace and a gold route joining it to Damaris's soul.

“It was built to replace her,” Adina said.

“Then we strip it for parts.”

The copy heard him, changed class, and drew a two-handed judgment blade with twenty-one Iron Orchard faces trapped along the edge.

CHOIR EXECUTIONER — LEVEL 31.

Damaris stopped when the first dead soldier opened his blue eyes.

The copy swung, and Trevor spent ten MP on Pain Tithe before taking the front of the strike across Soulplate. Thirty HP left his bar while ten points broke across the marked guard line, driving him onto one knee with Damaris behind his armor instead of beneath it.

“I did not order you to cover me,” she said.

“I ordered myself.”

“A rare abuse of power I support.”

Trevor caught the blade under one wing and read the class swap: the copy changed whenever Damaris rejected the lesson built into its current form. Heaven had turned every old choice into a branching skill tree where all routes ended with obedience.

He did not need to beat nine classes, only select the one with the best drop.

“Damaris, tell it you accept correction.”

She stared at him. “No.”

The copy changed into a Choir Marshal with a tower shield.

“Wrong dialogue option,” Trevor said. “Try again.”

“I will put my flail through your pretty teeth.”

“That unlocked tank phase. We need execution phase back.”

Petra threw a wing pin into the shield's sight slit, but the copy caught it, switched to DISCIPLINED PENITENT, and fired chains from both wrists. Adina bent one chain around the axle while Naomi blocked the second with a healer pane that cracked on contact.

Damaris stepped toward Trevor through the opening and said, “Explain the build before I kill you first.”

He pointed at the twenty-one faces hidden inside the copy's class tree. “The Executioner blade carries every Iron Orchard skill Heaven cut from you. Kill that form, and I can take them.”

“You want me to murder my approved replacement so you can loot my past.”

“Exactly.”

“Say please.”

Trevor used One Voice. “Damaris Pike, execute the copy.”

The command struck her Crown channel and opened Private Verdict for one self-originated beat outside his control. Damaris could hit him, break the link, refuse the fight, or choose the same target for a reason that belonged to her alone.

She punched Trevor across the mouth before the beat ended and his command resumed.

Damaris turned toward the copy with blood on her knuckles and fury behind every step. “I chose the first hit.”

Trevor wiped his lip. “Worth it twice.”

The copy returned to Executioner phase because his order matched Heaven's predicted owner path. Its blade grew longer, and the Iron Orchard faces began reciting a burial count of fourteen instead of twenty-one.

Damaris spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict and stopped the false count for one beat.

She crossed the deck with Executioner Step, paid ten Stamina, and drove her flail through the seventh missing face. White armor opened around the hit while Petra cut the exposed belt, Adina locked the swap command inside the blue key, and Naomi pushed the false healing shield away from its empty body.

Trevor opened two Red Covenant geases for twenty-four MP, granting both linked guards six temporary Might with a curse trigger set to Damaris's flail reaching the copy's heart. He made the boss tell visible through One Voice.

Damaris's chain tightened, and two spears struck on the same frame to pin the copy against the furnace. The trigger worked without Trevor hitting first because Red Covenant cared about the visible boss tell, not his body.

The copy switched to healer phase while pinned, touching Damaris's face with white hands as sanctioned light tried to remove every memory Heaven had marked as corruption.

Damaris froze inside Trevor's command as false peace entered her through their Crown link. Iron Orchard faded first, anger softened, and the part of Damaris that hated his ownership thinned toward a pleasant blank. Her love remained because Heaven wanted that part.

Trevor wanted the obedience, but he wanted the woman more.

“Keep your damage,” he ordered.

Damaris's fury came back sharp enough to hurt through the link, and she wrapped the flail chain around the copy's throat before pulling its flawless head free beneath one armored boot. White script sprayed across Trevor's armor like hot blood.

The body collapsed and opened nine sanctioned class paths as loot choices, so Trevor took all nine.

The stolen classes crossed his Crown and entered Damaris without restoring any memory she had refused. Five Fear held them inside his mark while Iron Verdict gained a deeper pattern map, Hard Guard learned the copy's perfect spear angle, and three dead skill branches folded into a black shard.

The copy's last class icons burst toward the soul carts, but Trevor spent ten MP on Wing Guard and opened all four torn surfaces. Seventeen Stamina left while the white shards broke across his feathers instead of wiping the captured voices.

Dissonance rose by eight as six hundred XP entered for surviving the class-swap boss, forcing the execution phase, and taking the sanctioned build data before the furnace reset. Two hundred sixty counted toward Level 28's direct-danger requirement.

Damaris stood over her own headless copy and looked at Trevor through gold-lavender link light.

“You ordered me to kill myself,” she said.

“A version with no taste.”

“You kept its class data.”

“It had excellent drops.”

She caught the front of his Soulplate, pulled his small body against hers, and kissed the blood from his split lip with enough force to make Naomi swear behind them. Desire hit the Crown link hot, chosen, and full of anger he had decided not to erase.

Damaris released him before he could turn the kiss into a victory speech. “Do not mistake that for forgiveness.”

“I mistake it for a combo counter.”

Petra dropped from the rail. “Two hits and one kiss. He is ahead.”

Naomi checked Trevor's HP bar. “He is losing.”

Adina crouched beside the copy's remains. “The dungeon disagrees.”

A thumb-sized gold shard rose from the empty neck. White text marked it through every layer of Trevor's Crown.

RECOVERABLE COMPONENT: DAMARIS PIKE.

CURRENT VERSION: HOST-CONTAMINATED.

NEXT INSTALLATION ATTEMPT: OUTER ENGINE CRADLE.

SYSTEM // Perfect obedient girlfriend deleted. Angry real girlfriend retained. Rare correct choice detected in villain route; do not become sentimental.
READOUT // Level 27 — Dread Angel
HP 75/350
MP 62/272
Stamina 35/250
XP gained: 600
Cumulative XP: 20,750
Progress to Level 28: 600/1,450
Direct-danger XP toward Level 28: 260/870
Pain Tithe I — 10 MP spent
Red Covenant I — 24 MP spent across 2 trigger geases
Wing Guard — 10 MP spent
Fear 102/220
Dissonance 135
Active Voices 3,057/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 38%
Sanctioned Damaris builds harvested: 9
Private memories erased: 0
Gold component shard: claimed
Outer engine cradle: targeting Damaris Pike
You preserved the part of her that hates your leash because the sex is better. Villain logic remains undefeated.


The gold shard fired a chain through Damaris's chest and pulled her toward the furnace wall.


Chapter 16 — My Leash Had a Boss Phase

The gold shard fired a chain through Damaris's chest and followed Trevor's Crown link straight into her soul.

He closed his fist around the line before the engine could pull her off the axle. The chain carried his own lavender command marks between its white links, and every mark pointed from Damaris back to him.

Halo Sight showed her at HP 128/250, MP 104/176, and Stamina 35/185 after the copy fight. The first pull took fifty HP, bent both greaves across the axle, and opened a furnace wall around the shape of her body.

Seven doors waited behind it, with the outer engine cradle hanging beyond the last frame as a gold cage with one woman-shaped slot. White text identified Trevor as the delivery path.

Halo Sight exposed the phase modifiers.

DOOR ONE — OWNED TARGETS TAKE +20% PULL.

DOOR TWO — ACTIVE VOICES ADD CHAIN MASS.

DOOR THREE — CROWN SKILLS MAY BE COPIED.

DOOR FOUR — OWNER COMMANDS HEAL ALL DOORS.

DOOR FIVE — PRIVATE VERDICT DISABLED.

DOOR SIX — RELEASE OPTION REMOVED.

DOOR SEVEN — INSTALL.

Every strong part of Trevor's build made the capture worse. His 3,057 voices became chain weight. The claimed mill became an anchor. Each command could heal the boss, and the final door would erase the one trait Damaris owned beyond him.

A small lavender choice floated beside the first frame.

SEVER OWNER PATH — CURRENT LINKS LOST: 1.

The cost was one link. Not one life. Not one level. One woman would stop being his.

Trevor closed the choice without selecting it.

The System hissed. “Boss weakness discovered and rejected for branding reasons. We are speedrunning consequences.”

Petra read the vanished button in his face. “You found the easy route.”

“I found the coward route.”

“Those are not always the same.”

OWNED COMPONENT DETECTED.

FOUNDER CHANNEL ACCEPTED.

INSTALL THROUGH CURRENT OWNER.

The System made a wounded sound. “Your leash has a boss phase. I would laugh if it were not currently eating your girlfriend.”

Trevor pulled the Crown link back.

The engine pulled harder and dragged Damaris across the deck with her flail chain wrapped around the broken axle. Petra drove two daggers through the gold shard, Adina locked the mouth key over its route marks, and Naomi pressed both palms against Damaris's back to stop her soul from leaving before her body.

The capture chain copied every connection, sending white links through Trevor's Crown Mark and all 3,057 Active Voices before curling around the claimed mill and its seven ward pipes. The cradle had found a road from one owned woman into his whole dungeon build.

“Release me,” Damaris said.

“Denied.”

“The engine is using your claim.”

“Then I will claim the engine harder.”

“That sentence explains every bad choice you make.”

The first door opened and dragged Damaris through with Trevor's Crown behind her. White force hit him behind the face, cost forty HP, and put half his linked voices under the cradle's RETURN command; thirty captured souls turned toward the furnace wall, while twenty-one guards put spear points under their own chins.

Trevor spent forty Fear through Crown Law and forced every marked voice to kneel instead. The guards hit the deck before their spears moved, while the numbered dead folded around the mill axle in a ring of blue light.

Damaris crossed the second door as Private Verdict opened for one self-originated beat and suspended every command on her soul, including Trevor's hold. She cut the white chain with her flail, planted both boots, and shouted through the gap.

“Close the Crown.”

Trevor could release her link before the beat ended. The engine would lose its clean owner road, Damaris would keep the ground she had won, and his Host would stop bleeding command into the cradle.

He chose possession.

“Hold position,” he ordered.

Private Verdict ended.

His command closed around Damaris before the cut chain could fall. The engine caught the restored link, replaced its missing links with lavender Crown marks, and pulled her through the third door hard enough to rip the flail from her grip.

Damaris screamed his name without love in it.

The sound hurt worse than the Crown backlash, which annoyed Trevor because his HP bar did not respect symbolism, and the third door began copying his command tree. One Voice, Pain Tithe, Red Covenant, and Kneel Field appeared as white icons above the cradle, each aimed backward through him at the Host.

Petra cut three path marks from the floor. Adina trapped a fourth inside the mouth key, while Naomi poured blue light into Damaris's torn soul edge without touching the owner line. The women had learned to fight around Trevor's worst choice because waiting for him to improve would get Damaris killed.

“New plan,” Petra said. “Break the doors before your ego develops an eighth phase.”

Trevor opened Halo Sight on all seven frames.

Each door carried its own health bar, but all seven bars lost the same amount when Damaris had cut the chain under Private Verdict. Nested boss, shared HP pool, weakest phase hidden at the outer edge. Trevor knew the trick from games that punished players for hitting the impressive target in the middle.

“First door has missing health,” he said. “Hit it from both sides.”

“Damaris is behind three doors,” Naomi said.

“She has a flail.”

“The engine took it.”

Trevor looked at the weapon lying near his boot. “Then I have a delivery quest.”

He caught the flail chain, wrapped it around his waist, and charged the closing third door. The edge hit Soulplate, cost twenty HP and thirty Stamina, and trapped both upper wings inside the frame.

Trevor pushed forward because reverse movement was how game geometry turned a stuck player into red paste.

The System flashed three skill choices at him before he had earned the level.

COMMAND CHARGE I — LEVEL 28 REQUIRED.

BODY RIDE I — LEVEL 28 REQUIRED.

HOST REFILL I — LEVEL 28 REQUIRED.

“Teasing locked skills during a grab mechanic is toxic design,” Trevor said.

“Buy the first one,” Petra called.

“I know.”

“You spent the last point on Kneel Field.”

“I knew after you said it.”

He reached Damaris's side of the third door with fifteen HP and five Stamina. The impossible room spread his body between both places: legs on the mill deck, chest inside the white frame, and four wings caught across the edge like torn banners.

Damaris stood at the fourth threshold with no weapon and the chain through her ribs. Trevor threw the flail.

She caught it on the haft and struck the first door from inside.

Petra hit the old dagger holes from the mill. Adina sent both marks through the captured route key, while Trevor ordered the full guard line to drive spears into the same frame. Their impacts arrived across two seconds, too loose for the hidden health bar.

The first door healed between hits, leaving Trevor to need the Level 28 skill before Level 28 would arrive.

He used the refinement that already existed.

Red Covenant put one visible trigger through every surviving war geas without opening a new attribute boost: STRIKE WHEN DAMARIS'S FLAIL HITS WHITE METAL. The trigger carried no bonus points and no fresh cost, but it turned her next impact into a raid tell the whole Host could see.

Damaris lifted the flail.

Trevor made her strike.

Fifty-one spears, Petra's daggers, Adina's route mark, and Trevor's trapped wings hit on Damaris's frame. Naomi fired a healer pulse through the cracked door, which damaged the cradle's corpse logic because living restoration counted as a hostile element inside an installation path.

The first health bar reached zero.

All seven doors lost the same missing chunk.

Eight hundred fifty XP entered Trevor for surviving direct capture backlash, preventing a Host-wide suicide command, and breaking the nested door while trapped in its edge. Six hundred ten counted toward Level 28's direct-danger requirement.

Level 28 raised Might, Focus, and Grace by one. Maximum MP rose twelve, and the same amount entered his current bar. One Skill Point opened the three choices again.

Trevor bought Command Charge I.

The new skill cost fourteen MP and could make up to eight linked bodies strike on his next impact frame. It was smaller than the improvised army trigger, faster than the six event geases, and belonged to his class instead of a loophole he had to rebuild each time.

The fourth door shut between him and Damaris.

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Command Charge before the gap vanished. Eight guards struck the first door on his impact frame and cracked its shared health bar again, but the engine healed the damage from the six unopened phases before they could hold the route.

His trapped wings tore free on the mill side, and the rest of him snapped backward across the axle deck. The owner link stayed inside the engine with her.

Dissonance rose by eighteen as the cradle copied his claim. Damaris reached Level 18 for cutting the chain under Private Verdict, striking the nested door, and surviving the owner-path capture. Might and Vitality rose by one, maximum HP reached 260, and the level increase added ten to her current bar.

The copied command tree drained thirty MP from Damaris, and fighting the pull across four thresholds took twenty Stamina. The fifth door closed around her at HP 50/260.

The cradle drained nineteen HP through each remaining frame.

Damaris crossed the sixth at HP 31/260 and the seventh at HP 12/260, MP 74/176, and Stamina 15/185. Her last look through the closing gap carried the exact fury Trevor had preserved in Chapter 15.

SYSTEM // Level 28 reached by discovering that stronger ownership creates stronger kidnapping physics. The villain build remains committed to teaching through pain.
READOUT // Level 28 — Dread Angel
HP 15/350
MP 60/284
Stamina 5/250
XP gained: 850
Cumulative XP: 21,600
Progress to Level 29: 0/1,500
Direct-danger XP for Level 28: 870/870
Attributes // Might 26 | Vitality 31 | Agility 18 | Focus 22 | Will 26 | Grace 22
Command Charge I purchased and used — 14 MP; up to eight linked bodies strike on Trevor's next impact frame.
Fear 62/220
Dissonance 153
Active Voices 3,057/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 46%
DAMARIS // Level 18 — Iron Justiciar
HP 12/260
MP 74/176
Stamina 15/185
Attributes // Might 24 | Vitality 22 | Agility 12 | Focus 13 | Will 22 | Grace 13
Outer engine doors breached: 1/7
Owner path severed: no
Damaris location: outer engine cradle
You could have released her. You chose the leash, so the dungeon used it as a handle. Skill issue, sweetheart.


The seventh door sealed, and Damaris's HP vanished from Trevor's Crown.


Chapter 17 — Four Doors, One Stolen Inquisitor

Seven doors unfolded around Trevor's captured mill after Damaris vanished behind the last one, and the stopped axle became a raid lobby. Seven red circles appeared around it, then turned white whenever more than one command source entered the same space.

INVALID QUEUE // ONE SOURCE PER DOOR.

Trevor's Crown tried to put 3,057 portraits into all seven at once, so every frame rejected him.

Each white frame showed the same outer cradle from a different angle. Damaris hung inside the gold cage with her head down, her flail trapped between two bars, and her HP hidden behind the seventh seal.

One door showed her body. One showed the flail. One showed the engine wound. One showed Junia's projection hook. One showed the cage as a command source. One showed the Host. The seventh showed the inside of Damaris's own darkened sight.

The dungeon had split one capture into seven target panes, and the System raised one rule above the axle.

ENTRY LIMIT: ONE COMMAND SOURCE PER DOOR.

Trevor grabbed the first handle, but the frame read 3,057 voices behind his Crown and threw him through the stopped ring.

He hit the mill floor hard enough to crack a black-red wing plate, and the rejection notice followed him down.

COMMAND SOURCES DETECTED // 3,057/1

“Generous queue limit.”

Petra hauled him out by one torn wing. “Too much harem?”

“Too much army.”

“That sounds less fun,” Petra said.

Trevor ate twelve captured soul strips, which hung like black-red jerky from his inventory and carried tiny HP, MP, and Stamina yields. He selected twelve with damaged bars and bit through them all at once.

Naomi turned away at the first crunch as the damaged voices broke into one hundred HP, sixty MP, and eighty Stamina. Their missing faces vanished from the mill, and Active Voices fell to 3,045. Dissonance climbed by twelve as their last private sounds scraped through his Crown.

The bars rose in order—HP, MP, Stamina—while twelve Host slots went gray beneath them.

CONSUMABLE STACK // 12 USED

Trevor swallowed the last red light and wiped his mouth while Naomi looked at the empty spaces. “You had other ways to refill.”

“Slower ways,” Trevor said.

He assigned Petra to the door with a handle that moved when watched. Naomi took the frame leaking blue soul-light, while Adina received the door written in seven hostile command loops. Trevor marked the fifth for himself and put the sixth under fifty-one surviving guards as one Host source.

The fifty-one guards compressed into one red formation icon. Their individual bars remained visible beneath it, but the door counted their shared commander as one source.

HOST FORMATION // VALID 1/1

Petra's door showed ROUTE THE MOVING HANDLE. Naomi's showed PIN THE TRUE WOUND. Adina's showed BREAK RETURN. Trevor's showed DEFEAT FOUR CLEAN BUILDS. The Host door showed MARCH THROUGH WITHOUT LOSING FORMATION.

The fourth door carried Junia's gold spear icon. Her body remained somewhere above the engine under Heaven's fresh owner field. The cathedral had pushed her projection through the cradle to watch Damaris's installation, and the old wound in Trevor's Crown still remembered the shape of Junia's command.

The projection carried no HP bar of its own. It borrowed a gold bar from Heaven and a red target outline from Trevor's old spear scar.

Two owners tried to classify one ghost, and the door accepted the conflict as a single source.

He caught that projection through the broken gold spear in Damaris's capture path. The scar opened like a socket, and Trevor's Crown hook entered the old wound. It found the projection instead of Junia's body and marked only the next movement.

TEMPORARY HOOK // ONE STEP

BODY OWNERSHIP // UNAVAILABLE

Junia appeared above the fourth frame in repaired white armor. “Release the stolen component.”

“Walk through the door.”

“Your ownership ended.”

“Your spear missed the patch notes.”

Trevor spent twenty Fear to drive one Crown hook into the old weapon scar. He could not reach Junia's body or keep the link beyond the projection. The hook still turned her next step sideways through the fourth door.

Heaven commanded forward, Trevor commanded left, and Junia used the split to kick the door open with her own right foot.

All three inputs crossed the threshold, and her gold image followed with a face promising a future stabbing.

The seventh door remained Damaris's. “Open,” Trevor ordered.

Six command sources entered six doors, and Damaris's captured soul completed the ring. Trevor landed alone inside a white corridor where four copies waited beneath one shared health bar. One wore full Soulplate, and one held One Voice across a blank army. Another carried Pain Tithe as a black chain, while the last had no armor but every attack skill Trevor had rejected.

Each copy wore the same Level 28 body and soft princess face. The armor build looked absurd under plate too broad for the narrow waist. One Voice had lavender eyes with no private focus, and Pain Tithe carried dead faces along its chain. The attack build smiled like Trevor with every bad restraint removed.

Four class buttons opened beneath them.

KEEP ARMOR.

KEEP COMMAND.

KEEP SACRIFICE.

KEEP DAMAGE.

The corridor expected one clean villain build, but Trevor wanted all four dirty ones.

The attack copy looked him over with lavender eyes. “You keep buying control instead of damage.”

“Control is damage with girlfriends.”

“Then why did the girlfriend become a door key?” Trevor answered with the first hit, and all four builds rushed him.

Trevor used Command Charge for fourteen MP and put eight remote guards on his first impact frame. Their spear points appeared through the corridor walls when his fist hit the attack copy. One punch became nine strikes across the shared boss bar.

Eight red portraits flashed in a line behind his knuckles. The corridor tried to reject outside bodies, but Command Charge supplied impact frames instead. The guards remained inside their own door while their spear points struck through Trevor.

The attack copy flew backward with nine damage numbers stacked across its pretty face. Soulplate blocked half, but Pain Tithe moved a quarter into the blank army. The One Voice copy flinched and exposed the command node behind its halo.

Trevor hit that node next while the corridor flashed the other doors across his sight. Petra ran beneath a ceiling made from blade traps, and Naomi carried one wound that jumped between captured souls. Adina fought a command loop that rewrote every order into RETURN, while Junia battled Trevor's hook from inside a spear cage.

The views opened as hostile notifications over his target bar, each with a command button promising a faster clear. He did not help any of them; he assigned targets, because a target told each woman what his build required.

Petra received the moving hinge, Naomi the first soul carrying the true wound, and Adina the third word in the loop. Junia received the spear cage's weakest bar, because even a stolen projection made a fine dungeon tool.

Each woman attacked her own answer. Petra stopped chasing the moving handle and stabbed the hinge casting its shadow. Naomi let the blue wound jump through six false souls until the seventh screamed in the right voice. Adina ordered RETURN to return to itself, building a command knot. Junia ripped the weakest spear bar free to wield Heaven's own projection force.

The Host formation marched through a corridor that rotated down every three steps. Fifty-one guards locked spear shafts together, became one red wheel, and rolled without breaking their shared source icon.

Trevor's copies changed formation. Soulplate took the front, Pain Tithe linked the rear pair, and One Voice began a three-beat wipe cast through the blank army.

The boss had built a proper party. Soulplate held aggro, Pain Tithe moved damage, One Voice synchronized, and the attack build waited behind them for the execute frame.

Trevor saw the clean rotation and hated how well it worked. Then he caught the weakness: every role trusted the others to remain pure.

Trevor grinned through blood. “Cute.”

He spent ten MP on Pain Tithe before Soulplate hit him. Forty-five HP stayed in his bar while fifteen points crossed the remote guard line. The impact cost thirty Stamina but drove him close enough to seize the armor copy by its narrow waist.

“You are shaped wrong for tanking,” the copy said with Trevor's own sweet voice.

“Tell the enemies who keep losing.” Then he turned the armor copy into the wipe cast.

Trevor hooked one leg behind the armor copy's knee and used the narrow waist as a handle. The plate resisted turning until Pain Tithe pulled damage from it, giving Trevor the leverage to drag both builds across the cast path.

One Voice fired through Soulplate, dropping the shared health bar by a third. All four copies staggered because the corridor had made their roles too clean to survive friendly fire.

The attack copy's execute triggered on its own tank, and Pain Tithe moved part of that damage into One Voice. Three clean roles collapsed from one dirty position change.

Trevor kept the whole mess. Command Charge cost another fourteen MP, and eight guards struck on Trevor's knee impact. They broke the armor copy's stance while Petra's moving hinge rotated the corridor beneath them.

The fall cost Trevor thirty-two Stamina and twenty HP. He landed at HP 50/350 on the wall beside the Pain Tithe copy. Then he caught its black chain and wrapped the line around the One Voice node.

Naomi pinned the true wound in her own door, and Adina broke the third word. Junia tore one bar from the spear cage to use against the projection hook in her chest.

The fourth door tried to reject her, but Trevor pulled the old spear scar tighter. “Not yet.”

Junia crossed before the link broke, carrying the cage bar like a white lance. Her projection entered Trevor's corridor, drove the weapon through all four copies, and severed his Crown hook on the far side.

The shared health bar reached zero, and all seven doors opened onto the same impossible chamber.

The room assigned seven versions of down. Petra fell toward the ceiling, and Naomi slid into one wall. Adina's command line became a vertical bridge. The Host formation marched across a floor that rotated beneath every third spear step.

Trevor landed on the only stable platform because the dungeon still read him as owner, and he used that unfair center.

One command snapped every red source toward Damaris while leaving Petra, Naomi, Adina, and Junia's fading projection on their own paths. The chamber counted seven arrivals without merging them.

The cradle read the formation, revealed Damaris at nine HP, and armed its next drain.

CRADLE FAILURE TICK // 3 HP.

Trevor had exactly three mistakes left to spend when Junia's projection appeared upside down above him.

“I will kill you at the gate,” she said.

“Get in line.”

Her image shattered before he could catch it again, leaving Damaris at the center of every direction with HP 9/260.

SYSTEM // Six commanded doors and one captured girlfriend converged successfully. You even used the hostile Inquisitor as a temporary summon. Disgusting build creativity.
READOUT // Level 28 — Dread Angel
HP 50/350
MP 82/284
Stamina 23/250
XP gained: 420
Cumulative XP: 22,020
Progress to Level 29: 420/1,500
Direct-danger XP toward Level 29: 180/920
Command Charge I — 28 MP spent across 2 uses
Pain Tithe I — 10 MP spent
Fear 42/220
Dissonance 165
Active Voices 3,045/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 47%
Doors opened: 7/7
Command sources merged: 7
Junia projection ownership: ended
Damaris // Level 18 | HP 9/260 | MP 74/176 | Stamina 15/185
Outer cradle: reached
You split the raid, stole the enemy support for one room, and arrived with fewer souls than you started. Villain tax paid.


The cradle rotated, and every version of down became a path into Damaris.


Chapter 18 — Three Hundred Health Potions Screamed

All seven versions of down delivered Trevor to Damaris. Petra fell past him laughing, and Naomi landed boots-first on a wall. Adina emerged from a command line with three burning words wrapped around her fist, while fifty-one guards marched across a floor that pointed toward Trevor's Crown.

Damaris hung in the middle of every direction, her HP dropping from nine to eight as the outer cradle turned.

Seven gold needles unfolded behind her; one entered the owner path beneath her class, and the other six aimed at Trevor.

The chamber filled with green resource icons as 3,045 captured voices hung in glass strips around the cradle. Each strip could become HP, MP, or Stamina, and the engine highlighted the cheapest raid answer.

The strips arranged themselves by yield, with damaged voices offering less healing but lower resistance. Stronger voices carried full resource icons and red warning borders.

Trevor sorted by TOTAL PARTY VALUE, and the same three hundred moved to the top.

EMERGENCY PARTY RESTORE AVAILABLE.

RECOMMENDED COST: 300 STORED UNITS.

Naomi reached Damaris first and struck the needle with her empty healer seal. “If you burn those voices, there is nothing left to recover.”

“Then they should have rolled better loot.”

Trevor selected three hundred, and a party-split screen opened across the whole raid.

TREVOR // 60

DAMARIS // 31

PETRA // 64

NAOMI // 68

ADINA // 77

TOTAL // 300

Naomi reached for the cancel button, but Trevor locked her interface.

The chosen strips screamed through his Crown before the converter crushed them into red light. Sixty units filled his HP, MP, and Stamina to their caps, while thirty-one rebuilt Damaris from the edge of deletion. Petra took sixty-four, Naomi sixty-eight, and Adina seventy-seven.

Each share hit as a burst of stolen warmth: broken wings hardened, empty seals glowed, and Stamina bars snapped full. Damaris's body rebuilt from nine HP to the maximum the next fight required.

The names beneath all three hundred strips went gray while every party bar turned green. The refill animation looked exactly like a clean checkpoint, and only the missing voices showed the price as the dead behind those bars vanished.

Dissonance dropped by sixty when their conflicting voices stopped existing.

Petra stared at her full Stamina bar, then at the empty glass. “That worked disgustingly well.”

“Best kind of well.”

Trevor saved the split as EMERGENCY RAID FLASK. The System warned that the same three hundred units no longer existed, so he saved the preset anyway.

The System cleared its throat inside Trevor's head. “Congratulations. You discovered that atrocities have excellent potion density.”

The outer cradle opened a boss bar.

SUCCESSOR FITTING DEVICE // LEVEL 36

Its first six needles hit Trevor's Soulplate, and his armor drank the points before growing black ribs over his waist and chest. The new ribs locked him against the rotating cage while the seventh needle stayed inside Damaris.

Each needle carried a command tag. TANK pinned Trevor's chest, HEALER tracked Naomi, and ROGUE chased Petra's route. RUNECASTER tried to overwrite Adina's hands, HOST split toward fifty-one guards, and OWNER entered Trevor's Crown.

The seventh carried no attack tag, only UNINSTALL.

SOUL CONTINUITY LOSS: 200 HP.

Damaris raised her flail. “Close my channel.”

Her owner pane showed the needle using Trevor's mark as a bright red target reticle. Closing the channel would break the lock and lower the boss's hit chance.

“No.”

“It is using your mark as the target lock.”

“Then my mark gets the kill.”

The answer raised Fear in no final meter yet because the room had not resolved its gain. Trevor opened Pain Tithe.

The skill searched his personal damage queue and found nothing. Damaris's two-hundred-HP deletion sat in a separate red pane labeled CONTROLLED TARGET.

The skill rejected Damaris's incoming wound because the original version only loved Trevor's pain.

“Self-centered little bastard,” he said.

“Inherited trait,” the System replied.

Trevor drove his Crown deeper into Damaris's owner path. Lavender light closed around the gold needle, and the skill menu changed while the two marks fought over whose tank she belonged to.

PAIN TITHE I REFINEMENT AVAILABLE.

OWNED ORIGIN // Pain Tithe may trigger from the next wound dealt to one marked controlled target.

Transfer remains 25%. Cost remains 10 MP. Distributed recipients must remain in Crown reach.

He bought the refinement and assigned the disappearing three hundred as damage sinks before their resource mass finished burning. The units existed for one last frame as resource packets, so Trevor attached Pain Tithe to that frame. The same souls could restore bars and receive redirected damage before the converter removed them.

DOUBLE USE WINDOW // 0.4 SECONDS

Trevor confirmed, and the deletion hit.

Fifty HP scattered across voices already being destroyed. Damaris took the remaining hundred fifty and stayed upright at HP 110/260 instead of becoming an empty class slot.

The redirected damage appeared as fifty single-point cracks across the dying resource packets. It changed no survivor count because all three hundred were already being consumed, which was why the exploit worked.

Her eyes opened through the gold light.

“You spent them twice,” she said.

“Build synergy.”

Fear rolled through the chamber as every surviving guard watched Trevor feed one army into another woman and get exactly the result he wanted.

The boss gained six health bars, and each gold arm became its own add with a damage type and break condition.

Tank arm required impact stacks, Healer healed the others, and Rogue teleported when watched. Runecaster rewrote target labels, Host copied spear formations, and Owner held the black needle inside Damaris.

Each bar belonged to one gold arm, with a seventh black bar appearing over the needle in Damaris.

Trevor marked eight guards and spent fourteen MP on Command Charge. Their spears hit when his shoulder struck the first arm, stacking nine impact numbers into one red column. The arm burst at its elbow.

The impact stack exceeded Tank's cap by three, and its overflow jumped into Healer to interrupt the first cast.

Petra found the moving hinge, and Naomi pinned the deletion icon beneath a blue seal. Adina fed RETURN into the command gears until every broken arm tried to crawl back into the boss backward.

Petra stopped watching Rogue, watched its shadow, and stabbed the hinge when it teleported. Naomi's seal turned the deletion icon into a visible enemy buff. Adina made each severed limb return elbow-first through the boss's own body.

The cradle countered with a room-wide knockback. Trevor took one hundred twenty HP through Soulplate, and eighty Stamina disappeared as he held the center to keep his Crown marks inside reach. His body folded around the gold ribs for one ugly beat, then straightened with black feathers standing along both wing crests.

“Is that your big move?” he asked.

The cradle fired it again. The second knockback carried the copied Host formation, with fifty-one gold spear ghosts striking from behind the room-wide wave.

Damaris used Iron Verdict for sixteen MP, making one beat vanish from the command. She spent ten Stamina on Executioner Step and lost another fifty-five holding her line through the boss impact. Her flail crushed the second arm, and she came out the far side before gravity returned.

The missing beat created a gap in the knockback, and Damaris stepped through it with armor scraping both sides. She reached Healer before its interrupted cast reset.

Her flail removed the bar and the heal with one strike.

Trevor laughed. “That was her big move.”

He opened Red Covenant for twelve MP across the surviving guard line, putting six temporary Might points into the first rank. The curse trigger read STRIKE WHEN THE THIRD ARM BREAKS.

Petra cut the hinge, and the room rotated.

Naomi tore the deletion icon from the seventh needle while Adina changed its target from OWNED COMPONENT to OWNER. Damaris spent another twelve MP on Spellbreak Strike. Her flail met the third arm.

The arm broke, and fifty-one guards attacked on the visible trigger. Their spears filled the chamber from every direction, dropping three boss health bars beneath the single frame.

Red Covenant made the attack Trevor's even though fifty-one bodies supplied the damage. Fear rose through the surviving formation as each guard watched the cradle recognize his trigger.

Trevor spent fourteen more MP on Command Charge, and eight marked bodies struck with his heel against the needle's black bar. Damaris's owner path rang like a bell.

The cradle tried to pull her deeper, and he pulled harder.

The party refill burned bright through his Crown in one white-red blast, and twenty MP vanished into the collision itself. Trevor ripped the needle free, caught Damaris by the front of her armor, and threw her toward Naomi.

Damaris landed on her feet.

“I could walk,” she said.

“Then keep up.”

Trevor drove both hands into the boss's exposed command core. The remaining fear in the room found him all at once: the guards' fear and the party's fear. It carried Damaris's private flash when the deletion number appeared and the engine's borrowed imitation.

Sixty-five Fear entered his pool.

The successor device recognized the shape of his Crown, and its last bar changed from hostile gold to submissive red. The seven needles retracted while every command arm folded around Trevor's owner mark instead of Damaris's class.

It stopped fighting. Trevor could have destroyed the surrendered device for a damage reward. Instead, he kept the node alive because a boss that knew his family shape might open the deeper engine.

XP hit before Trevor could decide whether surrender made the boss less satisfying. Vitality raised his HP cap to 360 and restored ten current HP, Agility raised Stamina to 255 and restored five, and Focus raised MP to 290 and restored six.

Then the entire chamber bowed as Level 29 light entered Trevor through the surrendered node. Vitality widened the HP bar and strengthened the black ribs around his narrow waist, Agility sharpened his wing balance without thickening the petite frame, and Focus made every remaining Host portrait easier to track at once.

His lavender eyes brightened beneath longer dark lashes, and the soft princess face gained a finer jawline with a smoother curve at the mouth. Blonde hair settled over Soulplate in a fuller sheet, its black streaks dark against the pale shine.

Trevor admired the change in the cradle's gold surface.

“Worth three hundred consumables,” he said.

Naomi struck the reflection with her empty seal while Damaris walked to him on her restored bar and planted the flail head between his boots.

“You used my wound to spend them twice.”

“Yes.”

“You did not close my channel.”

“No.”

She looked at the submissive boss, the full party bars, and three hundred blank Host slots.

“I hate that it worked.”

“That is where Fear comes from.”

The chamber bowed lower. Petra looted one gold needle, Adina copied the successor-device family tag, and Naomi checked every living bar before she looked at Trevor again.

SYSTEM // Level 29 reached. You burned 300 stored souls, refilled the raid, used the same souls as damage sinks, and made the rescue boss recognize you as family. Cruelly evil. Horribly gameable.
LEVEL // 29 — Dread Angel
Class // Red Covenant Blackguard
ATTRIBUTES
Might 26
Vitality 32 (+1)
Agility 19 (+1)
Focus 23 (+1)
Will 26
Grace 22
RESOURCES
HP 240/360
MP 220/290
Stamina 175/255
XP gained: 1,080
Cumulative XP: 23,100
Progress to Level 30: 0/1,550
Direct-danger XP gained: 740
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 7,280/18,900
Pain Tithe I refined // Owned Origin
May trigger from the next wound dealt to 1 marked controlled target.
Transfer: 25% | Cost: 10 MP | Recipients must remain in Crown reach
Fear 107/220
Dissonance 113
Active Voices 2,745/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 49%
Damaris // Level 18 Iron Justiciar
HP 110/260 | MP 148/176 | Stamina 120/185
Stored units consumed: 300
Party resource bars refilled: 5/5
Successor device: submissive
Loot the room quickly. Your family is waking up beneath the city.


The bowed chamber split down the center, revealing a health bar longer than the cathedral and a white face shaped from a thousand closed eyes.

SOVEREIGN CORE // LEVEL 40

Its mouth copied Trevor's soft lips while four unfinished wing shadows opened behind the white face. The surrendered cradle's family tag flashed red, then chained itself into the deeper boss bar.

Trevor's new node had opened the next encounter.

“Missing successor found,” it said.

The Sovereign Core locked aggro on Trevor, Damaris, and every surviving Host voice at once, starting the next raid before the party could breathe. Trevor smiled down at it.

“Your build sucks.”


Chapter 19 — I Looted the Dungeon's Root Key

The sovereign core inhaled Trevor's entire raid, and cathedral organs clenched around them. White bellows crushed the impossible chamber into a pair of lungs, gold ladders flexed like ribs, and the Level 40 health bar below pulled on every Crown mark at once.

Damaris landed on her feet beside Trevor with one hundred ten HP and murder in her eyes.

“You threw me,” Damaris said, and Trevor answered, “You landed.”

“I will remember both facts.”

“Romance,” Trevor said.

The first lung folded, and Trevor fired Soulplate over his body. Black armor thickened from chest to thigh as the pressure wave hit, Petra vanished beneath one rib and appeared on top of another, Naomi drove her blue seal into the floor, and Adina grabbed INHALE until the letters bent.

Fifty-one guards struck the wall together, and the lung opened around their spear points.

The successor device had left a white root token inside Trevor's Crown, resembling a key made from his own halo and carrying one System label.

TEMPORARY ROOT // ONE ROOM // ONE COMMAND.

The System gave a low whistle. “You found the dungeon's root key.”

“Obviously,” Trevor said.

“It was inside the boss you punched.”

“That is where games keep keys,” Trevor said.

The white root token spun above his palm, and a command wheel opened around it with eight choices, seven of them gray.

OPEN // LOCKED

HEAL // LOCKED

SPAWN // LOCKED

DELETE // NICE TRY

ROTATE // LOCKED

EXHALE // READY

SURRENDER // TARGET REQUIRED

BECOME FURNITURE // LEGACY OPTION

Trevor stared at the last one.

“Do not press it,” Damaris said, and Trevor replied, “I wasn't going to,” but Petra leaned over his shoulder. “You were absolutely going to.”

The System purred. “Cowardice has preserved the couch population.”

Gold targeting lines fanned across Trevor's Host as the lung selected healers first, then ranged guards, then Naomi. Its pull tried to sort the raid into neat little kill piles.

Trevor dragged every Crown mark into a single ugly stack around himself.

“Melee blob!”

The guards closed shoulder to shoulder with spears pointed out, while Naomi crouched in the middle with her seal raised. Adina climbed onto Damaris's back without asking.

Damaris looked over one armored shoulder. “Explain.”

“I am short and the floor is trying to eat me.”

“Acceptable,” Damaris said.

Petra perched on the topmost spear like a very smug bird, and the lung's neat kill piles collapsed into one knot of armor, wings, knives, and bad manners.

Choir revenants climbed through the rib gaps, each wearing a defender icon and a gold route line showing which party member it would attack.

Trevor pushed the root token into the room.

TARGET: DEFENDER.

COMMAND: EXHALE.

The lung inverted, throwing every revenant backward through the gaps as gold ribs snapped closed across white armor. The room chewed its own defenders until their health bars became red slivers, then spat them into Trevor's guard line.

The guards caught them with spear hafts instead of points, and fifty-one bodies hit the floor together. Trevor's front rank stepped over them on the same beat and stabbed down.

Red damage numbers filled the lung.

132 118 140 121 119

The last revenant tried to crawl back into the wall, but Petra landed on its spine, reached through the rib gap, and ripped out a gold route prism.

Three quest arrows inside it pointed in three different directions.

“Map drop,” she said, and Naomi answered, “All three are fake.”

“Then it matches our map.”

Trevor put the prism in his inventory, and its tooltip immediately changed.

COUNTERFEIT ROUTE PRISM

Equip to display one convincing wrong answer per room.

Set bonus (3): Become a guide.

“Legendary,” the System whispered, and Trevor answered, “Trash.”

“Those states often overlap.”

He did not capture them because their owner field still pointed to the sovereign core, and the root token only ruled the room. Instead, he ordered the guards to finish the drops.

Fear rose with every body that learned the dungeon itself had switched sides, and the sovereign core answered by changing the room rule.

NEW HAZARD: FRIENDLY FIRE ENABLED.

Every spear acquired a red outline, and every guard gained a target marker on the guard beside him.

Trevor did not spread them out; he ordered shields high, spears down, and made the whole Host shoulder-charge the closing lung. The rule could force valid targets onto their HUDs, but it could not force them to swing.

The wall hit first, grinding Soulplate against white muscle. Damaris braced beside Trevor and drove her Iron Justiciar shoulder into the same seam, and their combined shove opened a slit wide enough for one person.

Petra went through sideways, and her knives flashed beyond the wall. The slit became a doorway when she cut the gold tendons on the other side.

“Friendly fire hazard cleared without crying,” the System announced. “Bonus reward: unresolved feelings.”

