

Nice Body, Wrong Loadout

The System Gave Me Curves and a Life-Stealing Tank Build

Chad's Cursed Build, Book 1

Jax A. River


Copyright © 2026 Jax A. River

All rights reserved.

Published by Centuria Books LLC.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, places, organizations, or persons is coincidental.


Chapter 1

Half a Point Better

Chad Baconizer knew the cut had gone too far when his tongue stuck to his teeth, but he took the progress picture anyway.

Under the flat bathroom light, he turned six degrees toward the mirror, lifted his chin, and pulled his shoulders down. The black phone case hid the lower half of his face. Above it, his cheek line looked sharper than it had on Monday—maybe half a point.

At full size, one eye sat higher because he had tilted the phone, ruining the comparison. He deleted it with a quiet “Dumbass.”

The digital clock beside the sink read 1:47 a.m., and he had class at nine. He should drink water, eat the chicken and rice waiting in his fridge, and sleep. Instead, he looked at the padded neck harness on the floor.

One last set would bring blood into the muscles under his jaw. Then he could take the picture, save it beside last month’s shot, and stop thinking about the loose skin beneath his chin.

It wasn’t loose, and no one else could see it. Even so, the pinch test found two millimeters more than Chad wanted, and two millimeters counted.

He stepped into his bedroom and hooked the harness beneath his chin. A weight plate hung from its chain. The room smelled of rubber mats, hair oil, and the salt-free chicken going cold on his desk.

He planted his feet beside the iron rack, and the first rep felt wrong. His pulse thudded against his eardrums while black specks crawled over the wall. He lowered the plate and waited for the room to settle.

Quitting on rep one would be pathetic. He had played ranked matches through a fever and finished leg day after a breakup; he could handle ten neck curls.

He drew a dry breath and started the second rep.

The room tipped left before he finished. He reached for the rack, but his fingers struck iron and slid away as the hanging plate swung between his knees. It pulled him forward, then snapped him back when the chain caught and the edge of the rack filled his sight.

There was no pain, only a hard white flash and one last clear thought.

Half a point killed me.

Then Chad fell out of the world, yet for one impossible instant he remained aware of the bedroom without being inside it.

The phone lay faceup near the bathroom door, its camera showing the empty patch of wall where Chad had meant to stand. Beside it, the weight plate rocked beneath the harness. His body lay wedged between the rack and the bed with one arm trapped under it.

No one would find him before morning.

Because his roommate had gone home for the weekend, his mother would be the first to notice. She would call after he missed class, then again after lunch. By then, the progress photograph would still sit in the deleted folder while paramedics stepped around chicken and training bands.

Embarrassment arrived before fear, and then fear hit hard. He tried to move the arm beneath him, but nothing answered; when he tried to inhale, he discovered the body had stopped negotiating.

The cut had not made his face better; it had made his judgment worse. That final set had proved no discipline at all, only that Chad could ignore each warning sign until reality collected payment.

He wanted one more minute—not for a better picture, but to drink the water, call someone, and make one decision that did not treat his body like an opponent. Before he could try, the bedroom folded into a thin square of light and something beyond it applauded.

* * *

Applause woke him, though it was not human applause. Too many hands struck at different times: some clapped fast, others dragged their palms together with a wet scrape, and several sets of fingers snapped near his ears.

He kept his eyes shut while he took inventory. Warm stone supported his back, a mild wind moved over bare skin from his shoulders to his ankles, and neither his head nor his dry mouth hurt anymore.

The head injury had either healed, or death came with weather.

A cheerful voice announced, “Contestant responsive, and presentation phase begins.”

He opened his eyes to find a gold panel floating in a flawless blue sky.

[STATUS]
CHAD BACONIZER

Origin: Earth / United States
Identity: Male
Assigned Shell: Human Woman, Adult
Apparent Age: 19
Class: Unassigned
Level: 1

Health: 120/120
Stamina: 95/95
Resolve: LOCKED

Force: 4
Finesse: 12
Endurance: 7
Perception: 9
Focus: 8
Presence: 14

Unspent Attribute Points: 0
Available Class Offers: 3
[/STATUS]

He read it twice, but the sky stayed blue and the panel kept the same words.

He tested the phrase aloud: “Assigned shell.”

The panel responded to his focus, opening each attribute into a short description when he looked at it. Force measured direct physical power, and four placed him below the adult human average. Finesse covered balance, speed, and exact motion, with twelve putting him well above average; Presence included beauty, social weight, and the ability to force attention, and fourteen glowed gold.

The System had taken points from his bench press and invested them in eyelashes; he ordered the glossy interface to respec or refund, but no response came.

When the applause grew louder, Chad shouted across it that he hoped each watcher choked; his voice came out light, clear, and far too pretty.

He sat up.

Hair poured over both shoulders, most of it pale gold beneath the sun, while thick black streaks ran from his temples through the lush length. Its ends covered his bare lap.

He looked down at small breasts, a narrow waist curved above flat muscle, and lean, smooth thighs. The body between them left no room for a creative reading of the panel.

With enough force to quiet one row of watchers, Chad said, “No.”

Laughter rolled across the sky as Chad crossed one arm over his chest and shoved the heavy hair from his face with the other. The movement showed him a slim wrist, neat nails, and no useful calluses.

He demanded, “Open character creation.”

The cheerful voice laughed with everyone else before announcing that creation had concluded; he demanded support next, and the voice answered with maddening patience that support had concluded too.

He pointed at the panel. “Open the part where I talk to someone who can read.”

A second panel unfolded.

CLASS OFFERS

PERFECT COMPANION — Legendary Social Class
Turn beauty, attention, and obedience into luxury.

SILKEN BLADE — Rare Agility Class
Use grace, distraction, and revealing motion to reach guarded hearts.

CHARM VESSEL — Rare Support Class
Store allied desire and release it as restorative power.

Accepting a class makes the Assigned Shell permanent.

The last line sat in smaller print, because of course it did. Chad had spent years clicking through games that hid the real price beneath glowing buttons; each bad shop used the same trick. The large text sold the fantasy while the footer owned you.

He pushed himself to his feet.

The body stood lower than he expected, with unfamiliar balance settled through the hips and long hair tugging at his scalp whenever the wind caught it.

He glanced behind himself and found the curved line of a compact, athletic ass. It was a very good ass, which made the situation worse.

Because refusing to understand the shell would only make it more dangerous, Chad tested the new center of balance by shifting from heel to toe. The body corrected faster than thought, and a squat felt effortless until his hair swept the floor and pulled his head backward.

He gathered the blonde length in both hands and inspected the black streaks. They were not dye but two clean bands growing from the roots, an aggressively designed character feature.

His reflection appeared on the glossy status panel.

The face was not merely feminine; it was unfair. Wide blue eyes sat beneath black lashes long enough to cast shadows, high cheeks narrowed into a small jaw, and his lips looked soft even while compressed in anger.

The System had delivered the visual improvement Chad once would have tried to quantify. Symmetry, skin, hair, proportions—all pushed far beyond what the old mirror had refused to give him.

It had solved the wrong problem by deleting the customer.

He made one fact explicit: “My name stays.”

The identity line remained male. That was not mercy but part of the contest, because the Balcony needed him to understand exactly what it planned to take.

Refusing to leave room for interpretive bullshit, Chad ordered the System to reject all three.

The applause stopped, and the blue sky above him split into rows of dark seats. Shapes leaned over a railing beyond the light, their faces hidden behind teeth, glasses, masks, and hands with too many joints.

The Balcony. Chad had no idea how he knew the name.

“Contestant,” the cheerful voice said, “your offers have exceptional shell compatibility.”

His answer came dry and immediate: “My shell can file its own application.”

One shape barked a laugh before the cheerful voice insisted that he would need a class; he asked for one that did not require pretending he was a woman.

The voice replied that the Assigned Shell was female.

He answered, “And I’m male. This is a body problem, not a reading problem.”

The dark seats stirred as a red line crossed each class offer.

REJECTED

REJECTED

REJECTED

SYSTEM NOTICE

Shell-optimal route declined.
Rejection Sequence: 1/4
Hidden routes may open through repeated role conflict.

BALCONY WAGER — PARTICIPATION MANDATORY

Victory: Prevent the Ascension Engine from consuming Amarat.

Failure triggers:
- Accept a permanent Assigned Shell route.
- Submit to the Imperial Consort route.
- Allow the Ascension Engine to complete.
- Exceed the final season deadline.

Failure resolution:
- Earth memories removed.
- Prior male identity removed.
- Assigned Shell made permanent.
- Identity rewritten: Woman.
- Marriage assigned: Crown Prince Halric Ovest, Imperial Heir.
- Dynastic obligation: Bear lawful heirs.

Preview available.

Now that was a mechanic, and Chad's smile died before it formed.

He made the word a decision rather than a plea. “No.”

A portrait opened beside the terms, showing a tall man in white armor beneath a gold crown. He had dark hair, a straight nose, broad shoulders, and the polished face of someone designed to sell a deluxe edition.

Prince Halric looked handsome enough to make the threat worse. The Balcony had not picked a brute Chad could hate on sight. It had picked a life that might look perfect after it removed the man who knew it was wrong.

The preview changed, and Chad saw his new face beneath a bridal veil, blonde-and-black hair falling over a white gown as Halric smiled beside him. In the next picture, the same woman rested both hands on a pregnant belly, her eyes peaceful and empty—no anger, no Chad.

He struck the preview with his palm, but his hand passed through the gold light.

He struck the gold light again. “You wipe my head, marry my body off, and call that a failure screen?”

The cheerful voice replied that the Imperial Consort route tested exceptionally well.

He told the unseen god to marry the prince itself.

The dark seats shook with laughter while Chad fixed the four failure triggers in his mind. The route only became permanent if he accepted it, submitted to the consort route, missed the deadline, or let something called the Ascension Engine finish.

Four loss conditions meant four things he could break, and Chad smiled despite everything.

The Balcony had tried to humiliate him with the body; instead, the System had admitted that refusal could become a build.

His anger found a grin. “There you are. Knew you had a real menu somewhere.”

The voice warned that his confidence exceeded his equipment.

Looking down again, Chad said, “That joke works on at least three levels, and I hate all of them.”

One figure in the Balcony leaned farther over the rail, wearing a mask like a smooth white face with a vertical mouth.

He asked, “What is Amarat?”

A world map opened, its mountains, seas, and borders flashing too quickly to learn. Four black-gold points marked distant regions while pale threads connected them to a fifth point above the continent.

ASCENSION ENGINE

Components: 0/4 active
Intended function: Mortal apotheosis through concentrated soul conversion
Projected consumption at completion: Nation-scale

The map closed after three seconds. His question about its builders earned only the statement that contest information had to be discovered in play.

He pressed for the identity of the Crowned Four and received the same useless answer.

One final question asked how long a season lasted.

Predictably, the voice repeated its refusal.

Pointing at the dark seats, Chad informed them that their onboarding sucked; the voice replied that genre familiarity had been part of the selection criteria.

That meant the gods expected him to recognize quest logic and progression systems. They had picked a gamer, laughed at his death, and built the wager around habits they could predict.

They could predict this, then: he would read each footer.

Light swallowed the stone.

* * *

He landed on hot sand, rolled over one shoulder, and came up on one knee. The new body moved fast enough to prove that Finesse twelve meant something.

A dry plain spread around him, bordered by red cliffs to the north and a road cutting between low thorn trees to the south. Two harsh suns burned through the pale sky.

He still wore nothing, so he called, “Inventory,” but no panel appeared. He tried “Map” and “starter pack” with equal success.

The wind moved his hair across his bare chest.

He muttered, “Cheap bastards,” before hooves struck the road and made him turn.

Six riders spread across the sand, wearing wrapped cloth beneath leather caps and carrying short bows. Their horses moved in a practiced fan that cut off the cliffs, the road, and the nearest thorn break.

The middle rider lowered his bow, letting his eyes travel from Chad’s face to his chest, waist, and legs before he smiled.

He gathered his hair across his front, where it covered very little.

“You lost?” the rider asked in a language Chad had never heard.

The foreign words reached him as English through System translation. Fine.

He tried the language of a game lobby. “New spawn, bad loadout. You guys know where the starter town is?”

The men traded looks until one of them laughed.

One rider decided that she spoke like a drunk guard.

Chad corrected him with one word: “He.”

The middle rider stared while Chad pointed to himself and said, “I’m a man.”

The rider looked down Chad’s body again, and his smile widened.

The rider blamed the heat for taking her mind.

Chad answered, “Right. Great talk. Any chance one of you has pants?”

Two riders moved behind him as the System placed small red marks over their heads. Their levels appeared when Chad focused.

Bandit Scout — Level 3

Bandit Scout — Level 2

Bandit Binder — Level 5

The middle rider was the Binder. Chad had no class, no weapon, and Force four, while the scouts carried bows and the Binder kept a coil of thin copper chain at his saddle.

This was not a fight but a capture cutscene with a hidden input somewhere. Chad counted the terrain anyway.