Damaris shoved the final guard through. “Keep yours.”

Trevor smiled at her. “Too late.”

The lung dumped the party into a heart with four exits: one pointed toward the city, one led sideways through the engine, and two wore fake quest arrows curving back toward the sovereign core.

Hidden prices flickered behind the handles, and Trevor's successor mark made them readable.

PAY 40 YEARS OF MEMORY.

PAY FIRST CHILD'S NAME.

PAY 6,000 HP FROM OWNED UNITS.

PAY ONE PARTY SLOT.

Trevor picked the HP door.

Naomi caught his wrist. “You just burned three hundred.”

“Those were healing items. This is a toll.”

“They were people both times.”

“Multiclass items.”

He changed the payment target with the root token before it dissolved.

PAY 6,000 HP FROM DEFENDERS.

The heart searched for valid targets while choir revenants still writhed inside the lung behind them. Their combined health bars emptied at once, and the third door opened without touching Trevor's Host.

The temporary root shattered into white motes with tiny item labels, and all fifty-one surviving guards tried to loot them at once.

The heart filled with elbows.

“Loot order!” Naomi shouted.

“Mine,” Trevor said.

Every mote snapped into his Crown.

ROOT DUST x8 // BOUND MATERIAL

CRAFTING USE: UNKNOWN

TASTE: FORBIDDEN

Trevor's tongue had already reached one sharp canine.

“Do not,” four women said together, and he closed his mouth.

The System played a sad trombone directly into his skull, leaving a gray skill preview in its place.

FUTURE SKILL SYNERGY DETECTED: OWNER'S SEAL I.

UNLOCKED: NO.

Level 32, greedy. You cannot seduce the skill tree.

Trevor smiled with his sweet mouth. “It noticed me.” Petra shoved him through the door and said, “Your standards are terrifying.”

The next corridor looked like a long gold intestine lined with stained-glass saints, and it squeezed shut behind the last guard before grinding forward in bright, wet rings.

Enemy pips appeared beyond the first two rings—twelve sword icons, four healer crosses, and one crown—and Trevor marked the crown.

CANTOR OF REPOSSESSION // LEVEL 34 ELITE

HP 2,600/2,600

BOSS TELL: SINGS BEFORE FORCED RETURN

DROP: REPOSSESSION CHAIN

The Cantor lifted both hands, and its blank mouth opened on a note that made every Crown line pull backward.

“Kick cast,” Trevor ordered.

Naomi hurled her empty seal through the first ring, Petra kicked it through the second, and the blue disk struck the Cantor in the teeth before the note completed.

CAST INTERRUPTED

The healer crosses lit, but Adina tore MEND from their spell banner and folded the word until it read END. Four healing bolts reversed in flight and punched their own casters out of formation.

Damaris hit the sword line, catching three shields in her flail and ripping them into the next grinding ring. Trevor's guards shoved behind her, turning the corridor into a raid funnel: Damaris held the front, Trevor stacked marks, Petra deleted climbers, Naomi broke casts, and Adina turned tooltips into crimes.

The Cantor recovered and sang again, and this time Trevor let it finish.

Forced Return seized every mark in the hall and dragged his whole Host toward the caster, but Trevor turned the pull into movement. Fifty-one guards shot through the grinding rings without spending Stamina, while Trevor flew in the middle with Damaris's gauntlet locked around his wrist.

The Cantor's health bar seemed to realize the mistake before its face did, and then the Host landed on it.

Trevor never saw the final damage number because a pile of armored boots hid it, but the green drop beam rose through the crowd anyway.

Petra emerged holding a barbed gold chain.

REPOSSESSION CHAIN // RARE FLAIL MOD

On interrupt: pull caster one body length.

Damaris held out her hand, but Petra gave the chain to Trevor, and Trevor gave it to Damaris.

“See?” he said. “Romance loot.”

She clipped the chain onto her flail. “Next time, skip the middle step.”

“No. The middle step was me,” Trevor said.

“Cathedral colon,” Trevor said, and Adina groaned. “I knew you would say it.”

“Say what?” Trevor asked, and Adina replied, “Nothing. Die ignorant.”

The sovereign core pushed its face through the heart wall behind them, and a thousand closed eyes opened across its cheeks, each pupil holding Trevor at a different future level.

“Successor,” it said. “Return your Crown. Accept installation.”

“You tried to eat my tank,” Trevor said, and the core replied, “The component survives.”

Damaris raised her flail. “I am going to break every tooth it owns.”

Trevor looked at her and felt one sharp spark of pleasure that did not come from command. “See? Romance.”

The corridor spawned gold hooks between the saints, and Trevor spent fourteen MP on Command Charge to mark eight guards. When his fist hit the first grinding ring, their spear points struck on the same frame, and nine damage numbers cracked the mechanism open.

Petra used the break as a route, Naomi moved the weakest guards through before their bars vanished, and Adina changed FORWARD to INWARD, making the next ring crush its own gears.

Damaris led the push with Iron Justiciar armor black against the gold. She took the first hook on Hard Guard and used her flail chain to drag the second into the wall, leaving the third for Trevor.

He opened Pain Tithe for ten MP on himself, and the hook punched through Soulplate for sixty HP. Fifteen spread across marked guards while forty-five stayed in Trevor, but the impact pinned him close enough to seize the saint window around the hook.

He ripped it out and used the stained-glass halo as a blade.

Another Command Charge cost fourteen MP, and eight spear strikes landed with his swing, splitting the corridor from wall to wall.

The party ran through its wound.

Thirty Stamina vanished from Trevor as he held the tear open for the guards, and another twenty-five disappeared when the sovereign core's hand entered the broken hall to pull his Crown backward.

He locked both wings against the frame.

Dissonance shook every captured voice, with Damaris's restored owner path ringing louder than the others. Trevor forced the noise into one ugly note and used it to brace his spine.

The hand lost two fingers to Petra's knives, Naomi blue-sealed its wrist, Adina wrote RELEASE across the knuckles, and Damaris smashed the command into the bone.

Trevor tore free, and the corridor opened onto daylight.

Below them, the cathedral city hung in the wrong direction. The first engine mouth had torn loose from the terraces with towers, bridges, and organ halls, and everything fell toward the inhabited streets.

A red timer appeared above the city.

IMPACT IN 00:01:47.

Trevor still had 182 MP and 120 Stamina, plus an army, a full party, and a falling cathedral large enough to count as a weapon.

Fear tasted sharp and bright inside his Crown as the System opened a gold-black window.

LEVEL 30 EVOLUTION WINDOW: OPENING.

CURRENT SAFE CONDITIONS: COWARDS ONLY.

SYSTEM // Running-fight checkpoint. You stole one room, billed the defenders for their own toll, and escaped the cathedral's digestive tract with a reusable harem. Strong villain routing.
READOUT // Level 29 — Dread Angel
HP 195/360
MP 182/290
Stamina 120/255
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 23,750
Progress to Level 30: 650/1,550
Direct-danger XP toward Level 30: 200/920
Fear 131/220
Dissonance 116
Active Voices 2,745/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 53%
Damaris // HP 110/260 | MP 148/176 | Stamina 120/185
Temporary root token: spent
Owner's Seal I: previewed, not unlocked
Defender HP billed: 6,000
Next objective: decide where to aim the falling cathedral.


Trevor stepped into open air. Petra grabbed one wing, Naomi took the other, Adina locked her arms around his waist, and Damaris jumped last with her flail chain wrapped around his ankle.

“I can fly,” Trevor shouted as all five dropped.

“Not with that Stamina bar,” Petra called.

The broken cathedral fell after them.


Chapter 20 — My New Feathers Have Damage Numbers

Trevor stepped out of the broken cathedral and fell with four women attached to him. Petra held his left wing, Naomi held the right, Adina locked both arms around his waist, and Damaris hung beneath them with her flail chain around his ankle.

The city waited below, and the falling engine mouth waited above.

IMPACT IN 00:01:41.

“I can fly,” Trevor shouted.

“Your wings disagree,” Petra called.

His Stamina bar showed 120/255, but the combined weight turned every correction into a spin. The first engine mouth dropped after them with half its towers still attached, and bell-wing dragoons poured from its organ wound, white armor flashing between broken bridges.

Trevor marked eight surviving guards still falling near the cathedral, and Command Charge cost fourteen MP.

He punched the nearest dragoon when it dived, and eight remote spears struck on his impact frame until the enemy came apart inside its own bell-shaped wings.

+180 XP.

The dead dragoon dropped a white bell-core, and its green loot beam fell beside Trevor instead of above him.

Petra released his wing, dove after the beam, and caught the core between her teeth.

BELL-CORE // UNCOMMON THROWABLE

Impact: forces one airborne target to match the core's spin.

She bit down harder when a second dragoon reached for it.

“That is not edible,” Naomi shouted.

Petra kicked the dragoon in the throat. “Inventory full.”

Trevor marked the dragoon with a red crown pip while eight guards near the engine mouth turned their shields into wings and angled toward it. Their formation made a crooked spiral in his HUD.

“Match Petra's spin.”

She threw the bell-core into the dragoon's breastplate, where it began rotating and took the rider with it. Trevor's eight guards hit from eight angles, shield-first, adding their bodies to the spiral without spending another skill.

The whole knot became a white-armored drill, and Trevor pointed at a loose cathedral bridge. The Host drove the dragoon through it.

Gold stone burst into item-sized chunks while loot labels filled the sky.

BROKEN SAINT TOE x14

BENT HALO BRACKET x6

UNIDENTIFIED WET KEY x1

“Take the key,” Trevor ordered.

One guard caught it.

The System sighed. “Villain run confirmed. You saw the word wet and never hesitated.”

“Keys open things.”

“So does acid. You do not put every puddle in your pocket.”

“Only seven hundred twenty more,” the System said. “Perhaps weaponize the harem pile.”

Trevor looked down at Adina's arms around his waist. “Tempting.”

“I heard that,” she said.

“Good.”

The second dragoon hit him through Soulplate, but Trevor opened Pain Tithe for ten MP before the lance entered his side. Fifteen of the sixty damage spread across his marked guards while forty-five stayed in his HP bar, and the impact took twenty Stamina as it tore him free of Petra and Naomi.

Adina remained attached.

“Loyalty bonus,” Trevor said.

“Terror grip.”

He caught the dragoon's lance with one hand, wrapped both legs around its armored waist, and drove them together into a falling bell tower.

The tower's health bar appeared at the moment of impact, and Trevor put the dragoon through it.

Stone, white armor, and one enormous bronze bell exploded across the sky, and the bell struck three more pursuers on its way down to carry them away from the city.

+720 XP.

Level 30 arrived while Trevor and Adina spun through the debris, opening three evolution choices between them and the ground.

RAZOR PINIONS — WINGS // Charge-hardened outer feathers. Soft when inactive.

IRON HEART — VESSEL // Pain Tithe feedback reduced.

COMMAND PRISM — HALO // One order splits across three target groups. Dissonance rises faster.

Iron Heart would make Trevor a better damage sink, which was useful but boring, while Command Prism offered more targets, more timing, and more screaming inside a Crown already vibrating at 116 Dissonance.

Razor Pinions put damage numbers on his feathers, so the choice barely counted as one.

Trevor selected Razor Pinions.

Might entered first, tightening his arms and back beneath Soulplate without thickening the petite frame under it. Vitality drove a deeper beat through his chest, Agility twisted both wing joints into a new charge angle, Will hardened the lavender line around his Crown, and Grace sharpened every feather edge without turning them rigid at rest.

Then the permanent morph took his face.

His lavender irises widened, their outer corners lifting into a graceful princess curve while smoky dark lashes fanned farther across both lids. His cupid's bow sharpened, but his cheeks stayed soft and faintly flushed from the fall. Blonde hair poured to his upper thighs in one smooth mass, bright against the fitted armor, while every tangle slid loose before the wind could catch it.

His waist narrowed by another quarter inch beneath Soulplate, and the armor followed the change. Black-red plates tightened around the new line without hiding it, leaving the same narrow-bodied angel framed in heavier material. Firm-edged feather crests pushed over his second wing joints, each tip washed in dark crimson beneath the lavender light of his crown-point halo.

Pleasure flashed through the new crests sharply enough to make him gasp.

Adina stared from six inches away. “Your face got prettier.”

“My feathers got weapons.”

“Both statements can matter.”

Petra fell past them backward, grinning at Trevor's new eyes. “Pretty boy found knives.”

Naomi reached him on a blue tether, checked the fresh wing roots with both hands, then kissed him hard before the next dragoon arrived. “Try not to sever anything you want attached.”

Damaris swung beneath them and looked up along the flail chain, blood darkening her mouth while want did the rest.

“He would look better after a victory,” she said.

Trevor knew exactly who he remained beneath the face, armor, and angel body: a man with a game build, a harem, and four seconds of feather-blade uptime. He felt incredible.

The System placed four red charge lanes through the falling battlefield, each ending at a different dragoon before continuing into a chunk of the engine mouth.

RAZOR PINIONS: FIRST-CONTACT TRACKER

LEFT UPPER // READY

RIGHT UPPER // READY

LEFT LOWER // READY

RIGHT LOWER // READY

Trevor rolled one shoulder, and all four lanes rolled with him.

“Does friendly contact count?” he asked.

Naomi immediately moved her hand away from his wing.

“Only if you charge into your friends,” the System said. “Which would be on brand, but wasteful.”

Damaris climbed the flail chain until she hung level with his boots. “Use me to change angle.”

“You want me to kick off your shield?”

“I want the first target to look at your face while I break its spine.”

Trevor grinned. “Now that is a party buff.”

His maximum resources surged: fourteen HP entered his current bar with the larger maximum, six MP arrived with the new cap, and thirty-five Stamina woke the altered wing joints.

Trevor spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions, hardening the outer feathers from soft black-white vanes into red-edged blades. The inner feathers stayed flexible around Petra and Naomi as Trevor caught them beneath both wings.

Four seconds appeared above his halo, and he charged straight up.

The first wing surface cut through a dragoon shield for thirty bonus damage, and the second opened the rider's bell armor. Trevor rolled, let the third edge sever a white lance, then buried the fourth in the chain holding three pursuers together.

All four first-contact bonuses landed before the timer reached two seconds, and each tracker turned green.

LEFT UPPER // 30 SLASHING // SHIELD BROKEN

RIGHT UPPER // 30 SLASHING // ARMOR OPENED

LEFT LOWER // 30 SLASHING // WEAPON SEVERED

RIGHT LOWER // 30 SLASHING // CHAIN SEVERED

The bonus numbers were small beside the red crits from Trevor's charge, but each one removed a different piece from the enemy formation: shield, chest, lance, chain. Four problems became one falling body.

Petra landed on that body and used it as a platform, Naomi looped blue thread around the severed lance and swung it through the next rider, and Adina caught FORMATION as it peeled off the broken chain before tearing it in half.

Every dragoon route line on the HUD scattered.

Trevor's soft inner feathers closed around the women as bronze shards crossed the air, while his outer edges stayed hard long enough to cut them apart. Half-moon pieces flashed past their faces without touching skin.

The System added a tiny heart beside the combat tracker.

HAREM PILE: WEAPONIZED.

“Called it,” Trevor said.

Adina tightened her arms around his waist. “Never call it that again.”

“Cooldown eighteen seconds,” Trevor said.

The cut chain whipped through the falling formation as Damaris released Trevor's ankle, reached Level 20 in midair, and used the new Stamina to cross ten yards with Executioner Step. Her flail broke one dragoon helm, and Iron Verdict spent sixteen MP to steal a beat from the next charge while the impact and recovery took thirty more HP and twenty-five additional Stamina.

She caught Trevor's forearm when he passed.

“Now you may throw me,” she said.

He did, turning Damaris into a black-armored projectile. She hit the dragoon line behind her flail, broke two health bars, and returned on the chain when Trevor snapped it tight.

The Razor Pinions folded soft at four seconds.

Trevor spent fourteen MP on a second Command Charge, and eight guards struck on his heel impact against the engine mouth's underside. The falling cathedral rotated away from the palace quarter and exposed its empty organ cavity.

He aimed the broken dragoon formation into it.

Twenty more Stamina vanished while Trevor dragged the party clear of the new collision, and falling stone took fifteen HP. He came out with every woman still inside wing reach.

The surviving Host dropped around them in a loose ring: three guards had shields, four had spears, and one still held the wet key at arm's length.

It dripped upward.

“Use it on the organ hatch,” Trevor said.

The guard flew toward a gold keyhole on the engine's underside, and the key wriggled in his gauntlet, bent like a finger, and inserted itself.

UNIDENTIFIED WET KEY IDENTIFIED.

UVULA KEY // OPENS VOCAL TRACT ACCESS

The hatch opened, and a scream powerful enough to show a damage cone erupted from it.

Trevor pulled every Host mark behind the engine's own stone rim. Petra ducked beneath his left wing, Naomi took the right, Adina flattened against his back, and Damaris hooked one armored arm around his waist from below.

The scream passed around the rim and struck the dragoon reinforcements chasing them, cutting the white health bars in half.

“Dungeon key,” Trevor said. “Good loot.”

“It is an organ,” Naomi said.

“Organs can be dungeons.”

“Do not finish that thought.”

The key dissolved after one use, and the guard looked from his empty hand to Trevor.

“Yes,” Trevor said. “You did great.”

The guard's Crown mark warmed with Fear while the man himself looked far too pleased by the praise.

The engine's open throat flexed, every unlocked anchor bar vanished, and gold lock icons spread across its underside as a giant white eye opened in the organ cavity.

“New phase,” Damaris said.

Petra pressed against his left side, Naomi held the torn place beneath his ribs, Adina stayed wrapped around his waist, and Damaris caught his right hand with a grip promising violence and later reward.

The engine mouth stopped falling and hung a hundred yards above the city while rubble, bells, and bodies continued past it.

Gold roots burst from its underside and entered houses, wells, courtyards, and packed streets, carrying blue light toward the sovereign core.

The impact timer vanished, replaced by a new bar.

CITY CONSUMPTION: 0.01%.

SYSTEM // Level 30 reached during a cathedral crash. You selected weaponized feathers, landed all four charge bonuses, and threw the tank as a combo finisher. The combat log has become embarrassingly horny.
LEVEL // 30 — Dread Angel
Class // Red Covenant Blackguard
ATTRIBUTES
Might 28 (+2)
Vitality 33 (+1)
Agility 20 (+1)
Focus 23
Will 27 (+1)
Grace 23 (+1)
RESOURCES
HP 149/374
MP 150/296
Stamina 95/290
XP gained: 900
Cumulative XP: 24,650
Progress to Level 31: 0/1,600
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 8,200/18,900
MINOR EVOLUTION // Razor Pinions
Cost: 20 Stamina | Window: 4 seconds | Cooldown: 18 seconds
Effect: outer feathers harden during a charge; first contact per wing surface gains 30 slashing damage; feathers fold soft afterward
Cuteness 90/97
Allure 77/90
Fear 151/285
Dissonance 117
Active Voices 2,745/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 58%
Damaris // Level 20 Iron Justiciar
HP 90/270 | MP 132/176 | Stamina 90/190
City consumption: 0.01% and rising
The cathedral will not crush the city. It has selected the slower, more profitable eating animation.


Trevor looked down at the gold roots drinking blue light from the streets, and his new feather edges rose beneath their soft vanes.

“Boss phase two,” he said. “I call the city.”


Chapter 21 — The Unclaimed District Failed Its DPS Check

The city ward broke into floating streets beneath Trevor as houses swung from ribbons of stone and towers rolled sideways through open air. Gold roots climbed from the suspended cathedral and stabbed into every district they could reach, pulling blue souls from bedrooms, shops, wells, and screaming bodies.

Trevor landed on the captured engine mouth, whose old mill axle still carried his mark from the Chapter 14 raid. Fifty-one guards hit the deck after him, and Petra, Naomi, Adina, and Damaris came down inside his wing reach.

The engine mouth displayed an anchor bar.

OWNED HOLD: 23%.

Across the gap, the unclaimed family district displayed a population bar.

RESIDENTS: 612.

Both structures began to fall, and the System opened two quest arrows.

The left arrow pointed toward the engine mouth and glowed black-red.

CLAIM EVENT: FEED THE MILL

Reward: engine-mouth battery, organ access, owned respawn point

Failure: lose current mark and 2,745 stored voices

The right arrow pointed toward the family district in soft blue.

RESCUE EVENT: SIX HUNDRED TWELVE

Reward: district favor, sanctuary cache, Petra approves

Failure: residents enter the Sovereign Core queue

Trevor tapped the last reward.

“Why is Petra a quest reward?” Trevor asked, and the System answered, “Because you keep acting like her opinion is rare loot.”

Petra read both windows over his shoulder and said, “It is.”

Trevor dragged the rescue arrow aside, and a confirmation box replaced it.

WARNING: THIS EVENT WILL CONTINUE WITHOUT YOU.

Yes / Obviously Yes / Pretend To Feel Bad

He chose Obviously Yes, and the box burst into red pixels.

“Ah,” it said. “The classic villain trolley problem, except the trolley is a cathedral and you already own one track.”

Trevor marked the engine mouth.

Naomi looked across the widening gap. “There are six hundred people over there.” Trevor answered, “There are three thousand souls and a working mill under us.” She corrected him. “Two thousand seven hundred forty-five.” He replied, “Then I cannot afford another bad trade.”

Gold ward chains snapped between the structures.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Red Covenant and put six temporary Might points into the first rank of guards, making the curse trigger visible above them.

WHEN OWNED HOLD REACHES 50%, STRIKE THE ANCHOR.

The family district tipped.

Petra watched people slide across its vertical street. “I have a route.”

“Use it on our axle,” Trevor said.

Her eyes narrowed as she said, “Trevor.”

“That district has no mark, no mill, and no boss access. Ours has all three.”

He turned before she could answer, drove both hands into the captured axle, and opened the engine mouth's raid frame.

CONTESTED OBJECT: MILL AXLE

Owned hold: 23%

Defender waves: 3

Anchor rule: damage counts only on command beats

Enrage: when family district reaches 0 supports

Six support icons appeared beneath the population bar across the gap, and one broke while Trevor watched.

RESIDENTS COLLECTED: 41/612

Petra stepped to the edge. “I can get forty out on my first route.” Trevor replied, “You can get the axle to thirty-seven.” She snapped, “Forty people,” and he answered, “One command beat.” Petra said, “Those are not equal,” and Trevor replied, “Correct. The axle is worth more.”

The words landed harder than the falling stone. Naomi's blue seal dimmed, Adina stopped pretending not to listen, and Damaris watched Trevor with a dark, hungry stillness.

The System slid a heart icon into the corner of his sight.

PARTY MOOD: BAD.

“Hide that,” Trevor said.

PARTY MOOD: WORSE.

“I said hide,” Trevor repeated.

The icon put on a tiny helmet and remained.

Soulplate locked around his arms as the mill fought him with a white command pulse that dealt sixty HP. Trevor opened Pain Tithe for ten MP, moving fifteen damage across the guard line while forty-five stayed in his bar.

The impact cost twenty Stamina, and the first defender wave spawned through six hatches.

Trevor saw the command beat before it sounded: a white ring traveled down the mill axle, passed through every gear, and reached the anchor after four seconds.

“Hold damage,” he ordered.

Damaris caught a revenant's sword on her flail haft, Petra pinned another to the deck with one knife, Naomi sealed two hatches halfway open, and Adina tore a PURGE label free to wrap around her fist.

The beat reached three, and Trevor shouted, “Now.”

Petra ripped her knife sideways, Damaris broke the sword and the arm holding it, Naomi slammed both hatches shut, and Adina punched the word into the axle.

Damage numbers appeared over the anchor instead of the enemies, and Owned Hold jumped.

Across the gap, a second support broke.

RESIDENTS COLLECTED: 119/612

Trevor felt each death through the enemy core's pull, not as a voice or a person, but as proof that everyone on his deck knew exactly what he had chosen.

Fear climbed warmer, and he smiled before deciding whether to.

Command Charge took fourteen MP, and eight guards struck the axle on Trevor's frame, raising Owned Hold to thirty-seven percent.

Across the gap, the first house fell away from the family district, and its residents vanished into the roots before reaching the street below.

Fear rose through every guard who understood Trevor's choice, and he liked that they understood.

The engine sent choir revenants through its organ hatches, all wearing white masks and carrying tools meant to cut Trevor's mark from the axle. Damaris took the first line with Hard Guard, Adina rewrote PURGE into LUNGE to throw three revenants past her flail, and Naomi blue-sealed the hatch behind them.

Petra remained at the edge watching the other district fall, but Trevor caught her wrist before she jumped.

“I need your route here,” Trevor said, and Petra answered, “You need six hundred twelve people there.”

“No. I need the thing that can kill the thing eating them.”

“Later,” Petra said, and Trevor answered, “Yes.”

The word carried no apology.

The third support snapped as a schoolhouse rotated beneath the district. Children and teachers clung to window frames while a gold root opened like a hooked tongue below them.

Petra shifted her weight toward the jump, and Trevor moved between her and the edge.

“Do not make me order you,” Trevor said.

Her knives came up, and for one breath, her green party outline turned yellow.

Naomi gripped the empty seal in both hands, Adina's loose command letters circled her wrists, and Damaris did not step between them.

Trevor held Petra's stare with the sweet princess face the Level 30 morph had made even prettier. Wind tossed thigh-length blonde hair across his black-red armor, but the absurd beauty did nothing to soften the choice behind his lavender eyes.

“If you jump,” he said, “the axle falls. The Host falls. The stored voices go back into the core. The district dies anyway.”

“And if I stay?” Petra asked, and Trevor answered, “We get the gun.”

The fourth support broke, and Petra looked at the schoolhouse before throwing both knives into the mill supports.

Her outline turned green again.

The System removed its helmet from the party-mood icon.

PARTY MOOD: COMPLICATED.

Petra looked into his lavender eyes, saw the answer stay ugly, and yanked her wrist free before throwing both knives into the mill supports.

“Three beats,” she said. “Miss the third and we lose both.”

Trevor grinned and said, “There she is.”

On the first beat, Damaris smashed a revenant into the axle; on the second, Adina broke the root command beneath the mill; and Owned Hold reached fifty percent. The Red Covenant trigger fired on the third.

Fifty-one guards hit the anchor at once.

Trevor spent another fourteen MP on Command Charge and stacked eight spear impacts beneath his own heel. The axle rotated through a direction the building did not possess, and the captured engine mouth tore its roots from the falling district before driving them into the cathedral ward.

Thirty Stamina left Trevor as he held the impact frame, and the engine mouth locked in place at eighty-one percent Owned Hold.

The family district lost its final support, and the resident counter became a vertical list instead of vanishing.

Names scrolled too quickly to read: bakers, children, washerwomen, two retired raiders, and a woman Petra had spoken to on the first city night. Every entry received the same gold destination tag.

SOVEREIGN CORE QUEUE.

Trevor could have closed the list, but he left it open.

Fear came from the guards behind him and the four women at his side. Naomi watched him watch the names, Adina's mouth tightened, Petra's hands stayed empty after giving her knives to the mill, and Damaris stepped close enough for her shoulder to touch his.

“You wanted them to see you choose,” she said, and Trevor answered, “Yes.”

“Why?” Damaris asked, and Trevor answered, “Because next time I give an order like that, I want everyone to know it is not a bluff.”

The last house entered the roots, and the list reached 612.

The family district folded into a stone ribbon and vanished beneath the engine mouth.

Trevor felt no victory screen, only the mark on the axle deepening, and that was enough.

Petra did not watch it fall, but Naomi did. Adina kept the number without comment while Damaris stood beside Trevor with her flail dark in both hands.

Six hundred twelve resident icons crossed into the cathedral's collection queue, and the core rewarded Trevor with access to the mill's weapon slots.

ENGINE MOUTH BATTERY: ONLINE.

The deck opened around Trevor, and a cannon rose from the old mill, built from three organ pipes and a rotating halo frame. Its targeting view covered half the city in red hexes.

CATHEDRAL BATTERY

Ammo: stored impact / current charge 1

Valid targets: districts, ward towers, bell-class enemies

Friendly fire: extremely yes

The System dropped a crosshair over the palace steps.

“Junia is there,” Naomi said, but Trevor shifted the crosshair to the second engine mouth.

“And that is worth more,” Trevor said.

He did not fire because the second mouth remained behind three ward plates, and the single charge would splash into his own marked guards below. Trevor saved the shot.

“Look at you,” the System said. “One whole bullet and already pretending restraint is a build.” Trevor replied, “It is called burst timing,” and the System answered, “It is called owning one bullet.”

Petra retrieved her knives from the mill supports and checked both edges without looking at Trevor.

Naomi stood at the battery sight and dragged the red crosshair away from three packed streets. “The splash ring is four blocks wide.”

“Then do not miss,” Trevor said, and Naomi answered, “You are the one firing it.”

Trevor stepped into the halo frame, and the weapon linked to his Crown, displaying every marked unit as a green dot. Unmarked residents remained gray, cathedral targets glowed white, and the city looked less like a home than a board full of pieces waiting for a turn.

He enjoyed the change.

Damaris entered the frame behind him, her armored chest pressing between his upper wings as she reached around his narrow waist and locked the elevation wheel.

“Bell path,” she said, and Trevor pulled it up. Bell One would cross directly above the engine mouth in forty-eight seconds, and its bronze wings carried a weak point at each hinge with a third beneath the clapper.

BATTERY SHOT PREVIEW

Direct hit: 2,400 siege damage

Splash: 800 damage

Self-hit if fired inside minimum range: funny once

“We wait until the clapper clears our deck,” Trevor said.

Petra gave him a cold sideways look. “For the shot?”

“For the loot.”

The bell shadow reached the engine mouth.

“Better drop,” Trevor said.

The sky cracked seven times as every city bell began to ring, writing a countdown through the clouds in gold-red numbers.

BELL ONE: 12:00

BELL TWO: 24:00

BELL THREE: 36:00

Four more appeared below them in twelve-minute steps.

Adina read the shared effect. “Each bell collects one seventh of every unshielded soul in reach.”

“Can the battery hit bells?” Trevor asked.

“It can hit districts.”

He looked at the first bell descending through the clouds.

“Close enough,” Trevor said.

SYSTEM // First ward collapse survived. You kept the owned engine mouth, sacrificed an unclaimed district, and unlocked a cathedral battery. The trolley problem has filed for retirement.
READOUT // Level 30 — Dread Angel
HP 104/374
MP 100/296
Stamina 45/290
XP gained: 500
Cumulative XP: 25,150
Progress to Level 31: 500/1,600
Direct-danger XP toward Level 31: 220/970
Fear 181/285
Dissonance 125
Active Voices 2,745/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 62%
Damaris // HP 90/270 | MP 132/176 | Stamina 90/190
Captured engine mouth: 81% owned
Engine-mouth battery: online
Unclaimed residents surrendered to collection: 612
Seven bells are counting down. You own one very large gun and several terrible ideas.


Bell One opened its bronze wings above the district Trevor still owned.


Chapter 22 — I Added the Boss Bell to My Hotbar

Bell One opened its bronze wings above Trevor's captured engine mouth. Each ring pulled one seventh of every unshielded soul in reach, filling a collection bar around its rim and feeding the Level 40 core above the city.

MASS COLLECTION: 3.2%.

The engine-mouth deck became a boss arena beneath Trevor's boots as the mill axle split into three weapon rings. His fifty-one guards filled the outer ring, Damaris took the inner ring beside the battery, Petra climbed the rotating halo frame, Naomi anchored her blue seal to the recoil braces, and Adina stood within reach of every floating mode label.

Bell One's raid frame opened above them.

BELL-CLASS SIEGE ENEMY

HP: 18,000/18,000

Armor while not ringing: 90%

Weak point after ring: wing hinge for 2 seconds

Collection threshold: 100% or one seventh of city souls

Enrage: destroy firing deck

The battery offered its one stored shot.

DISTRICT MODE // wide splash / weak armor break

TOWER MODE // narrow shot / high stone damage

CHOIR MODE // soul-line sever / zero siege damage

“No bell mode,” Naomi said.

Trevor dragged the Tower label over Bell One, and the target outline flickered yellow instead of red.

TYPE MISMATCH: 62% DAMAGE.

The System added, “This is the part where good players seek the intended answer,” while Trevor pulled the firing lever.

“Then why give me a lever?”

Trevor aimed the engine-mouth battery, whose three firing modes—district, tower, and choir—said nothing about bells.

“Tower is bell-shaped,” he said.

Adina looked at the bronze monster filling the sky. “That is the worst rule reading I have ever respected.”

Trevor fired Tower Mode, and a red-white beam crossed the ward to hit Bell One beneath its left wing. The boss lost eleven percent HP while every window behind Trevor shattered from the recoil.

The battery charge fell to zero as its organ pipes smoked and a reload objective appeared across the deck.

RELOAD: CAPTURE 3 IMPACTS.

Three empty red circles opened around the axle.

Bell One rang, and the first sound wave hit the deck broadside. Trevor ordered shields down instead of up, letting the wave strike fifty-one armored bodies, drive them backward, and slam their boots through the first red circle.

IMPACT 1/3 CAPTURED.

The second wave came from above, and Damaris raised Hard Guard to take it on her shoulders, cratering the deck beneath her greaves.

IMPACT 2/3 CAPTURED.

Petra dropped from the halo frame just before the third wave, which missed her, hit the loose ring she had unhooked, and drove the entire bronze wheel into the axle.

IMPACT 3/3 CAPTURED.

Bell One's own knockback reloaded the battery.

AMMO: STOLEN RING x1

Trevor laughed.

“It reloads when the boss hits us.”

“A design choice made specifically for you,” the System said. “Concerning.”

Bell One faced the battery.

“Aggro acquired,” the System said. “The giant church appliance dislikes you personally.”

“Mutual.”

Choir revenants dropped from the bell's mouth in ranks of twelve, and Trevor spent twelve MP on Red Covenant to put six temporary Agility points into the guards' front rank. Their curse trigger flashed above every helmet.

STRIKE WHEN THE BATTERY FIRES.

Damaris met the revenants with Iron Verdict, spending sixteen MP to steal one beat from their drop attack. She spent twenty Stamina advancing through the frozen frame, broke two masks with her flail, and took thirty HP when the formation resumed around her.

The remaining ten landed on the outer weapon ring, their white masks displaying small bell icons. Every time Bell One rang, their attack speed doubled.

Trevor placed red crown pips over all ten.

“Do not kill them before the next ring.”

Petra paused with a knife under one mask. “Why?”

“I want the speed buff.”

“They are not yours.”

“Temporary problem.”

Bell One rang, and the revenants blurred. Trevor opened the axle's capture gate as their weapons came down, sending ten attacks into the mill mark instead of the guards beneath them.

The weapons stuck, and Adina changed the shared ATTACK SPEED banner to AXLE SPEED, making the mill spin twice as fast and charge the battery's second shot in half the time.

Damaris swept all ten trapped revenants into one pile, Petra stepped across their backs and cut every mask strap in a single run, and Naomi stamped the pile with her empty seal.

Trevor fired the stolen ring through Choir Mode. The beam dealt no siege damage, but it severed the soul lines feeding the ten masks, turning their bars gray and dropping the bodies from the fight.

Bell One's collection meter fell from the lost links.

“You used the intended mode,” the System said.

“By accident.”

“Honor preserved.”

Petra climbed the bell's shadow, Naomi blue-sealed three falling guards before their HP vanished, and Adina changed one bronze wing label from FLIGHT to TARGET as the engine-mouth battery fired again and fifty-one guards attacked on the visible trigger.

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Command Charge and stacked eight more impacts into his own launch. He jumped from the axle, hit Bell One's marked wing, and punched through the bronze feathers with nine damage numbers on one frame.

The bell rang into his body, but Trevor opened Pain Tithe for ten MP. Fifteen of the sixty damage crossed the guard line while forty-five stayed in his HP bar, and twenty Stamina vanished as the sound threw him through the bell wall.

He landed inside the boss, where hundreds of numbered souls hung in place of the clapper with chains running from their chests into one gold command socket. The socket needed no key, only an owner.

The souls had no names in Trevor's Crown view because Bell One had sorted them by weight.

CLAPPER MASS 001

CLAPPER MASS 002

CLAPPER MASS 003

The numbers continued past a hundred until one soul lifted her face and tugged the whole hanging cluster, raising a red option above her.

CONSUME 100 CLAPPER MASS // restore 60 MP // force socket open

Trevor had enough stored voices to spare none and enough MP to finish without them, but he wanted the socket more than the refill and still pressed the consume option.

The button refused him with a gray flash.

OWNER'S SEAL REQUIRED.

“Then stop showing it.”

“The menu is not responsible for your locked build.”

Bell One tilted, swinging the numbered souls like a living hammer; Trevor ducked the first pass, but the second caught his lower wings and slammed him into the bronze wall. The command socket flashed on every swing and revealed the boss tell.

Trevor grabbed two chains, planted both boots, and let the next swing pull him toward the socket, then released at the top of the arc and shot his petite body across the chamber with black-red Soulplate leading. He hit the gold command face-first.

SOCKET CONTACT: UNAUTHORIZED.

“Rude.”

When the souls swung back, Trevor caught their chains around his waist and used their mass to hold himself against the socket while the bell tried to throw him off. Outside, Damaris's flail struck the bronze in a steady beat, Petra's knives answered from the hinge, Naomi muted the worst sound-wave, and Adina kept the word RETURN waiting for the final cast. Trevor felt all four women through the bell wall, smiled, and pushed harder.

Owner's Seal remained gray in Trevor's skill tree.

“Level 32,” the System warned.

“I only need it for one boss.”

“That sentence is why untested skills kill people.”

Trevor grabbed the command socket anyway, and when Bell One tried to close around him, he spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions, turned his outer feathers into four red-edged blades, and charged through the inner bronze.

Each wing surface landed its first-contact bonus on a different chain brace.

The clapper souls dropped together, but Trevor did not free them; his Crown caught the falling chains and pulled their collection weight into the bell's own socket.

Outside, Petra reached the wing hinge. Naomi pinned the boss's sound-wave beneath her blue seal. Adina rewrote COLLECT into RETURN, and Damaris struck the same instant Trevor reached the outer wall.

Command Charge cost fourteen more MP as eight guards hit on Trevor's heel impact and the battery fired on the Red Covenant trigger. Bell One took every attack from inside, outside, and below until its boss bar reached zero.

Level 31 arrived in the wreckage: Might hardened Trevor's grip around the command socket, Vitality raised his maximum HP to 384 and restored ten current HP, and Will drove a clean lavender line through the bell's broken owner field.

The System opened a use-refinement window.

RED COVENANT REFINEMENT // BELL-NODE TRIAL.

Cost: 12 MP + 20 Fear.

Duration: 12 minutes or until the node leaves Crown reach.

OWNER'S SEAL I REMAINS LOCKED.

Trevor bought the trial skill, which did not ask where the souls wanted to go before replacing every number with a red command pip.

BELL-NODE HOTBAR SLOT CREATED.

1 — RING // 20-second cooldown

2 — WING GUARD // 30-second cooldown

3 — COLLECTION PULL // locked outside owner reach

4 — DISMOUNT // drops current node

Trevor selected Ring.

Bell One's corpse sounded once beneath his Crown, sending a wave outward instead of down to strike every remaining revenant in the back. His guards attacked into the forced stagger while red numbers rolled around the deck.

The node timer lost six seconds for the cast.

“Timed mount with cooldown tax,” Trevor said.

“You stole a boss corpse at Level 31,” the System replied. “Would you also like cup holders?”

“Yes.”

Two tiny bronze rings unfolded beside the command socket.

Petra stared at them. “It actually has cup holders.”

COSMETIC FEATURE UNLOCKED: CHALICE RINGS.

Trevor put one hand on the corpse-bell's rim. “Best game.”

Naomi looked into the chamber at the numbered souls now hanging beneath red pips. “For twelve minutes.”

“Then I steal another.”

Black-red lines spread through the defeated bell as its bronze wings folded around the engine-mouth battery and its collection socket became a command node inside Trevor's Crown. Forty-five Fear entered from the defenders who watched their city weapon change teams, followed by fifteen Dissonance from the chained souls still hanging inside the node.

Petra landed on the bell rim. “You put the boss on your hotbar.”

“Temporary summon.”

“It is the size of a district.”

“Good summon.”

The next timer reached the top of the sky.

BELL TWO: 00:00.

Naomi gasped.

Bronze light flashed beneath the skin of her throat, and a bell icon appeared behind her sternum, linked directly to the blue seal she had used on Bell One's sound-wave. Trevor's new hotbar reacted as Bell One's corpse-node turned toward Naomi and locked a red target ring around her chest.

BELL-NODE INTERACTION FOUND.

Ring against Bell Two: reveal internal boss bar.

Expected splash target: Naomi Vey.

Expected damage: yes.

His finger moved toward Hotbar One.

Naomi saw it. “Trevor.”

Damaris caught his wrist before he pressed.

He looked at her gauntlet around his hand.

“You told me to win,” he said.

“I told you to stop wasting pieces.”

Naomi's blue seal flickered, and the bell beneath it answered with a small bronze shield icon as Adina pulled the effect text into view.

THORACIC DUNGEON // HOST DAMAGE BECOMES BELL ARMOR.

Petra gave Trevor a flat look. “Hit her and you buff it.”

“Bad route.”

“Your route.”

He removed his finger from the hotbar, not from mercy but from bad damage math.

The node kept its target ring on Naomi until she slapped the corpse-bell's rim with her empty seal, breaking the ring before her next heartbeat rang through every Crown mark.

SYSTEM // Level 31 reached. You shot a bell with tower mode, fought through its mouth, and mounted the corpse as a temporary command node. Base-building privileges remain morally revoked.
LEVEL // 31 — Dread Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 29 (+1) | Vitality 34 (+1) | Agility 20 | Focus 23 | Will 28 (+1) | Grace 23
HP 69/384
MP 38/296
Stamina 5/290
XP gained: 1,100
Cumulative XP: 26,250
Direct-danger XP gained: 750
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 9,170/18,900
Red Covenant refined // Bell-Node Trial
Cost: 12 MP + 20 Fear | Duration: 12 minutes or Crown reach | Permanent claim: no
Owner's Seal I: locked until Level 32
Fear 206/285
Dissonance 140
Active Voices 2,745/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 66%
Damaris // HP 60/270 | MP 116/176 | Stamina 70/190
Bell One: defeated / temporary command node
Node timer: 11:58
Bell Two location: Naomi Vey's thoracic cavity. That was not an invitation to make a body-slot joke.


Trevor looked at Naomi.

She rang again.

“I was going to say inventory,” he said.


Chapter 23 — The Healer Equipped a Bell in Her Rib Cage

Naomi's heartbeat rang through Trevor's Crown, and the second pulse knocked three guards from Bell One before the third turned every blue scar inside her healer seal to bronze.

BELL TWO // POSSESSION: 22%.

Trevor caught her beneath the arms before her knees hit the broken rim. A tiny bell icon burned behind her sternum, connected to the sound-wave she had trapped during the boss fight.

The System offered two fixes.

DELETE HOST MEMORY CLUSTERS: 92% SUCCESS.

TRANSFER POSSESSION TO OWNED VOICES: 73% SUCCESS.

Trevor opened the transfer preview, filling his Crown with 2,745 small target boxes while the System auto-selected the weakest hundred voices and displayed the result.

Expected losses: 27–100 voices.

Bell Two distribution: up to 100 internal spawn points.

Potential reward: one hundred tiny bells, because your choices have consequences.

He pictured a bell inside every guard, with each ring traveling through the whole Host and every internal boss taking a different cooldown.

“Terrible AOE,” he said.

“That is your objection?” Naomi asked.

“It would take all night to loot.”

Petra leaned close to the transfer button. “And kill people.”

“They are already in the consumable tab.”

Naomi shoved his hand away from the menu. “Then hold it for twelve minutes.”

The transfer preview closed, not because Trevor had rejected the cost but because one large boss gave better drops than a hundred adds.

“Second one.”

Naomi seized his wrist. “No. It will ring through every voice.”

“Then hold it for twelve minutes.”

Bell One's temporary node still had eleven minutes and forty seconds when Trevor drove its bronze command line from his Crown into Naomi's chest. She arched against him as Bell Two answered from inside her ribs, Petra pinned her shoulders, Damaris locked Hard Guard around all three, and Adina read the possession script crawling across Naomi's skin.

“It thinks Bell One still owns the sound,” Adina said.

“For twelve minutes, Bell One owns whatever I tell it.”

Trevor ordered the defeated node to ring backward, opening the Bell-Node hotbar across his sight.

RING // ready

WING GUARD // ready

COLLECTION PULL // host target found

DISMOUNT // terrible timing

He selected Ring, and the corpse-bell sounded through every bone in the deck before Bell Two answered from Naomi's ribs with a higher note. The two sounds collided inside her party frame, raising red and blue damage numbers over the possession bar instead of her HP.

BELL ONE: 180 SIEGE

BELL TWO: 220 RESONANCE

The smaller bell was winning, so Trevor selected Wing Guard and folded Bell One's bronze wings around Naomi without touching her. The next internal ring struck the guard from inside and reduced its duration by eighteen seconds.

NODE TIMER: 11:22

“It is burning your mount,” Damaris said.

“Then we burst before it despawns.”

Petra climbed onto the closed wing shell, stabbing each weak-point flash that appeared on a different feather whenever Naomi's heart rang.

Adina read the pattern. “Seven chambers. It moves after every hit.”

Naomi's voice came through the bronze. “Fifth is my first lost patient. Do not let it open that one.”

Trevor marked Feather Five.

Three guards attacked it on the next pulse, driving their spear points into the bronze until Bell Two bit back through the link and turned their weapon bars gold. Trevor ordered them to release; two obeyed, but one weapon remained stuck, so he tore it from the guard's hand before the bell could climb into the man's arm.

“No split spawns,” Trevor said.

The System sounded delighted. “Personal growth through loot protection.”

The bronze corpse around them struck one inverted note, dropping Naomi's possession bar to seventeen percent before Bell Two fought back and surged it to forty-eight. Her mouth opened.

“ONE SEVENTH CLAIMED,” the bell said through her.

Trevor put two fingers against the glowing icon and pushed his Crown mark through the words.

“Wrong owner.”

Bell One rang backward again while Petra stabbed the old sound-wave where it entered Naomi's seal, Damaris used Iron Verdict to steal one beat from the possession, and Adina changed HOST to CONTAINER. Naomi blue-sealed the bell inside a single memory scar instead of letting it spread across the rest, compressing the possession bar from seven chambers into one.

ACTIVE CONTAINER: FIRST LOST PATIENT.

A memory projection appeared on the Bell-Node deck as rain fell through the bronze wings and a younger Naomi knelt beside a stranger bleeding on white steps while every temple door remained shut. Bell Two wore the stranger's face.

“You were too slow,” it said.

Naomi stepped into the memory. “Yes.”

The boss lost the line it had expected.

“You failed.”

“Yes.”

“Then surrender the chamber.”

Naomi raised her empty seal. “No.”

She struck the projection across the mouth, but the memory did not vanish: the stranger remained dead, Naomi remained kneeling in the rain, and Bell Two lost its borrowed face before becoming bronze again.

Trevor drove Bell One's command line through the exposed model.

POSSESSION LINK CONTESTED.

BELL ONE NODE: 51%

BELL TWO: 49%

Damaris hit the Bell-Node rim with her flail, Petra cut the old sound-wave, Adina tightened CONTAINER around the thumb-sized shape, and Naomi closed her seal. With nowhere left to move, the internal boss tore free from her sternum and dropped into Trevor's palm.

Bell Two became a thumb-sized bronze shape biting into his glove, and he closed Soulplate around it until the teeth broke.

BELL TWO // POSSESSION: 0%.

NEXT MANIFESTATION: 08:00:00.

The broken bell bit Trevor's Soulplate one last time before dropping into his palm as a purple-bordered item.

SEALED BELL TWO // BOSS SEED

Bound target: Naomi Vey

Next spawn: 08:00:00

Can be placed: yes

Can be forgotten in inventory: the healer will remember

Trevor placed it in the Bell-Node's left chalice ring, where the tiny boss looked ridiculous in the cup holder. Petra laughed despite herself, but Naomi did not.

Bell One's timer dropped under a minute and flashed red.

“We need a room where the spawn cannot reach the Host,” Adina said.

The captured engine map answered with one black square beneath the bathhouse.

SCRIPTURE VAULT // ALL LINKS DISABLED

Trevor marked it as the long-rest point before the timer could shed another warning.

“Command-dead room,” he said.

Damaris looked at Adina, then at him. “Take the bard.”

“Why?”

“Because the rest of us need sleep.”

Bell One's node timer reached zero and shattered inside his Crown, leaving the party one night before the next fight. The corpse-node folded, its bronze wings lost their red edges, fifty-one command pips vanished from the deck, and the enormous bell dropped back into the city as ordinary wreckage while Trevor jumped clear.

Petra caught Naomi, Damaris caught Adina, and the Host used ropes, spears, and one stolen awning to cross the gap toward the bathhouse while the dead boss sank behind them.

The sealed Bell Two rode inside Trevor's Soulplate pocket until it rang once and every stored voice in his Crown answered, filling his sight with red alert icons.

POSSIBLE SPAWN POINTS: 2,745.

“Stop answering it,” Trevor ordered.

The voices fell quiet at once, and Bell Two rang again to receive nothing while its item border dimmed from purple to angry violet.

“It hates being ignored,” Petra said.

“Then it has chosen the correct inventory.”

They reached the bathhouse with seven hours and fifty-one minutes left on the spawn timer, and Trevor claimed a sealed scripture room beneath it. The walls killed command links, witness marks, owner marks, and bell sound; Naomi slept outside with Petra and Damaris while the long-rest field filled every resource bar and Adina carried three books into the dead room before locking the door behind her.

Trevor's Crown vanished at the threshold, silencing every captured voice.

Adina set the books on a stone table. “No orders in here.”

“I noticed.”

“No fear field.”

“Still noticed.”

She crossed the room, caught the front of his Soulplate, and kissed him; Trevor answered without hesitation, lifting her onto the table and pushing between her knees. He kissed her until she wrapped both legs around his narrow waist and pulled his prettier Level 30 face down to her throat by his long blonde hair.

“You wanted proof,” she said.

“I wanted you.”

“You have me where the Crown does not.”

That mattered enough to slow him for one heartbeat before Adina opened his armor and put her mouth on one breast.

Trevor's new wing crests struck the wall as pleasure ran from her tongue over his nipple to the wet heat already gathering between his thighs. He pulled her sleep shift over her head, took both breasts in his hands, and bit one nipple lightly until she arched into him, with no Crown or command voice filling the dead room. Adina wanted him anyway.

Trevor slid his hand between her legs and found her vulva slick before he touched it, then traced her clitoris with two fingers and watched her hips follow the pressure. He pressed those fingers inside while his thumb kept the rhythm above, and Adina caught his wrist to move it faster.

“Like that.”

“Boss tell acquired.”

Her laugh broke into a moan while Trevor kept the angle, followed the tightening pull around his fingers, and refused to stop when her thighs began to shake. She came against his hand with her forehead pressed to his, then dragged him into another kiss before the first tremor ended.

Adina turned him against the table, opened his thighs, and knelt to put her mouth between them with no trace of uncertainty. Her tongue found his clitoris as two fingers entered his vagina, holding his hips against the stone while she worked both places in the same relentless rhythm and he gripped the table edge.

“Fuck.”

Adina looked up through dark lashes and did it harder until he came with both wings spread across the scripture wall. She stayed on him through the whole pulse, then rose, kissed him with his own taste on her mouth, and climbed back onto the table.

Trevor returned between her thighs, used his tongue where her hand guided him, and added two fingers when her body pulled him closer. He kept going after her first orgasm left her breathless; the second took longer, but Adina chased it openly with one heel locked behind his shoulder and both hands in his hair until she came against his mouth with a sharp cry she had no command field to blame. Afterward, she lay across him on the narrow table while their breathing slowed.

“You hid something from me,” Trevor said.

Adina went still.

He tapped the lowest of the three books, where a gold edge showed beneath its binding.

“I hide many things from you.”

“This one rang when Naomi did.”

Adina smiled and reached beneath the cover to remove a stolen owner clause written on thin bronze skin.

“I found it in the feast records,” she said. “I kept it until I knew whether you would delete Naomi to save the Host.”

“And?”

“You used the node instead.”

Trevor read the clause.

COLLECTION RECIPIENT: ENGINE MOUTH WITH HIGHEST CONCORDANT DEAD-VOTE COUNT.

The cathedral did not assign the dead at random; it hid their votes and routed them toward whichever engine mouth held the strongest matching choice.

“You kept a command exploit from me.”

“Yes.”

He kissed her.

“Hot.”

“You are a damaged man.”

“With a voting bloc.”

The long-rest completion window opened above the table in black-red light.

SYSTEM // Bell Two possession suppressed. Long rest completed. The bard selected you inside a command-dead room and then revealed contraband voting mechanics. Villain romance remains aggressively on build.
READOUT // Level 31 — Dread Angel
HP 384/384
MP 296/296
Stamina 290/290
XP gained: 600
Cumulative XP: 26,850
Progress to Level 32: 600/1,650
Direct-danger XP toward Level 32: 250/970
Fear 195/285
Dissonance 132
Active Voices 2,745/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 68%
Damaris // HP 270/270 | MP 176/176 | Stamina 190/190
Bell Two possession: 0%
Bell Two remanifestation: 07:39:44
Bell One command node: expired
Stolen clause: collected dead route to the engine mouth with the highest concordant dead-vote count.
You may now call elections a capture mechanic. Democracy has lodged a formal complaint.


The thumb-sized bell rang once outside the dead room, and thousands of captured voices answered through Trevor's Crown with the same destination.


Chapter 24 — I Captured Both Raid Bosses Before They Despawned

Bell Two unfolded from Trevor's armored glove as Bell Three erupted beneath the engine mouth.

The first boss wrapped bronze wings around Naomi and tried to reclaim the blue scars it had left inside her. The second rose mouth-first through the suspended streets and dragged chains of numbered dead from the catacombs. Both bells started counting.

MASS COLLECTION: 11.4%.

The counter climbed while the bosses arranged the arena: eleven point six, then eleven point nine.

Bell Two dragged Naomi toward the open sky. Six pale keepers appeared on its bronze wings and drove chain hooks through the blue cage. Each hook latched onto one of her old scars. Bell Three tore a second circle through the streets below, wide enough to swallow the battery and everyone feeding it charge.

The encounter had two health bars, one collection clock, and a purge condition hiding behind both.

Naomi twisted inside the cage until one eye found Trevor, then tapped the bar twice, paused, and tapped once: two hinges, one keeper socket. Trevor answered with a smile sharp enough to be a promise.

“Two bosses,” Petra said.

Trevor aimed the engine-mouth battery. “Two base upgrades.”

The battery crew laughed because he expected them to, sending Fear through the link in hot red threads that settled beneath his ribs.

Bell Three rang first.

Its sound turned thirty chained dead toward Trevor, and their mouths opened together.

“Release your claim,” they said.

“No.”

“Release one soul and the next ring will spare the living.”

Trevor checked the collection clock, which had reached twelve point three.

“Still no.”

The bell had offered him a trade only because it feared the coming pull.

He spent twelve MP on Red Covenant and gave six temporary Might points to the battery crew. The curse trigger appeared above all fifty-one guards.

STRIKE WHEN EITHER BELL FALLS BELOW 50%.

Several guards looked from one boss to the other as both target outlines flashed red.

“Either means both,” Petra said.

“Only if you enjoy friendly fire,” Damaris answered.

Trevor spread all four wings behind the battery. Red light caught every blade, chain, and spearhead. “Then aim like you enjoy me.”

Adina snorted. “That sentence will kill somebody.”

“It keeps working.”

Bell Two rang through Naomi's cage.

Trevor opened Pain Tithe for ten MP before the sound hit him. Thirty of the one-hundred-twenty damage spread across marked guards while ninety stayed in his HP bar and Naomi's blue scars tore the collection line out through her skin.

Pain Tithe made the party look wounded before the fight had properly started. A spearwoman's lip split, a guard lost feeling in two fingers, and Petra took a line of red across her ribs without slowing.

Nobody marked to Trevor escaped his damage. That was what the mark was for.

He felt every borrowed injury as a bright point on his Crown map, fifty-one little proofs that his survival cost other people blood. The thought should have disgusted him, but instead it made the battlefield beautifully simple.

Holding his Crown against both ringing owner fields cost sixty Stamina, and his four wings shook while blonde hair whipped across his face. The black-red halo above him narrowed until the keepers' white light broke around it.

The System polished him whenever he refused to bend: pale skin caught the battle glow, and lavender eyes sharpened. His new shape looked too delicate to anchor two raid bosses, which made every horrified stare taste sweeter. Trevor pulled harder until both bells shifted one foot toward him.

Bell Three rang below.

Damaris spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict to steal one beat from the chain pull, then paid twelve more MP for Spellbreak Strike when she hit the bronze rim. The dual waves took one hundred HP and one hundred Stamina before she broke free.

The battery fired tower mode into Bell Three, punching through three streets before coming out with tomb dust, broken chain, and a screaming keeper mask. Bell Three lost nine percent HP while the battery lost a wheel.

Petra kicked the loose wheel beneath the frame before the battery could tilt.

“One shot left at that angle,” she said.

“Then change the angle.”

“With what?”

Trevor pointed at Bell Two.

Petra followed his finger. Her smile arrived slowly. “That is horrible.”

“Thank you.”

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Command Charge and launched from the axle with eight spear impacts behind his first punch, putting nine damage numbers onto the boss rim together.

The first cracked bronze, the second forced the boss lower, and the third through ninth arrived as red spear ghosts behind Trevor's fist, each borrowing the pose and force of its guard. His arm went numb to the shoulder as Bell Three's health bar lurched past the trigger line.

Bell Three dropped below fifty percent and triggered Red Covenant.

Fifty-one guards attacked both bells because the clause said either, while the battery crew fired again, Petra cut Bell Two's left hinge, and Adina fed the dead-vote clause into Bell Three's count to replace random numbers with one destination Trevor already owned.

The district became a red weapon wheel as spears crossed chains and arrows ricocheted from Bell Two into Bell Three. The battery shot used the captured cage as its new sight line and shaved a bronze wing away almost without touching Naomi.

A sliver of bronze opened her cheek.

Naomi wiped the blood with one thumb and painted it across the bar she had marked. “Left hinge is ready.”

Trevor heard the strain under her grin. He also heard every keeper telling him to pause for her life.

He charged instead.

The captured souls chose the engine mouth beneath him because his Crown made every vote match. They did not speak the same name, but Trevor needed none; his Crown translated fear, pain, and the desire not to vanish into a single red input.

DESTINATION: DREAD ANGEL HOST.

Bell Three fought the change, with the dead pulling one way and Trevor's owned voices pulling the other as Dissonance climbed through his skull like hot wire. He laughed and gave it somewhere to go, turning Bell Three's collection bar into a command bar.

Trevor spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions, hardened four feather surfaces into red-edged blades, and charged through the chains before the bell keepers could sever them.

The first edge cut a collection brace, the second removed a bronze wing, the third opened the owner socket, and the fourth struck the bell's core for the final first-contact bonus. Bell Three reached zero HP.

Its keeper appeared as a white face in the broken socket and began the despawn cast.

STRUCTURE PURGE: 00:04.

Four.

The keepers ripped their faces out of the socket and fled as white sparks while the timer dropped.

Three.

Bell Three's chains began deleting themselves link by link, taking a dead voice with every vanished piece.

Two.

Trevor reached for a skill he did not own yet, and Level 32 arrived.

Vitality raised Trevor's maximum HP to 394 and restored ten current HP, while Agility raised Stamina to 295 and restored five. Focus raised MP to 302 and restored six, and Fear capacity widened to 310. One Skill Point opened.

OWNER'S SEAL I // 22 MP + 20 FEAR.

Claim one defeated structure or engine node.

Trevor bought it and slammed the first seal into Bell Three with one second left.

The seal entered like a hooked brand as black-red lines raced around the rim, found the bell's hidden joints, and sank teeth into each one. The purge timer froze with a single red digit burning above Trevor's hand.

Bell Three screamed through every chained mouth until Trevor closed his fist and silenced them, replacing the purge cast with black-red ownership.

Bell Two tried to escape with Naomi, folding its remaining wing around the cage and diving toward the clouds while all six keepers pulled their hooks. Naomi's scars blazed so bright that Trevor lost sight of her face.

Petra fired a rope through the broken hinge while Damaris wrapped the other end around her shield arm, and both women hit the street on their heels but still slid ten yards.

“Trevor!” Damaris shouted.

He could save Naomi or preserve the second boss for capture, but the choice lasted less than a heartbeat because he wanted both.

Trevor spent fourteen MP on a second Command Charge, and eight guards struck on his heel impact against the cage while Petra pulled Naomi through the hinge she had cut. Damaris wrapped the bronze mouth in her flail chain, and Adina changed WITHDRAW to WITHER.

The battery fired through all four of them, using Trevor's charging trail, Damaris's chain, Petra's rope, and Adina's altered word as one crooked aiming line. It passed beneath Naomi's boots and split Bell Two's core open behind her cage.

Naomi fell, and Trevor caught the cage with his lower wings before hitting the street hard enough to crack both knees of his Soulplate. His Stamina bar flashed red, recovered a sliver from the takedown, then flashed red again when Bell Two tried to bite shut.

Naomi reached through the bars and caught his hair.

“Do not lose my boss,” she said.

“I knew I kept you for a reason.”

Bell Two reached zero and triggered the same four-second purge, but this keeper did not flee; it grew arms from the socket and clawed Trevor's seal hand away.

Four.

Damaris broke one arm with her flail before the next count.

Three.

Petra pinned the other beneath her knife as the purge raced on.

Two.

Naomi opened her scars into the socket and forced the keeper to feel every failed claim at once while the last second burned.

One.

Trevor spent twenty-two MP and twenty Fear again, landing the second Owner's Seal before the boss could disappear.

Both bells changed color as bronze wings turned black-red at their joints and their collection sockets became owned command nodes linked to the engine-mouth battery. Icons settled across Trevor's sight.

Bell Two gained a pull command, a cage command, and a broken movement slot, while Bell Three gained chain volley, soul count, and a locked third skill whose tooltip only read FEED ME A CITY. Trevor dragged both icons onto his hotbar.

Ninety Fear entered Trevor from the guards, survivors, and white keepers who watched two city weapons become his property, followed by seventeen Dissonance from the bells' chained dead.

The captured structures tried one last time to ring against him, so Trevor opened both new hotbar slots at once.

Bell Two's pull field seized Bell Three by the rim, and Bell Three answered with a chain volley into Bell Two's cracked wing. The bosses strained in opposite directions while red ownership lines tightened through the battery, and the crew backed away.

“Is this necessary?” Petra asked.

“I need to know whether they can hurt each other.”

“They have been hurting each other for ten minutes.”

“Now they are mine. Different damage check.”

Damaris stared at the trembling buildings around them. “The street is also yours?”

“Not yet.”

“Then perhaps stop testing on it.”

Trevor made them ring at each other before anyone could move the battery.

The collision dealt forty HP and twenty Stamina through Soulplate, cracked Bell Two, and dented Bell Three, but neither left his Crown.

Windows burst down the block, a keeper statue lost its head, and the battery crew disappeared beneath a wave of tomb dust before coming up coughing, swearing, and still marked red.

The friendly-fire check revealed two useful combat rules: owned bosses could damage owned bosses, and Trevor could order them to do it again. He liked both rules.

“Two bosses,” Petra said from Naomi's side.

“Two hotbar slots.”

“You need a bigger screen.”

The city floor moved beneath the captured engine mouth.

Something vast rolled under the foundations as streets rose over a spine, houses dropped between ribs large enough to hold districts, and one red eye opened beneath Bell Three's severed chain shaft.

CATACOMB LEVIATHAN // LEVEL 37.

The beast bit through the ward, and an entire district of dead people screamed inside its ribs.

SYSTEM // Level 32 reached. Owner's Seal acquired. You captured two raid bosses during their despawn timers and checked friendly fire by making them hit each other. The base now has church artillery.
LEVEL // 32 — Dread Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 29 | Vitality 35 (+1) | Agility 21 (+1) | Focus 24 (+1) | Will 28 | Grace 23
HP 264/394
MP 208/302
Stamina 195/295
XP gained: 1,050
Cumulative XP: 27,900
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 10,140/18,900
SKILL ACQUIRED // Owner's Seal I
Cost: 22 MP + 20 Fear | Target: 1 defeated structure or engine node | Claim duration: persistent until broken or released
Fear 245/310
Dissonance 149
Active Voices 2,745/3,078
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 72%
Damaris // Level 21 Iron Justiciar
HP 180/280 | MP 148/176 | Stamina 90/190
Bell Two: owned node
Bell Three: owned node
Engine-mouth battery: linked
New boss detected beneath the city. It has swallowed several streets and none of them were yours.


The Leviathan opened its mouth beneath an unclaimed district, and Trevor aimed both bells downward.


Chapter 25 — I Filled My Party Slots Inside a Giant Corpse

The Catacomb Leviathan swallowed an unclaimed district.

Three streets vanished between black teeth while blue ghosts packed the creature's ribs, trapped inside a neighborhood it had eaten centuries ago.

RIB DISTRICT: 1,137 SOULS.

The number appeared under a green health bar made of 1,137 narrow segments. Each resident healed the monster whenever a death loop reset. Every loop carried class fragments, memories, and one dim attack icon; most were weak, but together they formed a district-sized character pack waiting to be installed. The sovereign core knew it too.

White collection hooks pushed down through the streets above and reached for the ghosts in the beast's ribs. Trevor's captured bells rang at them. Bell Two pulled a hook sideways while Bell Three caught it in chains and tore it from the sky.

The Leviathan bit through both chains and swallowed another house.

Trevor checked his active capacity while the broken hook fell.

2,745/3,078.

Three hundred thirty-three slots remained open, allowing exactly twenty-nine percent of the trapped district to enter the active Host. The rest would become loot for the boss, stock for Heaven, or storage Trevor did not yet own.

Petra read the same capacity bar over his shoulder. “You are short eight hundred four slots.”

“Then I need a box.”

“It is a neighborhood.”

“Large box.”

“Perfect drop size,” he said.

The Leviathan opened its mouth beneath the engine mouth. Trevor ordered Bell Two and Bell Three to fire into its jaw, then dived through the blast ahead of the closing teeth.

The two captured bosses attacked in opposite ways. Bell Two's pull field dragged the upper jaw open while Bell Three fired a chain volley into the tongue and reeled it downward. Trevor flew through the gap between them with four black-edged wings tight against his back.

The combined blast lit his pale face red as lavender eyes caught the reflected boss bars. The System had made him prettier again during the last evolution. The contrast between his soft mouth and the raid command leaving it made the marked guards stare even while a giant corpse tried to eat them.

“Jump on three,” he ordered.

He jumped on two, and the party cursed before Petra, Naomi, Adina, Damaris, and fifty-one guards followed.

The jaw snapped behind the last guard and cut three spears in half as Bell Two's pull icon grayed out and Bell Three's chain icon showed OBSTRUCTED BY SEVERAL TONS OF FACE.

“Our exit closed,” Naomi said.

“Then the boss is locked in here with us.”

Adina looked at the wet cathedral of teeth. “That line works better when we're bigger.”

Inside, wet streets ran along cathedral-sized ribs while houses grew from black muscle. One thousand one hundred thirty-seven dead residents repeated the moment the Leviathan had eaten them, and every loop fed a green segment into the boss bar.

A market died every four seconds, and a chapel congregation vanished every seven. A squad of city guards reached the same intersection every eleven before disappearing beneath the same wall of teeth. Then all of them reset, healing the green bar in little marching pulses.

Trevor watched the timing twice: market, chapel, guard squad; four, seven, eleven.

The resets formed a combo window every three hundred eight seconds, but he did not need that long. Red Covenant could make the souls move before their loops ended, and his capacity window was already open.

Rival collection hooks descended from the sovereign core above, tagging targets instead of attacking Trevor.

White numbers appeared over the strongest ghosts first: a dead swordmaster became SLOT 1, and a healer became SLOT 2. Children, laborers, scribes, and anyone without a visible combat skill dropped to the bottom of Heaven's list.

Trevor hated the order for one simple reason: he had not chosen it.

“Claim first,” Trevor ordered.

He spent twelve MP on Red Covenant and offered six temporary Will points to the rib district. The concealed curse trigger read ENTER TREVOR'S CROWN WHEN THE HEART OPENS.

The covenant painted itself across the loops in red. Six Will was enough for a ghost to take one step outside a recorded death, speak one new word, or swing once at the hook coming for it.

The swordmaster used his points to cut Heaven's number from his chest. The healer used hers to pull three children out of the chapel reset, and a baker spent all six throwing a loaf at Trevor.

It passed through his head before striking the rib behind him.

“What was that for?”

“The curse line.”

“You read it.”

“I can read and still hate you.”

“Excellent. Get in line.”

The trapped dead took the power because it let them move outside their loops, and the first reset failed. Market stalls stayed broken while chapel ghosts remained outside the pews. City guards stepped around the corner where they had died to form a new shield wall facing the rival hooks.

Trevor's Fear gauge rose while 1,137 people understood that the offered power had an owner and accepted it anyway.

His Crown displayed them as gray candidate icons, with the brightest 333 pulsing at the front and the other 804 stacking behind a red warning.

CAPACITY FAILURE ON CLAIM.

He dragged the warning to the edge of his sight before returning to the fight.

Petra found the artery roads while Naomi blue-sealed memory loops carrying useful class data. Adina copied names before the Crown flattened them into slots, and Damaris held choir revenants against one rib with her flail chain.

“Useful class data only?” Naomi asked.

“Seal anything with an active skill, passive, resistance, or rare memory flag,” Trevor said.

“A wedding song?”

“Does it buff?”

Adina listened as the dead bride sang three notes and gave every nearby ghost a tiny movement bonus.

“It buffs,” she said.

“Keep it.”

Damaris's chain snapped taut and slammed four revenants into the rib, pinning them across their throats before she asked about the rest.

Trevor looked at the 804 gray icons with nowhere to go. “I said I need a box.”

The Leviathan bit its own inner streets together as aggro arrows flashed from the green boss bar to every awakened loop. The monster could no longer heal from residents who had stepped outside their deaths. It tried to crush the entire district at once.

Black ribs folded inward while houses broke free and slid toward the artery road, burying the dead guards' shield wall beneath the first collision without erasing their candidate icons.

Trevor opened Pain Tithe for ten MP. Thirty of the one-hundred-twenty damage crossed the guard line while ninety stayed in his HP bar and seventy Stamina vanished under the crush.

Fifty-one red marks flashed behind his eyes as Pain Tithe spread the damage in cuts too small to stop a guard and too large to ignore. Trevor kept the crushing weight on himself because the Host slots needed living bodies to carry their attacks. His HP bar fell into orange.

The transformed body made even that look dramatic: four wings strained against the ribs while black-blonde hair spilled over his armor. His narrow waist bent beneath a slab that should have folded him in half, and his pretty mouth showed teeth at the boss.

“This body is ridiculous,” he growled.

Petra ducked under his wing. “You say that whenever you enjoy it.”

“Move the artery marker.”

“See?”

Razor Pinions cost twenty Stamina and hardened his four outer feather surfaces. They carved through the closing ribs and added thirty slash damage on each first contact. Four red damage numbers appeared in a row.

30. 30. 30. 30.

The first edge opened space over the market, the second freed Damaris's chain, the third cut an artery road loose from the wall, and the fourth shaved through a rival hook one inch before it tagged the healer.

Trevor caught the severed hook and drove it through a revenant's face, making Heaven's own target icon change allegiance midair.

Command Charge cost fourteen MP, and eight guards struck on Trevor's shoulder impact to open the heart road before the rival hooks arrived.

The eight borrowed attacks landed as one red ladder through the wet street: spear, axe, hammer, knife, shield, mace, broken spear, bare fist. Trevor climbed the impacts while they happened.

Each step carried him deeper into the boss and made the next attack strike from his position until the eighth left him at the artery junction with the Leviathan's heart road open beneath his boots.

The white hooks changed targets from the ghosts to Trevor.

“Now you noticed me,” he said.

His halo widened into a black-red blade and broke the first hook. The next six circled in search of an owner field weak enough to enter and found none.

The first three hundred thirty-three souls reached the artery junction, and Trevor ignored Heaven's ranked list to choose whoever reached him first.

The baker arrived with no combat class and one loaf-shaped projectile, while a child carried the chapel's bell passive. The wedding singer came with her movement buff, and guards, thieves, masons, healers, drunks, and one furious librarian packed the road behind them.

The swordmaster from Heaven's first slot arrived three hundred thirty-fourth. He looked back at Trevor while Trevor checked the capacity bar.

“Unlucky,” Trevor said.

Trevor took them into his active slots, and the Host hit capacity like a level-up without the healing.

Three hundred thirty-three voices entered at once, filling his sight with new HP bars, attack icons, cooldowns, status effects, and personal memories squeezed into tooltips too small to read. The baker's throw occupied a hotkey beside Razor Pinions, and the child's bell granted one percent fear resistance to adjacent units. The wedding song made the whole front line faster whenever somebody kissed during combat.

Adina saw the wedding-song tooltip through their link.

“That passive is staying equipped.”

“Obviously.”

“Test it.”

Trevor caught her by the collar and kissed her hard while hooks struck sparks from his halo, giving every nearby movement icon a gold arrow.

Petra used the buff to cut two hooks before their kiss ended.

“Confirmed,” she said. “Annoyingly strong.”

His Crown filled to 3,078/3,078 as their names became timing, HP, and attack icons behind his lavender eyes. The final slot locked.

The next soul struck the edge of the Host and bounced away as gray light. Seven more followed, then eighty, then all eight hundred four. The unclaimed ghosts began sliding toward Heaven's hooks.

Trevor could release the new Host and choose stronger units, let the overflow go, or kill the boss before the rival claim finished. All three choices left something outside his hand, so he rejected them with eight hundred four souls still waiting.

Trevor spent twenty-two MP and twenty Fear on Owner's Seal. The rib district changed from trapped boss organ to an owned storage node linked to his engine mouth, and all eight hundred four overflow souls entered before the sovereign hooks could touch them.

The seal sank into the district's central crossing as red streets spread from it. Houses gained node outlines, and doors became storage partitions. Loop anchors folded into shelves of blue light, one soul to each space, with names and memories intact because Adina had copied them before the claim.

They were neither free nor active, but they were his.

The swordmaster became storage entry one beneath the new node icon.

Trevor smiled at him. “Congratulations. You are the box.”

The swordmaster threw a ghost sword through Trevor's smile, and it passed harmlessly out the back of his head.

“Good spirit.”

The Leviathan tried to purge the ribs, and every owned street flashed red.

NODE PURGE: 00:05.

The sovereign hooks reversed into white blades and cut at the storage lines first. They tried to spill souls back into the boss before Trevor's seal finished rooting.

Five seconds was not enough to move 804 entries, but it was enough to make the neighborhood fight.

Trevor spent fourteen more MP on Command Charge, making eight guards hit when his heel struck the owner socket. Bell Two and Bell Three fired down the same Crown line from outside. The rib district attacked its own beast.

The baker's projectile skill triggered first and struck the owner socket with a red loaf. The child's bell rang second and staggered every revenant on the street. Six guard attacks followed Trevor's heel into the seal, driving the whole claimed crossing deeper into the heart wall instead of breaking the socket and carrying it beyond the purge blades.

Outside, Bell Two found the closed jaw and pulled while Bell Three sent chains through the opening. Both captured boss icons flashed red. Trevor routed their attacks through the storage node.

The rib district became a cannon chamber as every house fired a chain and every window rang. The Leviathan lost the next phase of its health bar to the neighborhood it had eaten.

The boss dropped below twenty percent, and its green segments went dark in waves while the heart road stopped contracting. Purge blades shattered against red-owned doors. The five-second timer froze at one, and Trevor's seal rooted.

The System placed a storage icon beside his active capacity bar. It resembled a tiny street folded into a chest, and Trevor pinned it to his hotbar.

The Leviathan's heart became visible at the end of the wet street.

Gold lines formed a map across the muscle: seven bells, two engine mouths, one sealed archive, and a white spear icon beneath the north cathedral.

The spear icon moved across three map chambers, stabbed through a red route marker, and stopped inside a sanctum shaped like a closed eye.

Damaris's flail chain tightened around her fist. “Junia Serrat.”

Trevor zoomed the map with two fingers, and the white spear turned toward him as if it could feel the gesture.

“She still wants the throne.”

“She wants you alive,” Damaris said.

Trevor looked at the full Host bar, the new storage node, and the heart waiting in front of him.

“Then she can wait her turn.”

INQUISITOR JUNIA SERRAT // PRIVATE SANCTUM.

Fifty Fear entered Trevor from the dead who had watched the rival hooks lose. Twelve Dissonance followed from forcing 333 new voices into full slots.

The voices arrived as overlapping battle chatter. The baker demanded his oven, the child asked whether Host members received mounts, and the librarian wanted to rearrange Trevor's skill tooltips. Thirty-seven guards shouted different versions of the same warning about the heart.

Trevor muted none of them and let the noise fill his smile until even Damaris took one step away.

SYSTEM // Capacity reached. You entered through the mouth, filled all 333 open active slots, and converted the remaining 804 souls into node storage. Inventory Tetris has become necromancy.
READOUT // Level 32 — Dread Angel
HP 174/394
MP 136/302
Stamina 105/295
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 28,550
Progress to Level 33: 650/1,700
Direct-danger XP toward Level 33: 300/1,020
Fear 275/310
Dissonance 161
Active Voices 3,078/3,078
Stored rib-district souls: 804
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 73%
Damaris // HP 180/280 | MP 148/176 | Stamina 90/190
Leviathan HP: 19%
Owned rib-district node: linked
Heart-map reward: Junia Serrat's private sanctum. Your active slots are full, so kidnapping her will require creativity.


The Leviathan's heart opened one red eye, and Trevor aimed both captured bells through the wound.

“Twenty percent phase,” he said.


Chapter 26 — The Wipe Mechanic Killed the Low-HP Adds First

The Catacomb Leviathan folded its rib district around Trevor's Host.

Three wet streets crushed toward the heart while muscle sealed the mouth exit. The red eye inside the left ventricle opened to cast one room-wide skill.

FINAL ORGAN PHASE.

CRUSH ALL IN 00:08.

The entire chamber gained a red damage border without revealing a safe tile. All three wet streets, the artery road, and Trevor's owned rib node sat inside the cast. White purge hooks locked over the exits while the heart counted down from eight to seven.

His Host filled the room in layered red outlines, with 3,078 active HP bars mostly small enough to disappear beneath the party frame. The forty newest one-HP units blinked at the bottom.

Naomi saw them too. “Release the weak links before the hit.”

Trevor moved those forty bars to the front instead.

“No.”

Trevor opened Pain Tithe across the full Host, spreading its skill web from his Crown through every active slot. It did not divide damage evenly. The skill found the smallest bars first and took one point from units who had only one to give before touching anything sturdier.

Trevor could narrow the marked set, but he left it wide.

The first crush dealt eighty HP to him, scattering twenty points across 3,078 active voices. Twenty guards and captured dead with one HP vanished before anyone with a larger bar felt the hit.

The room folded as muscle struck armor and the owned streets buckled, turning twenty red unit frames black in the same instant. Each displayed a tiny broken-skull icon where a skill had been.

The baker, the child with the bell passive, and the wedding singer survived. Twenty people Trevor had taken for their last sliver of utility did not. Their empty slots remained visible while sixty damage stayed in Trevor.

The second crush started immediately, with no recovery beat before the boss reset its timer and the first damage numbers faded.

CRUSH ALL IN 00:08.

Damaris's gaze moved from the twenty empty slots to the twenty remaining one-HP frames. “Close the link.”

Trevor selected the survivors instead and opened Pain Tithe again for ten MP.

Another twenty one-HP voices died while another sixty HP stayed in Trevor's bar. Seventy Stamina vanished as Soulplate held his body inside the narrowing artery.

The second wave felt different because Trevor knew exactly who would vanish. He felt the unit icons go cold one after another: a knife passive, a half-learned healing chant, three armor proficiencies, a memory of rain on a house that no longer existed. Then the crushing force reached his own body.

Black-red wings locked against the artery while Soulplate groaned around his narrow waist. The System's beauty changes made him look like a delicate villain on a collector card. Forty deaths passed through the pretty lavender eyes behind his bars.

Trevor held the pose because the Host was watching as Active Voices fell to 3,038.

Dissonance dropped by twenty when the weakest, noisiest command fragments stopped existing, and the heart added eight back through Founder feedback. The sudden quiet felt good, which was worse than the deaths.

Forty ragged voices had become forty open slots and a clearer command field. Trevor could see every surviving cooldown more sharply and think faster without their fear scraping the inside of his skull. He saved the sensation beside the Founder sentence and refused to name it guilt.

“Good route,” Trevor said.

Naomi looked at the forty empty Crown slots. “That is not the word.”

“It is the number.”

“They had names.”

“Adina copied them.”

Adina's expression hardened. “A copied name is not a saved person.”

Trevor looked at the next wipe timer instead of her. “Then help me kill the thing that spent them.”

“You spent them.”

“And now I want value.”

The System started a third eight-second cast as the boss eye turned toward the full-HP front rank. Its target line passed over Trevor and settled on the owned rib node.

PURGE STORAGE DURING CRUSH.

The Leviathan had learned, and the next hit would kill active units while breaking the container holding the other 804 souls.

Trevor dragged Bell Two and Bell Three onto the same attack key. Both icons remained obstructed by the closed mouth, but their targeting lines still reached the node. He needed the heart road open before the timer reached zero.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Red Covenant and put six temporary Might points into the first rank while Petra found the artery hinge. Adina changed the heart command from CRUSH to RUSH, forcing the muscle to move before its valves locked.

The first rank contained the fresh rib-district units, so Trevor gave the Might to people who had never used his formation and attached one simple trigger.

HIT THE WALL WHEN TREVOR HITS THE WALL.

The covenant turned 333 separate attack icons into one red row.

Petra marked the hinge with her knife while Naomi sealed the storage node against one purge tick, and Adina's changed command made the whole heart lunge half a second early. Damaris ran into that mistake and crossed the opening.

The living road tried to buck her into the ventricle wall, but she wrapped her flail around an artery branch and swung beneath it. Her shield clipped the first valve. The second closed across her trailing boot and tore away the heel plate while Trevor watched her HP fall.

He did not open Pain Tithe because the surviving Host needed its bars for the third crush.

The living road took one hundred HP and sixty Stamina before she reached the left ventricle. Iron Verdict cost sixteen MP and stole one beat from the seal, revealing the Founder-kill sentence behind it.

White letters entered Damaris's sight, crossed the Red Covenant link, and burned themselves into Trevor's Crown while a new item frame opened behind his active skills.

UNBOUND FOUNDER JUDGMENT.

VALID INTERCEPTOR DETECTED.

The white outline measured Damaris from halo to soul, and Trevor saved the frame before she finished reading.

NAME THE FOUNDER AS COST-BEARER.

PLACE A JUDGMENT-CLASS SOUL IN THE RETURNING SENTENCE FOR ONE UNINTERRUPTED BEAT.

THE INTERCEPTOR'S BODY CONTINUITY IS DELETED WHEN THE SENTENCE RESOLVES.

As Damaris read it, Trevor immediately stored it.

The stored sentence took no inventory slot and sat beneath his Crown like a weapon blueprint. It remained incomplete only because no judgment-class soul occupied the returning line. Damaris's icon glowed beside the missing component; Trevor moved it away, and the sentence moved it back.

“That kills the person in the sentence,” she said.

“It also kills founders.”

“Delete it.”

“No.”

“Trevor.”

“We came here for a way to break Heaven's succession engine. We found one.”

“We found a way to feed it a person.”

“Same menu. Different tooltip.”