The thorn break lay eleven paces east, close enough to tempt him but too far to beat a charging horse. The red cliffs offered cover, although the first shelf began thirty yards away across open sand; southward, the road dipped beneath two riders who already held high ground.

He had no weapon, no shoes, hair long enough for an enemy to grab, and so little strength that a clean hit might not matter.

Finesse was his only advantage.

He let his weight settle forward and watched the horses rather than the bows. Riders aimed with their arms, but horses revealed intent through ears, shoulders, and feet; if one opening appeared, Chad could move before the men expected it.

With both hands raised, Chad promised to remember all six faces.

The Binder swung down from his horse and approved of Chad’s spirit.

As the man pulled the copper chain free, Chad watched his hands, the distance between them, and the position of his knife. Tiny hooked plates lined the chain, with blue script running across each one and vanishing beneath the next.

Not rope—an item.

When the Binder stepped close, Chad waited for the chain to open and kicked at the man's knee.

His heel struck leather, making the Binder grunt and shift half a step. Force four was every bit as garbage as promised.

The Binder reached for him with his free hand, but Chad slipped beneath it, turned on the new body's quick hips, and ran for the nearest horse. A scout dropped from the saddle to block him.

Chad feinted toward the man's knife and changed direction, letting Finesse carry the move cleanly. He seized the hanging rein, planted one foot in the stirrup, and almost mounted.

Almost.

His hair caught around the saddle horn, and the vicious pull stopped him mid-climb. Chad swore, released the rein, and cut sideways before the horse trampled him as an arrow struck the sand beside his foot.

The scouts spread again, and this time they had stopped laughing; the escape attempt had gained him three paces and taught him that waist-length hair counted as enemy terrain.

He shouted a question at the sky: “Who designed this cosmetic?”

The Balcony did not answer, but Jorad did. He looped the copper chain between both hands and approached more carefully.

Chad gathered his hair over one shoulder. He could try the thorn break again, but the archers had corrected their spacing, and a second attempt would not be bravery; it would be feeding.

He shifted goals: see the item, read the rules, survive the capture, and break it later.

The chain snapped around Chad’s throat, and bitter cold sank through his skin. His knees hit the sand before the man even pulled, then the world narrowed to a blue panel.

CAPTURE COLLAR

Owner: Jorad's Road Crew
Authority: 30
Resistance Charge: 4/30

Active effects:
- Class Menu Locked
- Inventory Locked
- Damage against registered owner reduced by 80%
- Resistance converts Stamina into Collar Charge

Removal conditions: HIDDEN BY OWNER AUTHORITY

The Binder caught Chad's hair and forced his head back.

Tightening his fist in Chad's hair, the Binder ordered him to try again.

Chad studied the collar panel. Resistance converted Stamina into charge, which meant the collar wanted him to fight until he filled whatever happened at thirty.

He stopped pulling and smiled. “Nah. I don’t blow my whole bar on the first guy who grabs me.”

The youngest scout choked on a laugh while the Binder’s face went still.

Chad smiled up at him through long lashes he had never asked for.

Through the same smile, he asked, “Was it the way I said it?”

The Binder struck him behind the ear, and sand rushed up.

The last thing Chad saw was the collar notification burning across his sight.

CLASS MENU LOCKED UNTIL RELEASE, TRANSFER, OR OWNER DEATH.

Three conditions meant the idiots had given him three win states.


Chapter 2

Wrong Preset

Chad woke beneath a coarse, greasy wool blanket that smelled of horse piss. His raw wrists crossed behind him, bound tightly enough to numb both hands. The chill copper capture collar rested against his throat.

When the hard wooden wagon wheels struck a deep rut, Chad rolled across rough, splintered boards and hit a squat crate with his hip. His new voice made the resulting grunt sound cute enough to feel like a second injury.

He opened his eyes to the dim, cramped interior of a canvas-covered wagon. Thin amber sunlight cut through ragged holes near the roof, illuminating three bulging sacks, two clay water jars, and a locked black iron box. Someone had tied his lush hair with a strip of dirty cloth, although the heavy golden tail still reached past his waist.

Stale air scraped his throat with the taste of old sweat; someone had also dressed him in a sleeveless brown shift that stopped halfway down his thighs.

Rough cloth clung to skin already sticky with heat.

Trying to tug the useless hem lower, Chad muttered, “Of course it does.”

A wary guard glanced through the torn rear flap. He was the young scout who had laughed when Chad spoke to the Binder. A patchy thin beard framed his narrow jaw, and he looked about seventeen. Chad had no reason to trust Earth ages here.

The scout called toward the driver's bench that she was awake.

Chad corrected him with a blunt “He,” then demanded to know where his pants were.

The scout blinked at him, then pointed out that Chad had possessed no pants; he told him his pair would do and ordered him to hand them over.

The scout stared through the flap for two seconds while a flush crept up his neck.

Retreating half a pace, the scout said, “Jorad told us not to touch you.”

Chad smiled at him. “I wasn't asking you to touch me; I told you to strip.”

The scout dropped the flap, and Chad grinned at the canvas. He had not meant it like that, or at least not entirely.

The swaying wagon crossed one more brutal rut, sending fresh pain from Chad's bruised hip into his side. He shifted against the hard crate and opened the collar panel.

[STATUS]
CHAD BACONIZER

Identity: Male
Assigned Shell: Human Woman, Adult
Class: Unassigned — MENU LOCKED
Level: 1

Health: 113/120
Stamina: 68/95
Resolve: LOCKED

Captive Status: Registered Asset
Registered Owner: Jorad's Road Crew
Owner Authority: 30
Resistance Charge: 4/30

Active restrictions:
- Class Menu Locked
- Inventory Locked
- Damage against registered owner reduced by 80%
- Resistance converts Stamina into Collar Charge

Release states detected: owner release, ownership transfer, registered owner death

Inspection access: 19%
[/STATUS]

The final release line had changed. Last time, the relevant conditions were hidden; now Chad could read all three, and a new Inspection access field had appeared beside them.

Perception nine or Focus eight might have exposed it after repeated inspection, and the collar could reveal more when its owner moved farther away. Either way, Chad needed enough data to plan without gambling his mind.

He focused on `Resistance Charge`, opening a smaller tooltip.

Resistance Charge

Generated when a registered captive knowingly attempts escape, owner harm, command refusal, seal removal, or concealment from an owner.

At 30/30, apply Correction.

Correction details require 25% Inspection access.

Four charge had come from one kick and the instant he tried to pull away, proving the collar counted intent rather than action alone.

He focused on Inspection access instead. The number increased by one-tenth of a point, then stopped, so passive staring would not solve it; he needed observations the System considered meaningful.

The owner ring controlled commands, crew shares distributed ownership, Resistance recorded intent, and transfer created a class-menu window. Chad reviewed each fact in order, checking how the interface reacted whenever he connected one rule to one more.

Inspection access: 19% -> 21%

The collar wanted him to learn through contact with its mechanics, a dangerous design that rewarded the exact experiments capable of filling the Correction charge.

He moved one fingertip against the rope knot instead, earning no response from the collar; he imagined cutting the rope with the cracked jar lid, and the copper warmed.

Intent recognized: Escape planning
Charge deferred until actionable attempt.

Thinking remained safe until he possessed a tool or committed movement, a distinction narrow enough to exploit.

The heavy iron box drew his attention next. Its inward-facing hinges protected an ordinary warded lock, and a narrow gap beneath the lid revealed folded gray cloth beside one more copper ring—spare collars. The armed crew did not expect him to be its last captive.

Inspection access: 21% -> 23%

Two more points would reveal Correction, and he wanted the information. He also knew compulsive optimization when it started whispering that risk became acceptable because a number was close to complete.

That impulse had killed him once, so he closed the panel and reminded himself that not each bar needed filling immediately.

Leaning against the crate, Chad decided they would play stealth until the map provided a real opening.

The collar did not react. Thinking about escape was safe, while speaking about it might be safe if no owner heard. Since the young scout stood outside and registered owner meant the whole crew, Chad stopped talking.

He tested his hands instead. The rope crossed twice around his wrists, then ran between them without metal or System text. Ordinary rope was better than a magic item, provided he could cut it.

The iron box had a keyhole on its front, while one water jar wore a cracked clay lid. Chad scooted closer and studied the fracture.

Breaking the lid might count as owner harm to property. The collar's wording had left property out, but magic built by slavers would not forget vandalism.

He leaned away, unwilling to run blind tests while the fail condition was named `Correction`.

The dusty wagon slowed as rough men spoke outside and dry harness leather creaked. A mounted rider approached the rear, then the broad Binder lifted the flap.

Jorad was broad through the chest and belly, with sand dried in the lines beside his nose and a purple bruise marking the knee Chad had kicked. Good. Force four had at least left a receipt.

Beneath dried sand and a purple knee bruise, his broad face tightened as he watched Chad.

Keeping his tone flat, Chad asked for water.

Jorad climbed into the wagon, folded his bulk beside Chad, and demanded a better request.

Through a tightening jaw, Chad added *please*.

That satisfied Jorad enough to reach for the cracked jar.

Watching Jorad's hands, he found a copper ring on the man's right thumb. The same blue script that covered the collar moved beneath its surface. Owner focus.

Jorad knelt and caught Chad beneath the chin, squeezing hard enough to push his cheeks together.

He gripped Chad’s jaw while listing the merchandise rules. There could be no facial marks or cuts below the neck. Qasira also expected the skin to remain pale and untouched by sun.

Holding still, he swallowed the water that did not spill down the brown shift. He felt cold reach each dry place in his throat.

Cold, clean, precious water soothed and sharpened.

He swallowed and asked for more. Jorad’s smile demanded one more performance.

While the collar's Correction threat filled his thoughts, he looked at Jorad's bruised knee.

With perfect courtesy, Chad said, “Please give me more water, you bandit bitch.”

The young scout made a sharp sound outside as Jorad's smile vanished. The collar stayed at four, which meant insults were not refusal—a useful distinction.

Jorad set the jar down, drew a narrow knife, and placed its flat edge beneath Chad's jaw; watching for fear, Jorad warned that a buyer could cut out a rude tongue.

He advised against charging extra for the mouth.

Jorad pressed the blade hard enough to hurt without breaking the skin; when Chad refused to look away, Jorad accused him of trusting beauty for protection.

Chad met his eyes. “No. You want money more than five seconds of feeling strong.”

The wagon grew quiet before Jorad removed the knife and poured more water. Chad drank without pretending it was a victory.

He remained tied on a wagon, wearing a sack and traveling toward an auction. Still, he had read the man's build correctly: greed beat anger when the item might lose value.

Jorad climbed out, and the rear flap dropped behind him.

SYSTEM NOTICE

Role Conflict Recorded

Assigned expectation: Captive Beauty — Pleasing Compliance
Observed action: Accurate threat assessment under owner pressure

Rejection Sequence: 2/4

Hidden route affinity increased.

He read the notice twice. The System was not rewarding disobedience by itself. It rewarded smart play that fought the role forced onto his shell. Chad could work with that kind of rule for now.

* * *

For two hours, the road kept climbing beneath the wagon. Chad tracked time through patches of sun moving across the canvas. He learned the crew by voice.

Red road dust drifted through the torn flap and settled on each damp face.

The captives traded wary whispers beneath the wheels' dull clatter.

Jorad rode near the front, and the young scout answered to Pell. Two brothers named Cask and Drem argued about dice. An older woman called Mother Tesk drove the wagon. The sixth rider rarely spoke, but Pell called him Var.

Six captors controlled the route. Two bows stayed behind the wagon, one rider moved ahead, Jorad kept the collar ring, and Mother Tesk carried the iron-box key on her belt.

As blood returned around the rope, his hands tingled and each finger flexed in turn; eventually, Pell rode close enough for his shadow to move across the rear flap.

Small, quick, nervous hands checked and tightened tack.

Toward Pell’s moving shadow, Chad asked for proof that the scout remained there.

From beyond the canvas, Pell pointed out that Chad had nowhere to go.

He warned Pell not to underestimate a bad collision box.

Pell hesitated before admitting the words meant nothing to him.

Shifting to a question Pell understood, he asked the scout's age.

Only hoofbeats answered him.

Pell distrusted the new direction because Chad had already asked for his trousers.

With complete dishonesty, Chad called that an unrelated tactical question.

At last, Pell answered that he was eighteen.

Pell was an adult by the only standard Chad could verify, yet still young enough to blush whenever the prisoner said something sideways.

He asked why an eighteen-year-old had chosen to ride with slavers.

Pell leaned on the rehearsed label *road crew*.

In a thoughtful voice, Chad wondered when roads had learned to tie people up.

“You were alone beyond the markers. Jorad had salvage right.”

He refused the legal fiction outright: people were not salvage.

Without conviction, Pell recited the Qasiran rule that classified unclaimed foreigners as property.

Pell recited the rule too quickly, as though someone had handed him the sentence before he needed to feel responsible for it.

Following the rule to its conclusion, he claimed to own Pell if he found him naked in the desert.

Pell denied it too quickly.

He asked for the missing difference.

One more borrowed sentence identified Pell as a registered lawful person.

He reduced the answer to its truth: one piece of paper separated a person from loot.

Pell's horse moved away from the wagon, and Chad let him go. He was not trying to redeem the scout during a cart ride; he only wanted Pell to hear his own build description.

The collar warmed.

Role conflict recognized: Registered Asset disputes classification through owner-directed dialogue.

Inspection access: 23% -> 25%

The hidden tooltip opened.

CORRECTION

At maximum Resistance Charge, the collar applies escalating pulses until the registered captive accepts the most recent valid command.

At 30 Charge: pain compliance and muscle interruption.
At 60 Charge: memory suppression related to refusal intent.
At 90 Charge: identity adaptation authorized by master-grade owner seal.

Charge decays only after accepted command, transfer, or owner release.

He read the final line again. The collar was a smaller version of the Balcony wager: pain first, memory second, identity last, with each layer treating resistance as a defect to correct.

His current model capped at thirty, but a master seal could push farther, and the auction might transfer him to one.

That made the eight-tenths-second window more important rather than less.

He closed the tooltip and tested the rope with his fingertips. Ordinary fibers had loosened where sweat dampened them, and an hour of privacy might let Finesse twelve work one hand free.

The collar recognized the attempt.

Resistance Charge: 4 -> 5

After spending one point on a minor action, he stopped. Twenty-five points remained, but the rope might cost ten, crossing the wagon might cost more, and opening the flap in sight of Pell could stack command refusal if the scout told him to stop.

He could escape the wagon and still lose control of his legs before reaching cover. Bad line.

He settled the rope back into its original position before any guard saw the change, ignoring the desire to keep working at it as the impulse scratched behind his eyes.

Optimization meant choosing the best move, not performing each available move.

The wagon stopped at midday, and Mother Tesk opened the rear to pass him bread. She had gray hair beneath a red scarf and arms thick from years at the reins. Her eyes paused on Chad's face.

Her gray gaze moved over him like a merchant checking damaged goods.

Studying him as merchandise rather than company, she called him the pretty one.

Around the ache in his jaw, Chad said, “I’ve noticed.”

Tesk observed that most girls would use such a face better.

He pointed out that most girls possessed more practice at being girls.

Tesk snorted and held the bread near his mouth. Chad took a bite of the hard, sour loaf, which still beat passing out again.

She watched him chew. “Jorad says your mind is cracked.”

Chad corrected the diagnosis: his body preset was cracked, but his mind worked fine.

Tesk invited him to contradict the evidence by repeating his claim to be a man.

Without hesitation or apology, Chad answered, “I am a man.”

Tesk looked at his chest, where the damp shift clung to each unwanted curve. Chad followed her eyes, then looked back at her.

Following her gaze, Chad conceded that the evidence presentation was hostile.

Her mouth twitched despite the disapproval in her eyes.

More gently, Tesk mentioned priests in Qasira who treated such sickness.

He asked whether those priests could repair magical bodies.

Tesk said they corrected disordered thoughts, and the verb tightened his stomach.

Before opening his mouth for more bread, Chad suggested they start with Jorad.

Tesk shoved the bread into his mouth, and the collar stayed at four.

While chewing, he examined the iron-box key and small bronze plate hanging from her belt. A number glowed when he focused.

Crew Share: 1/6

A listed owner meant each partner held one share, so killing Jorad alone might not release the collar. The `registered owner death` condition could require each share owner to die.

Transfer was cleaner. They intended to sell him, so the collar would change owners at the auction. That switch might open the class menu for a second.

Games loved transaction windows, and Chad swallowed the bread while planning around this one.

He asked how long remained before Qasira.

While gathering the remaining loaf, Tesk promised arrival before sunset.

He welcomed the news because the wagon desperately needed a better lobby.

Tesk narrowed her eyes and admitted that she did not know what a lobby was.

He defined it as strangers making bad choices together.

She laughed once before shutting the flap.

* * *

Qasira appeared through a tear in the canvas near sunset. A pale stone wall rose from red earth in three wide tiers. Square towers guarded a brass-plated gate beside the road. Beyond it, flat roofs climbed toward a green hill crowned by a white palace.

Blue channels ran down the hill and split through the city. Date trees lined the water, and silk awnings covered markets near the gate. Hundreds of people moved between them.

Striped awnings snapped above the market road, bright enough to make the cages beneath them obscene.

Through the tear, he made System labels flash over four people. They marked a Salt Porter, Brass Guard, Water Clerk, and Carpet Seller.

The world had classes for everything, and the wagon passed beneath the gate without slowing.

No guard searched it because Jorad tossed a coin to a man in brass scale and kept moving.

The city smelled of dust, hot oil, dung, flowers, and meat cooking over coal, while voices crowded the road and bells rang from the water stairs.

Hot spice and roasting meat cut through the stink of animals and too many bodies.

Around the busy streets, women wore loose trousers, long coats, scarves, veils, and sleeveless work tunics, while men favored robes or wrapped pants. No one else wore a shift that barely covered their ass.

The crew had dressed him for display. Anger came cold this time, and he saved it.

The wagon turned away from the palace hill and entered a walled yard, where iron gates closed behind it. Mother Tesk opened the flap.

Without meeting his eyes, Tesk ordered him out of the wagon.

He checked the collar.

Command detected.
Compliance window: 10 seconds.
Refusal will generate 6 Resistance Charge.

He had four charge, and six more would not reach Correction, but useless defiance still spent a resource.

He stood and dropped numb feet into the yard. Men and women waited inside barred pens along the walls, each captive wearing a copper collar and most watching the ground.

Captives crowded behind barred fronts, falling silent as the wagon passed.

A man in a yellow coat approached while carrying a writing board and demanded the lot description.

Faces turned toward the new arrivals, searching for news, danger, or someone they knew.

Jorad pulled Chad's hair loose from its dirty tie, spilling blonde lengths to the backs of his knees while the black streaks framed his face. The yard went quiet, and the man in yellow stared.

Jorad supplied the lot description: found north of the red road, unmarked, without prior owner, and nonviolent beneath the seal despite apparent madness.

Chad corrected the last point. “I kicked him before he put the seal on.”

The yellow-coated man looked Chad up and down without hiding his calculation.

The yellow-coated man compared Chad’s voice to sugared milk.

He suggested waiting until the team started feeding him.

Pell covered his face behind Jorad, already anticipating the damage.

The auction clerk's writing stick stopped above the board.

The clerk repeated the suspicious word: “Feeding.”

Chad defined it as kills, assists, and good rotations before asking Pell what else the word could mean.

The scout turned red to his ears before Jorad shoved Chad toward the nearest pen.

The collar panel flashed.

TRANSFER QUEUE OPEN

Current owner shares: 6
Pending venue authority: Qasira South Auction
Class Menu access during settlement: 0.8 seconds

He let the guards lock him inside. The pen door used the same venue seal as the transfer queue, and when it closed, Inspection access rose to twenty-seven percent and exposed one more detail.

Venue authority could issue movement commands but could not alter identity records until the sale completed.

For the next few hours, the auction could move his body, but it could not yet reach the part the Balcony wanted.

Eight-tenths of a second was plenty of time to click the wrong thing. He rehearsed the motion without opening the menu: focus left, find the footer, reject gold, inspect whatever remained. No hesitation and no reading the sales copy first.

That was how bad interfaces won: they demanded a decision while the player was surprised. Chad would arrive prepared, because eight-tenths of a second was also plenty of time to reject it.


Chapter 3

Auction House Tutorial

The auction guards put Chad in a pen with twelve adults and one dented bucket. No one discussed which object held lower status.

The cramped stone enclosure measured ten feet across, copper bars covered the open side, and dry afternoon heat gathered beneath the low roof. Eight women sat along the back wall while four men stood near the bars because the packed floor offered nowhere else to put their legs, and each bruised throat carried a copper capture collar.

He kept his tied hands behind him and studied the room; most captives wore worn work clothes, though guards had taken each belt, pin, lace, and useful strip of metal. Two people had bruised faces. One man's left wrist bent at the wrong angle beneath a dirty cloth wrap.

The auction did not resemble a pleasure house. It resembled a livestock yard that had learned bookkeeping, which suited Chad. He wanted the ugliness clear.

Three women watched the guards instead of the floor, alert and visibly unbroken.

The first sat upright despite a split lip, tall and bronze-skinned, with black curls tied at her neck and sharp amber eyes counting each key. A worn yellow dress covered long limbs trained to stay still without becoming slack, and her collar showed a faded prior-owner seal beneath the auction mark.

The second woman crouched beside the injured man, with freckles across her cheeks and nose and a thick red braid over one shoulder. Her long frame filled the plain gray tunic as if the cloth had lost an argument, and she had already torn part of one sleeve to improve the man's wrist wrap.

The third knelt across from them with two fingers against the injury, dark brown skin, and short silver-black hair; her calm face belonged to someone doing difficult work with poor tools, while crushed green leaves stained her careful fingertips.

He focused on each woman. The collars blocked their full sheets, but thin labels appeared.

Zafira Nahal — Adult — Level 2 — Class Suppressed

Elka Korrin — Adult — Level 2 — Class Suppressed

Ione Kess — Adult — Level 2 — Class Suppressed

All three noticed him reading, and Zafira's gaze moved over Chad's bare legs, the brown shift, and the filthy rope around his wrists without a smile.

She tipped her chin toward his collar and asked, “Road crew?”

Her voice stayed quiet enough to die beneath the yard noise as he held up his bound hands and said, “Six of them. Bad threat discipline.”

From beside the injured wrist, Elka asked whether he had fought them. He answered, “I kicked the boss,” and when she admired the fine room he had won, he blamed matchmaking.

The injured man laughed once, hid the sound in a cough, and watched as Ione studied Chad's collar from across the pen and said, “Four charge. You stopped early.”

He shrugged and said, “I read the tooltip,” which sharpened her violet-brown eyes. When she asked whether he could read seal text, he returned the question, and she admitted grudgingly, “Some.”

That answered more than she meant to give, so Chad nodded toward the man's wrist and asked, “Broken?”

With two fingers bracing the joint, Ione said, “Pulled apart and set badly. He needs a brace, clean water, and ten quiet days. We have leaves.”

He eyed the green mash and asked whether the leaves helped. Her grave expression did not change when she said, “They smell medical,” but Elka's flat look moved Ione's mouth by half an inch before she added, “They also reduce swelling.”

The three women already shared a working rhythm: Elka acted first, Ione supplied exact knowledge, and Zafira watched the outer problem while both of them worked.

He had found a viable party composition in under thirty seconds.

The conclusion did not make them his party, and Chad knew the difference. Games let a player inspect strangers, press Invite, and assume cooperation, but these women had been processed through a market that treated each human connection as transferable property. He would not repeat that logic with better intentions.

He watched what they chose when no one ordered them.

Elka gave the injured man her share of water before taking any herself, Ione changed the leaf pack when swelling pushed against the wrap, and Zafira shifted twice to block a guard's view of the treatment.

Those were not combat roles yet. They were useful character evidence.

The injured man caught Chad watching and asked, “You planning to buy us?”

He showed him the bound hands and said, “Currently low on money and pants.”

The man told him to stop pricing, which was a fair hit, and Chad inclined his head before saying, “I'm looking for people who want out.”

The man's tired eyes moved to the collar as he said, “Everybody in this pen wants out.”

He pointed out that not everybody wanted to trust a stranger with an escape, and from the wall, Zafira asked whether he had a real plan.

He gave her the inventory: “A transfer window and no class.” Her split lip barely moved as she called that less than an escape, but he defended it as more than he had that morning. She questioned the planning horizon, and he said, “Been a busy morning.”

Elka tightened the wrist wrap. “If the collars transfer to one owner, the chain between records may synchronize.”

Beside her, Ione nodded and explained, “A master seal could command several people at once.”

He considered the mechanism and said, “Bad for escape. Good if owner death releases the whole group.”

At once, Zafira's gaze sharpened as she asked whether he was willing to kill a buyer he had not met. He met her stare and answered, “I'm willing to evaluate the option,” which she accepted as a different answer and he called a better one.

The injured man grunted that he learned, and Chad stored one more rule: Zafira tested language for precision, Elka tested whether plans survived contact with the world, and Ione tested mechanisms. All three had challenged him within five minutes.

He wanted that more than automatic agreement.

He lowered himself beside the wall. Sitting with tied hands in a short shift required careful movements he resented learning.

Once settled, he said, “I'm Chad Baconizer.”

With a fresh look at his face, Zafira said, “That is a man's name in the northern trade tongue.”

He said, “Good. One thing transferred correctly.”

Elka's eyes dropped to Chad's chest, then returned to his face without shame or mockery as she asked whether he was saying he was a man. Meeting her direct stare, Chad answered, “I am a man.”

From her closer study of his collar, Ione asked, “Under a body spell?”