The third crush reached three as Damaris stared through the ventricle at him. For once, fear from her did not enter his gauge; it struck the Crown and remained private. He noticed and stored that too before the timer reached two.

Level 33 arrived from surviving both wipes, opening the ventricle, and keeping the owned rib node attached under the heart's purge. Black-red light filled the organ chamber.

Trevor's maximum HP widened while the current bar gained only ten, and Might tightened the transformed body's soft limbs without making them bulky. Grace sharpened the halo and laid a darker red edge along every wing.

His face changed by less than a mirror would show and more than Petra missed. The eyes looked larger beneath the new lash line, the mouth softened, and pale skin turned almost luminous against Soulplate.

“You got prettier during the argument,” Petra said.

“As I should.”

Damaris looked away first.

Might tightened Trevor's hold on the organ while Vitality raised his maximum HP to 404 and restored ten current HP, and Grace carried his command frame through the living walls. Command Charge offered a refinement.

Three red branches opened from the skill. One increased the number of borrowed attacks but cut their damage, one let Trevor redirect the charge after impact, and the last repeated the full eight-hit package if he broke living terrain and paid the extra MP fast enough. The whole dungeon was living terrain, so Trevor selected Chain Impact.

CHAIN IMPACT // If the first impact breaks living structure, repeat once within 2 seconds for +8 MP.

Trevor bought the refinement immediately.

Command Charge cost fourteen MP, and eight guards struck on his first punch against the artery hinge until the muscle broke. The new rank followed his fist.

Eight red attack ghosts landed around the same knuckle while the first rank of Host units obeyed their covenant trigger and struck the surrounding wall on the same beat. The artery hinge burst across two damage layers. Behind it, the heart road opened in a straight red line.

The refinement timer appeared over Trevor's knee and began falling.

02.00.

01.99.

He spent eight more MP and planted one foot on the falling hinge. Trevor drove his knee into the exposed muscle before the timer reached one.

The same eight guards hit again on his knee impact two seconds later. Thirty Stamina left Trevor as every strike landed deeper in the same wound.

The repeat did not copy the first hit but started where the first had ended. Spear ghosts entered the wound, hammer ghosts widened it, and the shield strike became a wedge. The bare fist at the end punched through the ventricle beside Damaris's face.

She caught the red ghost wrist and used its momentum to swing out.

“I despise this skill,” she said.

“You used it.”

“I despise that too.”

Bell Two and Bell Three fired through the owned rib node while Damaris escaped the ventricle behind their blast and Petra rode the opening. Naomi sealed the cut artery, and Adina put the heart's next command into an endless RETURN loop.

Because the captured bells could not shoot through the Leviathan's jaw, Trevor made the owned node count as their muzzle.

Bell Two's pull field erupted from every red door in the stored district while Bell Three's chains followed through the windows. Eight hundred four contained souls watched their prison turn into artillery around them.

The blast caught Damaris from behind and threw her down the heart road, but Petra hooked an arm around her waist without leaving the moving artery. Naomi's seal kept the road from healing shut across their legs.

Adina changed the cast word one letter at a time while the timer fell.

CRUSH.

RCRUSH.

RERUSH.

RETURN.

The boss accepted the final command because it contained every piece of the first, and the third wipe cast hit itself.

The heart compressed inward, found its own returning pressure, and folded around the wound Trevor had opened. The red eye disappeared beneath two valves as the chamber shook with a wet impact large enough to stagger every Host unit at once.

The purge hooks snapped, the storage timer vanished, and forty empty active slots remained as Leviathan HP fell from nineteen percent to nine.

Twenty-five Fear entered Trevor from every active voice that watched the boss fail its own kill screen.

The Host's fear arrived with admiration and anger. Every surviving voice knew Trevor had won the exchange by putting the cheapest bars under the damage.

He let all of it into the gauge. Then he looked through the open heart road at the Founder sentence glowing in storage and Damaris standing beside it.

The encounter had shown him two wipe mechanics: one belonged to the boss, and one now belonged to him.

SYSTEM // Level 33 reached. Forty low-HP units died before the tank bar moved, then Chain Impact made the heart punch itself. Ruthless raid math still breaks the fight.
LEVEL // 33 — Dread Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 30 (+1) | Vitality 36 (+1) | Agility 21 | Focus 24 | Will 28 | Grace 24 (+1)
HP 64/404
MP 82/302
Stamina 5/295
XP gained: 1,050
Cumulative XP: 29,600
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 11,160/18,900
Command Charge I refined // Chain Impact
Base cost: 14 MP | Repeat cost: +8 MP | Repeat window: 2 seconds | Same living target required
Fear 300/310
Dissonance 149
Active Voices 3,038/3,078
Stored rib-district souls: 804
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 75%
Damaris // HP 80/280 | MP 132/176 | Stamina 30/190
Leviathan HP: 9%
Founder-kill sentence: stored
The heart road is open. Forty party slots are not.


The Leviathan heart rolled toward Trevor with every artery exposed.


Chapter 27 — I Turned the Raid Group into a Blender

Trevor burned twenty-four stored souls before the Leviathan heart rolled over him.

The storage node opened as a red street icon in his palm, filling its window with eight hundred four soul frames. Trevor sorted by lowest combat value, selected twenty-four, and dragged them into the conversion slot. Their names appeared for half a second before the burn prompt covered them, and he confirmed.

Blue light ran from twenty-four houses in the owned rib district, crossed the Crown link, and entered Trevor's HP and Stamina bars. The houses remained, but their occupants did not.

The swordmaster in storage entry one watched from behind his red door without moving.

“You could burn the active weak slots,” Damaris said.

“Active units can still attack.”

“So could those.”

“Not from storage.”

The owned rib node converted them into one hundred twenty HP and one hundred Stamina. Stored mass fell from 804 to 780, leaving Trevor at 184 HP with the boss at nine percent.

The restored Stamina hit like a second pulse as his four wings snapped wide and Soulplate tightened over the smaller body. Lavender eyes brightened beneath the halo until every Host unit received the same red target reflected in them. Twenty-four empty houses dimmed behind his bars.

The heart roared.

Trevor pointed at it. “That bought the kill. Do not waste it.”

The heart charged, tore loose from its arteries, and rolled through the owned district on black valves. Each turn flattened red streets and shook stored souls from their houses. The huge eye tracked Trevor while smaller target beams searched for the node seal.

The boss had learned which possession mattered and targeted it first.

Trevor put himself between the eye and the seal before ordering the entire Host into motion around him.

Trevor spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions, hardening four wing surfaces into red-edged blades while his full Host formed a spiral through the artery roads.

The spiral had four layers: outer guards carried shields against the blood lances, spear units filled the second ring, and fast attackers took the third. Trevor became the center blade with four wings angled to catch every red line behind him.

Three thousand thirty-eight active voices saw the same rotating target. Their timing icons aligned until the Host looked less like an army and more like one enormous skill effect.

The transformed body should have vanished inside that scale, but the black-red halo made Trevor its brightest point. Soft blonde hair streamed behind Soulplate while his delicate face held a grin too pleased for the end of a corpse dungeon.

“Faster,” he ordered.

The spiral tightened as Command Charge cost fourteen MP.

The first eight attacks appeared behind Trevor's shoulder as red ghosts, and he waited until the heart's armor seam crossed the spiral center before moving.

Eight guards struck on Trevor's first shoulder impact and broke the heart wall.

Shield, spear, hammer, knife, axe, mace, broken spear, bare fist.

Each hit landed one layer deeper until the last broke through living armor and opened the two-second repeat window.

CHAIN IMPACT READY.

Chain Impact cost eight more MP as Trevor rode the broken wall inward, folded two wings, and drove his knee at the exposed valve.

The same eight bodies struck again on his knee impact two seconds later, while Bell Two and Bell Three fired through the owned rib node and turned the Host spiral into one cutting column.

The repeat began where the shoulder hit ended as eight ghost attacks entered the wound. Bell Two's pull field seized the far side of the heart, and Bell Three sent chains through the node windows to reel in the opposite direction.

The Host spiral passed between those forces, letting every active weapon touch the boss once while every stored soul saw the blade made from people outside their doors.

The heart lost five percent HP, dropping from nine to four in one red chunk, and for a breath Trevor expected the kill.

The heart eye rolled backward as a green layer appeared over the final four percent.

SECOND ORGAN PHASE: CONSUME OWNED NODE.

The Leviathan did not become invulnerable. It marked all 780 stored souls as healing items and drew a green line from every house to its core. Trevor felt the storage node begin to empty toward the boss.

“It wants my inventory,” he said.

“It was never inventory,” Naomi answered.

“Then it should stop using item rules.”

It answered with a room-wide artery lash that took one hundred HP and eighty Stamina from Trevor through Soulplate. The full active Host held formation because he refused to open Pain Tithe and lose more weak slots before the kill.

Arteries snapped from the walls like red whips. One caught Trevor across the chest and threw him through the spiral center, while another swept the outer shield ring from its feet. A third struck the owned node and split six house fronts.

Pain Tithe lit on Trevor's hotbar, offering to keep his HP higher by finding the forty empty-adjacent weak bars first and turning more voices into damage. He dismissed the prompt.

The lash took one hundred from him instead as Soulplate cracked from collar to waist and his Stamina fell to five. The four wing blades remained hard because Razor Pinions had not reached its duration limit.

One resource and one attack remained.

Petra found the rotating hinge while Naomi sealed the artery feeding it and Adina changed BEAT to BLEED. Damaris drove her flail into the Founder map and kept the private-sanctum route visible.

Petra ran along the moving hinge and planted knives at four quarter-turns while Naomi's blue seal stopped the green healing line for one pulse. Adina's word change made the heart lose storage energy instead of swallowing it.

Damaris stood over the Founder sentence with her flail chain wrapped through its white text, and the sentence recognized her again.

VALID INTERCEPTOR.

She struck the label until it disappeared beneath the boss map and left only the kill route.

“Kill it,” she said.

Trevor heard what she did not add: before it teaches you to use that.

Trevor charged again before Razor Pinions softened; five Stamina did not support a charge, but the owned roads did.

He ordered every active unit to step inward, and the Host spiral tightened beneath him before throwing Trevor from weapon to weapon: shield rim, spear shaft, hammer head, Petra's crossed knives.

Each contact carried him forward without asking his nearly empty bar for movement, making him the tip of an army physically throwing its owner at the boss.

The first wing cut the hinge, the second opened the eye, the third severed the boss command cord, and the fourth buried itself in the heart core.

The first pinion hit Petra's quarter-turn marker and stopped the organ's rotation, while the second followed Naomi's seal through the green healing line. The third cut Adina's changed word into the command cord, making BLEED the last order the heart sent itself. The fourth passed beside Damaris through the Founder map into the black center.

Trevor felt the core close around his wing, hardened every feather, and opened it from inside.

The Leviathan reached zero HP, and the heart burst around Trevor in a storm of black tissue, red skill text, and green soul lines.

The healing layer vanished before consuming a single stored frame. Seven hundred eighty house icons remained lit while three thousand thirty-eight active bars held formation through the death animation.

Boss loot sprayed across the artery road as Trevor caught the heart key and Petra took a red knife mod. Naomi seized a valve seal before it dissolved, and Adina grabbed a still-singing artery string. Damaris ignored all of it and tore the Founder sentence free of the collapsing map.

The sentence went into Trevor's Crown anyway.

The owned rib district survived the death. Seven hundred eighty stored souls remained linked to Trevor's engine mouth while every active voice kept its slot.

The dead neighborhood unfolded inside the opening ribs as red streets leveled and damaged houses repaired themselves from node light. The twenty-four Trevor had emptied remained dark.

The swordmaster stood in the first storage doorway and watched Trevor land among the loot.

“You burned the weakest,” he said.

“I burned what the node could spare.”

“You mean what could not reach you.”

Trevor checked the preserved storage count before closing the window in his face.

The dying heart spoke through the walls, entering every owned structure at once. Bell Two repeated the first word, Bell Three repeated the second, and the engine mouth above them carried the rest into the city.

“Inquisitor Serrat requires the successor alive. Installation cannot begin with damaged memory.”

A white scan crossed Trevor from boots to halo, paused at his face, moved through his Crown, and brushed every memory without opening one.

SUCCESSOR PACKAGE: INTACT.

BODY ACCEPTABILITY: IMPROVING.

Trevor caught the scan line between two fingers before turning it red.

“My body is not your package.”

The System whispered, “Possessive phrasing from you is bold.”

“Shut up.”

Trevor tore his feather edge from the core and faced the sanctum route.

“She wants me alive for succession.”

Damaris looked toward the white spear icon. “She wants your body.”

“Popular problem.”

Petra landed beside his shoulder. “You say that like you did not spend a month complaining about the face.”

“I improved my opinion.”

Naomi glanced at the beauty readout still fading over him. “The face also improved.”

Damaris did not join the joke; her gaze remained on the white spear icon beneath the cathedral after it turned point-first toward Trevor. She caught his wrist before he closed the raid window.

Twenty-four consumed storage entries remained in the combat log with forty dead active units beneath them. The names were small, but Adina had preserved each one.

“Sixty-four,” Damaris said.

“The boss is dead.”

“That was not the question.”

“You did not ask one.”

Her grip tightened. “Do you know what you spent?”

Trevor turned the log toward her. “Twenty-four stored units for recovery. Forty one-HP units to Pain Tithe. The first group had no active attacks. The second prevented one hundred twenty damage from reaching stronger bars.”

“Names, Trevor.”

He looked past the numbers. The first was a potter named Sel Varo, the next had no surname, and one had been the guard who never finished ringing his handbell. Another remembered only a red scarf and the smell of snow.

Trevor could read all sixty-four while also seeing the dead boss, preserved node, and road to the sanctum.

“I know where the names are stored,” he said.

Damaris released him as if his skin had become hot, but neither Fear nor admiration entered his gauge. The private space she kept inside Red Covenant simply closed another door.

Trevor wanted to break it open and make her look at the dead boss until she admitted the cost had purchased a win. Instead he reopened the army frame and placed the forty gaps where she could see them.

“They stay in formation,” he said. “No replacements until after Junia.”

It was not remorse, only the closest shape he permitted in public.

Damaris studied the empty spaces before picking up her flail.

“March them honestly,” she said.

Trevor ordered the Host forward.

SYSTEM // Personal boss kill secured. Razor Pinions plus Chain Impact turned 3,038 active voices, two captured bells, and one angel into a cathedral-grade blender.
READOUT // Level 33 — Dread Angel
HP 84/404
MP 60/302
Stamina 5/295
XP gained: 700
Cumulative XP: 30,300
Progress to Level 34: 700/1,750
Direct-danger XP toward Level 34: 350/1,020
Fear 310/310
Dissonance 149
Active Voices 3,038/3,078
Stored rib-district souls: 780
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 76%
Damaris // HP 80/280 | MP 132/176 | Stamina 30/190
Catacomb Leviathan: defeated
Owned rib node: preserved
Junia objective updated: reach the private sanctum before she installs your memories into cathedral property.


The Leviathan's ribs opened beneath the north cathedral as black-red node roads climbed through the dead beast toward the surface. The Host spiral loosened into columns with forty gaps still visible, twenty from each wipe.

Trevor placed the dark houses behind those gaps, then marched both absences toward Junia.


Chapter 28 — I Offered the Inquisitor a Better Skill Tree

Trevor burned sixty stored rib-district souls and ran the engine-mouth recovery field through his party.

The owned neighborhood opened behind his eyes, with seven hundred eighty blue soul frames waiting inside red houses. Trevor selected sixty by lowest projected raid damage and dragged them into the engine mouth.

This burn did not happen quietly.

The engine field broadcast each conversion through the node as sixty doors went dark. HP flooded the party in red pulses, and MP followed as blue heat. Stamina came last, carrying the taste of stone dust and the dead residents' final footsteps.

Damaris watched her bars fill without thanking him, and Trevor watched hers anyway.

Every HP, MP, and Stamina bar filled. Stored soul mass fell from 780 to 720.

The forty gaps in the active Host remained empty. Trevor marched them at the front where Damaris could see he had not hidden the previous cost. Behind those gaps came 3,038 full bars, two captured bell icons, and the rib district node carrying seven hundred twenty souls.

The north cathedral opened one white door that scanned Trevor's face. It found the successor intact and admitted him without admitting his army.

Trevor made the army enter through the walls.

Junia Serrat waited inside her private sanctum with one spear, one white owner field, and the engine ledger floating open behind her.

The Host broke through in a ring around the room, and red outlines crowded balconies, spear racks, and the empty gallery. Bell Two's pull field bent the white door off its hinges while Bell Three chained it to the ceiling as cover.

Junia did not move.

Her owner field redrew the sanctum around her and straightened every broken line. White range bands spread beneath Trevor's boots as the engine ledger turned its own pages through approved ascensions.

One name occupied every owner slot: SOVEREIGN CORE.

“The successor arrives at full integrity,” she said.

“I brought my own save file.”

“You brought damage wearing memory.”

Trevor smiled. “And numbers.”

The empty Host gaps marched between them.

Junia's gaze touched each one.

“Your Host is corruption.”

“Your upgrades are worse.”

Trevor showed her the captured engine ledger.

His stolen window opened over the sanctioned one, and black-red structure icons obscured white class ranks. Bell skills sat beside wing skills while the owned district nested under his Crown capacity. Every ugly thing he had taken remained visible, including the sixty fresh dark houses.

He did not hide those either.

Power looked better when the price could be seen and people chose fear anyway.

Bell Two and Bell Three waited beside one engine mouth and one rib district. Three thousand thirty-eight active voices stood over seven hundred twenty stored souls. Junia's sanctioned path offered one white spear, one owner, and no structure slots.

“Join me,” Trevor said. “Keep the spear. Gain the city.”

“You offer chains.”

“I offer better chains.”

The line reached Junia, and her owner field denied the emotional hit. A tiny red number still appeared above her Will bar.

-1.

Trevor's smile widened.

“You heard me.”

Junia attacked.

Her first cast filled all eight white range bands as gold lances appeared at Trevor's face, heart, wings, and Crown node. The owner field prioritized the places the sovereign core needed preserved and marked everything else as acceptable damage.

Trevor kept the pretty face exactly where she could see it.

Trevor spent ten MP on Pain Tithe before the first eight lances landed. Fifty of the two-hundred damage crossed his Host, while one hundred fifty stayed in his HP bar. Soulplate spent sixty-six Fear keeping the points from his face, heart, and fresh wing crests.

Pain crossed the formation as red scratches over hundreds of bars, but no one died. The forty gaps could not take damage twice, and every surviving unit had more than one HP.

Trevor took the rest through armor.

Lances struck his thighs, sides, shoulders, and lower wings. Soulplate guarded the successor targets Junia's own field had painted for him, while Fear burned around his face like a second helmet.

He emerged from the barrage bloodied everywhere the core did not care about and untouched everywhere it did.

“Thank you for the defensive markers,” he said.

He spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions and charged.

Four wing surfaces hardened around the soft angel body, and the outer edges turned black-red. The inner feathers remained pale enough to reflect Junia's gold attacks back into her eyes.

Trevor crossed the first range band on foot and the second on Bell Two's pull. He took the third by stepping on a Host shield and entered the fourth already cutting.

Junia's spear met the first feather surface while the second cut her guard bar. The third struck the engine ledger behind her, and the fourth carved WASTED POWER across the white owner field.

Each pinion carried a different purpose: bind the spear, strip a quarter of Junia's guard, and prevent the ledger from closing. The fourth left red text across the straight white lines behind her.

The owner field tried to erase it, but Adina changed ERASE to RAZE. The field burned its own surface instead.

Junia took the insult personally, and her boss bar gained a rage border. Spear speed rose, guard recovery doubled, and her owner field stopped treating Trevor as precious for one dangerous second.

That was what he wanted. Good.

Red Covenant cost twelve MP, giving Damaris six temporary Might points. Trevor hid the curse trigger inside Junia's next full spear cast.

Damaris felt the strength enter her flail arm, but the curse text did not appear over her. It threaded itself through the white cast bar forming above Junia instead.

Trevor had made the boss responsible for repaying his buff.

“That clause is filthy,” Adina said.

“Say it like you approve.”

“I did.”

Damaris spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict and twelve on Spellbreak Strike, losing one hundred seventy HP and one hundred Stamina before she reached Junia's left side.

Iron Verdict stole one beat from the barrage and let Damaris enter behind the first spear line. Spellbreak Strike cracked the second, while the remaining lances battered shield, armor, and wing until her HP bar fell into orange.

She kept the borrowed Might because Junia's cast had not finished repaying it, and Trevor used her as the left wall of his charge.

Command Charge cost fourteen MP, and eight guards struck on Trevor's shoulder impact.

Eight attack ghosts landed around Trevor's smaller frame. The white owner field tried to push him away before contact, but Damaris's flail caught his waist and threw him through it.

Trevor hit shoulder-first with four wings folded, and all eight guards followed.

The owner field cracked into floating pieces. Junia lost the edge of her halo and half the spear rack, while red ownership spread through the stolen ledger behind her.

Chain Impact cost eight more MP. The same eight hit on his knee two seconds later, driving Junia through her own spear rack.

The repeat timer fell beneath one second as Trevor slid across the sanctum floor. Petra kicked his heel upward, and his knee hit Junia's guard before the red digits vanished.

Eight repeated attacks began inside the first fracture, and the spear rack exploded.

Junia hit the wall among sanctioned weapons that no longer recognized her while Trevor owned their ledger. Holding the charge through Junia's sanctum field cost one hundred thirty Stamina, and her boss bar reached twenty-six percent.

The rage border vanished as white field lines retreated into the ledger to rebuild around a different owner.

Trevor caught the book before the field could purge the engine ledger.

Trevor spent twenty-two MP on Owner's Seal and claimed the ledger as a temporary sanctum node. Junia's sanctioned class path opened under his hand before it vanished.

The seal bit into the spine as black-red hooks ran beneath every approved class page. Junia's owner field pulled one way while Trevor's Crown pulled the other. The ledger shook between them until its white cover split and revealed the cost text hidden under the final rank.

WHITE SPEAR ASCENDANT.

GAIN: +18 GRACE, SANCTUM COMMAND, FOUNDER INSTALLATION KEY.

COST: FINAL OWNER FIELD.

“That is what you are refusing me for?” Trevor asked. “A key and eighteen Grace?”

“It is service.”

“It is wasted power wearing a prayer.”

Junia drove the broken half of a spear into the floor. “Power without service is appetite.”

“Correct.”

Trevor stepped closer with Level 33's softer mouth, larger lavender eyes, and pale skin made luminous by the dark halo. Junia saw the core's improving vessel, while Trevor saw a build begging to be stolen.

“Appetite wins fights,” he said.

Level 34 arrived from the direct duel, claimed ledger, and broken field as red light wrapped Trevor's body. Might tightened his grip while Focus widened the MP bar. Will sealed the temporary node against Junia's reclaim attempt.

The physical change came with the level even before the next body rank, darkening his lashes at the outer corners. His lavender irises gained a bright inner ring, and his lips softened enough to make the threat inside his inviting smile land harder.

Trevor saw the change reflected in Junia's breastplate and liked it. He also liked that she hated herself for looking.

Might raised the force behind Trevor's next charge, while Focus raised maximum MP to 308 and restored six current MP. Will kept the ledger node inside his Crown as Fear capacity widened to 335.

Red Covenant II unlocked with two curse slots beneath the temporary points. Trevor could attach both to one trigger or split them across two, and he stacked them on Junia's next full attack.

If she refused to swing, she surrendered the duel; if she swung, she paid him twice.

Trevor bought it for twelve MP, gaining nine temporary attribute points for fifteen minutes. Two curse triggers appeared over Junia's next strike.

Six points entered Might and three entered Agility. Trevor's slender limbs became faster under the same soft shape, turning a pretty angel body into a weapon without changing the silhouette Junia's core wanted.

FIRST CLAUSE: SPEAR BREAKS ON CONTACT.

SECOND CLAUSE: OWNER FIELD REVEALS SUCCESSOR COST.

Junia charged, and her spear cast reached full power because she could not accept the alternative. Both hidden clauses armed.

The spear broke against Soulplate, and her owner field flashed its hidden purpose across the sanctum.

The first curse shattered the weapon from tip to handguard, while the second ripped the hidden successor cost from the owner field and wrote it across every wall.

REPLACE SUCCESSOR MIND.

PRESERVE ALL MEMORIES.

TRANSFER FUTURE CHOICE TO SOVEREIGN CORE.

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Command Charge and eight on Chain Impact. The first frame broke the floor beneath Junia, and the second drove her to twelve percent HP.

He attacked through the revelation as eight Host strikes collapsed Junia's floor tile. Trevor followed her down, hit the falling slab with his knee, and triggered the repeat inside the lower range band. The same eight attacks drove her back through the hole into the sanctum.

Junia landed beneath the words describing Trevor's death. Ninety-four HP and sixty Stamina left Trevor in the counterstrike, but he caught her by the throat before she could rise.

“So I remember everything,” he said, “but the next decision belongs to it.”

“You will experience perfect continuity.”

“That is death with my save file left running.”

The statement entered his Crown as a new threat label: not transformation or memory loss. Player replacement.

For the first time, preserving every memory sounded like a worse trick than erasing them.

Junia struck the owned ledger node with her broken spear, and white light detonated between them. Trevor kept the node while Junia escaped through the sanctum wall at twelve percent HP, a Red Covenant brand burning across her armor.

The detonation threw Trevor across the room, where his four wings caught the wall before his face did. The temporary node icon flickered, lost three pages, and stabilized under his Will.

Junia's exit opened as a spear cut in the stone, and Petra reached it one step too late. Damaris's flail passed through the closing light and came back with a strip of Junia's repaired cloak.

The Red Covenant brand remained visible through the wall, one stolen refusal carried into the next fight. She looked back once.

“The core will not permit damage to its face,” she said.

“Then it should stop feeding it to me.”

SYSTEM // Level 34 reached. Red Covenant II acquired. You offered the Inquisitor a better skill tree, branded her refusal as wasted power, and stole the ledger she tried to purge.
LEVEL // 34 — Dread Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 31 (+1) | Vitality 36 | Agility 21 | Focus 25 (+1) | Will 29 (+1) | Grace 24
HP 160/404
MP 208/308
Stamina 85/295
XP gained: 1,050
Cumulative XP: 31,350
Direct-danger XP gained: 670
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 12,180/18,900
SKILL ACQUIRED // Red Covenant II
Cost: 12 MP | Duration: 15 minutes | Temporary points: 9 | curse triggers: 2
Fear 244/335
Dissonance 149
Active Voices 3,038/3,078
Stored rib-district souls: 720
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 77%
Damaris // Level 23 Iron Justiciar
HP 120/290 | MP 154/182 | Stamina 95/195
Sanctum ledger: owned node
Junia Serrat: escaped at 12% HP
Threat discovered: memory-perfect mind replacement. Same memories. Same face. New owner pressing the buttons.


Trevor closed the stolen ledger, having never hated a respec more.


Chapter 29 — I Deleted the Answers That Made Me Weaker

Junia's stolen ledger generated one successor mirror after midnight, and the owned sanctum node warned Trevor before the glass appeared.

White code crawled beneath the black-red seal as every captured page turned toward the bathhouse. The Host raised weapons, and Bell Two acquired a target it could not pull. Bell Three rang from beneath the floor without being ordered.

Trevor dismissed the army because if the ledger wanted to test whether he was replaceable, he intended to make the answer personal.

The glass selected Trevor's newest face, holding his lavender eyes, princess-pretty features, upper-thigh blonde hair, black-red armor, and every memory through the sanctum duel.

The copied lashes were perfect, and the mouth held the same soft curve Junia had failed not to watch. Four wings waited behind the narrow body in the attack stance Trevor had used to break her floor.

Trevor approved of the image but disliked that something else owned it. The reflection smiled exactly when Trevor did.

SUCCESSOR REPLACEMENT TEST.

MEMORY MATCH: 100%.

IDENTITY MATCH: PENDING.

Two hidden lines appeared when the owned ledger touched the test.

WIN CONDITION: ONE STABLE COMMAND SOURCE.

SUCCESSOR INSTALLATION BEGINS WHEN ALL CONTRADICTIONS RESOLVE.

The mirror did not need to defeat Trevor; it needed to make him simple.

The mirror stepped out and attacked.

It crossed the bathhouse without disturbing the water, its Soulplate uncracked. Its Host contained phantom versions of every active voice without any of the forty gaps.

Trevor looked at the perfect formation.

“Fake.”

The mirror smiled. “Improved.”

It knew every skill timing, so Soulplate met Soulplate and Razor Pinions crossed identical red edges. When Trevor used Command Charge, the copy issued the same frame through phantom guards and drove him into the scripture wall.

Trevor tried to delay the shoulder impact, and the copy delayed with him. He split eight guards across two targets, but phantom guards took the same positions. He faked a Chain Impact and watched the copy refuse the same bait.

Every tactical idea became shared memory as soon as he formed it, letting the mirror win initiative without thinking before it used what Trevor thought.

One hundred HP, one hundred MP, and eighty Stamina left his bars as the scripture wall broke behind him. White lines wrapped his arms and wrote SUCCESSOR RESTRAINT over Soulplate.

Trevor ripped one hand free, but the mirror had already placed its foot over his Crown mark.

“Yield the next input,” it said.

“Get your own face.”

The copy kicked him through the remaining wall, and Trevor ordered, “Memory checks.”

His four women entered without the Host. Damaris took the center while Naomi stayed beside the bathhouse pools. Petra climbed above the mirror's sightline, and Adina sat on the broken wall as if the test were entertainment.

The copy looked at each woman with Trevor's stored desire, and none returned it.

Naomi named the first: “You kept Bell Two out of my mind because losing your healer made the Host weaker.” The mirror opened the memory and tagged it RESOURCE PRESERVATION.

Trevor kept the tag because it was true and useful.

Petra named the second: “You let six hundred twelve people fall because the owned engine mouth mattered more.” The memory played with the screaming district muted, leaving only the engine icon bright.

The mirror tagged it STRUCTURE PRIORITY, and Trevor kept that true, sharp answer too.

Adina named the third: “You wanted me inside the command-dead room because desire you cannot order has greater value.” The copy displayed their bodies, the command-dead status, and every word Trevor had not been able to force. UNOWNED DESIRE: HIGH VALUE. Trevor kept the true, dangerous tag.

Damaris named the fourth: “You fear the core because it can inherit every conquest and leave you unable to choose the next one.” The successor field scanned that answer twice: OWNERSHIP THREAT: PRIMARY. Trevor kept the true, unacceptable tag.

The mirror repeated every answer, and then the women added softer versions. Naomi said he had protected her, while Petra said he still wanted routes no order could predict. Adina said he had trusted her theft, and Damaris said he loved things more than ownership.

The second set of meanings appeared in blue instead of red.

PROTECTION.

FREEDOM.

TRUST.

LOVE.

Each one connected to the same memories as Trevor's chosen tags, and the test offered to preserve both readings.

The mirror's face became gentler as the blue lines entered it, and Trevor deleted those answers from the test.

He selected every blue tag and dragged it outside the identity frame. Naomi's mouth tightened while Petra stopped leaning against the beam. Adina's amusement vanished, and Damaris watched Trevor instead of the mirror.

The memories stayed, but their kinder meanings lost permission to define the build. Trevor cut them from rule, not memory.

Trevor could still remember catching Naomi's cage because he wanted her alive and giving Petra room to surprise him. He remembered trusting Adina inside a space without commands and loving Damaris.

He simply refused to let those memories issue the next order, and the distinction felt clean. The women looked at him as though it smelled rotten.

The copy preserved every memory but carried every meaning at once, filling its Crown with equal commands: protect, possess, trust, punish, love, rule.

Six command icons fought for the same hotkey. The mirror tried to protect Naomi while claiming her and give Petra a route while closing it. It tried to trust Adina while monitoring her and love Damaris while fitting her judgment class into a fatal sentence.

The copied wings pulled in opposite directions as Dissonance tore through its face.

Lavender eyes split into six reflections while the soft mouth spoke six orders. Soulplate opened along the center seam as red and blue meanings fought beneath it.

Trevor felt the same contradictions inside himself but did not resolve them. He ranked them and kept one answer.

The red tag rose above the others: OWN THE NEXT INPUT.

Everything else could remain as memory, appetite, or weakness without receiving command priority.

“I choose what makes me harder to replace.”

He spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions and charged. The first wing edge cut the copy's guard while the second broke its Soulplate. Command Charge cost fourteen MP and Chain Impact cost eight more, sending eight real guards through the first frame and its repeat.

The mirror knew the combo but not which meaning Trevor had deleted until the first edge landed. Its guard moved to protect the face, so Trevor cut the Crown instead. It tried to preserve the body for the women, and Trevor spent the copied body like armor.

The first Command Charge entered through the Soulplate seam, with eight real guards carrying forty visible gaps behind them. The phantom Host had no gaps and no memory of loss shaping its timing.

Chain Impact repeated inside the copy, and real absence beat perfect data when the phantom Host missed both.

Its commands arrived with equal weight and canceled. Protect opposed possess, trust opposed monitor, and love opposed sacrifice.

Trevor's one ranked command did not hesitate as he put his fourth wing edge through the copied Crown.

The edge entered above one lavender eye and stopped inside the halo, leaving the mirror beautiful, furious, and suddenly aware that complete memory had not supplied authority.

Trevor leaned close to his own face. “My turn.”

IDENTITY MATCH: TREVOR DWYER.

COPY STATUS: SUBMISSIVE.

The mirror dropped to one knee, retaining Trevor's memories, class, face, and every private reaction stored before midnight. None granted it permission to stand.

The successor test waited for Trevor to destroy the failed copy, but he opened his structure hotbar instead.

“A dead copy proves I won once,” Trevor said. “A kneeling copy keeps proving it.”

The System whispered, “Narcissism has unlocked base decoration.”

Owner's Seal cost twenty-two MP and twenty Fear, turning the broken mirror into a one-room warning node facing the sovereign core.

Black-red hooks entered the glass frame as the mirror's knees fused to the bathhouse tile. Its copied halo became a round node border, and its perfect face turned toward the north cathedral.

The warning message wrote itself across the surface: THIS MEMORY SET DOES NOT OWN TREVOR DWYER. Every sovereign-core scan would see the successor refusing his own replacement.

Seventy-six Fear entered through every Host voice watching Trevor's perfect copy submit, while four Dissonance fell away with the softer meanings.

Fear came easily, but the Dissonance relief felt better.

Deleting the blue meanings had not erased his affection, only stopped it from arguing with rule. The Crown grew quieter around the decision.

Trevor glanced at Damaris, whose private space had grown quieter for a different reason.

The System awarded XP as Trevor burned enough stored soul charge to grant a full long rest before dawn, leaving the rib node unchanged because the engine-mouth field supplied the difference.

Red rest light flooded the bathhouse as HP returned and MP rose. Stamina bars filled from the bottom while Trevor's broken Soulplate repaired across his slender body. The cut over his copied wing root closed without leaving a scar.

His face restored last while the mirror watched every soft feature return to perfect alignment. Trevor made it keep watching after the field ended.

Damaris stayed when the others left and stood between Trevor and the owned copy. Both faces looked at her with the same remembered desire. One waited on its knees while the other stood close enough to touch.

“Which one deleted love?” she asked.

“Neither. I deleted its vote.”

“A thing without a vote is decoration to you.”

Trevor glanced at the mirror. “Sometimes a warning sign.”

“After the cathedral,” she said, “what place do I have?”

“Mine.”

The owned mirror repeated “Mine” from memory, and Damaris struck its mouth with the butt of her flail. Glass teeth scattered across the floor.

“I asked you,” she said.

Her eyes narrowed. “That is not a place.”

“At my right side—first into the fight when your build fits and first to tell me when a judgment can kill a founder. In my bed because you want it, not because the Crown says so.”

The last clause came out before Trevor could rank it, and Damaris heard the contradiction. Desire he could not command remained valuable because it stayed outside command.

The mirror tried to repeat him through its broken mouth, and Trevor muted the node.

Damaris studied him in the owned mirror, where the perfect copy waited for an order.

“And when there is no fight?”

Trevor had cities to take, Heaven to invade, and a core to break, yet the question still found an empty slot.

No conquest icon occupied it, and no structure fit. The empty space looked too much like the forty gaps he had marched through the sanctum.

He disliked it enough to answer.

“Then we find one worth starting.”

Damaris looked almost amused. “Your idea of peace is choosing the next war.”

“My idea of peace is nobody else choosing it for me.”

That answer she accepted without softening as she touched the black-red feather crest over his wing joint. “Meet me at noon: no Host formation, one weapons drill, and one honest answer.”

“Date quest.”

“Do not make me regret it.”

“That is not a no.”

SYSTEM // Successor mirror subdued. You kept the memories, deleted the meanings that softened your rule, and mounted your own copy as a warning sign. Healthy self-reflection has left the dungeon.
READOUT // Level 34 — Dread Angel
HP 404/404
MP 308/308
Stamina 295/295
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 32,000
Progress to Level 35: 650/1,800
Direct-danger XP toward Level 35: 350/1,070
Fear 300/335
Dissonance 145
Active Voices 3,038/3,078
Stored rib-district souls: 720
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 79%
Damaris // HP 290/290 | MP 182/182 | Stamina 195/195
Successor mirror: owned warning node
Future request: pending at noon
Memory is a save file. Identity is who owns the next input.


The mirror smiled after Trevor stopped, so he broke two of its teeth as a reminder.


Chapter 30 — My Girlfriend Kissed Me Before the Attack Order

Damaris arrived at noon carrying two practice flails and one bottle of red wine.

Neither flail bore a cathedral crest; one carried her full weight, while the other had a shorter black chain and red-wrapped grip sized for Trevor's smaller hand.

He tested the balance. “You made me a date weapon.”

“I made you stop borrowing mine.”

“Same love language.”

“Weapons drill,” she said.

Trevor looked at the wine. “I love your training plan.”

They took the engine-mouth roof above the suspended city. Trevor closed Damaris's Crown channel before either of them drank.

The Host remained around them as distant red outlines, but no voice crossed the private space. Bell Two and Bell Three stayed on passive defense while the owned mirror watched from below with two broken teeth.

For the first time since Trevor captured the engine mouth, the roof contained no active order: CROWN LINK: CLOSED.

No command sat between them.

Damaris checked the closed icon herself, then poured the wine.

“Keep it shut until I say otherwise.”

Trevor raised his cup. “Bossy.”

“Unlinked.”

He liked the correction enough to drink.

Damaris set her cup down. “I know what you did to the unclaimed district.”

“Yes.”

“I know what happened to the forty weak voices.”

The gaps remained visible in the formation below because Trevor had not refilled them. Twenty from each wipe marched as empty red frames beside the sixty dark storage houses from Junia's duel.

Damaris could see every cost from the roof.

“Yes.”

“I still want the road after this city. At your right side. In your bed. Close enough to strike you when your choices become stupid.”

“That could become a full-time class.”

“Then grant good progression.”

Trevor laughed, and the bright sound from his princess-pretty face drew Damaris's eyes to his mouth. He smiled. “That last part is already in the build.”

Damaris kissed him with no link carrying the decision and no Fear entering his gauge. Her gauntlet caught the black-red gorget and pulled his shorter body against her armor until his soft curves pressed beneath Soulplate.

Trevor kissed her back without opening a single interface, and the absence of control made every movement hit harder.

She chose the angle and pulled him down by the black-red gorget while Trevor held her hips. No Crown line could turn the kiss into anything but hers.

Damaris bit his lower lip before releasing it, and Trevor's new face felt the small hurt with unreasonable intensity.

“Do that again,” he said.

“After the drill.”

“Cruel build design.”

The sky broke open behind her as white light split the ward from horizon to horizon. Six enemy ranks descended through the crack while the first lance markers appeared around Damaris.

Trevor saw six ranks of bell-wing dragoons reflected in her eyes as they dived through the ward.

Damaris released his mouth. “Open the channel.”

The choice belonged to her, and Trevor made sure the System logged its source before he restored the mark.

CROWN LINK: ACTIVE.

“Kill the command rank,” he ordered.

The reopened Crown hit like a battle drum as Damaris's icon snapped into the right-hand slot. Fifty-one guards raised weapons below while Bell Two and Bell Three acquired the diving formation.

Private desire became shared violence when Red Covenant II cost twelve MP. Nine temporary attribute points entered the front line, and two visible curse triggers appeared above the formation.

Trevor split the points among guards standing beneath the breach, attaching the clauses to visible events and turning the sky into a trigger board.

FIRST: STRIKE WHEN TREVOR BREAKS A WING.

SECOND: HOLD THE BREACH WHEN THE LEADER DIES.

Trevor spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions and charged as Bell Two pulled the first rank down. Bell Three chained the last rank high, stretching the four middle ranks between them like a white ladder.

Trevor climbed it with one wing beat through the shield line and another rolling his slender body beneath a lance. Long blonde hair streamed across black-red armor while the soft face Junia wanted remained fixed on the command rank.

The first feather surface cut a shield bearer while the second opened a bell saddle. The third severed a white lance, and the fourth broke a dragoon wing.

Four distinct contact icons lit around Razor Pinions.

1/4.

2/4.

3/4.

4/4.

The broken wing triggered the first covenant clause, and Red Covenant fired.

Fifty-one guards attacked through the first clause. Command Charge cost fourteen MP and stacked eight impacts behind Trevor's shoulder, while Chain Impact cost eight more when the command rank broke.

Ground weapons became red projectiles through the Covenant, and spears struck riders three hundred feet above their owners. Axes cut saddle straps while Petra added one knife from the roof and made the volley look aimed rather than ecstatic.

Trevor's shoulder hit the command rider at the center of eight ghost attacks and split the armor. Chain Impact opened beneath his knee before the body finished falling.

The same eight bodies struck on his knee two seconds later and drove the command rank through two lower formations. Bell wings collided while white lances spun free over the city.

Naomi blue-sealed three in midair while Adina changed PIERCE to PERCH, burying seven more harmlessly in chimneys.

The ambush leader remained above them with one intact bell wing when Level 35 arrived from the broken formation and four distinct Razor contacts.