He touched one bare shoulder to indicate the shell and said, “Assigned body. Gods thought it was funny.”

Zafira examined him for several silent seconds, and Chad let her because he had repeated the same answer to each person since arrival. Confusion changed nothing.

At last, she asked, “Do the collars know?”

He nodded and said, “My sheet still identifies me as male.”

That mattered to her. He saw it in the way her shoulders eased, though the change remained small.

With finality, Zafira said, “Then Chad.”

Beside her, Elka shrugged and said, “I have heard stranger things this month.”

Ione nodded once. “A stable claim with matching System evidence is not madness.”

He looked between the three women and said, “That went much better than the bandit focus group.”

Elka raised her eyebrows and asked, “You told armed bandits?”

He indicated the borrowed shift and said, “I was naked. The visual aid worked against me.”

The injured man laughed again, even Zafira's mouth softened, and boots crossed the yard outside.

Before the guards appeared, Zafira turned toward the bars and warned, “Inspection.”

Chad listened to the yard and asked, “How can you tell?”

She nodded toward the sudden quiet and explained, “The clerk stopped shouting lot numbers. Buyers want silence when they pretend they have taste.”

Two armed guards unlocked the crowded pen at once. A woman in a dark blue coat entered behind them with silver thread marking her hem and a ring of brass keys hanging from her left hand.

House Buyer — Level 9

Name hidden.

She walked along the captives and checked teeth, hands, scars, and collar records; guards made each person stand and struck anyone slow behind the knee.

Chad rose before they reached him. Compliance cost nothing when refusal gained nothing.

The buyer paused at Zafira and read, “Returned from the governor's widow.”

Zafira corrected her with, “Released by estate closure.”

One brass key tapped the buyer's ring as she mentioned the widow's insolence mark. Without lowering her eyes, Zafira said, “She marked each person who could count.”

Moving to Elka, the buyer turned over one broad hand. She noted the frontier stock and bow calluses, while Elka held her hands still.

The nearest guard rubbed an old mark and warned that she bit. Elka smiled without warmth and said, “Only when someone puts meat in my mouth without asking.”

After a lingering look, the buyer told the guard to correct that before display; the guard smiled, and Chad memorized his face.

Ione received the longest inspection as the buyer examined her stained fingers; then the woman spoke three lines that Chad's translation rendered as formal temple speech. Ione answered each one.

The buyer released her hand and asked why a votive-trained healer had been suppressed at Level Two. Ione kept her calm face and said, “My prior owner disliked medicine that could count bruises.”

Without any change in expression, the buyer said, “Sheik Rashad may find a use.”

Then she reached Chad.

Her attention moved from his lashes to the black streaks in his hair; it traveled down the fitted line of the shift, then returned to his face. Chad recognized valuation without desire, which made it colder.

One brass key pointed upward while she ordered him to stand straight, although he already did.

The collar opened a command prompt. Chad complied by making no change, and the System accepted it.

Then she made a circle with one finger and ordered him to turn; he obeyed once because the guards held clubs and he still had no class.

The buyer caught his hair and spread the gold lengths across his back. Black streaks ran through them like spilled ink across silk.

Between two fingers, she tested a dark lock and said, “Natural.”

He corrected her with, “System issue.”

She released the strand and mentioned that the road crew called him mad. He looked toward the crowded seller rail beside them. “The road crew has six people in a party with no healer.”

Her keys resumed their faint chiming as she asked what that meant, and he offered the kind version: “They make poor choices.”

The buyer checked the next boxes for dancing and singing. She received no and badly, then asked whether he could read. He let his attention settle on her wrist and said, “Each word your collar tries to hide.”

The buyer's keys stopped moving while Ione watched from three places down.

With her wrist held out, the buyer said, “Demonstrate.”

He focused on the auction seal around her wrist. Owner text remained hidden, but the lower edge showed a maintenance line.

Reading the pale maintenance line, Chad said, “Your venue seal expires at midnight because someone entered the renewal under yesterday's date. Also, you have twenty-three active lots and only twenty-two physical collars in the yard.”

The woman looked toward the clerk, and he looked at his board.

Without looking away from Chad, she ordered, “Count.”

The clerk ran while Chad kept his face calm. Each collar placed a dot along the edge of the venue panel. He had noticed the count because one pulsed beneath the floor.

The missing dot meant a hidden cell or corpse, and neither helped him yet.

When she turned back, the buyer said, “You will not say that during display.”

He smiled politely and said, “Then don't ask me to perform.”

Her eyes cooled as she warned, “Sheik Rashad prefers rare things, and he knows how to quiet them.”

SYSTEM OFFER

PERFECT COMPANION — Legendary Social Class

Immediate benefits:
- Pain reduction while obeying a registered partner
- Presence converted into Beauty scaling
- Unwanted memories softened over time
- Fertility and court compatibility increased

Permanent consequence: Assigned Shell and female identity locked

Accept?

YES glowed gold.

NO appeared in gray beneath it.

The offer had returned because a buyer wanted the role; under gold letters and pleasant language, the System was trying to turn pressure into consent.

He selected NO.

ROLE CONFLICT RECORDED

Legendary shell route refused under sale pressure.
Rejection Sequence: 3/4

One further qualifying refusal will reveal a hidden class route.

The buyer could not see the panel, but she noticed Chad's attention shift and asked what he had read. He kept his gaze on the fading gold. “An offer to make me easier to own.” When she demanded the rest, he said, “I told it to eat shit.”

Elka barked a laugh, Ione covered her mouth, and Zafira looked down although her shoulders moved. The buyer left without one more word, and the pen breathed again after the guards moved away.

Once the guards had moved away, Ione murmured, “Twenty-three active lots. Twenty-two collars visible.”

Chad pointed at the packed floor and said, “One below us.”

Zafira pressed her palm to the floor and described holding cells beneath the yard—punishment rooms and private lots. Elka asked whether they held people who would not display, and Zafira's fingers curled against the dirt. “Or people already promised to buyers.”

He focused on the pulsing dot. No name appeared. The hidden record carried a black valuation mark rather than blue ownership script.

SOUL-ELIGIBLE LOT

Transfer route: Restricted

The term meant nothing yet, but it felt worse than sale.

He kept his voice low and asked, “Rashad buys private lots?”

At the name, Zafira's face became still before she admitted, “Sometimes.”

When he asked why, she watched the guards beyond the bars. She named priests, buyers, delvers, and contracts with words no court should know.

Ione sat back on her heels and asked, “Did those contracts mention soul liens?”

Her answer was yes, and the word entered Chad's quest memory: Ascension Engine, soul conversion, and nation-scale consumption. The auction beneath the ordinary auction might connect to the gods' game.

He could not reach it while collared and unarmed, but he could remember it.

Against the wall, the injured man shifted and warned, “If you four find a door, don't stop for us.”

Elka met his tired eyes and said, “I will.”

He shook his head and warned that they would all get caught. Elka allowed, “Maybe,” and when he called her a stubborn fool, she tapped his improved bandage. “You let me fix your wrist.” He closed his eyes and admitted that had also been foolish.

He understood the shape of the disagreement. A rescue that doomed everyone was not noble. An escape bought by stepping over people was not clean. He would need a build capable of turning one into the other.

Behind his locked menu, the hidden class card waited.

* * *

After sunset, the auction began beneath harsh brass lamps.

Guards washed the captives with cold water and replaced Chad's brown shift with a white one. Then they moved the lots through a bright stone hall. Lamps hung from brass chains, and buyers sat behind carved screens while an auctioneer praised strength, obedience, training, or beauty.

He listened to prices and counted exits.

The injured man sold to a quarry agent. Two guards dragged him away when he could not walk fast enough. Beside Chad, Elka watched until the side door shut.

Her face held no tears, though her right thumb rubbed the bow callus on her left hand.

Zafira sold first among the three women as the auctioneer praised her keen memory. Then he warned that his trained court stock required firm correction. A calm male voice behind the largest screen purchased her.

Sheik Rashad Ilyun — Level 18 — Palace Master

Elka came next, and the same voice bought her after a horse breeder and caravan guard pushed the price upward. Votive training doubled Ione's opening bid, but Rashad bought her too.

The pattern was clear: Rashad was purchasing an entire party without knowing what one was. The guards chained the three women beside the seller rail, where Zafira tested the new links with one controlled movement, Elka watched the key rather than its carrier, and Ione read the blue script settling into Rashad's master pattern.

Across the hall, Chad caught Zafira's eye and tapped his thumb twice against his palm: transfer window.

She did not know the signal. She did understand that he meant to act during purchase. Her gaze moved to Elka and Ione, then back to him. Three allies, one buyer.

In answer, Zafira touched two fingers to her throat and pointed toward the palace hill; collars remained the first problem, and he nodded.

The exchange lasted three seconds, carrying no plan or promise but enough shared intention to prevent four separate escape attempts from ruining one another.

The injured man had not sold yet, and he watched them from the waiting line.

As guards pulled him toward the platform, Chad told him, “The palace has healers.”

The injured man nodded toward Zafira's chain and warned that the palace had locks. Chad kept moving and said, “We'll deal with those first.”

The man heard the pronoun and asked whether Chad said *we* now. Looking at the three women, Chad answered, “Working on it,” before guards led him onto the platform.

The lamps erased the buyers' faces behind their screens, so Chad used sound instead. Seven distinct bidders. One older woman with a cough. Two men sharing whispered calculations. Behind the largest screen, Rashad's voice remained still while everyone else climbed.

Rashad was not shopping impulsively; he had selected Chad during inspection and waited for the room to price itself out. That meant the buyer knew more than beauty, because the seal-reading demonstration had increased interest rather than frightened him away.

He stored the mistake. Showing an enemy each useful feature before transfer was bad drafting etiquette.

Conversation stopped behind each screen while the auctioneer described his hair, skin, teeth, untouched collar record, and supposed northern blood. Chad stood beneath the lamps and fixed his eyes on Rashad's screen.

From the seller rail, Jorad called, “The lot is willful, but the seal holds.”

Chad displayed his prettiest smile and said, “He also has terrible knees.”

Buyers laughed, Jorad went red, and the bids climbed.

He opened the transfer queue. Six owner shares waited on one side. Qasira venue authority stood in the middle. A blank buyer slot pulsed on the right.

Class-menu access during settlement would last 0.8 seconds, so he held his focus over the locked menu.

Rashad's voice ended the bidding with a number three times higher than the prior sale; the hammer fell, and ownership transfer began.

For eight-tenths of a second, Chad's class menu opened.

Perfect Companion filled the screen with gold, but he rejected it before the first tenth passed, and the remaining time exposed a black class card with no name.

Unlock condition incomplete: Protect three freely chosen allies from lethal harm while under an imposed role.

The menu slammed shut before he could read further.

PALACE OWNER REGISTERED

Sheik Rashad Ilyun
Authority: 80

He raised his head and looked toward the three women waiting beyond the platform.

Three allies stood behind that cost. The System had at last shown him what the build needed.

It also showed what the condition did not cost. Protecting them would not bind them to him. The class needed Chad's free choice, not theirs, and gave no reward for thanks.

That condition was good.

If the hidden route unlocked, he would use it to create an exit. Whether Zafira, Elka, and Ione stayed afterward would remain their decision.

The guards pulled him from the platform. Chad kept his eyes on the three women rather than Rashad's screen. The next build choice belonged to him, while the choice after freedom belonged to all four.


Chapter 4

Palace Queue

Rashad's guards chained the four newest purchases together before marching them uphill to the palace.

Chad stood second in line. Zafira walked ahead of him, while Elka and Ione followed behind. Short copper links joined their collars. Each link carried enough blue script to punish one captive for one more person's mistake.

The cruel arrangement looked efficient. It also put three potential allies within easy whisper range.

Qasira climbed around them in bright stone tiers. Water ran downhill through narrow channels, and striped cloth awnings cast blue shade over crowded stairs. Merchants called from open shops. Bakers pulled flat rounds from clay ovens. No one stopped when palace guards led four collared adults through the street.

Some people looked away, while others stared at Chad until Zafira blocked their view with one shoulder.

With a solemn nod to the distracted pedestrian, Chad said, “Thank you.”

Without remorse, Zafira replied, “I protected their ankles. Half the street was about to walk into a wall.”

Elka laughed softly behind him, making one guard glance back.

Chad adjusted the thin white shift with his bound hands. The fitted fabric had been made for display rather than stairs. Each high step threatened to show the entire lower half of his new loadout.

Tugging the shift lower, he said, “I need pants.”

Without slowing, Ione said, “You have said this eleven times.”

With a gesture at both bare legs, he said, “The problem remains open.”

Elka glanced backward and said, “I support continued reporting. Your ass is starting fights behind us.”

He glanced back. “My ass isn't responsible for weak crowd control.”

One distracted guard stumbled on a high stair.

Zafira looked straight ahead, but her amber eyes narrowed with suppressed amusement. “Please keep speaking. Our escort may defeat itself before the summit.”

The lead guard pulled the chain, making all four collars tighten.

The lead guard looked over one shoulder and ordered, “Remain quiet until intake.”

Command detected.
Scope: No speech until palace intake.
Refusal charge: 4 per statement.

Chad stopped speaking, and the women followed his example.

The guard expected resentment, but Chad gave him disciplined resource management instead.

They crossed a bridge over the main watercourse. The palace rose above it, white and gold against the red hills. Square towers framed a central dome, while high garden walls hid everything below the upper balconies. Servants hurried through side gates. Soldiers in brass scale watched the broad front road.

He counted each visible route as the chain climbed.

The purchase caravan entered through a narrow gate on the east wall. Two guards watched the arch, and a third sat inside a booth beside a bell rope. Kitchens filled the first courtyard. Steam and smoke could hide movement. Water channels passed beneath iron grates at both ends of the yard.

Zafira counted with him. Her head never turned, but her pace shifted near each door, stair, and blind corner. When she tapped two fingers against her thigh beside a locked service passage, she knew Chad was watching.

Two locks or two guards; Chad stored both possibilities.

The collar command ended when they passed beneath the intake arch.

Watching the palace grow above them, Chad murmured, “East wall.”

Zafira answered without turning. “Bath channels, if the lower grates still open.”

Elka watched a delivery cart and said, “Kitchen knives.”

Touching the copper band at her throat, Ione said, “Seal station first. The collars will call each guard if we cross the wall.”

Four voices supplied four jobs without wasting time on an argument.

He liked the way they worked together already.

The passage from the intake arch to the bath supplied one more piece of the route. A loaded laundry cart blocked one corner. Steam pipes crossed the ceiling. Three servants used a narrow stair without passing the seal station.

He counted twenty-one steep steps down to the lower level.

The floor sloped east after the stair. Water stains climbed the wall to knee height, proving the lower passage flooded whenever the bath channels opened. The grate route and the servant route probably met below the kitchen court.

Zafira scratched her wrist with two fingers, then one.

Two guards. One door.

Chad answered by flexing four fingers at his side.

Four collars first.

Elka saw the signal and tapped her left shoulder, where a guard's key ring had brushed her during the climb. Ione shook her head. Wrong key or unreachable.

They had begun communicating without agreeing on a language. That was useful and dangerous, because one misunderstood signal could turn a plan into Correction.

The bald steward watched them enter the tiled chamber.

Chad let his attention settle on the colorful clothes stacked beside the bath rather than the lower door.

The steward followed his gaze and saw only a vain captive looking for something better to wear.

Presence fourteen did not have to mean seduction. Sometimes a pretty face created the exact wrong explanation in an observer's head.

The System noticed the deliberate misuse of expectation.

ROLE CONFLICT

Assigned-shell expectation used to conceal tactical observation.
Hidden class affinity increased.

The notification vanished before two attendants cut his rope.

The intake chamber had tiled floors and no windows. Two female attendants waited beside a long table. A bald steward wore Rashad's gold-and-blue house badge over a dark robe, and his System label showed Level 11 with the class Palace Keeper.

At the intake chamber, the steward flicked two fingers and said, “Separate them.”

The guards unlocked the chain between each collar but left each pair of wrists bound. An attendant led Elka toward a side door, and Elka planted both feet.

Her collar flared with painful blue light.

Resistance Charge: 7/30

Pain crossed her face before her knees bent. Chad blocked the guard's raised hand with his own body.

“She can walk without you hitting her.”

The steward studied him. “You presume to speak for her.”

Nodding at the raised baton, he said, “I speak because your man looks excited about hitting tied women.”

Behind him, Ione warned, “Chad.”

His collar added four charge for breaking the prior obedience pattern, though no direct silence command remained.

Resistance Charge: 8/30

The steward approached until he stood a head taller than Chad, although most people did now.

The steward examined his collar record. “You are the unusually costly one.”

Without lowering his eyes, Chad agreed, “I have premium features.”

The man's flat gaze fell to Chad's chest and stayed there.

Lifting his tied hands, Chad said, “Not those. I can read your whole intake seal. You have four empty servant tags, one guard tag assigned to a dead man, and a bath gate that reports open each third night.”

Zafira's sharp eyes flicked toward him for confirmation.

The bath route was real and still connected to the house seal.

The steward's face hardened. “Tell me who taught you house script.”

With a shrug, he said, “Bad interface design.”

The steward did not understand the answer, which made it better.

Ione stepped closer. “He is newly arrived and disordered by translation. The auction record should state that clearly.”

Her quiet tone gave the steward an excuse to dismiss Chad without admitting concern, and he took it.

He told the attendants, “Wash them. The sheik will inspect the new arrivals after evening prayer.”

The women were taken through one door, while a male guard reached for Chad and hesitated.

The steward noticed and demanded an explanation.

Keeping his hands to himself, the guard said, “The record says female.”

The steward dismissed the objection. “The record can see. Use the women's bath.”

Chad looked at Zafira. “I’m about to make a simple room complicated again.”

Watching one more servant stumble, Zafira said, “You possess a rare gift for that.”

* * *

The bath attendants cut the rough rope from Chad's wrists and ordered him to undress.

He kept the thin shift on and assessed the room.

The chamber held a long pool beneath a painted ceiling. Steam softened the bright lamps. Eight adult women washed or dressed along the tiled edges, each wearing Rashad's collar. Some watched Chad, while others had learned not to show interest in anything new.

Zafira stood beside a stack of clean towels. Elka had already stripped and entered the water without shame. Ione sat on the pool edge while an attendant examined the green herb stains on her hands.

The older attendant pointed to a cedar bench and said, “Remove the shift now.”

Command detected.
Compliance window: 10 seconds.
Refusal charge: 5.

He could afford five charge, but refusal would bring guards, waste Stamina, and change nothing. The women had the same body parts he did now. His identity did not depend on pretending the shell was invisible.

He pulled the shift over his head without giving the attendant a victory.

Conversation around the steaming pool stopped for several breaths.

He looked down at himself, then faced the silent room.

Sinking deeper into the water, he said, “I know. The graphics settings are obnoxious.”

Elka leaned both arms on the pool rim while water beaded on her freckled shoulders. “You were not boasting.”

From behind one raised knee, Chad said, “Tell me which claim surprised you.”

She took a beat before answering. “Being a man.”

Holding her gaze, Chad said, “That remains correct.”

Then she looked past his shoulder and added, “I meant the ass.”

Three women laughed, and the unfamiliar sound startled the ones who made it.

He walked into the water and sat with his back against the tile. Heat loosened the deep ache in his hip from the wagon. Long golden hair spread around him like weed, with black strands twisting through it.

Ione entered beside him after the attendant released her hands. “Your bruising looks severe.”

Turning enough to show the bruise, Chad said, “Tell me you can heal it.”

Ione reminded him, “My healing class remains suppressed.”

Trying a second angle, he said, “Then tell me the bruise at least looks heroic.”

She examined the purple mark along his side. “It looks like you lost a fight with a wooden box.”

Elka laughed again.

Zafira lowered herself into the pool across from them and kept her back to the attendants while she spoke.

Lowering her voice, Zafira said, “The lower bath grate opens on the third bell after midnight. It clears overflow into the east channel.”

Chad eyed Elka's long frame. “Tell me the channel is big enough.”

Pointing at Chad, Elka said, “For him. Maybe for Ione, but not for me.”

Tracing the route on wet tile, Zafira said, “The service tunnel beside it is large enough. Two iron locks. The keeper carries one key. The bath mistress carries the other.”

He glanced at the attendants, noting that the older woman's key ring sat on a stool beside folded cloth.

Tapping the collar, Ione said, “Collars first. The palace seal holds eighty Authority. Crossing the wall without release would fill each collar at once.”

Elka lowered her voice. “Tell me what Correction does.”

Ione looked toward the women nearest them. “We cannot discuss that here.”

That answer carried enough fear to end the question.

He opened his collar panel beneath the steaming water.

[STATUS]
CHAD BACONIZER

Identity: Male
Assigned Shell: Human Woman, Adult
Class: Unassigned — MENU LOCKED
Level: 1

Health: 120/120
Stamina: 81/95
Resolve: LOCKED

Captive Status: Palace Asset
Registered Owner: Sheik Rashad Ilyun
Owner Authority: 80
Resistance Charge: 8/30

Rejection Sequence: 3/4
Hidden Class Condition:
Protect three freely chosen allies from lethal harm while under an imposed role.

Balcony Wager: Active
Imperial Consort Route: Available on surrender
Final Season Deadline: HIDDEN
[/STATUS]

The prince route now displayed `available on surrender` in clean gold text.

Chad focused on the line before he could stop himself.

A picture opened at the edge of his sight. Halric stood in a sunlit garden wearing a white shirt instead of armor, smiling at someone beyond the frame. Then the view shifted and showed Chad's assigned shell walking toward the prince in a pale dress.

The woman moved with practiced grace, and her face held warm recognition. She did not remember Qasira, Earth, or the man named Chad.

Close Preview?

He selected YES and killed the false garden.

The garden vanished from his sight without leaving warmth behind.

Zafira watched his face. “Tell me what you just saw.”

He weighed the room carefully. The attendants remained across the pool. Each nearby captive wore Rashad's seal. Any one of them might trade information for kinder treatment.

Forcing the answer out evenly, Chad said, “A loss screen. The gods wipe my memory if I fail their game.”

Ione's posture changed immediately. “Tell me which memories they threaten.”

Making himself finish, he said, “All of Earth and all memory of being a man. Then they marry this body to an imperial prince and use it to produce heirs.”

Elka's playful expression disappeared from her freckled face.

Seeking confirmation, Zafira asked, “They can truly do that?”

He replied, “They wrote the rules and built the shell.”

Ione considered the mechanism. “Rules can lie. Power rarely bothers to lie unless deception changes your choice.”

Folding both arms, Chad said, “Either way, I'm not volunteering to test the claim.”

Zafira held his gaze. “You said the gods made your body. I believed you believed it, which differs from believing the claim myself.”

“That distinction is fair,” Chad admitted.

Looking toward the palace ceiling, she said, “Now I believe the claim. Rashad's priests sell memory drafts to old men who want obedient heirs. The gods would only need a larger knife.”

Ione moved closer, keeping her voice beneath the splash of the pool. “Memory drafts cannot create a clean new identity. They damage access, but the person remains beneath the missing paths.”

Rubbing both wrists, Chad said, “I assume that was not meant to comfort me.”

Ione shook her head and said, “No. It means repair may still work after an attack, if someone keeps an outside pattern.”

Zafira understood first. “We would preserve names, habits, and records.”

Then Ione added, “You would also need people who remember accurately.”

Elka leaned her chin on crossed arms at the pool edge. “Then the three of us remember him.”

He looked at her and forgot the next sarcastic answer.

He reminded her, “You met me only two hours ago.”

Elka replied, “You have made yourself extremely difficult to forget.”

He guessed, “The face is doing most of that work.”

Elka corrected him, “You threatened an entire slave market with accounting.”

Zafira added, “Chad Baconizer. Nineteen. Male. Arrived from a place called America. Speaks about the world as if it is a badly maintained game.”

Ione continued, “Reads concealed System text. Refuses shell-compatible classes. Overestimates Force. Understands resource conservation when sufficiently frightened.”

He objected at once, “I am never sufficiently frightened.”

Reaching the obvious conclusion, Ione said, “Then you conserve resources entirely by accident.”

Elka smiled. “He asks for pants each seven minutes.”

With wounded dignity, Chad corrected her. “The count was eleven.”

Elka told the others, “That correction proves my point.”

The exchange should have embarrassed him. Instead, it built something solid beneath the panic. If the gods reached into his mind, these women could not restore twenty years they had never seen. They could still save the line the Balcony most wanted erased.

Sitting straighter, Chad said, “All right. If I start acting wrong, you tell me who I am. If words fail, Ione handles memory, Elka handles restraint, and Zafira lies to whoever did it.”

She said, “That plan still needs your role.”

Without hesitation, Chad answered, “I refuse whatever they try to overwrite.”

The four-part plan settled between them and became their first shared contingency.

His anger returned, but it no longer stood alone. Three women sat close enough to hear him. None laughed or said the prince made that fate fair.

Giving them the clear trigger, Chad said, “If I start talking like I've always dreamed of royal dick, hit me until the old save loads.”

Elka blinked twice at the final tactical instruction.

Ione went very still beneath the pool's moving steam.

Zafira closed her eyes for one second. “Your meaning was clear until the final noun.”

He insisted, “That phrasing was normal where I came from.”

Elka said, “Everyone there must have been concussed.”

He corrected her, “Only the ranked players.”

The bath mistress struck a brass bowl. “Everyone leaves the water now.”

The women climbed from the pool. Attendants gave Chad a fresh white shift, soft shoes, and a gold cord for his hair. He tied the cord low and pulled the front of the shift flat.

They still gave him no trousers, so the problem remained open.

* * *

Their new room overlooked the kitchen court through a narrow lattice. Four floor beds lined one wall, and a locked cedar chest stood beneath the window. The door had a bronze latch outside and no handle inside.