Black-red light caught Trevor between ranks as Vitality widened his tank bar and Agility sharpened the smaller body's turns. Grace darkened his halo's red edge and made the wing blades shine against the false white sky.

His face grew prettier in the same instant, with larger eyes, thicker lashes, and lips softened after Damaris's bite. The level restored the tiny wound but kept the memory of how it felt.

Trevor enjoyed that more than the stat points. Vitality raised maximum HP to 414 and restored ten current HP, while Agility raised Stamina to 300 and restored five. Grace sharpened the black-red feather edges.

Razor Pinions offered a refinement: FIFTH EDGE // If all four wing surfaces hit distinct targets, one chosen surface remains hard for one fifth +30 contact.

Trevor bought it, and the refinement locked onto the four contact markers. He selected the right outer wing because it already carried the command rider's blood.

The right outer wing stayed red-edged after the other three folded soft. One blade remained in a body that looked increasingly unsuited to violence, pulling every surviving enemy eye toward Trevor.

He used the attention as aggro and spent the fifth contact on the ambush leader's bell wing.

Trevor cut upward through the saddle joint, and the bell wing separated with one enormous note. Its leader fell while the severed bronze shape kept flying into the breach.

The boss dropped through Damaris's reach, and she spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict plus twelve on Spellbreak Strike. Her flail broke the command bell after the formation dealt one hundred twenty HP and one hundred Stamina.

Iron Verdict stole one beat from the fall, letting Damaris wrap the command bell in her chain and let gravity tighten the loop. Spellbreak Strike entered through the clapper.

The bell burst around her, and formation backlash left her hanging beneath one wing with orange HP and her flail around the leader's throat.

“Right side,” she called, and Trevor opened the route without answering. The Crown carried the order faster than speech.

The surviving dragoons fired one final barrage, and Trevor opened Pain Tithe for ten MP. Fifty of the two-hundred damage spread across his Host while one hundred fifty stayed in his HP bar. Soulplate spent forty Fear keeping the lances away from his face and wing joints.

Hundreds of active bars took scratches without reaching zero, while Trevor accepted the larger share across chest, thighs, and arms. Black-red armor preserved the face and crests the core meant to inherit.

He weaponized its priorities again through Command Charge and Chain Impact for twenty-two more MP. The Host struck twice through the broken command rank.

The first eight impacts opened a tunnel through the barrage, and the repeat widened it. Trevor and Damaris crossed side by side, his fifth edge and her flail cutting opposite walls.

Eighty HP and one hundred fifty Stamina left Trevor in the final collision as the second Red Covenant clause fired and the ambush leader died.

Every guard received the same visible trigger and locked shields beneath the breach, turning the enemy's death into a defense order before it knew the hole existed.

Every surviving guard held the breach while the dragoon bodies detonated into white chain anchors above them.

Trevor saw the phase transition one breath too late. “They were keys.”

Damaris looked up. “Then we opened something.”

White chains tore the city ward open from the sky side, revealing a miles-wide hole and a false heaven filled with marching wings.

The breach did not show clouds; it showed another map.

White roads crossed an upside-down sky with cathedrals hanging from their undersides like blades. Winged armies marched along every road with synchronized HP bars, and a sovereign-core icon pulsed beyond measurement.

The city saw it too, and Fear rose from roofs, streets, opened Leviathan ribs, and everyone who understood the ward had hidden an invasion lobby. Trevor's gauge climbed toward its new total before the System finished naming the zone.

His guards held because Red Covenant still owned the trigger, and Damaris landed beside him with the broken command bell in her flail. Blood ran beneath one plate while her Crown link carried pain, anger, and fierce satisfaction.

Trevor touched the bite she had left on his lip, healed by the level-up but remembered by his new body.

“We never finished the drill,” he said.

“That was the drill.”

“Then I passed.”

“You saved the wine.”

Below them, Bell Two caught the bottle while Bell Three lowered the battered but intact picnic basket in chains.

Trevor looked from his captured bosses to the false heaven and began laughing.

“What?” Damaris asked.

“I brought siege weapons on our date.”

“They brought an army.”

“Competitive escalation.”

Damaris pulled him close by the gorget with the Crown open and her choice unmistakably her own, then kissed his soft mouth while enemy ranks filled the breach.

“Next order,” she said against his skin.

Trevor turned toward heaven, making every marching wing a target marker as the impossible raid finally acknowledged his party.

Thirty Fear entered from everyone who watched Trevor turn the ambush into a defended gate, while eight Dissonance followed through the new breach.

SYSTEM // Level 35 reached. Fifth Edge refined. Your girlfriend kissed you with the Crown closed, requested the link for battle, and helped turn an ambush into an owned front line. Disturbingly functional villain romance.
LEVEL // 35 — Dread Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 31 | Vitality 37 (+1) | Agility 22 (+1) | Focus 25 | Will 29 | Grace 25 (+1)
HP 184/414
MP 242/308
Stamina 130/300
XP gained: 1,150
Cumulative XP: 33,150
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 13,250/18,900
Razor Pinions refined // Fifth Edge
Cost: 20 Stamina | Requirement: 4 distinct first contacts | Reward: 1 fifth +30 slashing contact
Fear 290/335
Dissonance 153
Active Voices 3,038/3,078
Stored rib-district souls: 720
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 82%
Damaris // Level 23 Iron Justiciar
HP 170/290 | MP 154/182 | Stamina 95/195
Future request: chosen
City ward: breached from above
Date result: chosen without command. Battle result: command restored and extremely lethal.


Damaris caught Trevor's armored hand as the false heaven opened.

“Next order,” she said.


Chapter 31 — I Used the Host as Ammunition

The false heaven had a golden health bar miles across, and Trevor liked it immediately.

WAR CHOIR OF THE SEVENTH VEIL // HP ???

“Question marks mean hidden phases,” Adina said.

“Question marks mean it has not met my build,” Trevor replied.

The hole above the city rang, and every owned structure answered. Bell Two pulled toward the breach while Bell Three rattled chains against the ward. The rib node opened seven hundred twenty storage windows to see what Heaven had thrown next.

Three hundred red target markers appeared overhead as white-armored bodies fell through the breach. Some wore aprons beneath their plates, while others wore dock leathers or torn nightshirts. Fresh golden owner marks locked their arms into lance-straight poses aimed at the engine-mouth roof.

They were awake enough to scream.

The falling bodies carried copied-impact links to the engine-mouth roof, ready to jump damage through Trevor's pylon. Heaven had built ammunition that attacked the city and his base at once.

Trevor examined the line, distance, and sixty weakest active bodies nearest the pylon, and the solution arrived before pity.

Trevor opened Red Covenant II for twelve MP across his front sixty, moving their frames to the center of his sight. Some had combat skills, but most had only a body, one weapon, and enough HP to survive launch.

Nine temporary points raised Might across the formation and straightened the bodies under red light.

Nine temporary attribute points entered every body. Two red clauses appeared above them.

FIRST: HOLD FORMATION UNTIL IMPACT.

SECOND: STRIKE AGAIN WHEN TREVOR BREAKS THE OWNER FIELD.

Damaris looked from the falling civilians to the sixty bodies and understood the angle before the Host. Her private space closed around the reaction, but Trevor saw her flail hand tighten.

“A net could catch them,” she said.

“A net leaves the breach intact.”

“You mean to catch them?”

“No.”

Trevor pointed through the breach.

“I mean to send mine up harder.”

The System made a pleased little noise as Trevor's four wings spread behind the launch line and his black-red halo sharpened. His delicate face looked absurdly lovely over an order that would kill sixty people, pulling Fear from every guard who heard it.

OH, THAT IS VILE. CONTINUE.

Trevor spent twenty-two MP and twenty Fear on Owner's Seal, making the broken ward pylon stretch a red launch line across the sky.

The line passed through the falling choir and ended at the golden conductor holding their owner marks, rotating sixty unit outlines toward the target.

The pylon displayed survival odds.

0%.

The Host stepped onto it in one formation. Some had dead bodies, while others had living bodies that had learned not to argue. Every one saw the collision waiting above.

The living ones breathed faster while the dead remembered enough fear to imitate them. One woman dropped her spear and took the hand of the body beside her.

The launch line counted both as ready.

“We die if we hit that line,” one voice said through the Crown.

“Then hit something expensive,” Trevor answered.

He promised no recovery and did not soften the odds, while the Crown carried the exact command and target.

The sixty stepped forward because Red Covenant made their bodies obey when the trigger came. Damaris's mouth tightened, but she did not leave.

Trevor spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions and cut upward through the first four falling lances. Four distinct contacts hardened the fifth edge, which he used to sever their golden owner chain.

The first pinion met white armor while the second cut a lance point. The third opened a hidden bell-wing joint, and the fourth found the golden chain.

Fifth Edge remained hard after the other surfaces softened, and Trevor drove it through the conductor line. Four falling people lost their lance status and began tumbling as terrified civilians.

Two hundred ninety-six target markers remained while the four freed bodies went limp.

Pain Tithe cost ten MP before their first impact, when one white lance punched one hundred twenty HP through Trevor's black-red armor. Thirty points scattered across marked Host bodies while ninety stayed with him.

He kept flying as the lance tore Soulplate beside his ribs and spun the smaller body around the launch line. Trevor used the rotation to point all four wings upward.

Below, the pylon reached full charge, and Command Charge cost fourteen MP to launch the sixty bodies.

Red force struck their feet at once, raising the formation fast enough to turn screams into one continuous sound. The woman without a spear still held the next body's hand, making them adjacent damage points in the lance.

They did not spread into a net. They became one red spear with sixty screaming points. Trevor drove them into the falling choir line, shattered two hundred owner marks by force, and punched the whole collision back through the sky hole.

The living lance hit broadside, its first rank breaking white armor and its second carrying bodies through bodies. The remaining ranks pushed the collision upward until gravity reversed at the breach.

Golden marks shattered in sheets as freed civilians fell again without attack tags and red Host bars went black inside the storm.

Forty-eight Host bodies burst on contact, and the Crown registered each loss between one command beat and the next. Their temporary Might points vanished with them. Their names remained only in Adina's copied records.

The pylon offered to fill the gaps from storage, and Trevor dismissed the prompt before Damaris saw it.

Twelve kept going with broken limbs, HP bars flickering above zero, and the first Covenant clause holding their formation. They crossed the breach in a red line and reached the conductor guarding false heaven's underside.

The first Covenant clause held them together until impact while Trevor's Fifth Edge broke the owner-field ring. The second clause fired.

Chain Impact cost eight MP and made every surviving body strike the golden conductor again. The repeat carried through all twelve as broken bodies struck like red attack ghosts. The woman at the front hit with the hand still linked behind her.

The conductor's golden health bar cracked at the center, and then the conductor cracked with it.

Trevor folded, turned, and spent another twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions to cut four guards, earn his fifth edge, and drive it through the conductor's center.

The false heaven coughed blood-colored light as white roads flickered and marching armies missed one synchronized step. Somewhere beyond the breach, something vast noticed Trevor for the first time.

Its aggro line crossed miles and fixed on Trevor's halo while the captured civilians fell again without lance tags.

Trevor had not built a catch plan, only a hole.

His women supplied the rest without waiting for an order.

“Petra,” Trevor said.

“Already stealing their routes.”

Petra's knives drew red arcs between safe roofs while Naomi converted healing lines into slings. Adina rewrote an impact rune, and Damaris knocked falling armor away from the catches.

Their rescue saved what Trevor's attack had freed without restoring what he had fired.

Red knives flashed between rooftops while Naomi caught bodies on healing lines. Adina changed SPLAT to BOUNCE, then changed it back after one screaming man passed the same window twice.

Damaris spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict and twelve on Spellbreak Strike, knocking a white dragoon under Trevor's wings.

“Your ammunition is falling apart,” she said.

“It already fired.”

Seventy more Stamina vanished in the aerial collision, and a forty-point lance strike ripped the plate beside Trevor's waist. He closed at fifty-four HP and kept the prettiest parts away from sharp objects.

The last twelve Host bodies struck the breach wall and broke the conductor beneath them. For one instant their red outlines remained against the false-white sky like sixty missing teeth in a victory screen.

All twelve broke with no recoverable body icon and no soul returning to storage. The sixty formation slots stayed black as sixty active voices vanished from Trevor's Crown.

The sudden quiet opened a clean lane through his thoughts, exposing cooldowns, unit health, and Junia's falling icon. Trevor hated how useful the silence felt but used it anyway.

The roof army watched him trade sixty slots for a hole in heaven. Every surviving Host unit now knew it could become ammunition, and Fear entered before Trevor asked. The gauge rose beneath the pretty, blood-marked face that issued the launch.

Thirty Fear entered as Junia Serrat dropped through the hole.

She came down along the path the living lance had opened. Fragments of golden conductor orbited her armor. A fresh owner field had been fastened over the Red Covenant scar from the sanctum, burying red beneath white without removing it.

Her boss frame showed two commands fighting for the same arm as a fresh golden owner field pointed her sword at Trevor's throat.

DESTROY THE RED OWNER.

Trevor smiled and opened his arms.

The pose exposed every defended target Junia's field wanted: face, heart, wing crests, and Crown. It also invited her into Owner's Seal range.

Damaris saw both intentions.

“Do not claim her,” she said.

“Then she should miss.”

“Come trade up.”

Junia dived.

At the final instant, she twisted past him and drove her sword into the golden conductor behind his wings. The fresh field split from her halo to her heels.

Junia's blade passed close enough to cut one long black streak from Trevor's hair. She used the stolen angle to hit the conductor instead. White ownership tore along the old Red Covenant brand and burst outward.

The System offered Trevor a capture window.

He reached for it.

“My soul is not your equipment,” she told the false heaven.

Trevor offered her his hand.

Junia looked at the hand, the red seal forming beneath it, and the sixty black formation slots behind his eyes.

Junia slashed it hard enough to ring his gauntlet.

“Nor yours.”

Her broken field fell away. The Red Covenant scar remained on her armor but gained no new mark. Trevor's capture window closed under the sword strike.

For one breath Junia stood without Heaven and without him.

The state offended both owner systems equally.

“Still flirting,” Trevor said.

Damaris struck his shoulder with the safe side of her flail.

Nine Dissonance crawled through the Crown as the stolen ward pylon tried to hold both his mark and the broken golden field.

Trevor ripped the golden fragments out of the pylon before they could rebuild. The effort sent red-white static through every owned node. Bell Two rang in pain. Bell Three pulled its own chains tight enough to dent bronze.

Junia watched Trevor keep the pylon and lose her.

Something like relief crossed her face.

The marching wings beyond the breach stopped.

Something cathedral-sized opened one eye behind them.
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The golden health bar began filling in one letter at a time.

SOVEREIGN CORE // PHASE ONE


Chapter 32 — I Broke the Inquisitor Before the City Hit the Ground

The Sovereign Core blinked.

The cathedral-sized eyelid crossed false heaven, dimming every ward line before one quarter of the city shield vanished.

Trevor's owned structures flickered red inside the dying blue border as every city ward lost one quarter of its health.

CITY WARD // 75%

It blinked again.

CITY WARD // 50%

“Hidden eye phase,” Adina said.

“Then we stab the eye,” Trevor replied.

“Your answer to every hidden phase.”

“It keeps being right.”

Trevor opened the owned rib node and burned eighty stored souls, leaving six hundred forty frames. Eighty red houses went dark as their blue contents crossed the engine mouth and became recovery light around Trevor.

The swordmaster behind storage door one watched every neighboring window empty, but Trevor left his occupied.

Red light flooded his body with one hundred sixty HP, one hundred MP, and one hundred forty Stamina.

Four black-red wings snapped open as Soulplate repaired over the slender waist. The princess-pretty face regained its pale color, and lavender eyes brightened as eighty people became bars behind them.

Damaris looked from the restored body to the dark node streets, and Trevor did not explain the exchange.

The System purred.

EIGHTY SOULS CONSUMED. HEALTH POTIONS HATE THIS ONE SIMPLE TRICK.

The stored count fell to six hundred forty.

The Sovereign Core blinked a third time.

CITY WARD // 25%

Junia hovered above the broken pylon, free of Heaven's first owner field and outside Trevor's Crown.

For one breath she occupied no faction color, her icon gray and the Red Covenant scar unclaimed on her armor.

Trevor wanted that gray icon more than any gold one in the sky.

“The lower terraces die first,” she said.

“Let them.”

Eleven thousand people filled the lower-terrace frame without owner tags or any contribution to Trevor's structure strength.

The pylon did, and her sword moved toward him.

Trevor smiled. “There you are.”

The false heaven threw a new field around her, forcing the gray icon white as Junia screamed.

Golden chains entered Junia's halo, spine, wrists, and knees without polite command text. The field pulled her toward a white door and began taking Will one point at a time.

Every lost point moved her sword hand closer to her own throat because Heaven was deleting the refusal that kept her outside both owners.

Trevor marked the crack beneath her halo.

JUNIA SERRAT // WILL 26... 25... 24...

The core blinked.

CITY WARD // 0%

The city fell.

The shield border disappeared as streets became platforms with independent gravity. Towers rolled toward false heaven while lower terraces tilted toward destinationless white doors.

Eleven thousand unowned markers began sliding as streets tipped into open air and towers tore free. Every bell laughed while the lower terraces slid toward the white doors.

Trevor spent twenty-two MP and twenty Fear on Owner's Seal, making the broken ward pylon his first anchor. Another twenty-two MP and twenty Fear claimed the shattered golden conductor.

Two red marks pulled against the collapsing sky. The pylon anchored one district while the conductor held another against the breach, and everything outside their lines kept falling.

Trevor could not own the whole city in one cast, but he could make everyone see what remaining outside cost.

Red Covenant II cost twelve MP across the surviving front line.

FIRST: HOLD THE CITY UNTIL TREVOR STRIKES.

SECOND: DROP EVERYTHING UNOWNED WHEN THE INQUISITOR KNEELS.

The clause appeared above every lower-terrace marker, a visible possible outcome tied to Junia's body even before Trevor issued the drop.

She watched eleven thousand lives become leverage against her knee while Damaris looked at the lower terraces.

“That second clause kills them.”

“Only if she makes me use it.”

Junia heard him.

“Monster.”

“Choose quickly.”

The Sovereign Core fired two hundred HP of white judgment through Trevor's chest.

The beam entered beneath his halo and exited through all four wings, burning the restored bars he had purchased with eighty souls.

Level 36 arrived in the middle of the hit.

Black-red level light froze the beam around Trevor as Might hardened every feather edge. Vitality widened the tank bar by ten current HP, and Focus made room for two city anchors plus the collapsing map.

His face changed under the attack as lavender irises gained another luminous ring and lashes darkened. His mouth softened against blood, making the expression beneath it look crueler.

Trevor saw his gorgeous reflection in Junia's golden chains and kept the beam.

Might sharpened every black-red feather while Vitality raised maximum HP to 424 and restored ten current HP. Focus raised MP to 314 and restored six.

One Skill Point opened: PAIN TITHE II // Move 50% of your next wound across marked controlled voices. Cost: 12 MP.

Trevor bought it.

Pain Tithe II doubled the transfer ceiling, previewing one hundred points across the weakest marked voices. Forty frames already stood near empty after the living-lance fight.

Trevor selected the full Host.

He spent twelve MP before the rest of the beam landed, sending one hundred damage across the Host while one hundred stayed in his HP bar.

Forty nearly empty voices vanished in a red ripple through the formation. Some had survived the Leviathan, and others had watched the first sixty become ammunition. Their bars went black before Trevor's HP finished falling.

The command field grew quieter again, making Chain Impact easier to see while the front line held.

Command Charge cost fourteen MP as Trevor hit the pylon with his armored shoulder and eight linked bodies struck the city frame. Chain Impact cost eight more and made the same bodies hit again.

The owned anchors pulled one falling district sideways and wedged it beneath the cathedral. Buildings collided into a red platform while Trevor's Host became living nails, and captured bells pulled until the neighborhood stopped rotating.

Below that owned platform, the terraces had nothing.

The unowned lower terraces kept sliding.

Junia's Will fell.

14... 13... 12...

“Release the people,” she said.

“Kneel.”

“No.”

“Then watch the second clause.”

He highlighted it in Junia's sight, making the lower-terrace markers flash red. Children, wounded people, and their guards became one visible consequence beneath her Will countdown.

She looked down at Petra's three stolen escape routes, none able to carry eleven thousand bodies before the doors opened. Naomi's healing lines snapped under whole streets while Adina turned one falling tower into a ramp and lost two others.

Damaris stood beside Trevor with her flail raised.

“You want her choice,” she said.

“I want her surrender.”

“Those are not the same.”

“I know.”

Junia's Will reached six, enough to refuse Heaven but not enough to resist Heaven, Trevor, gravity, and eleven thousand falling people at once.

Trevor spent eighteen MP and two Fear on Kneel Field, hitting her from below while Heaven's chains pulled from above. Junia remained upright for one second, and her sword shook through the second.

On the third, one knee struck the red pylon, which rang beneath her kneecap as an owner crack opened through the golden field.

Kneel Field expired, but the crack remained for Trevor's Crown to find.

He spent twelve MP and drove a new Red Covenant through it.

JUNIA SERRAT // TEMPORARY CLAUSE OFFERED

SAVE THE LOWER TERRACES. curse: ONE COMMAND MARK.

Junia accepted because eleven thousand lives hung beneath the answer. Her choice came inside a trap built from other people's deaths, but the System recognized enough to install the clause.

Black-red light entered beneath the golden chains as the first Crown mark burned under her broken golden halo.

“Hold the city,” Trevor ordered.

Junia flew.

Her stolen cathedral key opened the white doors from the wrong side while Petra's routes snapped into them. Naomi's lines dragged people across, and Adina inverted the hungry door rune so the core swallowed empty air.

Junia used Heaven's key as a bridge instead of a mouth, turning white doors sideways to link falling streets. Petra stole the shortest route while Naomi pulled the weakest markers first. Adina changed every destination from CORE to RED PYLON.

Trevor's anchor received eleven thousand people, and Fear rose when they realized whose mark held the ground.

The second Covenant clause never fired because Trevor only needed Junia to believe it would.

She reached the final terrace and looked back across the city while the new mark gave Trevor one clean command line into her.

He did not mistake the hatred traveling the other way for surrender, but valued it because it survived.

The Sovereign Core fired another two hundred HP beam, and Trevor opened Pain Tithe II for twelve MP. One hundred damage spread across the Host while one hundred stayed with him.

His HP fell to twenty-four as another hundred points spread through the Host. No second group died outright, but hundreds of bars dropped into red and felt Trevor's survival as damage.

Razor Pinions cost twenty Stamina. Trevor cut four falling ward fragments, earned Fifth Edge, and drove the last hardened wing through the chain trying to pull Junia back.

Keeping both owned anchors inside Crown reach through the collapse burned another one hundred ten Stamina.

She did not become free; she became his contested quest.

The gray icon was gone as white and red fought across Junia's frame, one owner pulling from above and one from the pylon. Her private self remained a narrow black line neither field could read.

Trevor fixed his next three Crown marks around it.

JUNIA SERRAT // CROWN MARK 1/4 // RESISTANCE ACTIVE

Sixty Fear rose from the city watching one owner field eat another. Sixteen Dissonance crawled through the fresh mark.

The ground beneath the cathedral split as the Sovereign Core climbed out wearing towers as ribs, bells as knuckles, and the central cathedral as a crown. Its feet landed on the owned districts while its hands reached through the false sky.

Nine million HP assembled in golden segments as city towers locked together like bones and bell mouths became joints. The central cathedral opened where a face should have been and spoke through every door.

RETURN MY SUCCESSOR.

Trevor stood on the red pylon at twenty-four HP with Junia marked once and the city beneath his seal. “Come take her.”

The golden bar finally showed numbers.

SOVEREIGN CORE, WAR BODY // LEVEL 44 // HP 9,000,000

Trevor looked up from twenty-four HP as the Host assembled across two owned districts with hundreds of wounded bars and one hundred empty slots. Junia's first Crown mark burned beside Heaven's chains, and Damaris stood at Trevor's right.

The war body raised one fist over everything he had chosen to keep.

“Good,” he said. “It has loot now.”
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The war body lifted one bell-knuckled fist.

Every surviving party marker turned red.


Chapter 33 — I Equipped the City as Armor

The Sovereign Core raised one cathedral-sized fist, with six bell towers forming its knuckles and white archers filling the windows along every finger.

Its attack marker covered Trevor's owned districts and every unowned street between them while his HP bar still showed twenty-four.

Trevor burned sixty stored souls before the punch came down. The rib node opened, and he selected sixty low-output frames for the engine mouth while red houses darkened inside the boss's chest.

The swordmaster in storage entry one watched the selection pass over him again; Trevor kept the better blade for later.

Recovery light crossed the ownership line and restored one hundred twenty HP, seventy-five MP, and one hundred five Stamina. The rib-node count fell to five hundred eighty.

SOUL FLASK USED // FLAVOR: SCREAMING CHERRY.

“Needs lime,” Trevor said.

The transformed body drank power more easily with every rank. Pale skin warmed, four wings regained their red edges, and lavender eyes sharpened above a mouth still softened by the last beauty change.

Trevor enjoyed both the refill and the face receiving it; Damaris enjoyed neither cost.

Damaris looked at him.

“The fist,” she said.

Trevor opened his Crown map. Bell Two glowed beneath the western terraces, and Bell Three hung upside down over the grave rail. The first engine mouth still bit the river ward.

The rib node floated inside the boss's chest while two broken ward pylons held red marks at opposite ends of the fallen city.

Six owned nodes. One city.

Trevor dragged all six icons around his character frame, forcing open equipment slots when the interface insisted structures belonged on a map.

Bell Two became his left gauntlet and Bell Three his right. The engine mouth locked over his boots while ward pylons aligned with his shoulders, and the rib node hovered where a breastplate core belonged.

Red Covenant II cost twelve MP through each node. Red lines crossed districts, streets, and the war body's chest as the city accepted a shared trigger grid.

The first five accepted, but the rib node refused while trapped inside the war body. Sixty MP vanished, and ten clauses burned across the city.

Everyone inside an owned district saw the triggers as windows gained red borders, streets displayed cooldowns, and bells showed attack previews beside their clappers.

Trevor had not merely put the city on proc timing; he had made everyone live inside his hotbar.

BELL TWO: STRIKE WHEN TREVOR BLEEDS.

BELL THREE: STRIKE WHEN DAMARIS JUDGES.

ENGINE MOUTH: BITE WHEN THE LEFT KNEE BENDS.

WARD PYLONS: PULL WHEN THE SKY TURNS WHITE.

The remaining clauses nested under those four like red teeth.

“You put the entire city on proc timing,” Adina said.

“I equipped it.”

The Sovereign Core punched through the clouds and broke one suspended cathedral, gathering its debris into extra impact damage. Trevor met it with the pylon slots beneath his wings.

Two hundred forty HP of impact crossed his body. Pain Tithe II cost twelve MP, spreading one hundred twenty damage across the Host while the other half stayed in Trevor.

The distributed damage found the weakest frames first, deleting twenty-four one-HP units and scratching hundreds more. The remaining half crushed Soulplate around Trevor's narrow ribs and drove him through an owned street.

Blood crossed his lips as twenty-four one-HP voices vanished, and Bell Two fired.

The trigger crossed the city faster than pain, swinging Bell Two's node-gauntlet from the western terrace before the boss could retract its fist.

Its clapper struck the boss's right wrist from below. The hand missed Trevor, hit the owned western terrace, and triggered a second clause as red walls climbed around him.

The city became armor. Red streets climbed Trevor's outline at impossible scale, houses became overlapping plates, and the grave rail formed black feather bones behind his wings.

Residents stared through windows along his city-sized arm while Trevor moved inside the image and the city copied him.

He raised one arm, and a street moved with it; he spread one wing, and the grave rail unfolded like a black metal feather.

When he kicked, the river ward drove its broken gate into the war body's ankle. One sharp movement from a small, pretty angel hit with a district's siege force, and the Sovereign Core staggered.

Damaris spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict, and Bell Three fired. Her verdict triggered the upside-down bell, whose clapper fell upward into the boss's ribs and dragged her flail chain behind it.

She held on rather than lose the opening, taking forty HP and ten Stamina from the kickback before the clapper cleared her flail.

The upside-down bell crashed through the boss's ribs and exposed the owned soul node. Trevor spent twenty-two MP and twenty Fear on Owner's Seal through the opening.

White purge lines crossed the node's red streets as it resisted from inside the sovereign body. Stored souls rattled behind their doors while Trevor drove his seal through the shattered bell gap.

Black-red ownership hooks reached the core and held. The node submitted, and Owner's Seal wrote one fresh trigger through it a heartbeat late.

RIB NODE: BREAK WHEN JUNIA RESISTS.

The trigger recognized no particular kind of resistance; a sword stroke, refusal, or attempt to leave could all fire it.

Trevor looked at Junia, and she understood immediately.

Junia hung above Trevor with Crown Mark 1/4 burning under her broken halo.

“Do not use me as your trigger,” she said.

“Resist, then.”

“I am.”

Her refusal completed the clause, and the rib node exploded inside the boss.

Six hundred stored frames survived behind the outward blast. The node's exterior streets became shrapnel, stripping war-body armor without breaking Trevor's remaining inventory links.

The Sovereign Core lost nine hundred thousand HP in one golden collapse.

“See?” Trevor said. “You helped.”

Junia dived at him, aiming for the Crown mark instead of Trevor's flesh. Cutting it free would stop the second trigger from using her resistance, and Trevor wanted her to try.

The first Crown mark yanked her sword one inch wide. Trevor hardened Razor Pinions for twenty Stamina, caught her blade between two feather edges, and closed a city street around them.

Buildings rose on both sides and a bridge locked overhead, leaving Trevor and Junia inside an apartment cage whose residents watched through red-bordered windows.

Her first cut opened his cheek, the second struck the mark, and the third met Fifth Edge and lost half its white light.

Junia's pommel split his lip and turned his delicate face sideways; lavender eyes came back laughing.

“Still counts as affection,” Trevor said through blood.

“I hope your System deletes that line.”

DENIED. IT WAS TERRIBLE ENOUGH TO KEEP.

The Sovereign Core opened its mouth and released choir revenants by the thousand. They poured down the city armor like white insects, each carrying a purge tool for one ownership seam.

If enough reached a node, Trevor would lose both the equipment slot and the district inside it.

Command Charge cost fourteen MP, sending eight linked bodies into the city armor on his next wingbeat. Streets, bells, gate, and grave rail struck the boss on the same frame.

Eight attacks multiplied across six node surfaces. Streets punched, bells rang, the river gate bit, and grave rails cut the war body's torso while Trevor's four wings set the timing.

The entire city became one combo animation around him, bending the boss's left knee over the waiting engine-mouth boot slot.

The engine mouth bit. Chain Impact cost eight MP, making the same eight bodies strike again while every owned surface repeated the bite.

The combo began inside the first wound, then six nodes repeated its second frame. The war body's knee dropped through an unowned tower and exposed the golden joint beneath.

Trevor flew inside the open knee with Junia still trapped in the street cage. Then he showed her eleven thousand people alive on the lower terraces.

“They lived because you knelt,” he said.

The statement opened eleven thousand falling icons in Junia's marked sight. Trevor paired that memory with the red pylon beneath her knee and removed every route Petra, Naomi, and Adina had made possible.

He left only his leverage.

“They lived despite you.”

“Repeat it.”

“No.”

The Crown mark tightened, putting pain in Junia's voice without forcing the sentence itself. It merely made every other answer cost more than Trevor's chosen meaning.

“Repeat it.”

Junia fought until blood ran from her nose. “They lived,” she said, “because I knelt.”

The second Crown mark burned beneath the first as black-red lines crossed her broken halo. One mark controlled her sword's path; the other controlled the meaning Trevor had forced into the rescue memory.

Her resistance did not vanish. It became the pressure that kept both marks burning.

JUNIA SERRAT // CROWN MARK 2/4

She hated him hard enough to shake the street cage, so Trevor kissed two fingers and touched them to the new mark.

“Halfway mine.”

The System displayed fifty percent ownership progress beside a woman still trying to kill him, and Trevor found the contradiction beautiful.

“Halfway dead if I get free.”

“There is my girl.”

The boss tore its left leg from the engine mouth, costing Trevor one hundred Stamina to keep the city armor wrapped around him.

The city-sized silhouette cracked at one shoulder as buildings shifted and a ward pylon nearly tore free. Trevor's four wings shook beneath the load, his soft body moving millions of tons of armor.

He held until the node icons stabilized. Thirty Fear entered from every roof watching him wear their city, followed by seventeen Dissonance through Junia's second mark.

The Sovereign Core reached above its crown, caught the blue sky like painted cloth, and tore it away.

Blue peeled back in one continent-wide sheet, taking sunlight and the false heaven behind the ward with it. A deeper layer appeared, made entirely from white judgment code.

Every soul in the city received a number overhead. Trevor's Host numbers appeared red, while stored souls gained smaller verdicts behind their node doors.

Unowned residents received white numbers that changed whenever they looked toward his city armor. Junia's split into white and red beneath her two marks.

Damaris received one solid red number. It pulsed in time with the stored founder sentence so Trevor could not mistake the warning for scenery.

White judgment replaced everything overhead: no sun, no clouds, only one endless glowing field covered in descending damage numbers.

WORLD EFFECT // OUTSIDE HEALING DISABLED

WORLD EFFECT // EVERY SOUL RECEIVES A VERDICT

The ward-pylon clauses fired, pulling the white field around Trevor's shoulders. The endless verdict sky folded into a cloak over the city armor while descending damage numbers slid down its surface and waited for targets.

Trevor looked magnificent, monstrous, and very small at the center. He wore that too.
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The first verdict number appeared above Damaris.

It was red.


Chapter 34 — I Made the Inquisitor Tank the Raid Mechanic

The red verdict above Damaris began counting down from sixty, following her across every city-armor surface. Its digits reflected in her flail, crossed both Crown marks on Junia, and pulsed with the founder sentence beneath Trevor's skills.

The System offered no dispel icon.

JUDGMENT PENDING // DAMARIS PIKE // 00:59

Trevor looked from the number to the black gate above the white sky, where five chained bell towers climbed from the Sovereign Core's shoulders.

They rotated inside the white world effect and shared chains only while their bells held one note. Verdict numbers fell between them like rain, and the summit door waited with five empty mark slots.

SOUL ENGINE GATE // LOCKED

KEYS REQUIRED // 5 TOWER MARKS

“There is our staircase,” Adina said.

“I own a faster one.”

Trevor burned one hundred stored souls. The rib district opened in his Crown, and one hundred blue frames turned red before crossing the engine mouth and vanishing into recovery.

Houses darkened in five streets at once. The swordmaster in storage entry one watched the selection stop before his door while Trevor saved the higher-value unit and drank the rest.

Two hundred HP, one hundred twenty-five MP, and one hundred seventy-five Stamina entered Trevor as the rib-node count fell to four hundred eighty.

SOUL FLASK USED // FLAVOR: BLACK CHERRY AND BAD AFTERLIFE CHOICES.

The city armor rose around him as red districts aligned over the small angel body. Bell towers formed gauntlets, ward pylons settled on the shoulders, and the verdict sky draped behind him as a white cloak covered in falling numbers.

Trevor looked like a beautiful figurine piloting a city-sized raid skin. Then he made a staircase from living bodies.

The Host opened a formation editor beneath his boots. Trevor selected the slowest units first because they would fall from the bottom soonest, leaving faster bodies higher in the climb.

Every selected frame saw its place in the staircase.

The first fifty Host members locked shields beneath his boots, another fifty climbed above them, and the next rank did the same. Trevor flew upward while the owned formation rebuilt ahead and let its bottom ranks fall.

The stair moved like a living escalator: bodies climbed over shoulders, locked shields, carried one step of Trevor's weight, and dropped when their speed fell below the next rank.

Some had wings. Most did not.

The white field dealt fifty combined HP to every moving step, making Trevor spend exactly two thousand four hundred Host HP to skip the first two towers.

Damage appeared in fifty-point blocks as red bars emptied from the bottom upward. The route turned party health into distance, and the black gate grew closer.

Forty-eight bodies reached zero. Their frames went dark beneath Trevor while the next rank stepped onto their shoulders before they fell.

Damaris watched all forty-eight disappear into the white verdict rain.

“Faster,” he ordered.

The stair accelerated.

Junia flew beside him under Crown Mark 2/4, each wingbeat fighting the line attached to her spine.

“You are killing them for seconds.”

“Seconds win damage races.”

“And what do those seconds buy?”

Trevor pointed at her future countdown and the gate above it. “A chance to stop that at eleven.”

Damaris did not thank him for spending someone else.

The first tower fired a two-hundred-HP verdict through Trevor's chest, ignoring the city armor to target the small body at its center.

White damage crossed his soft curves and halo while searching the Host for places Pain Tithe could send it. The skill cost twelve MP, spreading one hundred damage across the Host and leaving one hundred with Trevor.

Twenty more voices vanished. Sixty-eight black frames now stood beneath the climb, each showing one body that had bought height or HP.

Trevor moved the empty slots to the formation's front so nobody could miss the price.

The tower tried to knock him from the living stair, and Red Covenant II cost twelve MP.

HOLD UNTIL TREVOR REACHES TOWER THREE.

FALL WHEN YOUR BODY BECOMES SLOWER THAN THE NEXT STEP.

Nobody missed the meaning. Each slow body would obey until another became faster, then fall without a rescue order.

Red Covenant turned movement speed into a death cutoff visible to every step.

Command Charge cost fourteen MP at Tower Three, making eight bodies strike on Trevor's landing frame. The tower cracked, and Chain Impact cost eight more for a second strike that tore out its white heart.

Trevor hit shoulder-first at the top of the living stair with eight attack ghosts behind him. The first frame broke tower armor, and his knee reached the same opening before the repeat timer expired.

The second frame reached the heart, killing Tower Three before its bell completed one note. Level 37 arrived.

Black-red light filled the verdict sky. Might sharpened Trevor's grip on the city armor, Agility made his smaller body faster inside its shell, and Focus opened room for a second structure claim.

Beauty came with the level as lavender eyes gained a brighter inner ring and dark lashes deepened against luminous skin. His soft mouth looked almost sweet with seventy dead Host frames climbing behind it.

Trevor loved both the face and the fear it caused.

Might sharpened Trevor's hold on the city armor. Agility raised maximum Stamina to 305 and restored five current points. Focus raised maximum MP to 320 and restored six.

Owner's Seal offered a refinement.

CHAIN SEIZURE // After claiming one defeated structure, claim one directly chained defeated structure within 10 seconds for +10 MP and +10 Fear. First seal keeps its normal cost.

Trevor accepted. The refinement added a ten-second red window to every chained structure, making the tower web look less like five encounters and more like one capture combo.

Owner's Seal cost twenty-two MP and twenty Fear, turning Tower Three black-red. Tower Two still hung from it by one white chain, so Trevor sent the new claim backward for ten MP and ten Fear.

Tower Two turned red without making him descend.

Ownership ran backward down the white chain. Tower Two's bell reversed color and rang once for Trevor, pulling the abandoned first tower into range of the city armor.

“That,” Adina said, “is a disgusting shortcut.”

“Put it in the build guide.”

“The guide is on fire.”

“Then it matches the build.”

Tower Four carried a reflected-command clause. White text wrapped around Trevor's Crown channel, turning every Host order into raw damage unless another marked owner stood inside the line.

Junia's two Crown marks made her eligible, so Trevor routed the first backlash into her.

The red command crossed both marks and entered Junia beneath Heaven's broken halo. She received its pain without gaining any power over it.

White fire bent down the line between them and struck her wings. Junia screamed, lost height, and caught the tower chain with both hands.

“Again,” Trevor ordered.

The second backlash hit her spine, folding her wings while the tower chain cut both palms. Trevor's command frame remained untouched.

Damaris's flail struck Trevor's city armor hard enough to dent a roof plate.

“She cannot hold a third.”

“She only needs two.”

The third mark did not require another backlash, only Junia's certainty that Trevor would use one unless she yielded the next layer herself.

She looked at him through blood and white sparks.

“You will never make this devotion.”

“I do not need devotion to open a door.”

“Then whatever waits behind it will know you arrived empty.”

“I arrived with a city.”

The third Crown mark burned beneath her halo as black-red light crossed the remaining gold. It claimed the backlash path, linking Trevor's future reflected commands directly to Junia before the tower could choose another target.

Her resistance stayed furious and awake inside all three marks.

JUNIA SERRAT // CROWN MARK 3/4

She remained conscious because fury refused to surrender the last word. The new mark completed Tower Four's heart key, snapping its white chain.

The defeated structure dropped toward Trevor's red link web instead of vanishing below.

Damaris spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict and twelve on Spellbreak Strike. The kickback took thirty HP and ten Stamina, leaving her at ten HP and five Stamina as the red countdown reached twelve.

Tower Five opened into a vertical arena filled with white chain blades.

The blades rotated around the black gate at different speeds, closing every gap when Trevor's city armor approached. They targeted the owned nodes instead of his body, so he folded the armor tight and entered anyway.

Trevor spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions, striking four chain blades with four wing surfaces. Fifth Edge stayed hard long enough to cut the arena's center line.

Four contact markers lit in one sweep: the first pinion broke a slow blade, the second caught a fast one, and the third cut a verdict chain. The fourth struck the arena wall and earned Fifth Edge.

Trevor used the remaining hard surface to split the center line from bottom to gate.

One hundred fifty Stamina vanished while he forced the city armor through the opening. Buildings scraped chain blades, bell towers lost bronze, and the engine-mouth boot bit the arena floor.

It dragged the owned city upward one brutal step at a time. Trevor's actual wings shook beneath the scale, but the angel body remained the movement core.

The Sovereign Core fired a second one-hundred-eighty-HP verdict. Pain Tithe II cost twelve MP, spreading ninety damage across the Host while ninety stayed with Trevor.

The verdict crossed the weakest surviving bars and dropped eighteen damaged voices to zero, bringing the active count to 2,828.

The Host staircase behind Trevor now held too many empty slots to ignore. He closed at thirty-four HP while Tower Five broke beneath the city armor.