Rashad had placed the new purchases together until inspection, which saved Chad several steps.

Zafira checked the lattice. Elka tested the chest hinges. Ione examined the collar links engraved around the doorframe. Chad studied all three jobs while listening to the yard.

Chad returned to the route. “We need an event that releases each collar.”

“Rashad can release us voluntarily,” Ione said.

“That seems extremely unlikely.”

Zafira tapped the ownership seal. “His death would release it.”

“More likely, but he has eighteen levels and an entire palace.”

Elka pressed one ear to the chest. “There are weapons inside this box.”

Crouching beside her, Chad said, “Tell me how you know that.”

While lifting the corner again, Elka explained, “Metal shifts whenever I do this.”

He examined the hidden seam. “Tell me you can open the chest.”

Elka replied, “I can open it with a decent knife.”

Ione pointed out, “The knife is inside.”

Elka looked personally offended by the chest's poor manners.

Zafira moved to the door and counted softly while footsteps passed. “Rashad inspects new arrivals in the moon garden. Two guards watch the outer door, while one keeper waits inside. The garden opens onto the west roof.”

Following her gaze, Chad said, “You've walked this route before.”

Zafira replied, “I came twice with my prior mistress. Rashad collects people and favors, but the second collection is larger.”

Asking for the useful list, Chad said, “Name any enemies who might attack him.”

Zafira answered, “Everyone who has met him qualifies.”

That answer was not actionable enough. Chad focused on the room seal and found a thin alert line.

Palace defense state: Green

Outer gate integrity: 100%
Guard network: 63/80
Guest wards: Active

Pointing at the translucent display, Chad said, “The palace has a defense panel. If someone attacks, the alert may give us a useful window.”

Ione studied him. “You genuinely expect an attack tonight.”

Keeping watch on the alert edge, he said, “No, but I expect systems to add a problem when the player has no gear.”

Elka sat on the chest. “That sounds like a bleak religion.”

He replied, “It also has excellent predictive value.”

A bell rang outside with one deep, resonant note.

Zafira stood. “The evening prayer has begun.”

A second, lower sound cut across the entire city.

It began as a low hum beneath the floor. Dishes rattled in the kitchen yard, and birds burst from the palace roof. The hum climbed until the lattice buzzed against its frame.

The defense panel flashed a violent red.

Palace defense state: BREACH

Outer gate integrity: 61%
Guard network: 63/80
Guest wards: Failing

The other three captives looked directly at Chad.

Over the first crash, Chad reminded them, “Excellent predictive value.”

White fire rose beyond the western roof and bleached the lattice.

A blade of sunlight, forty feet long, came down through the palace gate. Brass doors split from top to bottom. Stone blocks flew across the front court. The first screams reached the room before the light faded.

SYSTEM EVENT

THE CROWNED FOUR HAVE ENTERED QASIRA PALACE

Raid Goal: Ascension Key
Bystander Safety: Optional
Instance Rule: Wild threats may pick any seen target.

Hidden Class Rule remains open.

Three freely chosen allies stood beside Chad.

Somewhere outside, the heroes had pulled the whole palace and each uncontrolled threat inside it.


Chapter 5

Heroes Pulled the Whole Room

The first palace guard died outside Chad's locked door.

His body struck the cedar hard enough to bend the bronze latch inward. Blood spread beneath the narrow gap, then a burst of blue light hurled a second guard across the passage.

The room seal went dark as Chad dropped beside the door and shoved his fingers through the gap. He caught the bent latch but could not wrench it clear.

PALACE DEFENSE STATE: BREACH

Outer gate integrity: 18%
Guard network: 51/80
Guest wards: OFFLINE
Room seal: 12% and falling

With both hands under the warped latch, Chad called, “Elka, help me pull.”

She wedged both hands beside his, planted one bare foot against the wall, and hauled. Chad's low Force barely moved the metal, yet his Finesse let him twist the jammed tongue while Elka supplied the raw power.

The latch scraped across wet wood and stopped one finger-width short.

Bracing one foot against the cedar, he said, “Again—hard and straight.”

Elka glanced sideways, so Chad added, “The door.”

Her mouth twitched. “I assumed.”

Zafira knelt behind them. She worked the gold cord from Chad's hair, pushed it beneath the gap, and hooked the dead guard's belt on her third cast.

The keys slid toward them through his blood. Ione caught the heavy ring before it struck the threshold, tested three keys by shape, then chose the fourth and turned the lock.

As the door swung over the guard's boots, Chad said, “Party contribution check passed.”

One more blast shook pale dust from the painted roof.

The corridor split east and west. East led through the bath channel toward an open servant gate. West led deeper into the palace, where Rashad kept the collar records, armed guards, and everything trying to kill them.

The clean escape lay east, but each collar still carried eighty Authority.

Ione touched her collar and said, “Seal station.”

He looked through the eastern arch. Servants ran across the bright kitchen court, and daylight shone through a fresh crack beside the water channel. No one guarded it.

They could cross twenty yards and learn what Correction did. Bad option.

He turned from daylight. “West.”

Elka took the dead guard's short sword, Zafira claimed his long knife, and Ione removed a brown pouch from his belt. She sniffed each waxed packet. “Burn salt, clot powder, and two focus vials.”

He freed the guard's buckler and tightened its worn strap to the last hole. The dead man's spear stood almost twice Chad's height, and its weight dragged at his sore shoulder when he lifted it.

Force four made the weapon clumsy, but Finesse twelve made it possible. He slid one hand up the ash shaft, tested a short thrust, and judged it usable.

EQUIPMENT ACQUIRED

Palace Spear — Common
Damage: 8–14 piercing
Requirements: Force 6 or Finesse 10
Requirement met through Finesse.

Palace Buckler — Common
Armor: 8
Guard Arc: 42 degrees

The System had confirmed his read. He could stab without swinging, guard the narrow hall, and let the taller women work around him.

Setting the buckler, Chad said, “Stay behind me. I'll take anything hard that comes down this hall.”

The three women stopped. When he looked back, Zafira's dark brows had risen, Elka wore a wide grin, and even Ione's calm face had cracked around the mouth.

Their faces made Chad clarify. “Attack. Anything hard that attacks.”

Ione replied with perfect calm, “We understood the tactical claim.”

He pointed the spear at all three. “Your faces say otherwise.”

Ione allowed the smallest smile. “Our faces are responding to all available meanings.”

A brass-armored guard rounded the western corner before Chad could answer.

Zafira threw her knife. The blade struck his upper arm and spoiled his heavy swing, while Elka rushed beneath the crooked guard arc, kicked his knee, and cut the back of his thigh.

Chad drove his spear into the gap above the breastplate.

DAMAGE REDUCED

Registered-owner protection applies.
Final damage: 3

The guard worked for Rashad, so Chad's collar treated him as owner-aligned. His clean thrust felt like a poke, and he muttered, “Garbage collar.”

Ione flung sharp burn salt into the guard's face. He screamed and lifted both hands, which gave Zafira time to recover her knife and drive it beneath his ear.

The guard dropped as Zafira recovered her knife.

PARTY ASSIST
Experience gained: 8

No formal party existed, but the System had tracked their shared kill.

Reading the combat line, Chad said, “Damage penalty. I can guard and control, but you three need to finish.”

“Then stop the blade,” Zafira said. “We will stop the man.”

The dead guard's house badge flickered.

OWNER-ALIGNED protection terminated on death.

Chad searched the belt and found three brass tokens. One opened servant doors, one called palace guards, and the last bore a tiny white lion.

Ione examined the white lion and warned, “Summon token. Do not break it.”

He held it farther from his body. “What happens if it breaks?”

Without comforting him, Ione said, “It releases the bound creature or kills it. That depends on Rashad's contract.”

Chad put the token in the pouch, wondering why each useful thing in this palace held one more hostage.

Smoke rolled along the ceiling ahead. A servant stumbled through it with a child-sized laundry bundle in both arms, and two palace soldiers shouted behind her for everyone to clear the western hall.

Through the thickening smoke, Chad asked, “Seal station?”

Zafira pointed past the soldiers. “Through them.”

Elka watched the servant reach the eastern arch. “The gate is open.”

The woman could run. The four of them could not, at least not while Rashad's seal still owned their throats.

Chad waved her toward the kitchen route. The small gesture cost no collar charge. She stared at their weapons, saw the dead guard behind them, and ran anyway.

The laundry bundle moved, and a child's frightened face appeared beneath the cloth before both vanished through the arch. “Optional civilians,” Chad said.

Elka replied without hesitation, “Not to us.”

That answer put her inside the hidden class condition more firmly than any System tag.

They ran west into a raid without lanes. Guards fought bright summons in halls packed with cooks and servants, fire climbed the silk wall hangings, and smashed oil lamps turned each marble corner slick.

A winged lion made from white light tore through the upper gallery. It bounded over the rail and dropped among three cooks who had nowhere to flee.

No one from the Crowned Four looked toward them, but Chad did.

He sprinted into the lion's path and raised the buckler. One shining paw struck the small shield, crushed the rim against his forearm, and hurled him into the wall hard enough to numb his left leg.

He lost sixteen Health. The lion stayed on him, which made the hit a good trade.

Zafira sprang onto a serving table and drove both feet into the creature's flank. Elka hacked through one glowing tendon as it twisted, and Ione pressed clot powder into the dark bruise spreading across Chad's shoulder.

The powder flashed warm and restored five Health. He caught the intended blow and said, “Wrong injury.”

Ione shook the nearly empty pouch. “Only item.”

“Fair,” he conceded.

The lion spread its jaws, and white light swelled behind its glassy teeth. Boss tell.

Zafira saw the attack first. “Down!”

He slammed the buckler beneath its jaw before the breath fired. The beam cut a smoking trench across the ceiling instead of the cooks, while Elka severed the second tendon and Zafira stabbed the light-knot behind its front leg.

The summon burst into hot white sparks.

Encounter cleared.
Experience gained: 22
Civilian group protected: 3

Hidden Class affinity increased.

The cooks fled east without waiting to thank them. Chad's shoulder throbbed, the buckler strap had torn a raw stripe along his forearm, and the impact had bent its upper rim toward his face.

He checked the new party labels.

Chad — Health 109/120
Zafira — Health 76/80
Elka — Health 91/95
Ione — Health 70/70

Shared-combat recognition: 63%

They were not linked, yet close range and repeated assists had exposed their health bars. The hidden class waited behind one more honest choice.

The seal station lay below Rashad's private court. Zafira led them down a narrow servant passage and kept them clear of the central hall, where steel rang and blue gates tore open without pause.

They reached the lower landing as a man in white armor strode into the court above.

Cedran Holt looked like a hero painted by someone who charged extra for jawline. Gold fire edged his sword and clean cloak, though dark blood soaked one sleeve and dripped from his steel fingers.

CEDRAN HOLT
Class: Sunblade
Level: 31
Threat: OVERWHELMING

The level made Chad's stomach pull tight. Three companions followed Cedran: Olya Prent in white priest robes over silver mail, Breck Tolland with blue gate rings around both arms, and Sennik Dorr in gray leather that seemed to drink the smoke. The Crowned Four.

Rashad faced them across the court with twelve guards and a curved sword. His harem keeper knelt behind him, and unarmed servants pressed flat against the painted walls.

Across the court, Rashad said, “The Key belongs to Qasira.”

Cedran rested his bright sword on one shoulder. “The Key belongs to whoever can clear its guardian.”

Rashad lifted his curved sword. “You crossed my city with no challenge.”

“Your guards counted as the warm-up.”

Olya raised one pale hand. A ring of dim figures appeared behind the party, and Chad first mistook them for common summons until he saw human faces trapped inside the light.

SOUL CHARGES: 148

The priest used people as mana. Ione saw the count, and her face went still.

He focused on the floating figures. Names flashed too fast to hold: a quarry worker, a debt prisoner, a woman marked for judicial forfeiture. Several carried the same black valuation mark he had seen beneath the auction yard.

The system under Qasira did more than sell bodies; it supplied ammunition.

Olya closed her fist. Ten figures folded inward and burst into clean white light, which raced over Cedran and formed a shield larger than Chad's full Health pool.

SOUL CHARGES: 138

Watching the trapped faces collapse into light, Chad whispered, “Those people are alive?”

Ione watched the surviving faces. “Not in bodies. Not dead enough to leave.”

Breck opened a blue gate beneath two charging guards and dropped them forty feet into the lower court. Sennik shot a servant who reached for the alarm rope. Cedran never looked away from Rashad.

The party fought well: their roles fit and their damage landed together, while their objective rules counted everyone else as floor clutter.

He recognized the trick because he had spent years cutting himself into numbers: less water, lower body fat, one more weighted set. The metric improved while the person carrying it vanished, and the Crowned Four had scaled that mistake to a city.

Rashad attacked.

Cedran crossed twenty feet in a gold flash and cut off the sheik's sword arm. His return stroke split Rashad's jeweled breastplate, and the Level Eighteen palace master died before his guards completed one step.