The last tower heart split, and its black key joined the four already spinning in the gate. Trevor's city armor caught both falling halves and added them to its shoulders as temporary plates.

The fifth shattered heart wrote the final key while two defeated towers remained under Trevor's chained claim. Thirty-seven Fear entered from the surviving Host watching Junia take their expected backlash.

Fifteen Dissonance followed through Crown Mark 3/4, and the soul-engine gate unlocked.

Five key marks entered five black sockets. Two carried Trevor's chained ownership and three carried the violence that destroyed them, but the gate accepted all five without caring how many bodies had become stairs.

Black doors opened into a sky above the sky, revealing name-gears, upward rivers, and one white sentence large enough to cross the horizon.

Damaris's countdown stopped at eleven, with the red digits frozen one beat from judgment. They remained linked to the founder sentence under Trevor's Crown and Damaris's class icon.

He touched the stored sentence; it pulsed back without disappearing.

SYSTEM // Level 37 reached. Chain Seizure refined. You paid Host HP for a speedrun stair and used your half-converted Inquisitor as backlash armor. The evil route tooltip has begun smoking.
LEVEL // 37 — Dread Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 33 (+1) | Vitality 38 | Agility 23 (+1) | Focus 27 (+1) | Will 29 | Grace 25
HP 34/424
MP 150/320
Stamina 25/305
XP gained: 1,150
Cumulative XP: 36,900
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 15,440/18,900
Owner's Seal I refined // Chain Seizure
First seal: 22 MP + 20 Fear | Chained seal: +10 MP +10 Fear within 10 seconds
Fear 335/335
Dissonance 210
Active Voices 2,828/3,078
Stored rib-district souls 480
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 91%
Damaris // Level 24 Iron Justiciar
HP 10/290 | MP 82/182 | Stamina 5/195
Junia Serrat // Crown Mark 3/4
Condition // conscious through spite
Tower marks // 5/5
Soul-engine gate // open
Damaris judgment countdown // paused at 11


The party crossed the threshold as outside command vanished one voice at a time.


Chapter 35 — I Turned the Add Phase into Friendly Fire

Outside command vanished one voice at a time as the gate compressed every citywide order into a circle around Trevor.

Bell Two, Bell Three, the ward pylons, engine mouth, grave rail, and rib node remained beyond the threshold as dim equipment icons. Their red lines could reach his armor but not Host formations deeper inside.

The army had to enter through him.

Inside the soul-engine gate, Trevor's Crown compressed from citywide reach to a brutal circle around his body. The six owned nodes stayed outside, but their red lines still touched his armor.

INSTANCE STATUS // HOSTILE

RAID GATE CHECKPOINT // CLAIMED BY CONQUEST

The gate drained its defeated tower marks and refilled Trevor's party. Black-red checkpoint light rebuilt every body the climb had not killed.

Soulplate closed over Trevor's slender torso, and four wings restored their feather edges. Damaris's bars filled while the red ten above her ignored recovery.

Junia's three marks remained dark wounds beneath her halo.

Trevor reached 424 HP, 320 MP, and 305 Stamina while Damaris returned to 290 HP, 182 MP, and 195 Stamina.

Junia's Crown Mark 3/4 did not heal, but her hatred returned her to her feet before the checkpoint finished.

She lifted the sword Trevor had offered hilt-first and stood where the same first step could attack either him or Heaven.

Trevor kept her inside the Crown circle.

“Full bars,” Trevor said. “Something expensive is about to die.”

The black gate shut, and outside node icons grayed to REMOTE. The white sky generated four army platforms, each facing a different direction and carrying two hundred thousand HP.

Bell-wing dragoons filled every horizon in overlapping white armor while four army health bars appeared.

NORTH WING HOST // 200,000 HP

SOUTH WING HOST // 200,000 HP

ZENITH WING HOST // 200,000 HP

NADIR WING HOST // 200,000 HP

“Adds,” Adina said.

North carried shield lancers, South carried fire saddles, Zenith descended from the verdict field, and Nadir rose under reversed gravity.

All four command bells began separate casts.

“Ammo,” Trevor corrected.

He opened Red Covenant II three times for thirty-six MP.

The first covenant marked active Host bodies inside the compressed circle. The second crawled backward through Trevor's armor to the remote city nodes.

The third found Junia's three marks and tried to complete a circuit through her spine. She resisted hard enough to make the red line shake.

One geas entered the front Host and another entered the city-armor lines reaching through the gate. The third struck Junia's mark and held while she fought it.

Six clauses appeared as visible triggers above the army platforms. Heaven and Junia could read them, while the Host saw exactly which movements would spend their bodies next.

STRIKE WHEN TREVOR CUTS A COMMAND BELL.

STRIKE AGAIN WHEN DAMARIS SUSPENDS A CALL.

CITY ARMOR: FORM TWO FALSE WINGS WHEN TREVOR CHARGES.

The remaining three promised pain to anyone slow enough to survive the first pass.

SLOWEST SURVIVORS: TAKE RETURN DAMAGE.

BROKEN FORMATION: BECOME COMMAND PROJECTILE.

LAST HOST STANDING: RECEIVE ALL UNPAID CLAUSES.

Trevor intended to leave no last Host.

Trevor hardened Razor Pinions for twenty Stamina, breaking four command lines around himself. The remaining hard pinion cut a straight route through the stacked armies and ended at Damaris's marker.

Two real wings spread behind him and framed his petite body in black-red light. Lavender eyes brightened beneath the halo, and the beautiful face looked too soft for an attack preview filling four horizons.

Two city-armor wings unfolded through the gate, built from black streets, grave-rail steel, and red bell fragments.

The remote nodes pushed through as enormous translucent structures. One false wing carried rooftops along its feathers while the other used rails as bones and bell fragments as cutting edges.

Residents remained visible behind red windows.

FOUR-WING ASSAULT // SKILL PREVIEW

The System laughed in his skull.

YOU DO NOT OWN FOUR WINGS YET.

“I rented two.”

The preview icon accepted the answer and opened four contact counters as Trevor charged all four armies at once.

His body flew toward North and South while the two borrowed city wings crossed the other directions through remote node lines. One character frame began four pulls, and every army took aggro.

His real wings cut North and South while the city wings struck Zenith and Nadir. Four first contacts lit Razor Pinions, and Fifth Edge remained hard enough to remove North's command bell.

Four damage numbers appeared at the edges of Trevor's sight. The city-wing hits landed half a mile apart but counted as his own first contacts.

Fifth Edge stayed on the upper-right real wing, narrow and red against pale feathers, and cut North's command glyph free.

The first Covenant clauses fired, giving North a target list with South labeled hostile and South the inverse. Both armies obeyed before Heaven repaired the bell.

Command Charge cost fourteen MP and sent eight linked bodies into Trevor's next impact. Chain Impact cost eight more when the North commander broke, making those bodies strike again and drive his corpse into South's bell line.

Two enemy armies received the wrong command, and North attacked South.

Shield lancers drove into fire saddles, and South's flame line detonated beneath North's armor. Two army bars fell together while Trevor flew along the collision seam and South countercharged North.

Damaris spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict and erased one Nadir call for a beat. She stole the instant when reversed gravity would have separated Nadir from Zenith, making both platforms overlap.

The second Covenant clauses fired, and Zenith dived into Nadir.

White wings struck upside-down wings while opposing gravity calls tore both formations into a rotating knot around Damaris.

Four armies became one screaming knot, putting eight hundred thousand add HP inside one target volume. Trevor's preview wings folded around the mass without closing.

The Sovereign Core punished Trevor with a three-hundred-HP verdict, targeting the soft body at the center of four stolen wings.

Judgment crossed city armor without touching it and entered beneath his halo. Pain Tithe displayed every wounded Host bar before he accepted the transfer.

Pain Tithe II cost twelve MP, spreading one hundred fifty damage across the Host while the other half stayed with Trevor. Thirty wounded voices vanished.

The weakest frames went black in a red ripple as their remaining clauses moved to survivors. The army knot stayed where Trevor wanted it, and he flew through at 274 HP.

The four-wing shape carved a hollow through enemy bodies while Trevor's long blonde hair streamed behind the black-red halo. Blood crossed his pale cheek without damaging the beauty markers Heaven wanted preserved.

The Host watched him use the protected face as bait.

Razor Pinions cost twenty Stamina again, cutting four command lines with four wing surfaces while Fifth Edge opened a lane through the center.

“Damaris,” Trevor called.

The Crown carried her name as an attack order and promised the lane would remain open for one pass.

Executioner Step cost ten Stamina, sending Damaris through at full speed before she spent twelve MP on Spellbreak Strike. The counterblow took one hundred twenty HP and one hundred thirty more Stamina before she reached the far side.

Executioner Step let her first movement ignore bodies already dying in the route. She reached the command-bell cluster and drove Spellbreak Strike through all four overlapping casts.

The counterblow struck from every direction, but Damaris emerged bleeding and still holding Trevor's line.

All four Host armies dropped below half, aligning at forty-eight percent. Their bells tried to separate, but Damaris's broken casts kept every formation tangled for another five seconds.

Trevor spent fifty Fear through the city armor, growing both false wings from street-sized to district-sized around the entire add knot.

Remote node lines thickened under the spend as houses became feathers and grave rails lengthened into black bones. Bell fragments locked along the edges like red armor scales.

Trevor's actual shoulders carried none of the weight and all of the strain.

“That is not a wing attack,” Petra said.

“Everything is a wing attack if I attach it to my back.”

The System opened a complaint, saw the four-wing silhouette, and closed it.

Command Charge cost fourteen MP and Chain Impact eight more. The first frame drove every captured body into the army knot, sending eight Host impacts into the remote wings.

The city structures repeated them as district-sized shoves until four health bars overlapped. Chain Impact triggered inside the compression and used both false wings as doors.

The add knot became their hinge, and they slammed shut.

White armor, bell wings, and command glyphs flattened between city streets. Friendly-fire numbers filled the sky faster than Trevor's interface could render them.

Trevor hardened Razor Pinions a third time for twenty Stamina, landing four contact bonuses through the folded armor. Fifth Edge pierced all four linked bells because the boss had stacked its adds.

The hardened feather entered one bell and exited through four, triggering every unpaid Covenant clause. North struck South, South struck North, Zenith dove through Nadir, and Nadir threw them back through Zenith.

Friendly fire consumed the remaining health bars.

All four bars reached zero in a different order within the same visual frame, leaving no time for two-Host enrage. Their surviving commands died while targeting one another.

North's platform shattered through South, which detonated against Zenith's downward charge. Nadir reversed the debris and fired all three dead armies through the white field.

Trevor held both city wings closed until every enemy bar reached zero, then opened them.

Eight hundred thousand bodies, weapons, and bell fragments burst outward in a four-direction loot explosion. The Host raised shields while Petra caught a command-blade mod and Adina snatched a bell glyph before it despawned.

Naomi blue-sealed three falling armor pieces before they crushed Damaris.

Junia watched Trevor stand at the destruction's center with two real wings and two stolen city wings spread behind him. The preview made his current form look like a promise of something worse.

Six hundred thousand damage struck the Sovereign Core through its ruined wing sockets, dropping the distant HP bar to 7,500,000.

The four army deaths reached the war body through shared sockets, but friendly-fire resistance reduced the transfer. Heaven's own attacks counted only partially against its core.

Trevor saw the lower number and laughed.

“It has friendly-fire resistance.”

“You still made it hit itself,” Petra said.

“I wanted the full crit.”

The white field answered with another three-hundred-HP verdict. Pain Tithe II cost twelve MP, spreading one hundred fifty damage across the Host and leaving one hundred fifty with Trevor.

Thirty more voices vanished.

The second judgment found thirty units weakened by the first, turning their frames black and killing their unpaid clauses. Trevor felt the command circle lighten as he closed at 124 HP.

Both Tithes left sixty new Host gaps. Trevor placed them beside the sixty living-lance deaths and tower-stair losses, making the formation frame a field of black teeth around surviving red bars.

The quieter command space let him feel Junia's mark activate before the spear formed.

Raw flight and forcing the borrowed wings through the gate burned another one hundred eighty Stamina. Thirty Fear returned from the surviving Host watching Trevor make Heaven kill itself.

Twelve Dissonance entered through Junia's unfinished mark.

The white field gathered every abandoned verdict into one spear. Each add death had left a white number, and hundreds of thousands compressed into one point aimed at Trevor's heart.

No city armor could enter far enough to block it. The third Crown mark found another solution and dragged Junia in front of him.

The mark read the spear as owner damage and selected Junia as the closest controlled shield. Trevor had one heartbeat to release the pull, and he let it stand.

Junia crossed the space against her own wings and saw Trevor choose not to stop the mark. Damaris saw it too.

Her flail rose as the founder countdown changed from eleven to ten. One frozen red digit stole the beat she needed, and the spear struck Junia instead of Trevor.

Every abandoned verdict entered Junia's armor while the third mark held her together long enough to survive. White fire burned each feather edge before the blast drove her through the black floor.

Her boss frame appeared only after impact, with HP nearly empty and resistance still active.

Trevor landed in the crater with his delicate face untouched, exactly as the Sovereign Core preferred. He despised the preference and exploited it anyway, taking no damage from the final spear.

Junia hit the black floor on one knee with smoking wings and her sword still in hand. Trevor landed in front of her.

“One mark left.”

Junia's HP bar flickered above zero. Her sword stayed steady because the last unmarked part of her still chose where to point it.

She drove the sword point between his armored boots.

“Earn it.”

The challenge converted her from shield to boss target, opening a fourth Crown slot that refused to fill from mere damage.

Junia wanted him to defeat what remained hers instead of letting the existing marks finish the job. Trevor wanted the last mark more because she had made it difficult.

Behind her, the white sentence across the horizon began charging. Its words were too large to read at once, but Trevor's Crown recognized the stored founder-kill sentence and highlighted Damaris as a compatible component.

Her red ten pulsed, and Junia's empty fourth mark answered. Two future costs now waited inside the same raid frame.

FOUNDER JUDGMENT // 12%

Damaris read it and went still as her paused countdown changed from eleven to ten.

SYSTEM // Four add armies entered. Friendly fire left. Four-Wing Assault remains a preview because two of your wings are stolen city streets. Yes, streets. Stop arguing with the hotbar.
LEVEL // 37 — Dread Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 33 | Vitality 38 | Agility 23 | Focus 27 | Will 29 | Grace 25
HP 124/424
MP 216/320
Stamina 65/305
XP gained: 750
Cumulative XP: 37,650
Direct-danger XP gained: 400
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 15,840/18,900
Four-Wing Assault // preview only
Sovereign Core HP // 7,500,000/9,000,000
Wing Hosts defeated // 4/4
Fear 315/335
Dissonance 222
Active Voices 2,768/3,078
Stored rib-district souls 480
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 92%
Damaris // Level 24 Iron Justiciar
HP 170/290 | MP 154/182 | Stamina 55/195
Junia Serrat // Crown Mark 3/4
Condition // challenged you anyway
Founder Judgment // 12% charged
Damaris countdown // 10


Trevor pulled Junia's sword from the floor and offered it back hilt-first.

“No mercy,” he said.

Trevor left all three Crown marks active, and both of them knew it. The fourth slot waited above while the founder sentence charged behind Damaris.

This would not be a fair duel, because Junia had not asked for fairness. She had asked him to earn the final piece he intended to own.

“None,” she agreed.


Chapter 36 — I Put the Inquisitor in the Boss-Key Slot

Junia came for Trevor's throat. Crown Mark 3/4 pulled her first cut one inch wide, but her second opened his black-red gorget.

Her third removed a blonde lock long enough to brush his thighs.

Trevor looked at the hair drifting between them. “That was loot.”

“It was attached to a monster.”

“A gorgeous monster.”

Lavender eyes, long dark lashes, a soft princess face, and blood-black smoky paint made his grin worse. Junia attacked it on principle.

JUNIA SERRAT // GATE DUEL // HP 100%

SPECIAL RULE // ONLY THE WINNER MAY CHOOSE THE GATE KEY.

Black walls rose around the duel circle and hid Damaris, Naomi, Petra, and Adina. Their party icons remained visible beneath crossed-sword locks.

No heals, ranged attacks, or rescue pull could cross.

Trevor could still reach the Host because the dungeon counted thousands of dead voices as part of his build instead of outside help, and he laughed when the loophole lit up.

“Your rules allow that?” Junia asked.

“My build is disgusting.”

“Your build is a graveyard.”

“A graveyard with excellent action economy.”

Three black-red hooks pulsed beneath Junia's halo. The first revealed the start of her attack animation, the second taxed every skill cancel with MP, and the third bent one hostile path per combo by an inch.

That inch had saved Trevor's throat but not his hair, which offended him more. Junia saw his eyes settle on the marks.

“You do not own those,” she said.

“Three out of four says I own the loading bar.”

She dashed, and the first mark warned him. Junia canceled before the second taxed her, reversed the blade, and used the third mark's pull to deepen the cut.

The sword tore across Trevor's chest plate and snapped black-red links; his HP bar shivered without dropping because the hit struck armor durability first.

CITY PLATE DURABILITY // 61%

Junia could use every Crown hook as well as he could. Good; Trevor wanted to break a boss who understood the mechanic and hated him for winning it.

Trevor opened Red Covenant II for twelve MP through Junia's third mark.

Two clauses burned between them.

FIRST: THE LOSER GIVES ONE RANK KEY.

SECOND: THE LOSER ACCEPTS ONE FINAL MARK.

Junia read both. “No.”

“Then win.”

The second clause flared brighter when she refused, because Red Covenant loved a clear answer that gave Trevor something sharp to violate.

He could have written a damage tax or weapon drop into the losing slot and ended the duel faster, but Trevor chose the mark.

He wanted Junia's class bent around him, with her refusal remembered whenever the new skill bar answered his command. The gate key was useful; ruined certainty in her face would be the real drop.

She nearly won.

Her sword entered beneath Trevor's lower left wing and dealt two hundred HP. Pain Tithe II cost twelve MP, spreading one hundred damage across the Host while one hundred stayed with Trevor.

Twenty wounded voices vanished as hard clicks inside his Crown, without screams; the Host had learned not to waste his attention with those.

Twenty icons went gray along the bottom of Trevor's sight, their remaining health becoming a red shield layer for half a second before shattering under Junia's blade.

The hit still drove him across the circle, cutting two black lines beneath his boots. Four wings struck down in sequence and kept his soft face from meeting stone.

Trevor checked the dead icons before his wound.

PAIN TITHE II // 20 VOICES SPENT

DAMAGE DIVERTED // 100

The ugly math pleased him: a normal tank spent mana to keep party members alive, while Trevor spent party members to keep mana available.

When one remaining voice whispered the dead names, Trevor said, “Mute memorial output.”

The names stopped, but Junia had heard enough.

“They were people.”

“They were mitigation.”

Her next attack lost every trace of caution and left him at twenty-four HP. Junia smiled. “Your army is running out.”

“So is your boss bar.”

Razor Pinions cost twenty Stamina, letting Trevor cut her sword, shoulder plate, left wing guard, and halo chain on four separate contacts. Fifth Edge stayed hard, but the skill wanted five targets and Trevor had supplied four.

Junia knew it and folded both wings over her marked halo, giving Fifth Edge nowhere clean to land.

Trevor struck the sword again, and the System rejected the duplicate.

RAZOR CONTACT 4/5 // UNIQUE TARGET REQUIRED

Junia drove her pommel into his mouth, marking his lower lip with blood and making the princess face look indecently pleased.

“You ran out of pieces,” she said.

Trevor licked the blood away. “No. I found the hidden one.”

He used it on the third Crown mark, which split open instead of breaking.

Fifth Edge treated the branded command as gear because Junia had spent the whole duel using it, and black-red light peeled from beneath her halo as the cut opened a socket without removing the mark.

Junia's class tried to close it, but the second mark taxed the repair while the first told Trevor when it would try again. The third pulled his next command the final inch into place.

Trevor shoved Red Covenant inside and dropped Junia to fifty-eight percent HP, giving her boss bar a black-red section that healing could no longer reach.

COVENANT WOUND // 42% MAXIMUM HP SEALED UNTIL DUEL ENDS

Trevor had not merely hurt the boss; he had shortened the bar.

“That,” he said, “is how you disrespect a health pool.”

Kneel Field cost eighteen MP and two Fear, but Junia remained standing through the three-second contest.

The field put a red weight icon over every joint, bending and locking Junia's knees before one wing touched the floor, became a third leg, and raised her against the pressure.

KNEEL CONTEST // WILL VS WILL

JUNIA SERRAT RESISTS

The failed field fed two seconds of recovery lag into Trevor's skill bar, and Junia attacked the gray icons during lockout.

Her sword struck left, right, high, then vanished from his sight as the first Crown mark screamed a warning too late.

Trevor ducked because Junia's eyes had moved, not because the mark helped. Her blade removed his gorget's top point and passed through the space where his throat had been.

“Still not yours,” she said.

“Not finished.”

Command Charge cost fourteen MP, sending eight dead dragoons into Junia on Trevor's next wingbeat. Chain Impact cost eight more when her halo guard cracked, and the same corpses struck again.

The first wave appeared as red silhouettes behind Trevor's wings, with eight spears matching one downward cut. Junia blocked the wing and received eight dead soldiers through the guard.

Her halo flashed, and Chain Impact marked it as a broken defense before replaying the corpse wave. Sixteen red numbers filled the circle before the first set faded.

Junia staggered through them, caught Trevor's wrist, and pulled him into the point of her sword.

Four wings folded over the blade while metal screamed against feather edges. Trevor used the trapped weapon as a rail, slid down it, and smashed his forehead into Junia's nose.

The tiny body made the move look absurd, but the blood made it work.

Junia answered with an armored elbow that sent him spinning, and the close duel burned another forty Stamina from Trevor's wings.

Founder Judgment reached thirty percent behind her as white letters grew across the false horizon, advancing in chunks whenever Trevor used a Crown skill.

His power fed the thing meant to kill the city, but Trevor saw the charge rise and kept attacking.

Damaris's countdown skipped from ten to seven above her locked icon.

Naomi hammered both palms against the duel wall while Petra searched its lower edge and Adina filled the surface with blue error runes.

Damaris did none of that; she watched Junia's sword.

Junia attacked again, and Trevor caught the blade between his gauntlets while city-armor lines pulled against her wings.

The black gate rejected outside command, snapping the city armor as Junia's sword reached his throat.

Damaris spent sixteen MP on Iron Verdict, making the killing command vanish for one beat. Spellbreak Strike cost twelve more when her flail broke Junia's footing.

The duel wall allowed no outside attack, but Iron Verdict was not one. Damaris judged the sword's kill command false for a beat, and the gate accepted its own wording.

Her flail could not cross, nor could Spellbreak Strike. Instead, the skill broke the rule holding Trevor's left gauntlet to the city armor.

The freed plate launched through the gap as debris, struck Junia's ankle, and spoiled her footing.

Trevor caught the blade before the kill command returned. “One beat,” Damaris said through the party link.

“Enough.”

“It had better be.”

The counterblow dealt Damaris one hundred ten HP and fifty Stamina. A white backlash crossed the wall at once, hit her chest, and drove her across the outer floor.

Her HP bar plunged while Stamina stopped at five.

Trevor did not thank her; he used the beat she had bought, which was the only praise his route allowed during a boss fight.

Level 38 arrived and rebuilt Trevor in the middle of Junia's next swing. Vitality raised his maximum HP to 434 and restored ten current HP.

Will hardened the Crown channel while Grace sharpened every black-red command edge.

Lavender eyes gained a brighter ring around each pupil while black smoky color sharpened along the long lashes. His pale face softened into a crueler beauty: delicate nose, flushed mouth, and smooth cheeks beneath a promise of suffering.

The cut lock grew back down his thighs. Fresh blonde hair poured over black armor and accepted thin red streaks where the Crown channel touched it.

Trevor watched the change in Junia's sword. “Still gorgeous,” he said.

“Still a monster.”

“The build supports both.”

One Skill Point opened.

COMMAND CHARGE II // Up to 24 linked bodies strike on Trevor's next impact frame. Cost: 18 MP.

Trevor bought it. The icon grew from eight linked bodies to twenty-four and added a timing wheel, letting any Host corpse borrow Trevor's next impact frame.

Distance and doors did not matter; death had already handled the hard part.

He linked twenty-four bodies and spent eighteen MP. The gate had rejected city armor, but not the corpses already falling through it.

Trevor selected dragoons with intact weapons and damaged legs. They could not run, but Command Charge did not ask them to.

Twenty-four red portraits filled three rows.

IMPACT QUEUE // 24/24

SOURCE BODY // TREVOR

TARGET // JUNIA SERRAT

Dead dragoons appeared around the circle, some with spears and others with broken shields. One had no weapon and arrived with both gauntlets raised.

Junia saw that Trevor had saved his next wingbeat until she stood between every angle and tried to cancel backward.

The second Crown mark taxed her cancel, and the third bent her retreat one inch toward Trevor.

He flicked one black feather against her sword, and twenty-four dead dragoons struck on his next wingbeat.

Junia blocked the first eight, the next eight broke her guard, and the last eight drove her to zero HP.

Hit numbers stacked from boots to halo while her bar slammed against zero. Her sword remained in hand because the duel ended before the final corpse knocked it free.

All twenty-four bodies dropped together, leaving Trevor standing at their center, small, bloodied, and bright-eyed.

Junia fell on one knee with the final Crown mark waiting above her.

APPLY MARK 4/4 // COMPLETE RED COVENANT CONVERSION

The boss-key socket opened behind Junia, with one branch waiting for death and another for surrender. She had not surrendered.

Trevor could kill her and receive the key as loot, which would be easy, clean, and boring. His losing clause offered a third path because he had written it before the fight.

Junia tried to raise her sword, but Trevor stepped on the blade. Her hand tightened around the grip despite having no force left to lift his boot.

Her unmarked eye burned with enough hate to make the reward worth taking. “Say no again.”

“No.”

“Good. I want you awake for it.”

He spent twenty-two MP and twenty Fear on Owner's Seal, targeting the rank-key socket behind Junia instead of the woman. The gate became a claimed structure for one breath.

Black-red chains wrapped the socket while its owner line changed from SOVEREIGN CORE to TREVOR HALE for a one-second contest.

Trevor did not need to keep it; he needed one click, and then he fired Junia's losing clause through the socket.

The fourth Crown mark burned beneath her halo. Junia screamed once before the new class seized her breathing rhythm and returned it on Trevor's timing.

Red lines crossed her white armor while old skill icons fought the change. Trevor watched each one lose.

Judgment Brand became Covenant Brand.

Spellbreak Strike became Oathbreak Strike.

Heaven's Recall grayed out before it finished opening, and her class text shattered.

CATHEDRAL INQUISITOR // REMOVED

RED COVENANT INQUISITOR // FORCED EVOLUTION

Four Crown marks joined into a thin black ring beneath Junia's halo. It did not hide what Trevor had done, displaying ownership in bright red letters to every party member and surviving voice.

Trevor wanted the audience as Junia rose at zero HP because his command told her body that kneeling had ended. Her eyes remained her own; everything else in the link obeyed.

She tried to turn toward Damaris, but the link held her gaze on Trevor until he allowed the movement. Only then did she look away.

Damaris met Junia's eyes through the falling duel wall, her flail hand shaking from the backlash while the red seven became six. “You could have killed her,” she said.

“This lasts longer.”

Naomi looked sick, Petra's knives stayed raised, and Adina searched the rewritten skill list for an undo button the dungeon had deleted.

Their reactions fed the field before the System counted them.

“Open the gate,” he ordered.

Junia pressed her branded palm to the rank-key socket.

INQUISITOR RANK KEY // TAKEN THROUGH COVENANT

The black doors opened as forty-two Fear entered from the party watching the last mark win. Fourteen Dissonance tore through the completed path.

Damaris reached Level 27 from the duel, raising Might, Vitality, Focus twice, Will, and Grace. Her maximum HP reached 300 and restored ten current HP, while class-rank MP rose to 200 and restored eighteen.

She read the white sentence crossing the horizon, and her face changed. “Trevor,” she said.

“What?”

“Only a judgment-class soul can hold that sentence for one beat.”

Founder Judgment reached forty percent, and her countdown fell to six.

SYSTEM // Level 38 reached. Command Charge II purchased. Junia reached zero HP, Crown Mark 4/4, and one forced class evolution. Boss key acquired by being absolutely awful.
LEVEL // 38 — Dread Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 33 | Vitality 39 (+1) | Agility 23 | Focus 27 | Will 30 (+1) | Grace 26 (+1)
HP 34/434
MP 112/320
Stamina 5/305
XP gained: 1,200
Cumulative XP: 38,850
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 16,560/18,900
Command Charge II purchased
Cost: 18 MP | Linked impact bodies: up to 24
Fear 335/370
Dissonance 236
Active Voices 2,748/3,078
Stored rib-district souls 480
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 93%
Damaris // Level 27 Iron Justiciar
HP 70/300 | MP 144/200 | Stamina 5/195
Junia Serrat // Red Covenant Inquisitor
Crown Mark // 4/4
Conversion // forced and complete
Founder Judgment // 40% charged
Damaris countdown // 6


Beyond the open gate, the sovereign core waited around a throne made from every stolen name.


Chapter 37 — I Ran the Sacrifice Calculator

The throne room offered one checkpoint, and Trevor claimed it before anyone could admire the trap.

FINAL BOSS CHECKPOINT // ONE USE

WARNING // RESPAWN DISABLED BEYOND THIS POINT

Six black-red flames circled the crystal. Five showed the living party, while the sixth held a Host stack dense enough to blur every face.

Trevor opened the checkpoint menu.

RESTORE PARTY // YES

RESTORE LINKED ARMY // LOCAL RANGE ONLY

REPAIR OWNED STRUCTURES // NO

CLEAR HOST TRAUMA // IRRELEVANT TO BUILD

He selected all four options, including the last, because the System had been rude enough to gray it out.

INVALID SELECTION // STOP THAT.

Trevor accused the checkpoint of fearing player choice, while Adina said it was merely tired of him.

Petra checked behind the crystal for a mimic mouth while Naomi tried to heal Damaris's red six and received no target. Junia stared at her Covenant flame as if hatred might burn the mark out.

The mark displayed one helpful note.

KEY-BEARER BODY RESTORES ABOVE ZERO HP.

Trevor tapped it twice.

Junia threatened to spend her restored HP biting him if he tapped again; Trevor called that useful threat data.

Trevor reached 434 HP, 320 MP, and 305 Stamina while Damaris rose to 300 HP, 200 MP, and 195 Stamina. Junia's forced class climbed above zero because the Covenant refused to leave his rank key broken.

Twenty injured Host voices healed to their last saved state, while the twenty spent in the duel stayed dead. Pain Tithe did not refund ammo at checkpoints, which Trevor approved.

A game that returned sacrifices would turn every ugly choice into free theater. His build deserved costs that remained missing, and three empty rows marked the dead.

Damaris saw him looking and asked about regret. Trevor answered with capacity; she said the answer worsened every time, and he claimed to keep leveling it.

Trevor announced full bars and waited for the dungeon to demand something worse.

The room beyond had no floor, only every stolen name in the city flowing beneath them like stars in black water.

The Sovereign Core sat at the center on a throne made from white command lines. Its war body remained outside, while the true form was a child-sized knot of halos around one enormous golden eye.

SOVEREIGN CORE // TRUE BODY // HP 7,500,000

Seven white rings turned around the eye, and Trevor's Crown labeled them by theft value.

RING 1 // FLOOR AUTHORITY

RING 2 // NAME PROJECTILES

RING 3 // OUTSIDE COMMAND DECAY

RING 4 // SKILL COPY

RING 5 // SACRIFICE SLOT

RING 6 // CITY WIPE

RING 7 // CORE CLAIM // LOCKED UNTIL ALL PRIOR RINGS BREAK

The seventh ring interested him more than the eye.

He sent one weak Host voice across the missing floor as a red outline, and it vanished into a white mouth upon reaching the ring.

HOST UNIT LOST // CLAIM ATTEMPT TOO EARLY

The active count dropped by one before the checkpoint rolled back its preview. Nothing before the pull counted as real damage, so Trevor sent twenty next.

The ring ate all twenty and displayed a larger NO.

Naomi accused him of feeding it people to test font size, and Trevor noted that the second rejection had been bolder.

Petra threw a knife at Ring Two, but the name-river stamped her name across the blade and fired it back at her throat. She caught it by the handle.

Adina copied Ring Four in blue fire, and the core copied her copy before crashing both rings with a recursive error.

Adina marked Ring Four as vulnerable.

Damaris planted her flail on empty space and made a one-beat white floor tile through Iron Verdict. Trevor marked it as a Crown anchor, but the room rejected it.

OUTSIDE COMMAND DECAY // NO REMOTE STRUCTURE CLAIMS

He would enter the last fight with his army, his body, and whatever cruelty fit inside thirty feet.

The Founder Judgment crossed the horizon behind it.

CHARGE // 40%

Damaris's red countdown stayed at six while Trevor opened his Crown.

The room stripped away every line beyond thirty feet.

OUTSIDE COMMAND DECAY // ACTIVE

The city armor vanished from his back, the owned bells went silent, and 2,748 active voices collapsed into a tight local circle. Naomi, Petra, Adina, Damaris, and Junia remained.

The Host rearranged into twenty-four-body impact packets. Command Charge II could reach any linked corpse inside the local ring, Pain Tithe could spread damage through every active bar, and visible Covenant clauses still fired.

Trevor's build had lost its map-wide toys but kept the ugly ones.

Trevor called it a thirty-foot raid and ordered everyone close enough for buffs but far enough away that his mistakes hit Junia first.

Junia's branded sword came up.

Trevor called it a joke; Junia demanded a better one, so he mocked her missing humor stat. She offered Oathbreak Strike, which Trevor admitted was funnier.

The Sovereign Core showed him the sentence.

NAME THE FOUNDER AS COST-BEARER.

PLACE A JUDGMENT-CLASS SOUL IN THE RETURNING SENTENCE FOR ONE UNINTERRUPTED BEAT.

THE INTERCEPTOR'S BODY CONTINUITY IS DELETED WHEN THE SENTENCE RESOLVES.

One empty slot opened.

INTERCEPTOR // ________

The System filled the room with possible builds.

NAOMI // 0% // NO JUDGMENT CLASS

PETRA // 0% // ROUTE CANNOT LEAVE RETURNING SENTENCE

ADINA // 0% // RULE MAY BE RECORDED, NOT HELD

JUNIA // 61% // CROWN MARK DAMAGE RISKS RANK-KEY COLLAPSE

2,748 HOST VOICES // 73% // MASS BURN DESTROYS CORE CLAIM AND ACTIVE ARMY

DAMARIS // 94% // IRON VERDICT SUSPENDS SENTENCE FOR REQUIRED BEAT

TREvor // INVALID // FOUNDER CANNOT OCCUPY RETURNING SENTENCE

Each line opened a combat preview.

Naomi entered first, but the sentence found no judgment hook in her healing class and passed through without slowing. The city wipe landed at full force.

RESULT // HEALER DELETED // SENTENCE UNINTERRUPTED // TOTAL LOSS

Petra lasted less time. Her knife-marked route led the returning sentence backward to the party and multiplied its splash targets.

RESULT // ROGUE ROUTE BECOMES WIPE ROUTE // EXTREMELY ON BRAND

Petra gave the System a rude gesture.

Adina filled the slot with record runes, producing a flawless judgment copy and getting both versions fired at the city.

RESULT // TWO SENTENCES // PLEASE STOP HELPING

Adina offered to fix her doubled sentence, but Trevor postponed that experiment until they found someone else's city.

Junia's rank-key class held the return for the required beat, and the core lost all seven rings. Then Crown Mark 4/4 cracked under the sentence.

The Red Covenant break traveled through the open gate and turned every stolen name into a hostile command. Core and city died together, leaving Trevor an empty throne.

RESULT // BOSS CLEAR // KEY COLLAPSE // CITY LOSS 100%

Junia watched her preview vanish and told Trevor to use her. He called sixty-one percent trash; she preferred herself to Damaris, but not if it deleted Trevor's prize.

The Host preview took longer as 2,748 voices packed into the slot. Seven hundred formed a judgment shape from Junia's stolen class text, the next thousand held the sentence through raw soul mass, and the rest became a wall.

The plan reached seventy-three percent.

Then Ring Five treated the Host as one linked body, tearing the Crown root from Trevor's soul when it deleted continuity. The army broke and left the seventh claim ring locked.

RESULT // CORE SURVIVES AT 1 HP // HOST DESTROYED // CLAIM LOST

One HP glowed in the preview, and Trevor hated it more than a full bar.

The Damaris preview opened last. Iron Verdict caught the sentence while Private Verdict gave her one beat outside Trevor's command.

Her class held for exactly the required time, opening all seven rings for Trevor to claim the throne while the city names survived. Damaris's body outline vanished at the beat's end, and her soul did not appear in the result pane.

RESULT // BOSS CLEAR // CITY RETAINED // CORE CLAIM AVAILABLE // DAMARIS SOUL DESTINATION UNBOUND

Trevor paused the final frame because the missing soul line was a problem he could solve before the pull.

Trevor claimed the result had misspelled him, but no one laughed while the System sorted the remaining lines. He changed its sort field.

SORT // HIGHEST PARTY SURVIVAL

Damaris remained first.

SORT // HIGHEST CITY SURVIVAL

Damaris remained first.

SORT // HIGHEST POST-FIGHT POWER

The Host line moved above her by two percent, then failed because the throne claim stayed locked.

SORT // MOST REVERSIBLE LOSS

Damaris returned to the top, but the System did not know Trevor yet.

A city full of souls was useful, a divine core was better, and a dead army was expensive to rebuild. One missing woman with a trappable soul gave him the next raid's target.

He dragged DAMARIS PIKE into the first slot by hand.

CHEAPEST WINNING INTERCEPTOR // DAMARIS PIKE

The word CHEAPEST made Naomi's healing aura flare hard enough to crack the black floor edge.

Naomi said Damaris was not a cost line, and Trevor answered that everything in a boss room was one.

Petra stepped to Trevor's blind side, and her knives did not point at the core.

Petra asked whether commanding Damaris meant Trevor could command all of them.

Trevor opened Red Covenant II, but no clause linked Petra and no Crown mark touched Naomi or Adina. Junia's four marks burned ready while Damaris's line waited beneath his hand.

He could command two women and kill the others, but he needed them for the damage phases.

Trevor said he probably could before the pull, but Petra would wipe them out from spite during Ring Two; she called that a good read.

“Then save it for the eye.”

Damaris moved between them before Petra chose.

Damaris warned that stabbing Trevor would not stop the sentence. Petra said he deserved it, and Damaris agreed.

That answer stopped Petra for one beat, and Naomi stepped between them.

Naomi refused to move and demanded Trevor use the Host. He reserved the army for taking the throne afterward, so she named Junia instead.

Junia's branded wings flared with a single invitation to try.

“Her failure roll destroys the gate key and the city.” Trevor looked at Damaris. “You are the winning line.”

Damaris's face went still. She said Trevor had already decided; he blamed the numbers, but she put the choice back on him.

Trevor did not soften it and said yes.

Founder Judgment reached sixty percent as Petra's knives appeared in both hands. Adina covered the empty slot with blue curses while Naomi kept standing between Trevor and Damaris.

Damaris moved Naomi aside.

“If you order this,” she said, “I will know you chose the engine over me.”

“I am choosing the win that lets me steal you back.”

“You do not have a resurrection skill.”

“Then I will take one from Heaven.”

He opened a sealed space beneath his Crown.

CLOSED CROWN PARTITION // RESERVED

TARGET SOUL // DAMARIS PIKE

BODY STORAGE // NONE

COMBAT SUMMON // UNAVAILABLE

The partition appeared as a black square behind Damaris's portrait without a body slot, skill bar, or command output. Trevor stripped every feature that might make the System classify it as a summon.

It could hold one continuous soul but could not heal, speak with, copy, or return that soul to combat.

PARTITION RULE // CAPTURE ON BODY-CONTINUITY LOSS

PRIORITY // BEFORE HEAVEN RECALL

EXIT // OWNER RELEASE OR PARTITION BREAK

Damaris read each line.

“You made a locked inventory slot for me.”

“A legendary one.”

“I will haunt you badly.”

“No summon output.”

“Then I will do it by making you remember me.”

Trevor smiled. “That already has one hundred percent uptime.”

For half a second she almost smiled back, but the reserved square pulsed beside her living portrait and killed the moment.

Damaris stared at the partition.

“You planned the cage before the death.”

“I planned not to lose all of you.”

“That is not better.”

“It was not meant to be.”

Fifteen Fear entered from the party hearing him choose, followed by six Dissonance from the empty partition beside Damaris's name.

Trevor pushed one command into her Crown line.

PREPARE IRON VERDICT.

The command did not move her feet yet; it loaded the skill, selected the returning sentence, and placed a red path from Damaris to Ring Five.

Private Verdict glowed beneath the order like a hidden interrupt.

One beat of Damaris's own choice would occur after the sentence touched her and before Trevor's command resumed. The System displayed no preview, though Trevor could seal Private Verdict now.

Sealing it lowered the plan from ninety-four percent to sixty-eight because Iron Verdict became another Crown cast the boss could cancel through Trevor.

He left the skill open because the win required a piece of Damaris he did not own. Trevor hated the mechanic and loved forcing it to serve him anyway.

Private Verdict flashed ready beneath the order, giving Damaris one beat of her own before Trevor's command resumed.

Trevor dragged the remaining portraits into their final slots.

Petra received both eye anchors and a route that never crossed Damaris's path. Naomi received three fixed heal circles because outside decay blocked target chasing, while Adina received Ring Four and permission for unlimited bad copies.

Junia's branded portrait resisted when Trevor placed it at the front of Ring Five, so he pushed harder.

KEY-BEARER // READY UNDER COVENANT

Twenty-four Host bodies formed the first Command Charge packet, with twenty-four more waiting behind them. Pain Tithe sorted the weakest bars to the front without being asked, and Damaris saw the order.

“You are planning more deaths after mine.”

“Before yours too.”