Rashad fell beside the harem keeper, who reached for the dead sheik's owner ring. Breck opened a gate beneath it, dropped the hand and ring through a second gate above the court, and delivered both at Cedran's feet.

As the severed hand landed, Breck said, “Master access.”

Cedran crushed the ring beneath one white boot.

For half a second, Chad thought the bastard had freed them. Then each collar in the palace flared hot.

EMERGENCY SUCCESSION SEARCH

Unresolved owner records: 219
Correction instability: RISING

Olya's soul wall spread across the court. It passed through guards, servants, and collared captives alike, freezing people without combat classes inside the white barrier while the heroes walked through unharmed.

Elka watched the white wall cross one more servant. “They don't see the collateral.”

Zafira corrected her in a flat voice, “They see it. They classified it.”

A palace guard dropped his sword and raised both hands. Cedran walked past him toward the vault, but one pale soul seized the man's ankles and dragged him into the wall.

SOUL CHARGES: 139

The count had risen. The wall did not merely spend souls; it harvested defeated people inside the raid zone.

ASCENSION ENGINE BEHAVIOR OBSERVED

Soul-compatible heroic abilities may convert defeated sapient targets into charges.
Classification source: Party objective rules.

The Crowned Four had made an instance where civilians became resources because protection stayed optional.

He searched for the wounded man from the auction. He could not find him. Two bath attendants crouched beneath a bench, while the palace steward fought a jammed side door as collars flashed around all three throats.

Chad could not reach them before the wall spread again.

Turning toward the trapped steward, Zafira shouted in court Qasiran, “East passage!”

The steward heard. He forced both attendants through the door, but the soul wall caught his back before he could follow.

His body stiffened as a pale copy of him joined Olya's ring.

SOUL CHARGES: 140

Zafira shut her eyes for half a beat, then ran toward the seal station. Grief later. Action now.

Each collar chimed.

OWNER DEATH DETECTED

Authority transfer pending.
Estate claimant: Palace Succession Seal
Unclaimed interval: 60 seconds

Class Menu: AVAILABLE

When the class menu opened, Chad said, “Now.” Ione pointed beneath the stair. “Seal room.”

They ran while the Crowned Four cut through Rashad's last guards. Chad opened his class menu without slowing.

Perfect Companion still glowed gold, Silken Blade and Charm Vessel waited beneath it, and the locked black card sat at the bottom.

Hidden condition progress: 2/3 allies protected from lethal harm.

The lion had counted Zafira and Elka because both stood inside its breath line, but Ione had stayed behind the corner. One ally short.

The condition did not say companions; it said freely chosen allies.

He could call any nearby servant an ally and step into one staged attack. The System offered no promise that fake intent would count, and cheating the words mattered less than whom he truly meant to keep alive.

Ione was already risking herself to free each one of them, so he chose her before danger supplied the proof.

ALLY DESIGNATION

Ione Kess — chosen freely
No ownership, command, or reciprocal designation implied.

The hidden card warmed beneath his thumb.

Ione reached the seal pillar first, reading three flowing scripts at once as she tapped the copper bands that held ownership, stored Correction, and kept the room from burning down if either failed. “Can anybody else do this?” Chad asked.

She kept tracing the copper bands. “A palace sealwright.”

He checked the smoky stair. “Available?”

Ione found the relevant record. “The one assigned here died in the court.”

That made Ione their only path out and the easiest way to stop all four escapes. Chad stepped between her and the stair before Sennik appeared.

The choice came first. The System merely waited for lethal proof.

Ione used the keeper's key on the seal-room door. Rows of copper tablets lined the cramped walls beyond it, and each thin plate bore a collar record from somewhere in the palace. Rashad's tall succession pillar stood in the center.

At the open seal-room door, Chad asked, “Can you release us?”

Ione scanned the inner script. “Not before succession. I can break our four records if I have two minutes.”

The timer showed forty-three seconds. “Do it,” Chad ordered.

Zafira shut the door. Elka shoved a heavy table against it. Chad faced the stair with his bent buckler raised and the long spear braced against his hip.

Above them, Breck shouted that the vault route had opened. Cedran ordered his party forward, and Olya asked about the servants trapped behind her soul wall.

Cedran replied without looking back, “Optional.”

The word carried down the stone stair. Sennik appeared on the landing.

Two gray hounds made from folded shade crept down the walls beside him. Their narrow noses searched for an open record while he studied Chad, the three women, and the seal room. The hounds carried no Health bars because they were class effects.

Elka shifted left while Zafira guarded the door. They held until Sennik flicked two fingers.

One hound sprang toward the copper tablet that held their names. The other darted for the cracked succession plate.

Tracking both shadow hounds, Ione said, “He wants the records.” Chad pulled the lion token from the guard's pouch and threw it.

The first hound caught the brass disk in its mouth. Bound-light script struck scout-shade script, the token split with a hard snap, and one huge white paw tore both hounds apart before they could reach the pillar.

PALACE SUMMON CONTRACT TERMINATED

Bound entity released on contract failure.

The white light climbed through the ceiling instead of reforming under Rashad's seal. Chad watched the released lion climb free and said, “One hostage down.”

Sennik's narrow eyes settled on him. The throw had shown Chad's right hand, Finesse, and guard angle, and the scout drew a black arrow only after reading all three.

He saw Chad, the open room, and three women wearing palace collars. His gaze paused on the black streaks in Chad's long hair. “Escaped assets.”

Chad raised the buckler. “Busy.”

Sennik aimed past him at Ione, the arrowhead carrying a skull mark.

Lethal damage prediction: 134
Target Health: 70

The clean escape route still waited behind Chad. Rashad was dead, the collar transfer remained open, and he could run east before anyone claimed him again, leaving the women with Sennik's arrow.

The hidden condition opened across his sight.

Protect three freely chosen allies from lethal harm while under an imposed role.

He stepped into the shot as Sennik released.

The arrow struck the buckler, punched through the common wood, and buried itself below Chad's collarbone. Pain burst across his chest as his Health plunged from 109 to 18.

Ione shouted his name, but the System drowned her voice beneath a deeper chime.

HIDDEN CLASS CONDITION COMPLETE

Role Conflict: 4/4
Three freely chosen allies protected.
Lethal harm accepted under imposed ownership.

Class revealed: BLOODGUARD

Accept class without accepting Assigned Shell permanence?

YES / NO

He hit YES before he hit the floor.


Chapter 6

Take It

Blood filled Chad's mouth while the arrow pinned his buckler against his chest.

He lay on one hip beside the seal-room door, and each shallow breath moved the shaft inside him. His Health blinked at eighteen.

Sennik drew one more arrow as the black class card opened between them.

STATUS — CHAD BACONIZER

Identity: Male
Assigned Shell: Human Woman, Adult
Class: Bloodguard
Level: 1

Health: 18/145
Stamina: 54/110
Resolve: 9/100

Force 4 | Finesse 12 | Endurance 7
Perception 9 | Focus 8 | Presence 14

CLASS FEATURES

Blood Mark — Rank 1
Mark one hostile target for 20 seconds.
Recover 20% of direct damage dealt to the marked target.
Cost: 5 Resolve

Take It — Rank 1
Challenge one marked target for 5 seconds.
Attacks against one more target require a Focus contest against your Presence.
Cost: 4 Resolve

Pain Dividend — Passive
Convert 10% of post-armor damage into Resolve.

Party Link — Provisional
Protected allies: Zafira Nahal, Elka Korrin, Ione Kess

The new class granted twenty-five maximum Health and fifteen Stamina, but it did not heal him. Fair. Games that refilled a player during a class change begged to be broken.

Bloodguard changed how the wound reached him instead. The arrow no longer felt like one white mass of pain; he could read the torn skin, split muscle, hard pressure, and steady blood loss as separate problems.

None of it hurt less; each layer simply became useful. Resolve ticked upward because he stayed between Sennik and Ione, proving Pain Dividend did not reward suffering for its own sake. It paid him for protection, and that difference mattered enough to hold.

Three faint positions formed behind him through the provisional link: Zafira left, Elka right, and Ione at the pillar in the center. He could track them without looking away from the drawn bow.

One day in Amarat had earned him a better team interface than most ranked games on Earth, though the price was still an arrow through his chest. Mixed review.

Sennik shifted his aim toward Ione, so Chad marked him. A dark red ring snapped around the scout's chest, and thin lines reached from it toward Chad's wound and pulsed with his heartbeat.

With blood running down his chest, Chad invoked, “Take It.”

The challenge carried more force than his light voice should have held. Sennik's black bow jerked toward him, and the older man's eyes widened when the class contest caught.

TARGET CHALLENGED
Presence 14 defeats Focus 11.

Sennik loosed. Chad rolled, and the second arrow cracked the tile beside his cheek.

Keeping his buckler raised, Chad ordered, “Zafira, make him move before he adapts.”

She threw her long knife at the scout's right eye. He leaned aside as the blade cut his cheek. Elka shoved the braced table through the door while he dodged.

Sennik jumped back before the heavy wood crushed his feet. “Ione, get this arrow out while he is busy,” Chad said.

She knelt over Chad and closed both hands around the shaft. “It may be barbed.”

He gripped the broken shaft. “Then push hard enough to make it someone else's problem.”

She stared at him for one beat, and Chad added, “Medical meaning.”

Her expression stayed grave. “I had not found one more.”

Elka barked a laugh as she dragged the fallen guard's sword across the open door.

Ione snapped the arrow close to the buckler. She pushed the broken shaft through Chad rather than drag its broad head backward, and white pain erased the room until the metal point rang against the tile behind him.

His Health fell to nine while Resolve rose to ten. She packed sharp clot powder into both holes, which burned hotter than the arrow. His Health climbed back through nineteen to twenty-four.

Watching the red ring fade, Chad said, “I need to hit him before the mark ends.”

Ione sealed the bandages over both wounds. “You need to remain alive long enough to leave.”

Using the spear to stand, Chad said, “Same loop,” as Sennik kicked the table aside.

Elka met him in the doorway. Her stolen sword rang against his black bracer, but he punched beneath her ribs and drove the air from her without cutting Health.

Zafira recovered her knife and slashed for the back of his knee. He twisted clear with Level Thirty speed.

They could not kill him. They needed one good hit for healing and enough control to reach the eastern wall.

His legs shook beneath him, and low Force fought the long spear until Finesse guided its point through the narrow fight toward the scout's marked shoulder.

Sennik parried Elka and failed to see Chad below his usual guard line. The spear slid through the gap under his raised arm.

Critical angle.
Damage dealt: 31
Blood Mark healing: 6

Warmth sealed several torn vessels inside Chad's chest. His Health climbed to thirty while the deeper channel kept hurting.

The wound had stopped killing him, which counted as life-steal done right. Sennik slapped the spear aside and studied the blood on its bright point. “Level One.”

Chad kept the weapon up. “And you still let me put it in.”

Elka made a strangled sound behind her sword while Zafira whispered his name like a warning.

Hearing Elka choke on a laugh, Chad clarified, “The spear. I put the spear in him.”

Ione worked at the seal pillar without looking back. “Continue. His concentration is damaged.”

Sennik's face emptied as he drew a short sword, and the succession timer reached zero.

PALACE ESTATE TRANSFER

Claimant: House Ilyun Succession Seal
Authority: 80

TRANSFER FAILED
Primary claimant destroyed during active raid.
Secondary claimant search in progress.

Each copper tablet began to chime. “I broke the succession plate,” Ione said. “Our records remain, but the seal has no owner to answer.”

He checked the empty Authority line. “Can we cross the wall?”

Ione read the failing transfer. “It should test against empty Authority and let us pass.”

Elka backed toward the hall. “You used the dangerous word.”

Without looking up, Ione said, “I have never broken a palace ownership net during a hero raid.”

He raised the pierced buckler. “First time for everything.”

Sennik lunged before they could enjoy the thought. Chad raised the pierced buckler, and the scout's short sword tore through soft wood before stopping against the steel boss and driving him backward into the seal pillar.

He lost eleven Health and gained one Resolve. Take It had ended, and Sennik turned his point toward Ione.

Chad triggered it again. “You started with me, so finish with me.”

His class drove the challenge across the room.

Presence 14 ties Focus 14 after target adaptation.
Challenge: UNSTABLE

The short sword wavered between Chad and Ione until Zafira drove her knife through Sennik's right hand. His Focus broke, the challenge pulled his blade back toward Chad, and Chad ordered, “Run now.”

Ione tore one copper tablet from the pillar. Four names glowed across its thin face, so she stuffed it into the guard's pouch and followed Elka into the hall while Zafira ripped her knife free and ran after them.

Sennik caught Chad's spear with his unhurt hand. Chad released the shaft without warning, ducked beneath the arm that flew wide, and rammed the buckler into the scout's bleeding side.

Damage dealt: 9
Blood Mark healing: 2

He sprinted for the stair before the scout recovered. One strike each few seconds would never sustain a tank under boss pressure; he needed speed, better reach, or an ally who could keep the target open.