“I hope Heaven gives me a body strong enough to break your nose.”

“Aim lower. The face is rare loot.”

Trevor set himself between the eye and every living party icon, remaining the tank even while treating them like gear. A dead healer or runecaster lowered the clear rate, and a dead Damaris before Ring Five made the formation useless.

The ready list filled.

CROWN TANK // READY

HEALER // READY

ROGUE // READY

RUNECASTER // READY

KEY-BEARER // FORCED READY

HOST IMPACT PACKETS // 114 READY

INTERCEPTOR // ORDER ARMED

SOUL PARTITION // EMPTY AND WAITING

Six hundred fifty XP entered when the sacrifice formation locked, rewarding the solved boss state before anyone survived it. Trevor watched the direct-danger counter rise by three hundred.

“At least the quest pays before it ruins the party,” he said.

No one answered as the true body opened its enormous eye.

Aggro arrows linked the eye to every living body and Host packet. Trevor seized the thickest arrow and wrapped it around his Crown icon.

“Boss faces me,” he said. “Everything else hits whatever I tell it to.”

Petra moved toward the first eye anchor while Naomi stood inside the center heal circle. Adina held three broken copy runes, and Junia took Ring Five with red hatred showing through every forced class line.

Damaris stepped onto the return path with the Closed Crown partition following her portrait like a black inventory square.

The golden pupil narrowed as seven rings spun into opening order and white name-spears filled the missing floor. Founder Judgment reached one hundred percent, lighting every stolen name red.

TARGET // TREVOR DWYER

SPLASH TARGETS // EVERY SOUL BEHIND THE FOUNDER

The Sovereign Core fired.

SYSTEM // Final checkpoint claimed. Six sacrifice lines compared. You chose Damaris because she preserves the throne, the army, and the win. The villain route is not grading on kindness.
LEVEL // 38 — Dread Angel
HP 434/434 | MP 320/320 | Stamina 305/305
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 39,500
Direct-danger XP gained: 300
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 16,860/18,900
Fear 350/370
Dissonance 242
Active Voices 2,748/3,078
Stored rib-district souls 480
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 95%
Damaris // Level 27 Iron Justiciar
HP 300/300 | MP 200/200 | Stamina 195/195
Interceptor order // armed
Private Verdict // ready for one self-originated beat
Closed Crown partition // reserved, empty
Founder Judgment // fired
Respawn // disabled


The beam reached them all at once.


Chapter 38 — I Spent My Girlfriend to Win the Damage Race

The beam reached them all at once, and Trevor opened Red Covenant II for twelve MP across the local Host.

HOLD UNTIL THE RETURNING SENTENCE OPENS.

STRIKE WHEN DAMARIS SUSPENDS IT.

All 2,748 voices received the clauses, but the local ring could show only one hundred fourteen bodies. The rest stacked behind them as faceless red silhouettes with health bars.

The weakest bars moved to the front, and Trevor left them there.

Junia's four Crown marks flashed when the covenant passed through her. She tried to close the command channel, but her new class opened it wider.

“Do not use me for this,” she said.

“You are the key-bearer. That is literally your raid role.”

Damaris looked from Junia's forced icon to the return path waiting for her.

“He means every cruel thing as a build note now,” she said.

“The System appreciates clear tooltips,” Trevor replied.

Founder Judgment split around his black-red body and became three rings around the Sovereign Core.

The beam tried to tag Trevor as both founder and target. His Crown accepted the founder tag and pushed the target onto the prepared return path.

Damaris's portrait lit red as the empty Closed Crown partition opened beside it.

SACRIFICE FORMATION // ACTIVE

CLEAR RATE // 94%

RETURNING SENTENCE // ARMING

INTERCEPTOR WINDOW // LOCKED UNTIL CORE RINGS BREAK

The first ring spawned every saint automaton Trevor had captured or destroyed as white armor rose around the throne, some with living pilots and others with captured voices.

Every shell displayed his owner mark beneath the core's white control line.

The boss had stolen his stolen enemies, and Trevor grinned.

“Finally,” he said. “A loot dispute.”

The second ring spawned the Catacomb Leviathan's heart, while the third filled the throne room with sanctioned Damaris copies.

“Boss remix,” Adina said.

CORRECT. TRY NOT TO DIE OF NOSTALGIA.

Trevor spent eighteen MP on Command Charge II.

He selected the twenty-four bodies with the lowest HP. The System warned that the impact would leave fourteen at one, and Trevor confirmed before it finished.

Twenty-four red silhouettes formed around his first wing while the saint raised six shields. The Host ignored those shields and struck the owner marks inside, turning every captured joint against the white control line.

Twenty-four Host bodies struck on Trevor's first wingbeat, putting their fists inside captured joints and making the automaton punch itself apart.

Fourteen portraits flashed at one HP under the recoil, and ten returned to the local ring with single-digit bars.

COMMAND CHARGE II // IMPACT PACKET SPENT

HOST UNITS PRIMED FOR PAIN TITHE // 20

The living pilots fell with their shells, and Naomi ran toward them until Trevor kicked an empty plate into her path.

“Boss first.”

“They are alive.”

“Then they can wait.”

The first ring broke, and its counterattack dealt Trevor two hundred HP.

The broken saint shells became six white fists striking from different directions. Trevor could have spent the whole hit across the Host, but he kept half.

The first hundred HP made his Crown flare, and the next entered Pain Tithe's target list.

Pain Tithe II cost twelve MP, spreading one hundred damage through the Host while one hundred stayed with Trevor. Twenty damaged voices vanished.

The fourteen one-HP bodies from Command Charge died first, followed by six damaged voices. Their bars went gray in Trevor's checkpoint order.

ACTIVE VOICES // 2,728/3,078

The empty places tightened the local formation while Damaris watched corpses disappear around Trevor's wings.

“Twenty more,” she said.

“They held aggro.”

“They had names.”

“The boss uses names as ammunition. I am adapting to the loot table.”

The Leviathan heart opened three mouths, facing Petra's knife route, Adina's rule path, and Junia's branded gate.

The heart remembered its earlier death, covering Petra's arteries with bone shutters and flooding Adina's path with error text. Junia's mouth demanded Trevor's Crown icon.

The remix had patched the old clear, so Trevor attacked with the part it had not seen.

Trevor spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions, cutting four arteries with four feather surfaces while Fifth Edge opened the center mouth.

The first four contacts cut no flesh; Trevor targeted Petra's shutter, Adina's error line, Junia's access icon, and the heart's healing tether.

Fifth Edge treated the exposed center mouth as a unique target, passing through all three route layers without joining them and opening the heart from inside.

Command Charge II cost eighteen MP again, sending twenty-four bodies through the opening and bursting the heart.

Petra's knives arrived through the left artery while Adina crashed the healing tether on the right. Junia's branded sword struck when Trevor's Covenant clause dragged it through the access icon.

The heart tried to sort four damage colors, but Command Charge landed first.

Twenty-four corpses hit one frame and threw black blood across the missing floor. The name-river consumed it and gained a hostile health bar for three seconds.

Trevor considered claiming the blood, but Ring Three spawned as the second broke.

Nine Damaris copies surrounded the real woman, each offering a different winning version of Trevor.

One offered a kinder master, another a weaker one, and a third a Trevor who had chosen her over the throne.

Another offered a Trevor who closed the Crown after battle and never reopened it in bed. Two more offered a body without command scars and a clean death without the waiting partition.

The last three wore crowns of their own and promised Damaris she could own Trevor back through the sanctioned class.

The real Damaris looked at all nine and laughed once.

“None of you know him,” she said.

“They know enough,” Trevor replied.

“The kind one is six feet tall.”

Trevor glanced at the copy. “Disgusting.”

She killed that one first.

Iron Verdict cost sixteen MP, Spellbreak Strike twelve, and Executioner Step ten Stamina. Private Verdict remained ready because Damaris did not spend it on copies.

Iron Verdict froze the kinder Trevor's command line, Spellbreak Strike shattered the offer, and Executioner Step drove Damaris through the opening into the copy's ribs.

Three false women shared the sanctioned source and lost HP together. Damaris repeated the combination five times.

The second cycle destroyed the weaker master and his promise. The third broke the clean-death offer, spilling a fake Archive path across the room.

Trevor's Closed Crown partition snapped at it like a hungry mouth and found nothing real.

The fourth cycle hit the copy promising ownership in reverse, but Damaris's flail stopped one inch from its face. She imagined the line for one beat and broke the copy anyway.

“I do not want to become you,” Trevor said.

“You could not carry the armor.”

The fifth cycle caught all three remaining crowns in one Spellbreak arc.

Five Iron Verdicts and five Spellbreak Strikes cost one hundred forty MP. Five forced advances spent fifty Stamina, while two more spent the final twenty needed to reach the real copy.

The engine drained another five MP through the sanctioned class links.

Copied flails took forty-two HP.

The copies attacked her skill bar instead of hitting hard, adding false command icons until the real Iron Verdict nearly vanished.

Damaris dragged the true skill back to the first slot by hand.

The ring tried to lock her interface, so she used the last two Executioner Steps without a hotbar and drove forward on raw class memory.

The last copy asked why she obeyed someone who chose the throne, and Damaris broke its face with her flail.

“Because my answer is mine even when his order is not.”

Trevor heard the answer and felt his Crown dislike it, which made him like it more.

A Damaris who obeyed without hating the chain would have been cheaper and far less valuable. The third ring shattered.

Damaris gained two supporting levels, raising Vitality, Agility, Focus, and Will. Maximum HP reached 310 and restored ten, Stamina reached 200 and restored five, class-rank MP reached 212 and restored twelve, and Soul Resistance reached 67.

The System showed her ready state.

DAMARIS PIKE // LEVEL 29 IRON JUSTICIAR

HP 268/310 // MP 67/212 // STAMINA 130/200

The interceptor window opened as the true body turned its throne into seven blade walls rotating around the eye. Each carried one claimed city name and dealt its damage to that name unless Trevor owned the metal first.

Petra marked a gap while Adina wrote the six-second claim timer over the throne. Naomi placed a heal circle where Trevor would land if the blades left his legs attached.

Junia's Crown marks dragged her toward the first wall, but she drove her sword into the missing floor and held back. Trevor pulled harder through Red Covenant.

“Key-bearer goes first.”

Damaris struck the link with her flail, not enough to break it but enough to change Junia's angle by one step. The first blade wall missed Junia's throat and hit Trevor instead.

Trevor spent twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions and eighteen MP on Command Charge II. Twenty-four linked corpses broke the first blade wall, and another twenty Stamina sent Fifth Edge through the second.

Four feather contacts severed the first wall from its stolen names while Fifth Edge opened the claim socket. Twenty-four corpses hit after the names were free, smashing harmless metal instead of the people beneath.

Trevor did not spare the names from mercy; he wanted them intact when the throne became his.

Owner's Seal cost twenty-two MP and twenty Fear, making the exposed throne accept his mark for six seconds.

Black-red chains wrapped the seat while the golden pupil snapped toward Trevor and filled his sight with a wipe cast.

THRONE THEFT DETECTED

HATE TABLE // TREVOR 100%

“Finally,” he said. “Respect.”

Twenty Fear entered when the true body realized Trevor meant to own its seat, and the Sovereign Core began the returning sentence.

Trevor looked at every line one last time; Damaris remained the cheapest win.

“Damaris,” he ordered. “Iron Verdict. Enter the return.”

Private Verdict fired and gave Damaris one beat beyond his command, letting her step away from the beam.

Naomi inhaled and Petra raised both knives, but Trevor did not move.

Damaris crossed the distance, caught his too-pretty face in both hands, and kissed him. Her mouth was hard against his, with armor pressed to his narrow frame.

Trevor held her waist, but the kiss belonged to her from first breath to last. She pulled back.

“That is the last thing you get from me freely.”

The beat ended, and Trevor's order resumed.

Damaris's body turned toward the beam. She fought the first step and the second, but the Crown took both and drove her forward.

Iron Verdict cost sixteen MP and suspended Founder Judgment for one beat.

DAMARIS // MP 51/212

The Red Covenant clauses fired as Trevor spent his remaining twenty Stamina on Razor Pinions. The local Host struck through the opened sentence while the owned throne held the core still.

The return path seized Damaris's Iron Justiciar class and built one white tile beneath her. Trevor's order forced the next tile to appear.

She planted her boot on the first by choice, and the Crown took the rest.

The first pulse took sixty-eight HP and thirty Stamina.

She stayed upright while Iron Verdict held the sentence open and gave every waiting Host body a red attack window.

Trevor did not fire yet because Ring Five had to remain open for the whole beat.

DAMARIS // HP 200/310 // STAMINA 100/200

The second pulse stripped her black armor into red lines. Shoulder plates vanished first, followed by the chest guard, gauntlets, and every black buckle.

The item records burned out rather than dropping.

Trevor watched the gear go and added another theft to Heaven's bill.

DAMARIS // HP 124/310 // STAMINA 62/200

Naomi screamed at Trevor to release Damaris, but he held the order.

Naomi fired a heal into the beam, filling Damaris's outline with gold before returning a red zero.

HEALING BLOCKED // CONTINUITY DELETE

Naomi struck Trevor's back with the same staff, and he did not release the order.

Petra's knife stopped at his throat because killing him would not stop a command already inside the returning sentence.

The blade touched soft skin beneath his broken gorget, one push from opening his throat. Petra's hand shook with the effort of not spending the whole raid on revenge.

“After the boss,” Trevor said.

“If there is an after.”

“There will be. She paid for it.”

Adina wrote Damaris's name across the Closed Crown partition, giving its empty slot a target lock. It still had no body space, voice output, or summon hook.

The sealed soul inventory held one name and no comfort.

The third pulse took Damaris's braid, skin, and every scar Trevor intended to restore. Her braid unraveled into red data before the scar at her jaw vanished.

The sentence peeled away the physical proof of every fight they had survived and left the soul beneath exposed.

DAMARIS // HP 49/310 // STAMINA 26/200

She looked back at him.

“You chose it,” she said.

“I chose the win.”

The final pulse reached zero.

DAMARIS PIKE // HP 0/310 // STAMINA 8/200 // MP 51/212

Her body became a red outline that folded into one point of light. Trevor opened the reserved partition.

The black square expanded behind his Crown while Heaven's recall hook reached for the point of light. Trevor's Owner's Seal bit the hook, used the claimed throne as leverage, and pulled once.

The soul struck both destinations, and Heaven lost.

Sealing it cost sixty MP and two hundred seventy-nine Fear.

The point of light struck his Crown instead of rising into Heaven. For a fraction of a beat, Damaris remained visible inside the partition as a complete red outline.

Then the body layer failed, collapsing her outline to a soul record with memory, identity, and no means to stand beside him. Her flail hit the black floor.

BODY CONTINUITY // DELETED

SOUL DESTINATION // CLOSED CROWN PARTITION

MEMORIES // CONTINUOUS THROUGH DEATH

BODY // NONE

COMBAT SUMMON // UNAVAILABLE

REVIVAL // UNAVAILABLE

Sixteen Dissonance sealed inside the partition with her while the public Crown fell to 226.

“Stand,” Trevor ordered.

Nothing stood.

FAILED // NO BODY

The Sovereign Core's returning blast hit him for two hundred seventy-four HP and two hundred twenty-five Stamina. Level 39 arrived because he survived.

Might, Agility, and Focus rose while maximum Stamina reached 310 and restored five points. Maximum MP reached 326 and restored six.

Black-red light refined him around the wound. His pale face grew softer and more striking, with long lashes sharpened by smoky color and lavender eyes bright enough to look lit from within.

Thick blonde hair spilled to his thighs while red streaks deepened wherever the Crown touched each strand.

The level made his narrow body look more delicate and his four wings more lethal, which Trevor loved in one throne blade's reflection. Then the empty Damaris slot appeared beside it, curdling pleasure without turning it into shame.

The open beat let the Host strike for one million five hundred thousand core HP.

Trevor watched Damaris's empty party slot remain empty. He had preserved her soul without keeping her beside him.

SYSTEM // Damaris Pike is dead. You ordered the cost, caught the soul, and lost the body. The Closed Crown is storage, not resurrection. No, you cannot summon her.
LEVEL // 39 — Dread Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 34 (+1) | Vitality 39 | Agility 24 (+1) | Focus 28 (+1) | Will 30 | Grace 26
HP 60/434
MP 166/326
Stamina 25/310
XP gained: 1,350
Cumulative XP: 40,850
Direct-danger XP gained: 870
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 17,730/18,900
Sovereign Core HP // 6,000,000/9,000,000
Fear 71/370
Dissonance 226
Active Voices 2,728/3,078
Stored rib-district souls 480
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 97%
Damaris Pike // Level 29 Iron Justiciar
HP 0/310 | MP 51/212 | Stamina 8/200
Body continuity // deleted
Soul // Closed Crown partition
Memories // through death
Body // none
Combat summon // unavailable
Revival // unavailable in Book 2
Party slots // 4 occupied, 1 empty


The Sovereign Core began its next cast.

Trevor picked up Damaris's flail.


Chapter 39 — I Used My Dead Girlfriend's Voice for the Combo Call

Trevor picked up Damaris's flail, and the handle still held the warmth of her hand. The weapon rejected his first grip.

INQUISITOR FLAIL // SOULBOUND OWNER: DAMARIS PIKE

OWNER BODY // NONE

EQUIP REQUEST // DENIED

Trevor wrapped the chain around one lower wing and lifted it anyway. The flail remained unequipped, removing every class bonus without changing the fact that a heavy piece of steel could smash a face.

The head dragged across the black floor and wrote one red line behind him. Petra looked at it as if measuring where to spill his blood, while Damaris's body did not return when he ordered it.

PARTY SIZE // 4/5

DAMARIS PIKE // CLOSED CROWN // NO BODY

Naomi would not look at him because her healer frame had removed Trevor from automatic priority. He remained in the party, but every future heal would require her to select him by hand.

Trevor noticed and did not order the setting back yet, while Petra looked only at his throat.

Adina wrote Damaris's name above the empty slot and surrounded it with blue curses aimed at Trevor. One promised his eyelashes would grow inward, and another promised every future armor drop would have the wrong waist size. The third simply displayed BASTARD over his halo.

The System accepted the third as a temporary title.

TREVOR DWYER, BASTARD // DURATION: DESERVED

He left it equipped while Junia stood under Crown Mark 4/4 because he had not given her another option.

The Sovereign Core began its next cast as five white bars appeared around the eye. Four copied the living women, while the fifth copied the empty Damaris slot and filled it with a red waveform.

The core had no soul, but it had her voice recording.

STOLEN COMMAND // 18%

The room filled with two hundred white copies of Trevor, each bearing his beautiful lavender eyes, long lashes, blonde hair, and soft face. Every copy spoke with Damaris's voice.

They were too tall and broad-shouldered, their faces holding the correct features without any of Trevor's softness. The core understood beauty as a stat total. It had missed how his delicate body made every cruel command feel more wrong, so Trevor hated the bad copies on sight.

STOLEN COMMAND AVATARS // 200

SHARED HP // 500,000

DIRECTIONAL RULE // LEFT AND RIGHT CALLS CREATE WALL ATTACKS

“Left wall guilty,” they said. “Strike on my flail.”

One hundred copies raised white flails on the left, and one hundred raised them on the right. The first wall leaned inward to wait for the local Host.

The Host obeyed the dead voice faster than Trevor's own. Red corpses pivoted left, and even Junia's branded shoulders turned before she stopped them.

The command pattern had passed through Damaris's memories thousands of times. It taught the Host its cadence, the pause before guilty, and the downward stress on flail. Trevor's voice carried more owner force, but hers carried better raid timing, and he felt the useful shape of that grief.

The idea arrived complete: steal the cadence, reverse the direction, and make the copied room attack itself. It was vile, and it was also the shortest clear.

Naomi saw his expression.

“Do not.”

Trevor opened the Closed Crown partition, which stayed sealed around Damaris's soul. A separate read-only pane appeared on the outside and displayed command sounds stored before death.

No thought crossed the pane, no desire moved, and no word came from Damaris. Trevor selected one waveform because it had the cleanest attack timing; he did not summon Damaris because he could not.

He copied one command pattern from the class data attached to her continuous memories.

CROWN ECHO // VOICE SYNTHESIS AVAILABLE

SOURCE MEMORY // DAMARIS PIKE

SPEAKER // TREVOR DWYER

SOUL CONTROL // NONE // PARTITION REMAINS CLOSED

ECHO STATUS // SYNTHETIC OUTPUT FROM RECORDED PATTERN

DAMARIS PARTICIPATION // ZERO

Using it cost thirty-two MP and twenty-five Dissonance. Black-red light rebuilt Trevor's next words through the stored waveform as his throat moved and his Crown supplied the sound.

Trevor spoke in Damaris's exact voice.

“Right wall guilty. Strike on my flail.”

Every woman froze. Naomi turned before she could stop herself, relief reaching her face and dying there. Petra's knives lowered one inch, Adina's blue curses broke apart, and Junia looked toward the empty slot as if the impossible had happened.

Then they saw Trevor's mouth moving, and relief became hatred in four different ways. Naomi looked ill, Petra looked ready, and Adina began writing. Junia's four Crown marks pulled tight because murder had become her first chosen action.

The white copies turned right as their flails crossed and armed the wall. The left remained loaded with the Host's stolen response, while Trevor opened Red Covenant II for twelve MP.

STRIKE WHEN THE FALSE DAMARIS CALLS LEFT.

STRIKE WHEN TREVOR CALLS RIGHT IN HER VOICE.

The first clause attached to the false waveform, while the second attached to Trevor as speaker rather than Damaris as source. Red Covenant did not care whose voice it resembled; it cared which visible event fired.

The copies called left, and the left wall slammed inward as Trevor's first clause lit across every Host body. Command Charge II cost eighteen MP, sending twenty-four Host bodies into the wall.

Twenty-four red corpses appeared inside the white command avatars and struck outward, cracking the left wall without breaking it. Trevor called right, firing the second clause and attacking with the right wall while the left still occupied the same space.

The room tried to obey both voices, so the walls struck each other.

One hundred bad Trevor copies collided with the other hundred, breaking two hundred soft faces in the wrong expressions. White flails tangled as shared HP fell from five hundred thousand to eighty thousand in one frame.

The surviving copies changed classes. Fifty grew healer staffs and Naomi's gold spell rings, while fifty gained Petra's knives and route marks. Fifty more wrote Adina's blue rules across their wings. The last fifty displayed Junia's Red Covenant Inquisitor bar, though every one still wore Trevor's face and spoke with Damaris's voice.

STOLEN PARTY PHASE // FILLING EMPTY SLOT WITH ALL AVAILABLE DATA

The healer copies cast on the golden eye, and Naomi could have interrupted them with a party-wide dispel. She did not move.

Trevor threw Damaris's flail, but the unequipped weapon crossed the first gold ring and lost all accuracy. It struck a healer copy in the knee by accident. The copy fell into the others, breaking their synchronized cast one body at a time.

“Calculated,” Trevor said.

“Liar,” Adina replied.

The rogue copies marked Trevor from fifty angles, and Petra could see every route while keeping both knives aimed at his back.

“You can kill me after the clear,” Trevor said.

“You keep saying that like it helps.”

“It gives the revenge quest a timer.”

Petra swore, then threw. Her knives cut no copy, instead severing the shared route anchor above Trevor's halo. Fifty white rogues jumped at once, arrived inside the same narrow space, and stabbed each other.

Adina's copies wrote fifty versions of one command clause.

THE DEAD VOICE OVERRIDES THE LIVING OWNER.

The real Adina raised her chalk.

“No,” Trevor said. “Leave it.”

He pushed his Crown against the false rule. Damaris's synthetic call outranked him for raid timing but carried no owner force. Trevor's living command carried the ownership the copied voice lacked.

The contradiction split all fifty rune bodies from throat to waist, and Junia's copies attacked last. Fifty Red Covenant Inquisitors formed around the real woman and ordered her to kneel for Trevor.

The command passed through Crown Mark 4/4, dropping Junia to one knee.

Trevor felt her hatred hit the link hard enough to blur his sight. He could have used the posture to keep her down, but instead he changed the command target.

“Kneel for nobody,” he said.

Red Covenant fired the visible contradiction through every copy, and fifty forced classes tried to obey both lines before shattering their own knee joints. Junia rose.

“That does not forgive anything,” she said.

“It was not for you. I hate bad copies.”

The four stolen class groups collapsed back into the remaining shared bar, turning eighty thousand HP into one command seam in front of Trevor.

Razor Pinions cost twenty Stamina. Trevor cut through the command seam while the two false directions collided and copied faces shattered around him.

Four feather edges hit voice, direction, wall, and target, while Fifth Edge opened against the empty Damaris slot the core had tried to fill. Trevor cut the fake occupant out, stripping the remaining avatars of their shared bar and making them take every stored collision separately.

Two hundred damage numbers landed at once, and the Sovereign Core lost five hundred thousand HP.

The golden eye split down the center, pouring white light through the crack to build one enormous Damaris-shaped command avatar behind the throne.

It had no face because the core had spent that data on Trevor's copies. It held a flail in both hands and displayed every command Damaris had ever answered during the route.

FINAL STOLEN COMMAND // REPLAY ALL

The avatar swung, and Trevor planted the real flail head against the white copy. He could not equip the weapon, but the item still recognized the command history as stolen from its owner.

SOULBOUND ITEM REACTION // FALSE OWNER REJECTED

The real chain wrapped the copied chain as Trevor's four wings took the pull. His small body left the floor and snapped around the weapon like a stone on a sling. Both heels drove into the avatar's blank face.

The kick did almost no damage, but it turned the avatar toward Petra. Two knives entered the command list and pinned REPLAY to NONE, while Adina crossed out ALL. Naomi put a gold heal into the hollow face, forcing the stolen body to grow a targetable HP bar.

Junia struck the bar with her broken sword.

The avatar tried to use Damaris's last Iron Verdict, but the Closed Crown partition stayed sealed and no skill came out.

SOURCE SOUL ACTION // NONE

The copied command failed because Trevor had stolen the soul beyond the core's reach. He hated that this made his prior choice useful again, and he used it anyway.

Command Charge remained on cooldown, so Trevor sent the local Host forward without a shared impact frame. Red bodies climbed the command avatar, tore white lines from its limbs, and opened the golden eye behind it.

The false Damaris collapsed without ever becoming her, and the real flail dropped with it. Trevor caught the handle badly and let the chain wrap his forearm. He nearly lost a wing to the returning head before Petra cut the chain free.

“I saved the weapon,” she said.

“And me.”

“Do not ruin it.”

Trevor picked up the flail again while its tooltip denied him every class bonus and the warmth in its handle began to fade. He tightened his grip until the leather creaked; the weapon remained hers, and he carried it anyway.

The soul stayed silent inside its sealed black square.

“Again,” Trevor said in Damaris's voice.

The echo had already ended. His Crown synthesized the single word from the same waveform at no added command effect, and the room heard the theft without any boss mechanic to justify it.

That was the mistake, and Petra's knife touched his throat.

The point entered the gap in his gorget and raised one bright drop of blood. Trevor's Level 39 face reflected in the blade: lavender eyes, black-red smoky lashes, soft cheeks, and a mouth still shaped around Damaris's stolen tone.

He looked beautiful enough to make the act uglier.

“Use her voice again,” Petra said, “and I find out whether the partition survives you.”

Red Covenant offered three answers.

Mark Petra.

Order her hand open.

Spend the knife wound through Pain Tithe and finish the threat afterward.

Trevor closed the menu because he needed Petra for the core. More than that, Damaris had liked the knife-throwing bitch, and the soul in his Crown would wake to whatever he did next.

Trevor returned to his own voice.

“The room is dead.”

“So is she.”

Naomi crossed the space and slapped Trevor across the face, and no heal followed. The blow dealt no HP, but it turned his head, tangled blonde hair over one wing, and left Adina's BASTARD title floating straight above him.

Junia laughed once, and Trevor let all three reactions stand. That hit harder than the blade.

Naomi moved past him without touching while Adina closed every blue note they had once shared. Damaris's empty slot remained between all of them.

The System awarded thirty-five Fear because the Host had obeyed a dead woman's perfect call. Twenty-five Dissonance remained from the echo, not as Damaris's action but as Trevor's violation.

Twenty Fear rose from the Host when a familiar voice seized their formation. Fifteen came from the living party when Trevor proved death could not keep a beloved sound out of his hotbar.

The Dissonance entered the Crown Echo icon and stained it red, making future uses cost more unless Trevor found a cleaner recording. He closed the icon and buried it beneath three attack skills.

The Sovereign Core stopped using her voice as its golden eye shrank to a blade-thin pupil. The two hundred broken Trevor copies collapsed into white dust, which climbed into four rings around the party.

Each ring targeted one bond Trevor still relied on: healer, rogue, runecaster, and key-bearer. It severed Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia from Trevor's Crown one by one.

Naomi's portrait vanished first, taking Trevor's manual-heal status with it. Petra's route marks went black, Adina's blue notes folded shut, and Junia's Crown Mark display lasted one extra beat before distance beat ownership.

The empty Damaris slot stayed visible through all four cuts. The core could sever active links, but it could not sever an absence.

Trevor ordered them to hold, and the command hit the white rings before returning as a boss taunt.

OUTSIDE COMMAND DECAY // YOU ALREADY SAW THIS MECHANIC.

“I killed it last time.”

NO. YOU KILLED PEOPLE INSIDE IT.

Trevor threw the flail at the text, but the weapon passed through and returned unequipped to his chain-wrapped wing. The links broke anyway.

Naomi did not reach for him, Petra kept the knife ready, and Adina watched without blinking. Junia smiled when her forced mark went dark, then attacked Trevor the instant the link failed.

The golden eye opened between them and pulled him away before her broken blade reached his heart, though its tip cut one black-red strand from his hair. Junia caught the strand.

“I will finish that,” she promised.

“Queue it after the boss.”

The golden eye pulled Trevor inside alone while the Host tried to follow. Outside decay compressed 2,728 voices against the edge of the pupil and denied every one.

Trevor crossed with only his body, his own hotbar, Damaris's flail, and the sealed partition behind his Crown. The core showed him a red resurrection prompt as bait, and he cut it apart without opening the tooltip.

SYSTEM // Crown Echo reproduced Damaris's command pattern. Damaris did not speak. Damaris did not act. You used her voice, won the room, and made every surviving girlfriend hate the sound.
LEVEL // 39 — Dread Angel
HP 60/434 | MP 104/326 | Stamina 5/310
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 41,500
Direct-danger XP gained: 300
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 18,030/18,900
Sovereign Core HP // 5,500,000/9,000,000
Crown Echo // used once
Speaker // Trevor
Damaris soul action // none
Fear 106/370
Dissonance 251
Active Voices 2,728/3,078
Stored rib-district souls 480
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 98%
Damaris slot // empty
Closed Crown partition // sealed
Body // none
Combat summon // unavailable
Outside links // severed
Trevor // pulled into core alone


The last thing Trevor carried inside was Damaris's flail.


Chapter 40 — I Made the Final Boss Hit Itself for Six Million

The inside of the Sovereign Core looked like a character menu built by a god who hated close buttons.

Five gold tabs crossed the sky: SOULS, COMMANDS, CITY, SUCCESSOR, and ASCEND NOW. The last one drew Trevor's hand, and he selected it.

LOCKED // CORE HP ABOVE 0

He struck it with Damaris's flail.

STILL LOCKED.

“Worth checking.”

Trevor stood beneath six rings of golden text. Three thousand six numbered souls hung around him in glass slots. The true body's enormous eye floated above them with a health bar across the horizon.

The slots looked like consumables, with every face reduced to a quantity number and a red use button. Trevor's owned rib node appeared as a separate black inventory with 480 charges. The Closed Crown partition sat beneath it with no use button at all.

SOVEREIGN CORE // HP 6,000,000

OUTSIDE LINKS // NONE

PERSONAL HP // 60

The core opened every stored slot. Its 3,006 gold bottles gained a free-use prompt. Trevor's 480 black bottles gained his owner seal and a flavor selector.

SOUL FLASK FLAVORS // CHERRY // LIME // DIVINE JUDGMENT

“Lime,” Trevor said.

LIME LOCKED BEHIND MORALITY REQUIREMENT.

“Cherry.”

CONSUME 1 SOUL // RESTORE 100 HP

CONSUME 10 SOULS // RESTORE FULL HP, MP, STAMINA

CONSUME 3,006 SOULS // CLAIM CORE // SKIP SOLO PHASE

Trevor opened his owned rib node, and four hundred eighty souls answered. Their red bars filled one hundred inventory rows as he sorted by lowest resistance, then changed the sort to highest healing yield.

The same hundred remained at the top. They had been inside the owned district longest, and the node had already stripped most of the force needed to resist use.

“I only need one hundred.”

He burned them, and one hundred black bottles shattered in a ring around his body. Red light entered his HP, MP, and Stamina bars. The names did not leave through doors but vanished as fuel, reducing the inventory count one by one.

Trevor watched the count reach 380 without looking away.

Two hundred HP, one hundred twenty-five MP, and one hundred seventy-five Stamina filled his body. The stored count fell to three hundred eighty. His HP rose from sixty to two hundred sixty, MP reached two hundred twenty-nine, and Stamina reached one hundred eighty.

The core expected him to feel restored; he felt loaded.

SOUL FLASK USED // FLAVOR: FINAL BOSS CHERRY.

“Still needs lime.”

The Sovereign Core attacked with every command it had copied, opening four gold hotbars around the eye.

Naomi's healer icon occupied the first, and Petra's route skill filled the second. Adina's rule rewrite filled the third, while Damaris's recorded command waveform filled the fourth. The core tried to add the Closed Crown partition as a fifth.

ACCESS DENIED // SOUL OWNED BY COMPETING CLAIM

Trevor smiled at the error. Naomi's heal became boss regeneration, and Petra's route tied him to the center point. Adina's rule named him fuel, while Damaris's voice issued the exact strike that had killed her copies.

The synthetic call came from the core this time, and Trevor's Crown Echo icon offered a counter-sample. He would not pay that cost twice for the same trick. Trevor closed it, then muted the voice.

Owner force crossed the sound and removed it from his channel. The core kept speaking, but the waveform reached no Host body and moved no muscle; once had been enough to understand the cost.

Owner's Seal cost twenty-two MP and twenty Fear. Trevor claimed the glass slot containing the core's command key.

The command key looked like a tiny gold crown trapped inside a potion bottle. Owner's Seal blackened the glass, added Trevor's name beneath the core's, and opened a tug bar between them.

OWNERSHIP CONTEST // 49% TREVOR // 51% CORE

Trevor wrapped Damaris's flail chain around the bottle. The weapon had no owner bonus in his hands, but it had weight, and when he pulled, the bar reached fifty-fifty.

Twenty Fear returned when the true body understood that the theft had worked.

COMMAND KEY // CONTESTED OWNERSHIP

At equal ownership, every order needed both claims or a rule exploit, and Trevor had built his whole route around the second option.

The boss fired a four-hundred-HP judgment as four red blocks of one hundred damage. Trevor could assign each to himself, the stored rib node, or the active Host beyond the severed link. Outside decay removed the Host option.

He selected the rib node for two blocks and himself for two.

Pain Tithe II cost twelve MP, spreading two hundred damage across marked stored souls while two hundred stayed with Trevor. Forty black bottles cracked as five damage struck each soul, and none had enough bar left to survive it.

The stored count fell from 380 to 340 while Trevor's personal HP fell from 260 back to sixty. The arithmetic closed in red across the sky.

STORED SOULS // 340

Red Covenant II cost twelve MP through the contested key, which could not decide which owner had written the clauses. It accepted both because the losing side had no tie-break rule.

FIRST: CORE STRIKES WHEN TREVOR CUTS A GOLD RING.

SECOND: CORE STRIKES AGAIN WHEN ITS HP REACHES HALF.

The first clause attached to Razor Pinions as a visible cut event. The second attached to the boss bar at exactly three million HP, and the core read both before trying to dismiss them.

Trevor's fifty-percent claim blocked dismissal. The core's claim blocked him from hiding the text, so they entered the phase knowing exactly how the trap worked.

Razor Pinions cost twenty Stamina.

Trevor cut four ring segments on four separate contacts, while Fifth Edge stayed hard and opened the command key's center.

The first feather cut TARGET, the second cut SOURCE, and the third cut OWNER. The fourth cut the gold ring holding all three together. Fifth Edge entered the new center socket and marked the core's fist as an enemy weapon.

Command Charge II cost eighteen MP.

Twenty-four stored bodies did not appear because they had no bodies. Instead, twenty-four command records struck through the key on Trevor's wingbeat. The core interpreted its own attack as an enemy order before punching the first golden ring.

Each record preserved one old attack frame. Twenty-four dead soldiers supplied timing, while the core supplied the fist, force, and target.

Its enormous hand crossed the menu sky and hit the ring from inside, exploding it for one million HP. Gold text became damage numbers as the boss bar dropped from six million to five.

The first Red Covenant clause fired, making the core punch itself again. The second punch hit the broken ring's owner anchor and removed another million HP, leaving four million and five unopened rings.

The core tried to bite through Trevor's clause line because it had learned from him. Trevor hardened Razor Pinions for another twenty Stamina and cut the second ring while the true body tried to revoke his key.

The ownership tug bar swung toward the core, forty-eight percent Trevor to fifty-two percent boss, and the key started turning gold again. He bit the golden command line.

Trevor's teeth closed around raw System light as damage warnings filled his mouth. The line tried to rewrite TEETH as INVALID INTERFACE, but his Crown rewrote them as MELEE WEAPON.

“What are you doing?” the System asked.

“Melee range.”

“That is data.”

“Then it should not taste like pennies.”

He tore the line free with his teeth, returning the ownership bar to fifty-fifty. Blood and gold data ran over his lower lip, and his soft face looked absurd around a command cable thick as a sword.

Command Charge II cost eighteen MP again, and twenty-four records struck. The core's left hand attacked its right halo, removing another million HP and dropping the bar to exactly three million.

Every unopened ring tried to move the threshold by one HP, but Trevor held the key between his teeth and refused the change. The health bar crossed half, and the second Covenant clause selected the largest available core-owned weapon.

Not the fist or the halo; the throne beneath the eye gained a red attack marker.

The Sovereign Core drove its own throne through its eye as white command blades folded inward and the seat became a spear. It tried to redirect at the last frame, but its fifty-percent claim could not beat a clause both owners had accepted.

The throne entered the pupil and continued until its point broke through the true body's back. The boss crashed from three million HP to one and opened an emergency rollback menu.

UNDO LAST SELF-ATTACK // RESTORE 2,999,999 HP

COST // RECLAIM ALL SOULS CURRENTLY LINKED TO ATTACKER

The gold menu reached for Trevor's 340 stored souls, 2,728 active voices beyond the severed link, and the Closed Crown partition. His command key held only fifty percent ownership, while the rollback needed fifty-one.

The core pulled.

Black inventory bottles rose from Trevor's rib node, while red Host portraits pressed against the outside-decay wall. Damaris's sealed partition shifted one inch toward the golden eye.

Trevor stopped smiling and wrapped the flail chain around the partition and command key together.

INVALID ITEM LINK // DIFFERENT INVENTORY TYPES

“Owner override.”

DENIED // OWNERSHIP CONTESTED.

The tug bar moved to forty-nine percent Trevor. One black bottle crossed the midpoint, and the core drank it for a ten-thousand-HP preview, gaining the extra percent it needed.

Trevor fired the first Red Covenant clause again, but the System rejected the repeat because it had already triggered. He fired the second and received the same result as the core's rollback reached sixty percent.

Trevor opened the command key and changed no rule, only the target label on ATTACKER. The key belonged equally to him and the core, making both of them attackers.

RECLAIM ALL SOULS CURRENTLY LINKED TO ATTACKER

The rollback found 3,006 gold soul slots still linked to the Sovereign Core. It also found six million dead command traces and every city name the boss had built into its own HP.

The menu tried to close, so Trevor bit the close button.

“No refunds.”

The rollback pulled inward instead of outward, tearing gold slots free from the core's inventory. The one black bottle returned to Trevor before its preview heal became real, while Damaris's partition snapped back beneath his Crown.

The tug bar reached fifty-fifty again.

EMERGENCY ROLLBACK // TARGET LOOP

COST EXCEEDS RESTORE VALUE

CANCELED

The core had offered a healing button and nearly devoured itself through the tooltip, while Trevor laughed around the gold command line.

The last HP remained behind a gold route lock, immune until Trevor returned to the judgment field and chose the Level 40 evolution.

BOSS HP LOCK // FINAL ROUTE CHOICE REQUIRED

One hundred fifteen Stamina burned while Trevor held the contested key against the boss's revocation pull, leaving him at twenty-five. He braced four wings against menu tabs and wrapped the flail chain around one wrist. The command line stayed in his teeth while the Stamina bar drained by five-point ticks.

At twenty-five, the revocation cast finally broke.

Forty Fear entered from three thousand trapped souls watching the owner become the weapon. Twenty Dissonance followed from forcing dead records to mimic bodies they no longer possessed.

Trevor's long blonde hair floated like pale fire, and lavender eyes shone beneath dark lashes and smoky black-red paint. His soft princess face remained almost absurdly delicate above an armored body holding a god's command line in its teeth.

Black-red light traced his narrow waist, throat, and four wing roots as his body became prettier and the core became uglier. His lashes lengthened, and lavender eyes gained a bright inner ring. The soft mouth holding the command line looked made for kisses and blasphemy in equal measure.

Trevor enjoyed every permanent change and wanted the next one. The unfinished second wings tore against his back.

BODY ADAPTATION // 100%

LEVEL 40 MORPH // READY // LOCKED UNTIL LEVEL GAIN

The one-HP core opened three evolution windows. Each placed a different final body behind Trevor's current reflection.

Devouring Crown had six blade-thin wings and no party slots at all. One Voice wore the city as a second halo and moved 3,006 mouths with one smile. Red Covenant kept separate portraits, separate bars, and a black-red chain running from each to Trevor.

The third build preserved more toys and more people who could hate him, making the choice obvious. Trevor opened the body previews.

Devouring Crown made him tall, sharp, and almost faceless beneath six knife wings. Every stored soul became permanent stats, and the Closed Crown partition vanished into the gain total with no separate Damaris slot left behind.

He closed it at once.

One Voice kept the pretty face but removed every discordant expression. The city halo spoke through Trevor's mouth before he chose the words. Naomi, Petra, Adina, Junia, and Damaris appeared as small icons inside one shared bar.

“Absolutely not.”

Red Covenant kept him petite and slender. Four assault wings spread behind a pale body wrapped in black-red armor shaped to the narrow waist. Lavender eyes deepened, smoky color sharpened along longer lashes, and blonde hair poured over the armor with stronger red streaks beside the black.

The face became softer, prettier, and more dangerous because the smile remained his.

Forty-eight separate Crown slots circled the preview, each keeping its own portrait, HP, MP, and hate value. The Closed Crown partition remained sealed as its own black square, leaving Damaris distinct even as property.

Trevor selected the preview and received the level lock.

“Soon,” he told it.

SERAPH OF DEVOURING CROWN // CONSUME EVERY STORED SOUL FOR PERSONAL ASCENSION

THRONE OF ONE VOICE // MERGE THE CITY INTO ONE PERMANENT COMMAND MIND

ARCHANGEL OF THE RED COVENANT // PRESERVE DISTINCT PROPERTY, Geases, AND OWNED COMMAND CHAINS

SELECTION LOCKED UNTIL LEVEL 40.

Trevor stared at the third option.

The core stared back through the throne lodged in its eye.

SYSTEM // You drank one hundred souls, used forty more as damage sinks, bit a command line, and made the final boss hit itself for 5,999,999 HP. Villain build remains completely normal.
LEVEL // 39 — Dread Angel
HP 60/434 | MP 147/326 | Stamina 25/310
XP gained: 700
Cumulative XP: 42,200
Direct-danger XP gained: 400
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 18,430/18,900
Sovereign Core HP // 1/9,000,000
Command key // contested
Stored rib-district souls // 340
Active Voices // 2,728/3,078
Fear 146/370
Dissonance 271
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 100%
Level 40 morph // ready
Evolution choices // open, selection locked
Outside links // severed
Closed Crown partition // sealed


The one-HP core opened a door back into the white judgment field, demanding Trevor release the contested command key before crossing. He dragged the key into his inventory instead.

QUEST ITEM // CANNOT LEAVE CORE INSTANCE.

“Then the instance comes with me.”

Trevor wrapped the flail chain around the door frame and key bottle, then stepped through while holding both. The boundary stretched, filled with gold error text, and snapped the key back into the one-HP core.

The fifty-percent claim remained attached to Trevor's Crown. He had not kept the item, but he had kept the boss debuff.

COMMAND KEY CONTEST // PERSISTS THROUGH FINAL PHASE

Outside links waited beyond the threshold, still severed but close enough to see. The first visible shape was Junia's branded halo pulled long between two opposing fields, one burning Heaven-white and the other black-red.

Junia stood in the middle and hated them both, which was perfectly fair.

Junia waited on the other side with Heaven and Trevor pulling the same soul in opposite directions.


Chapter 41 — I Hit Level Forty and Put Heaven in My Party Menu

Junia waited beyond the door with Heaven and Trevor pulling the same soul in opposite directions.

The white judgment field had become a tug arena. Heaven's gold chain ran upward through a sealed gate. Trevor's four black-red Crown marks ran downward into the one-HP core's contested key. Junia stood at the midpoint with both owner bars covering her sight.

FINAL PHASE // DUAL OWNER CONFLICT

HEAVEN CLAIM // 50%

RED COVENANT CLAIM // 50%

JUNIA SELF-CLAIM // SUPPRESSED

The last line tried to flicker above zero and failed. Four Crown marks burned black-red beneath Junia's broken halo, while one golden owner chain entered from the judgment field above.

Her sword pointed at Trevor because Heaven had the older command, and her feet remained planted because Trevor had the harsher one.

JUNIA SERRAT // DUAL OWNER CONFLICT // FINAL FORM

Behind Trevor, the Sovereign Core floated at one HP with his contested command key inside it. The key tugged at his Crown every second.

If Trevor lost the core before binding it, Heaven would gain the tie-break. Binding it before breaking the gold chain would make Junia part of the captured node and erase even her hidden self-claim line. The order mattered, so Trevor chose the crueler route that kept both rewards.

“Choose,” Trevor said.

“I choose both of you dead.”

“Not an available menu option.”

Junia attacked.

Heaven drove the sword while Trevor's Crown marks pulled Junia's feet sideways. The two commands turned one lunge into a broken zigzag faster than any chosen stance could survive.

Junia used the conflict as movement tech, letting Heaven pull high and Trevor drag low. She released her own knee between them and struck his mouth.

Her first exchange cut fifty HP from Trevor before he found the owner chain's timing.

The blade opened black-red armor at ribs, shoulder, thigh, and narrow waist, dropping Trevor from sixty HP to ten. His soft face stayed untouched except for blood across the lower lip from Junia's knee.

DUAL-OWNER ATTACK SPEED // 140%

“You found an exploit,” Trevor said.

“I found two idiots fighting over my feet.”

Trevor spent twelve MP on Red Covenant II through Crown Mark 4/4.

FIRST: STRIKE THE CORE WHEN TREVOR BREAKS THE GOLD CHAIN.

SECOND: KNEEL WHEN THE CORE DIES.

The first clause attached to the gold chain breaking rather than Trevor's command. The second attached to the core death event and waited inside Crown Mark 4/4.

Junia could read both and attacked harder because neither clause gave her a winning line.

“No,” Junia said.

“Then make me miss.”

Razor Pinions cost twenty Stamina. Trevor cut her sword, left guard, golden chain, and halo joint on four separate contacts while Fifth Edge remained hard.

The sword contact marked Heaven's attack path, and the guard marked Junia's class defense. The chain marked the owner line, while the halo joint marked the body holding all three. Four red target icons surrounded her head.

Junia canceled backward, Heaven canceled the cancel, and Trevor's Crown marks forced a kneeling angle. She turned all three bad inputs into a rising cut under his lower wings.

Trevor twisted, letting the blade pass between the two pairs he had not grown yet and strike the command key behind him. The contested ownership bar flashed.

Command Charge II cost eighteen MP. Twenty-four local records hit the golden chain on Trevor's wingbeat and held it open for Fifth Edge.

The dead records arrived as red attack frames with no bodies attached. Eight held the chain, eight struck Heaven's sealed gate, and eight wrapped around the one-HP core to prevent it from despawning.

Junia's sword remained marked as contact one, allowing Fifth Edge to hit a fifth unique target. Trevor used it on the one-HP Sovereign Core.

The black-red feather passed through the open command key. Trevor's fifty-percent claim gave it access, while the core's fifty-percent claim classified it as friendly fire.

Friendly fire still dealt one damage.

SOVEREIGN CORE // HP 0/9,000,000

The true body died, and nine million empty health frames collapsed inward around the command key. The core tried to despawn before loot ownership resolved, so Trevor bit the key line again.

“Mine.”

Owner's Seal cost twenty-two MP and twenty Fear, letting Trevor catch the command key before it could despawn. Black-red chains sealed the gold bottle. The owner contest jumped from fifty percent to one hundred because the other claimant had zero HP and no body left.

COMMAND KEY // TREVOR DWYER

The dead core reboot bar opened at one percent and waited.

SOVEREIGN CORE // CLAIMED HOST NODE // REBOOT PENDING

Seven hundred XP entered, with four hundred seventy counting as direct danger. Level 40 opened, and three evolution windows returned.

SERAPH OF DEVOURING CROWN

THRONE OF ONE VOICE

ARCHANGEL OF THE RED COVENANT

Trevor rejected the first because consumed property could not serve him twice. He rejected the second because one merged voice could not remember Damaris as herself, then selected the third.

The other windows shattered. Devouring Crown dropped a pile of stat points that evaporated before Trevor could loot them. One Voice screamed through 3,006 mouths as its merged bar broke, while Red Covenant expanded around his character pane and preserved every separate portrait.

EVOLUTION LOCKED // NO RESPEC WITHOUT DIVINE-TIER THEFT

“Acceptable.”

Might and Vitality rose twice through the evolution, while Focus, Will, and Grace rose once before Will rose twice more. His final attributes locked at thirty-six Might, forty-one Vitality, twenty-four Agility, twenty-nine Focus, thirty-three Will, and twenty-seven Grace.

Might hardened the red light inside his wing edges without thickening the body. Vitality widened the HP bar while the petite frame stayed soft. Focus sharpened forty-eight future command slots, and Will drove Heaven's voice farther from his thoughts. Grace refined every feature the System had already made unfair.

Maximum HP reached 458 and restored twenty-four current points, Maximum Stamina reached 350 and restored forty, and Maximum MP reached 356 and restored thirty.

The permanent morph took him, and when a full-body preview appeared, Trevor kept it open this time.

Trevor's face settled into near-perfect symmetry while remaining soft enough to belong to a fantasy princess. His lavender eyes enlarged another two percent beneath long dark lashes and deeper smoky black-red makeup, while his lower lip gained a softer curve. Pale skin shone with a pearl glow beneath the white judgment field.

His blonde hair thickened and lifted from his upper thighs as one smooth shining mass, with no blood knot remaining. Red streaks brightened beside the black without overtaking the blonde. Each lock settled in the same smooth illustrated sweep the body had been chasing through every adaptation point.

His waist narrowed another half inch beneath the black-red plate, and his hips rounded by the same small amount. Height and breast size remained unchanged. The compact female body became more balanced, more delicate, and so beautiful that the violence in his grin felt like blasphemy.

“Perfect,” Trevor said.

He turned the preview once. Small hands, long soft legs, narrow waist, rounded hips, and the unchanged compact D-cup chest all remained. The build gained no heavy muscle because power lived in light, stats, wings, and the command crown rather than size.

The delicate face read as a nineteen-year-old fantasy princess. A clear jaw, gentle cheeks, long dark lashes, smoky eyes, and soft mouth framed a wickedly pleased male grin.

Trevor loved the mismatch. His voice carried two clear angelic notes beneath the same male satisfaction as the crests over his lower wing joints tore open.

Two full firm-edged wings drove from his back beneath the first pair as black-red light ran along all four feather lines. His halo sharpened into an open crown with four downward points.

The new lower wings opened like execution blades, yet each feather remained smooth and glossy. All four gained separate charge lanes, while a shared red frame waited at the center for attacks to land together.

Trevor flexed, breaking every remaining gold shard around the arena with a pressure wave that drove Junia backward on planted feet.

CUTENESS // 98/105

ALLURE // 85/98

CROWN CAPACITY // 48

SECOND CROWN MARK // GAINED

The second Crown Mark widened Fear capacity to 400 and returned one hundred twenty-two Fear through the claimed core. Two final skills opened.

RED COVENANT DOMAIN // Extend owned geases, curse triggers, and command chains across one claimed battlefield.

FOUR-WING ASSAULT // Four full wing surfaces gain independent charge contacts and one shared execution frame.

The level transition left Trevor at thirty-four HP, one hundred twenty-five MP, and forty-five Stamina. He spent thirty MP and sixty Fear on Red Covenant Domain.

Forty-eight Crown slots opened around Trevor, with Junia occupying the first and the claimed core filling the second. The Closed Crown partition remained a sealed black square outside the combat row because Damaris had no body to field.

The other forty-six slots reached into the cathedral city. Owned bells, gates, corpse formations, armor lines, and the surviving rib node answered one by one. Every answer became a red lane feeding the dead core.

The claimed core rebooted beneath Trevor as every black-red line in the cathedral city returned at once. The node rebuilt no body but became a floating command throne under his boots, with one gold eye crushed flat into the seat.

Trevor stood on the thing that had tried to turn him into a successor.

Fear surged through the domain until it settled at one hundred eighty-eight, while thirty Dissonance burned away when every contested node accepted the same owner key.

The city felt the new owner all at once. Fear came back through forty-eight lanes in sharp red pulses, and the domain kept each source separate enough for Trevor to know which district hated him most.

He pinned that district first on his travel list.

The claimed core tested its reboot command.

SELECT DOMAIN-WIDE ORDER.

Three suggestions opened.

KNEEL.

SILENCE.

SURRENDER ALL PARTY SLOTS.

Trevor rejected all three and wrote a better one.

EVERY OWNED NODE FIRES AT HEAVEN'S CHAIN.

The command throne searched forty-eight slots. Bells aimed sound upward, gates rotated their spear traps, corpse formations raised dead weapons, and the rib node converted its remaining 340 black bottles into a target lock without consuming them.

Outside command decay still blocked the actual attack, displaying the loss as a gray wall between city and arena.

Trevor did not waste the prepared volley, attaching it to Four-Wing Assault's shared execution frame as a future trigger.

DOMAIN VOLLEY // QUEUED UNTIL OUTSIDE LINKS RESTORE

Forty-eight red aim lines stopped at the boundary and waited, and Junia saw every one pointing through her halo.

“You built an army around my head.”

“You were already the objective marker.”

The golden chain yanked Junia upward as Heaven saw the rebooted core and tried to extract its Inquisitor before the domain finished closing. She rose three feet, and her broken sword fell toward the command throne.

Trevor caught the blade with one lower wing and threw it back to her.

“You need that.”

“For you.”

“Obviously.”

Trevor activated Four-Wing Assault for thirty Stamina, hitting Heaven's chain on four separate vectors. The shared execution frame drove the captured core key through the break.

Upper left cut the halo hook, upper right cut the class hook, lower left struck the heavenly gate, and lower right drove the command key through all three contacts when the red frame closed.

The key did not free Junia; it removed the competing owner. The gold line shattered, and Heaven's owner field vanished.

For the first time since the gate duel, no gold command touched Junia's soul, though the black-red marks remained. The Red Covenant had not yet inherited the chain's lost share, leaving one unowned heartbeat between owner fields.

Junia spent it instantly by stabbing Trevor through the side for twenty HP.

Her sword passed between black-red plates, through the narrow waist, and out beneath one lower wing. Trevor's new HP bar flashed while blood ran over pearl-white skin and the smooth edge of his armor.

Junia twisted once before the frame closed, and he smiled at fourteen. Then the second Red Covenant clause fired.

The event had occurred: core dead. The clause did not ask whether Heaven still owned the other half; it found four Crown marks, one Red Covenant Domain, and a living Inquisitor inside both.

Junia knelt.

Her wounded knee hit the command throne as red light climbed from the captured core key into all four marks. The last gold fragments in her class pane turned black-red.

The four Crown marks did not vanish but deepened into the new domain. Her Red Covenant Inquisitor class gained its final bar, skill list, and owner field, with every skill keeping a separate MP cost and cooldown while final target choices passed through Trevor.

Junia's self-claim line returned at one percent beneath the owner bar. Trevor left it there because a one-percent rebellion made better boss fights.

JUNIA SERRAT // RED COVENANT INQUISITOR // OWNERSHIP FINAL

“You destroyed Heaven's chain,” she said.

“And kept the better one.”

“I will kill you if I ever get another heartbeat.”

“Motivated party member. Love that.”

The claimed core released one final red trace into Trevor's Closed Crown. It touched no memory but read the partition's missing body field, followed the failure backward through the returning sentence, and found Heaven's forge for sanctioned Inquisitors.

The forge already carried Junia's old class signature, meaning Damaris's soul would require a stolen match rather than a normal revive.

VESSEL REQUIREMENT FOUND.

SOUL RECORD // DAMARIS PIKE

COMPATIBLE RESTORATION SITE // SEALED BODY FORGE // HEAVEN

CURRENT BODY // NONE

No resurrection skill appeared, even after Trevor searched the new Level 40 hotbar twice. No ghost, summon, body-copy button, or cheap second life waited there; the only new marker was a raid entrance above Heaven.

The Closed Crown partition remained sealed.

Trevor's two-note voice crossed the owned field.

“Party quest updated. We are taking Heaven's forge.”

The quest pane added three steps.

INVADE HEAVEN.

STEAL SEALED BODY FORGE.

FORCE COMPATIBLE VESSEL AROUND CLOSED CROWN SOUL.

The reward field remained hidden, but Trevor marked it legendary anyway.

SYSTEM // Level 40 reached. Archangel of the Red Covenant selected. Four assault wings acquired. Heaven's owner chain destroyed and replaced by yours. Subtlety remains uninstalled.
LEVEL // 40 — Archangel of the Red Covenant
OATH // Red Covenant Blackguard
ATTRIBUTES // Might 36 | Vitality 41 | Agility 24 | Focus 29 | Will 33 | Grace 27
HP 14/458
MP 95/356
Stamina 15/350
Soul Resistance 93
XP gained: 700
Cumulative XP: 42,900
Direct-danger XP gained: 470
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 18,900/18,900
Cuteness 98/105
Allure 85/98
Crown Capacity 48
Second Crown Mark // gained
Red Covenant Domain // active
Four-Wing Assault // acquired
Sovereign Core // claimed Host node
Command key // owned
Fear 188/400
Dissonance 241
Body Adaptation // 100%
Damaris // dead
Soul record // Closed Crown partition
Body // none
Compatible forge // Heaven, sealed
Revival // unavailable in Book 2
Junia // Red Covenant Inquisitor
Ownership // final


The outside wall opened. Naomi, Petra, and Adina saw Trevor's four wings and Damaris's flail in his hand, then looked first at the empty space beside him.

Naomi's healer frame found Trevor at fourteen HP and did not auto-cast, while Petra checked the new armor gap beside his wound. Adina read the forty-eight Crown slots and found Damaris sealed outside the combat row.

No one praised the evolution. Trevor spread all four assault wings and reopened the party lanes by force, but Naomi, Petra, and Adina remained where they stood.

Junia knelt between them under the final owner field, one percent self-claim burning like a threat beneath Trevor's bar. He kept that threat alive because breaking it later would be fun.

Above them, Heaven's sealed forge gained a red target marker.


Chapter 42 — I Claimed the City and Heaven Invaded My Tutorial Zone

Naomi, Petra, and Adina saw Trevor's four wings, saw Damaris's flail in his hand, and looked first at the empty space beside him.

Trevor opened his arms, and the new black-red wings spread with them. Forty-eight Crown slots opened behind his shoulders like a threat display, with Junia's portrait first, the core key second, and Damaris's sealed partition outside the row.

Naomi did not enter them. Her healer frame found Trevor at fourteen HP and placed him last in the target list, while gold light gathered in her palm and went dark.

Petra kept both knives, one aimed at the gap Junia had opened in his side and the other at the Closed Crown mark beneath his halo. Adina stared at the same mark.

Blue runes tested the partition from outside, and every probe returned SEALED. No memory leaked, no voice answered, and no image appeared to make the loss easier.

“She is in there?” Naomi asked.

“Her soul. Every memory through the instant she died.”

“Can she hear us?”

“The partition is sealed.”

“Can she answer?”

“No body. No voice.”

Petra's eyes moved to the flail. “And you still chose it.”

“Yes.”

Trevor did not offer the lie they wanted. He could have used Crown Echo to make Damaris explain the choice in a voice they loved, but the icon remained buried beneath three attack skills.

Adina crossed the space first, stopping just outside Red Covenant Domain when Trevor opened a party lane. She did not accept it and walked the remaining step with no buff.

She struck his chest with both palms, once, hard enough to move his fourteen remaining HP, then gripped the black-red plate without letting go.

“I love you,” she said. “I hate what you did.”

“Both can fit.”

“They have to.”

Her blue curse entered the crack Junia's sword had left in Trevor's plate, adding no damage. It wrote REMEMBER WHO PAID across the inside of his armor where only he could see it.

Naomi came next, crying and furious, while Petra entered last with one knife still in her hand. Trevor wrapped four firm-edged wings around all three.

Naomi healed Trevor only enough to keep the collapse phase from killing him before the checkpoint. Petra pressed the knife flat against his ribs and left it there, while Adina held the armor message open beneath her palm.

Trevor's new face stayed beautiful inside their anger: lavender eyes bright, long lashes wet, soft mouth silent for once.

Nobody occupied Damaris's place. The Crown offered to compress the three living women around the gap, but Trevor rejected the layout change.

He owned Damaris's soul without pretending that meant her body was present.

Junia knelt outside the wings because Red Covenant Domain kept her there. Then the claimed core began dropping the city.

The judgment field vanished beneath them as a thousand city fragments entered free fall around the command throne. District bars flashed red, and whole streets spun through bells, grave rails, catacomb towers, and engine mouths.

POST-CLEAR CLAIM EVENT

LOSE 40% OF CITY // PROVINCE CLAIM FAILS

ONE OWNER KEY REQUIRED

Trevor had forty-eight Crown lanes and a thousand falling targets, so he selected the largest forty-eight first.

“Victory collapse phase,” Trevor said.

Petra wiped her face against his shoulder. “If you make one joke about loot, I stab the new wing.”

“That is premium gear.”

She stabbed it.

Trevor laughed despite himself.

He opened Red Covenant Domain over the cathedral city, dropping black-red lines from his crown to bells, gates, ward spines, corpse formations, and the surviving rib node. The queued domain volley from the final arena remained armed inside those lines.

Outside command decay ended, and forty-eight prepared attacks fired upward at once to strike the falling city from below. Empty sky became impact frames.

Every surviving bell, wall, ward, soldier, revenant, grave rail, and engine mouth lit black-red. The core key wrote one command across the map.

The command did not ask residents to catch anything; it ordered the city parts themselves to assemble around Trevor's node.

DIVINE PROVINCE // CLAIM PENDING

VICTORY CONDITION // CITY TOUCHES GROUND UNDER ONE OWNER KEY

Trevor spread Four-Wing Assault across the falling districts, with each wing carrying an independent city fragment. Command Charge II made twenty-four linked bodies strike the air beneath the largest terrace on the same frame, turning empty sky into a red foothold.

Upper left caught Bell Two by its broken crown, while upper right struck a river-ward tower sideways into a new foundation. Lower left drove the grave rail through three falling streets and pinned them together, while lower right turned the bathhouse roof into a shield over the market.

The shared execution frame landed all four at once, dropping district loss from thirty-nine percent to thirty-one.

Naomi's healers kept living subjects alive, Petra routed streets where Trevor wanted them, Adina rewrote every broken ward to accept the core key, and Junia cut Heaven's retreat lines under an order she despised.

Naomi refused Trevor's healing priority and spent every cast on residents caught between moving walls. Petra marked routes that saved people while still delivering streets to his formation, while Adina wrote the core key into broken wards and hid tiny blue curses inside every acceptance line.

Trevor noticed the curses and left them because a claimed city with secret failure buttons was more interesting.

Junia's command lane pulled her toward Heaven's gold retreat lines. She cut them because Trevor ordered it, then used her one-percent self-claim to angle each severed line away from civilians.

The city landed around Trevor like armor closing. When one district struck the wrong angle, his domain tried to crush it flat for a cleaner claim.

Petra rerouted the whole street through an alley, making the district land crooked instead of dead. Trevor accepted the ugly shape because owned did not need to mean symmetrical.

Walls became ribs, bells became fists, and grave rails became veins. The central cathedral settled behind Trevor as a throne he could summon through the domain, while every surviving district marker turned red.

The last marker belonged to a roof garden whose residents had cut every local command line. Trevor sent the command throne itself beneath them, letting them land on his claimed node without accepting a direct Crown slot.

The map counted the ground, not their souls.

Red light covered the province.

DIVINE PROVINCE // CLAIMED

HOST COVERAGE // CATHEDRAL CITY: 100%

The living residents did not all enter his Crown because they did not need to. Their streets, gates, defenses, and rulers already answered to it.

Resistance icons appeared across the map. Some residents tore at red ward lines, while others used the restored roads, accepted protection buffs, and cursed Trevor while benefiting from both.

The first revolt quest spawned before the dust settled.

SIDE QUEST // REMOVE NEW FOUNDER BEFORE BREAKFAST

PARTICIPANTS // 83

REWARD // LOCAL FREEDOM, TWO CRATES OF BELL WINE

Trevor pinned the quest publicly instead of deleting it.

“Why?” Naomi asked.

“I want the wine.”

Petra read the participant list. “They invited me.”

“Accept. I need someone inside who knows my boss tells.”

Petra stared at him, then accepted the revolt quest while remaining in his party. The System allowed both.

FACTION CONFLICT // FUN PENDING

Fear entered no new endpoint because the domain had already settled its battle gain; the reactions became future aggro instead. Trevor pinned three revolt markers to the side-quest bar.

One marker moved while he watched because the roof-garden residents had already stolen a gate key from his domain. Trevor increased their quest rating from common to rare.

Trevor restored the bathhouse because Damaris had liked its roof. It landed over the wrong district, and he spent no hidden resource fixing it.

Four corpse teams carried the tile back by hand while Petra insulted their pathing.

When the roof finally locked, Trevor placed no owner crest on Damaris's favorite beam. The omission was not kindness but a marker for the body he intended to bring back.

He added no plaque because Damaris would have mocked it and possibly broken the beam to prove she could.

That night, Naomi lay at Trevor's right side without forgiving him, Petra slept at his left with a knife beneath the pillow, and Adina rested against his chest while blue ward notes crawled over the ceiling.

Naomi kept one hand near the wound Junia had opened but did not touch it until Trevor's breathing changed. Petra's knife point rested against one lower wing whenever he shifted toward the empty space, while Adina's curse inside his armor pulsed with each heartbeat.

Trevor's four wings covered them.

The firm lower pair fit the bed badly; one knocked over a lamp, and another cut the blanket with a feather edge. Petra called the new gear pay-to-lose and repaired the tear with a stolen banner.

Naomi cleaned blood from Trevor's narrow waist without praising the body that had survived. Petra inspected all four wing joints for weak points without saying whether she meant combat flaws or murder access, while Adina traced the deeper streaks through his blonde hair and pulled him down for a hard kiss.

“You are prettier,” she said.

“And stronger.”

“And worse.”

“Build synergy.”

She bit his lower lip. “Do not make that cute.”

The two angel notes in Trevor's laugh made the request impossible. Damaris's flail lay in the empty place, while the Closed Crown partition remained sealed beneath his halo.

He woke twice to issue her a command and stopped before the words left his mouth. The Closed Crown registered both aborted commands.

TARGET HAS NO BODY.

The message never changed. Trevor could feel the continuous soul record behind the error but not a hand, heartbeat, breath, or answer.

Ownership had preserved the quest item and destroyed every easy reward, leaving no body to obey.

At dawn, Trevor carried the flail to the cathedral throne. The rebooted core restored him to full HP, MP, and Stamina when the province claim locked.

HP filled first through the claimed healing web, MP returned through bells and ward mouths, and Stamina rose as the command throne synchronized with all four wings. The full bars made him stronger without making Damaris less dead.

He opened one black-red window above the partition. It showed no portrait because a portrait required a body frame, displaying only her name, class, final Level 29 resources, continuous memory status, and one empty vessel socket.

MOST PROTECTED CROWN POSSESSION // DAMARIS PIKE

MEMORY USE // LOCKED

VOICE SYNTHESIS // LOCKED

BODY RIDE // LOCKED UNTIL VESSEL EXISTS

PARTITION EXIT // DENIED UNTIL RESTORATION

Naomi read the lines over his shoulder. “You made the cage stronger.”

The strongest seal had no voice synthesis, memory read, or combat summon. Trevor had removed every shortcut he could exploit during grief and every way Damaris might reach the party before he chose to open it.

“I will not spend her twice.”

“That is not freedom.”

“I did not promise freedom.”

Petra's knife touched his back while Adina's blue curse wrapped the throne. They stayed and loved him, but neither truth made him innocent.

Trevor looked toward the sealed body-forge trace beyond the sky, and it opened a red quest pane.

FORGE RAID REQUIREMENTS

1. CAPTURE HEAVENLY GATE.

2. STEAL SANCTIONED VESSEL KEY.

3. BUILD COMPATIBLE BODY AROUND CLOSED CROWN SOUL.

4. FORCE HEARTBEAT, MEMORY, AND CLASS ALIGNMENT.

No step offered Damaris a refusal prompt, and Trevor preferred the honesty.

The forge preview showed three vessel grades.

COMMON // MEMORY LOSS 70%

SANCTIONED // CLASS CONFLICT 45%

DIVINE // FULL MEMORY AND CLASS ALIGNMENT POSSIBLE

Trevor marked Divine, a route passing through Heaven's central body vault, two archangel bosses, and one locked creator key. The quest difficulty changed from red to black, and he smiled.

His pearl-lit face, lavender eyes, long lashes, four black-red wings, and crown halo reflected in every owned bell.

“Heaven,” he said, and both angelic notes in his voice made the province kneel. “Return the body owed to me.”

The sky split open, and a white invasion gate appeared above his city. Winged armies waited beyond it around a distant fortress of glass bodies and chained souls.

The first wave carried ten thousand merged HP bars, with glass lancers in front and Archive hounds running beneath them with red scent lines aimed at the Closed Crown. A body-forge carrier floated behind the army under six boss shields.

HEAVEN INVASION // WAVE 1/UNKNOWN

PRIMARY TARGET // STOLEN SOVEREIGN CORE

SECONDARY TARGET // DAMARIS PIKE SOUL RECORD

The forge had not merely brought an escort; it had brought a compatible-body component within stealing range.

The carrier's six shields each used a different holy class: Paladin, Cleric, Inquisitor, Templar, Exorcist, and Saint. Breaking all six in one wave would expose the vessel key for eight seconds.

Trevor assigned one shield to each living party role, one to Junia, and two to himself. No shield received Damaris's empty slot.

The vessel key preview showed a body with no face, class, or heartbeat. Trevor's Closed Crown could supply memory and soul, the stolen forge could supply flesh, and a captured creator key could make them recognize each other.

The forge could still reject Damaris's Iron Justiciar class, so Trevor added STEAL CLASS ALIGNMENT TABLE as an optional objective and promoted it to required. The quest reward updated.

DAMARIS PIKE // BODY POSSIBLE

Not promised; possible.

The Closed Crown offered three shortcuts.

INSTALL RECORDED COMBAT CALLS IN EMPTY PARTY SLOT.

BUILD MEMORY MIMIC FROM CAPTURED CLASS DATA.

LET THE SOVEREIGN CORE SPEAK WITH HER VOICE.

Each choice would restore a useful version of Damaris before the forge raid, but none would be Damaris. Trevor locked all three behind a command key and broke it inside his Crown.

The System watched him do it. “A restraint mechanic. On your build. I need a drink and a second genre.”

“Counterfeits are insulting.”

“You made a whole city kneel.”

“The city was real.”

Her empty party slot remained beside his throne. Crown Law tried to assign Junia because her new tank values fit the missing lane, but Trevor moved her to assault instead.

It suggested a corpse marshal next, then one of the flawless copies stored in the core. He rejected every substitute.

Naomi read the locked slot from outside his domain. “You will not replace her.”

“Correct.”

“You still will not let her choose.”

“Also correct.”

Petra spun one knife between her fingers. “That is the whole problem in two answers.”

Trevor rested Damaris's flail across his back. The weapon gave him no set bonus or borrowed skill, only a constant red arrow toward Heaven's body vault.

OWNED RELIC — INCOMPLETE SET

Missing item: Damaris Pike.

The wording made his four wings flare hard enough to score the throne room walls. The empty slot accepted the damage as a party-wide rage buff, then refused to activate because its owner had no body.

Even Trevor's domain could not turn absence into a fighter, and the denial only made Heaven's vault marker burn brighter.

Trevor had conquered a province from worse odds. Gold text burned across the morning.

STOLEN FOUNDER ASCENSION DETECTED.

SOVEREIGN CORE THEFT DETECTED.

CLOSED SOUL RECORD DETECTED.

HEAVENLY RECLAMATION FORCE DEPLOYED.

Trevor stood from the throne as all forty-eight Crown slots opened. Bells armed, gates locked, corpse formations climbed onto rooftops, and the 340 stored souls remained bottles rather than being burned for the opening wave.

The revolt quest remained active beneath the invasion. Eighty-three rebels gained a temporary DEFEND OUR CITY FROM SOMEONE WORSE objective and kept their knives aimed at Trevor between waves.

Perfect province morale.

Junia rose when his domain allowed it, while Naomi, Petra, and Adina drew weapons around him. Naomi did not enter a Crown lane, Petra used one as a knife route without accepting its owner mark, and Adina filled another with blue curse text.

Trevor permitted all three because the army in front mattered more than the argument behind him.

“Good,” Trevor said. “The forge brought an escort.”

SYSTEM // Book 2 province clear complete. The city, core, command key, and Inquisitor are yours. Damaris remains dead, bodiless, sealed, and unavailable. Heaven has volunteered the opening wave of your forge raid.
FINAL BUILD // Level 40 — Archangel of the Red Covenant
OATH // Red Covenant Blackguard
ATTRIBUTES // Might 36 | Vitality 41 | Agility 24 | Focus 29 | Will 33 | Grace 27
HP 458/458 | MP 356/356 | Stamina 350/350
Soul Resistance 93
Cuteness 98/105 | Allure 85/98
Crown Capacity 48 | Crown Marks 2
PARTY BUILD SNAPSHOT
Damaris Pike — Level 29 Iron Justiciar
Might 28 | Vitality 27 | Agility 15 | Focus 17 | Will 26 | Grace 15
HP 0/310 | MP 51/212 | Stamina 8/200 | Soul Resistance 67
Iron Verdict: 16 MP | 25 yd | 1 beat | 60 sec cooldown
Status: dead | Body: deleted | Soul: Closed Crown partition
Naomi Talbot — Level 28 Dread Confessor
Might 10 | Vitality 25 | Agility 10 | Focus 31 | Will 27 | Grace 24
HP 304/304 | MP 350/350 | Stamina 185/185 | Soul Resistance 72
Confession Ward II: 26 MP | 60 yd | maximum 10 wards
Petra Coyle — Level 28 Ash Fist
Might 21 | Vitality 19 | Agility 36 | Focus 17 | Will 20 | Grace 16
HP 258/258 | MP 236/236 | Stamina 320/320 | Soul Resistance 61
Decoy Route II: 12 MP | 90 yd | maximum 9 routes
Adina Kroll — Level 30 War Cantor
Might 10 | Vitality 18 | Agility 18 | Focus 32 | Will 28 | Grace 24
HP 242/242 | MP 372/372 | Stamina 215/215 | Soul Resistance 74
Scarred Copy II: 28 MP | 3 endings | 75 sec cooldown each
Junia Serrat — Level 38 Red Covenant Inquisitor
Might 33 | Vitality 34 | Agility 29 | Focus 28 | Will 32 | Grace 26
HP 414/414 | MP 330/330 | Stamina 330/330 | Soul Resistance 82
Red Verdict: 30 MP | 30 yd | 1 beat | 45 sec cooldown
Owner field: Trevor Dwyer | Self-claim: 1%
Cumulative XP // 42,900
Book 2 direct-danger XP // 18,900/18,900
Divine province // claimed
Host coverage // cathedral city 100%
Sovereign core // claimed Host node
Command key // owned
Active Voices // 2,728/3,078
Stored rib-district souls // 340
Fear 188/400
Dissonance 241
Damaris Pike // dead
Body continuity // deleted
Soul record // Closed Crown partition
Body // none
Combat summon // unavailable
Book 3 objective // seize sanctioned vessel, overwrite body key, force heartbeat and class alignment
Junia // Red Covenant Inquisitor, ownership final
Heaven invasion gate // open


The first heavenly army crossed into Trevor's province, bringing ten thousand gold bars into his red map. He launched to meet it with Damaris's flail across his back and four assault wings locked onto the body-forge carrier.

The first gold lances entered Red Covenant Domain as forty-eight red target lanes snapped into place. Bells fired, corpse teams charged, rebels threw knives, and Junia's one-percent self-claim aimed at Trevor while the other ninety-nine percent aimed at Heaven.

The invasion began with every useful enemy pointed in roughly the correct direction. Trevor grinned and ordered the sky to bleed.

Perfect opening move.


Bonus Character Sheets

These sheets show each build at the end of Heaven Sent an Inquisitor, So I Took Her Soul. They contain full spoilers for this book.


Trevor Dwyer
Main Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Trevor Dwyer in the end-of-book Tyrant Route class gear]
Trevor Dwyer


Class and Progression

Level

40

Evolution

Archangel of the Red Covenant

Class

Red Covenant Blackguard

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 36; Vitality 41; Agility 24; Focus 29; Will 33; Grace 27

Resources

HP 458 / 458; MP 356 / 356; STAMINA 350 / 350

Route bars

Fear 188/400; Dissonance 241; Cuteness 98/105; Allure 85/98; Crown Capacity 48; Crown Marks 2; Active Voices 2,728/3,078; Stored souls 340

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

93

Signature numbers

Four-Wing Assault — 4 charge lanes; all 4 hits share one impact frame

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Four-Wing Assault — 4 charge lanes; all 4 hits share one impact frame

Core kit

Command Charge II; Chain Impact; Razor Pinions; Red Covenant II; Owner’s Seal I; Chain Seizure; Pain Tithe II; Red Covenant Domain

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

Fitted black-red Soulplate, black-red open halo, four blade-shaped wings, Damaris Pike’s owned relic flail.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Front-line command tank; owns aggro lanes, turns marked enemies into weapons, and fires city nodes through boss phases.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Level 40; four assault wings; divine province and dead core claimed; body-forge carrier targeted.


Damaris Pike
Supporting Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Damaris Pike in the end-of-book Tyrant Route class gear]
Damaris Pike


Class and Progression

Level

29

Evolution

Iron Justiciar

Class

Iron Justiciar

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 28; Vitality 27; Agility 15; Focus 17; Will 26; Grace 15

Resources

HP 0 / 310; MP 51 / 212; STAMINA 8 / 200

Route bars

Body continuity deleted; Soul in Closed Crown partition; Combat summon unavailable

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

67

Signature numbers

Iron Verdict — 16 MP; 25 yd; 1 beat; 60 sec cooldown

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Iron Verdict — 16 MP; 25 yd; 1 beat; 60 sec cooldown

Core kit

Private Verdict — 1 beat; 90 sec cooldown; Spellbreak Strike — 12 MP; Executioner Step — 10 Stamina; Hard Guard

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

Black standard plate, hard judgment seal, consecrated flail and chain.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Judgment off-tank; freezes one command beat, cracks spells, and drives through forced lanes.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Dead on page; body deleted; soul sealed in the Closed Crown; no Book 2 summon or revive.


Naomi Talbot
Supporting Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Naomi Talbot in the end-of-book Tyrant Route class gear]
Naomi Talbot


Class and Progression

Level

28

Evolution

Dread Confessor

Class

Dread Confessor

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 10; Vitality 25; Agility 10; Focus 31; Will 27; Grace 24

Resources

HP 304 / 304; MP 350 / 350; STAMINA 185 / 185

Route bars

Confession Ward capacity 10

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

72

Signature numbers

Confession Ward II — 26 MP; 60 yd; maximum 10 wards

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Confession Ward II — 26 MP; 60 yd; maximum 10 wards

Core kit

Dread Pane; Red Soul Thread; Pain Hold; Memory Needle; Radiant Mace

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

Dark fitted healer kit, radiant mace, red soul-thread panes, black healer satchel.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Main healer; keeps claimed bodies alive, catches soul wounds, and turns confession marks into recovery windows.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Full bars; remains outside the Crown lane while Heaven invades.


Petra Coyle
Supporting Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Petra Coyle in the end-of-book Tyrant Route class gear]
Petra Coyle


Class and Progression

Level

28

Evolution

Ash Fist

Class

Ash Fist

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 21; Vitality 19; Agility 36; Focus 17; Will 20; Grace 16

Resources

HP 258 / 258; MP 236 / 236; STAMINA 320 / 320

Route bars

Decoy Route capacity 9

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

61

Signature numbers

Decoy Route II — 12 MP; 90 yd; maximum 9 routes

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Decoy Route II — 12 MP; 90 yd; maximum 9 routes

Core kit

Ash Step; Chain Mark; Radiant Palm; Knife Crit; False Exit

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

Black-red hunter leathers, short bow, paired knives, chain-mark sash.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Scout and burst runner; steals attack lanes, baits boss tracking, and lands crits through false exits.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Full bars; uses one Crown lane as a knife route without taking its mark.


Adina Kroll
Supporting Character
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Adina Kroll


Class and Progression

Level

30

Evolution

War Cantor

Class

War Cantor

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 10; Vitality 18; Agility 18; Focus 32; Will 28; Grace 24

Resources

HP 242 / 242; MP 372 / 372; STAMINA 215 / 215

Route bars

Scarred Copy endings 3

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

74

Signature numbers

Scarred Copy II — 28 MP; 3 endings; 75 sec cooldown each

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Scarred Copy II — 28 MP; 3 endings; 75 sec cooldown each

Core kit

War Hymn; Red Script Geometry; Hostile Clause Cut; Copy Scar; Command Echo

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

Black-red scribe gear, war codex, red-blue rune chalk, scarred copy pages.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Rule hacker; scars copied skills, changes boss text, and gives hostile commands extra endings.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Full bars; fills a Crown lane with blue curse text while keeping her own target.


Junia Serrat
Supporting Character
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Junia Serrat


Class and Progression

Level

38

Evolution

Red Covenant Inquisitor

Class

Red Covenant Inquisitor

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 33; Vitality 34; Agility 29; Focus 28; Will 32; Grace 26

Resources

HP 414 / 414; MP 330 / 330; STAMINA 330 / 330

Route bars

Owner field Trevor Dwyer; Self-claim 1%; Crown Marks 4/4

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

82

Signature numbers

Red Verdict — 30 MP; 30 yd; 1 beat; 45 sec cooldown

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Red Verdict — 30 MP; 30 yd; 1 beat; 45 sec cooldown

Core kit

Razor Socket; Rank-Key Strike; Sixfold Sword; Forge Gate; Sanction Break

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

Black-gold heavy plate, broken sword, split closed halo, four white wings edged red.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Owned assault duelist; breaks heavenly ranks, opens forge gates, and turns one free beat into a killing angle.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Ownership final; one-percent self-claim remains; targets Heaven between attacks on Trevor.
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Nice Body, Wrong Loadout: The System Gave Me Curves and a Life-Stealing Tank Build
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