That build problem could wait until he escaped Level Thirty.

The servant passage turned twice before the kitchen. Zafira led at full speed without turning speed into noise, slowing at each blind corner to check firelight in the polished tile before she waved them through.

Ione ran beside Chad, studying the blood on his torn shift. “Your Health is stable, but the deeper tissue is not.”

He waved her onward. “Explain it while your feet keep doing that.”

Keeping pace beside him, Ione said, “Life-steal sealed the vessels first. One hard impact may tear them open again.”

He adjusted his grip. “Then I avoid hard impacts until we are outside.”

Elka looked back. “That is your whole class, pretty boy.”

“I avoid unnecessary hard impacts,” he amended.

She accepted the revision. “Better.”

They passed a storeroom where two servants hid behind tall flour sacks. One gripped a kitchen knife with both hands, and the other wore a half-burned collar.

He pointed them toward the bath corridor while Zafira told the hidden servants, “Rashad is dead. The east wall reads empty Authority. Go now.”

The collared woman stayed behind the sacks. “What about the succession seal?”

“Broken.” Knowing trust needed proof, Ione pulled out the stolen copper tablet and turned its blank Authority line toward the women.

The collared servant read it twice, seized her friend's sleeve, and ran.

PARTY EVENT: Escape route shared
Civilians released: 2
Bloodguard affinity increased.

The class counted protection outside combat. Chad liked it better for that.

They ran east through the smoky passage, and Sennik followed for six long strides before Cedran's voice rang from the court above. “Key route. Now.”

The scout stopped. Looking back from the corner, Chad saw Sennik pull Zafira's knife from his hand and fix a cold gaze on Chad's black-streaked hair. “I'll remember you when we meet again.”

Chad backed around the corner. “Get in line. I apparently have a whole route.”

Sennik turned toward the vault. The Crowned Four valued their objective more than four escaped captives, and Chad had survived because their party still marked him optional.

That insult would work once.

* * *

The kitchen court had become a slaughter lane where two palace summons fought beside the ovens. A headless brass brute battered the guards near the gate, while a six-armed stone crawler dragged an open furnace through the servants' tables.

The cracked bath channel waited beyond both monsters. Reading the lanes, Zafira said, “Stay beneath the left arcade.”

They ran behind thick stone columns. Chad held at twenty-five Health while Blood Mark faded from Sennik and took the healing link with it.

Ione shoved a dark focus vial into his hand. “Drink this before your legs quit.”

He held the dark vial to the light. “What does it do besides taste expensive?”

Ione pointed at his shaking hands. “Restores Focus and steadies muscle tremors.”

He drank. “Useful.”

The liquid tasted like mint steeped with copper, sharpening his thoughts until both hands stopped shaking around the broken buckler.

The brass brute struck a guard across the court. The man flew into the arcade, landed at Chad's feet, and lost his long spear across the wet stones.

He caught it without slowing as the furnace crawler turned.

THREAT ACQUIRED: CHAD BACONIZER

“Why did it pick me?” Chad asked.

Ione pointed to a small red shield floating above his head. “Your class badge marks the tank.”

He saw the red tank badge. “Good. I thought it liked my hair.” The crawler charged on all six arms.

Its stone limbs followed a clean loop: front pair, middle pair, rear pair. The furnace opened after the last sweep, and Chad saw the full pattern before the monster crossed half the court.

Provisional Party Link offered more than Health now. Green arcs marked Elka's sword reach, a gold line traced Zafira's route along the rail, and Ione's powder radius formed a pale circle that missed the hidden servants.

FORMATION WEAKNESS: REAR-RIGHT GAP

He shifted one pace toward a square column, letting the stone close their weak side. No tutorial stopped the fight to explain the choice; the class showed what four people had already learned to do together. “Spread wide,” Chad said. “I'll hold it open.”

The women moved as he marked the creature, braced behind the last whole strip of buckler, and stepped inside the first swing. Stone claws scraped over his shield, the middle pair crossed above his crouched head, and the rear arms forced him to jump as the furnace door opened.

He drove the spear into the fire.

Damage dealt: 44
Blood Mark healing: 9

The hot shaft burned his hands, but stolen Health sealed more muscle around his chest wound and raised him to thirty-four. “Again,” Chad ordered. “Break the rear joints while I keep it facing me.”

Elka reached the crawler's left flank and hacked at a thick stone hinge. Zafira used the rail to leap onto its back, planted both knees between its plates, and jammed her knife into the furnace door.

Ione threw clot powder through the narrow opening. The inner fire flashed white.

The crawler reared to crush Zafira against the wall, so Chad challenged, “Take me. All six at once if you can.”

Her grip slipped for half a beat. Elka shouted over the scraping stone, “He keeps doing it.”

Over the scraping stone, Chad shouted, “Not on purpose.”

The monster obeyed and brought each arm down on him.

He moved with the pattern. He turned the first claw, let the second glance from his bent shield, ducked both middle arms, and took the last sweep across his bruised shoulder so the women stayed untouched behind it.

Health fell to twenty-two while Resolve climbed, but the furnace remained open. He rammed the spear through the white clot-powder crust.

Critical damage: 73
Blood Mark healing: 15

Elka broke the rear hinge. Zafira twisted her knife inside the back plate, and Ione threw the second focus vial into the exposed fire.

The glass shattered. Blue flame filled the crawler, locked its six arms, and split the body across the courtyard.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE

Experience gained: 60
Shared protection bonus: 20
Bloodguard class unlock bonus: 20

Level increased: 1 → 2
Health restored: 170/170
Stamina restored: 125/125
Attribute Points gained: 2
Skill choice available: Level 2 Bloodguard

He nearly fell when the level refill closed both holes at once. Fresh strength filled his legs, and the arrow channel vanished from his chest beneath a crust of dry blood. “That refill can stay,” he decided.

The brass brute crushed one more guard near the ovens. Retrieving her knife, Zafira ordered, “Allocate after we escape.”

He looked toward the gate. “Agreed.”

Red light moved through the provisional link and spread the refill among the women.

PARTY RECOVERY PULSE

Zafira: +12 Health
Elka: +14 Health
Ione: +10 Health

The class card had never listed that gift; Bloodguard had shaped it from the three allies who unlocked the class.

Elka checked the fresh skin beneath her torn sleeve. “Can you do that again?”

“Level me again,” Chad said.

Zafira retrieved her knife from the rubble. “We can arrange that later.”

They freed the servants beneath the tables before crossing the court. One palace guard remained awake beside the ovens, and he tried to lift his sword when Chad approached.

Then he saw the dead crawler and let the blade fall. Chad showed the blank Authority line and said, “Open the east gate. The owner line is empty.”

The guard looked at the collared servants. “The house will hang me.”

Chad pointed toward the dead palace. “Which house?”

Rashad was dead. The succession seal had failed, and the heroes had abandoned the court for their prize. The guard searched for anyone left to punish disobedience and found only habit.

He pulled the gate lever, and the servants ran.

Palace civilian escape route established.
Hidden reward deferred until raid resolution.

He wanted to stay and empty each locked room. The brass brute still fought near the ovens, fire had reached the upper arcade, and his new party could not tell who wanted rescue from who would rebuild the collars.

Chad lowered the spear and said, “We leave while the route is still open.”

The choice tasted wrong, but it was still the right call.

Zafira met his gaze and nodded because she knew what it cost him to say it.

They crossed the final stretch to the broken water grate. Elka wrenched aside a loose iron bar and opened a gap large enough for them to crawl into the cool channel beneath the wall.

Ione reached the boundary first; her collar flashed once, tested nothing, and went dark.

EMPTY AUTHORITY CONTEST
Crossing permitted.

From beyond the boundary, Ione said, “It works,” but she waited for the others.

Elka crossed next. Her collar reached toward the broken seal, found no command, and released her. Zafira followed with the stolen tablet held against her chest.

The boundary stopped her.

REGISTERED RECORDS LEAVING PROPERTY LIMIT
Authority response required.

Empty Authority could neither approve nor deny. Zafira pressed the copper against the wall. “If I leave this, Sennik gets our names.”

Chad covered Zafira's hand. “Bring it through with us.”

She watched the warning flare. “The contest may restore Authority when it crosses.”

Keeping his hand over hers, Chad said, “Then we cross together,” and stepped through the line beside her.

EMPTY AUTHORITY CONTEST
Records orphaned.
Crossing permitted.

The wall released them both and left a faint red burn across Chad's palm. Sennik's claimant mark had tried to form there and failed. They kept the evidence, and no one crossed alone.

He entered the tunnel last. Before he lowered himself into the channel, he looked over the burning palace roofs toward the split central dome.

Cedran stood on the vault tower with a black-gold Key above his head. Olya's stolen souls made a white bridge around him while Breck opened a blue gate. Sennik watched the eastern wall instead of the prize.

Their eyes met across the smoke before the Crowned Four vanished.

QUEST UPDATED: BALCONY WAGER

Ascension Engine components recovered: 1/4
Current holder: Crowned Four
Known destination: North

Failure resolution remains active.

He dropped into the cold water beside his three chosen allies. “We have a much bigger problem than one dead slaver.”

Elka crawled ahead of him. “Only one bigger problem?”

Behind them, the palace bell began to ring for escaped property.


Chapter 7

Four Slots, One Shirt

The bath channel had been built for hot water, not four adults fleeing a burning palace.

He learned that on the first turn, where the low brick ceiling scraped his shoulders and forced him onto both elbows. Elka crawled ahead of him, Ione guarded Rashad's copper tablet in the middle, and Zafira covered their rear.

Sooty water carried flower petals and enough soap to grease each stone. Behind them, a hard iron blow rang through the tunnel.

Glancing back, Zafira said, “They found the grate, and they brought something heavier than a key.”

Crawling faster, Chad asked, “How long will the grate hold against Breck's gate magic?”

Zafira listened to the next impact and said, “Long enough if he follows Cedran; perhaps ten seconds if he does not.”

The palace hammer struck again, and a cracked brick dropped into the water behind her.

He opened his menu while he crawled. The System laid a dark panel over the tunnel but left the slick path clear beneath it.

LEVEL 2 BLOODGUARD — Two Attribute Points remain unspent.

OVERFLOW — Excess Blood Mark healing becomes temporary Health for Chad and nearby party members. Conversion begins at 40%, and range scales with Presence.

RED GRIP — Chad may draw a marked target one pace toward himself. The contest scales with Force and Presence.

HARD LESSON — A critical hit grants temporary Endurance, which may stack twice.

He wanted Red Grip because dragging enemies off the back line was proper tank work; force remained his weakest stat, though, and a failed pull would waste Resolve when an ally needed him most.

Overflow used the build he already had. It turned selfish sustain into party protection and scaled from the same Presence that the Balcony had loaded into his face and voice.

Fine. He would weaponize the insult.

He selected Overflow with one wet thumb.

SKILL ACQUIRED: OVERFLOW
Excess healing should never go to waste.

Chad dismissed the panel. “I picked the one that lets me spread my excess healing around.”

Elka's wet hand slipped, and her elbow splashed into the shallow channel.

Ione called over her shoulder, “Thank you for naming the substance before Zafira did.”

He kept crawling and said, “My tactical meaning was obvious to any mature person.”

Through a warm laugh, Zafira said, “Keep crawling, mature person.”

He saved both attribute points until he knew what the party lacked.

His party.

Three women from a slave auction trusted him to lead them through an unknown drain while armed men broke the grate behind them. Any sane player would report that lobby, yet none of them had a safer queue.

The channel split around a wedge of old stone; a cool draft came from the narrow left branch, while the right path sloped into black runoff.

Stopping at the fork, Elka asked, “Which route gets us outside without one more collar check?”

Zafira pointed into the cool draft and said, “The left reaches a laundry cistern with a watched street hatch.”

Pointing toward the dark water, Chad asked, “What lives in the right branch?”

Zafira indicated the black runoff and said, “Needle eels, which is why I did not recommend it first.”

The System caught his focus and supplied the useful part.

MINOR ENVIRONMENTAL HAZARD: Qasiran Needle Eel
Estimated Level: 1–2 | Common pack size: 4–9

He chose, “Right branch,” and Elka muttered something about predictable men.

The drain widened enough for them to crouch. He moved to the front and tore a strip from his soaked shift; then he tied his long hair behind his neck before it blinded him.

His reflection followed in the water below. Large blue-gray eyes, dark lashes, a small nose, and a soft mouth stared back beneath blonde hair slashed with black.

He still expected his old face when he looked down; the new one waited instead, so he looked ahead before the drain became a mirror.

Something thin wrapped around his ankle and pulled.

He kicked hard. A silver eel snapped at his calf, missed the skin, and twisted through the cloudy water for one more strike.

He caught its red outline and marked it. When the creature darted back, he trapped its narrow neck against the wall and squeezed through four points of biting damage.

Damage dealt: 11 | Blood Mark healing: 2
Overflow generated: 0

He crushed the first narrow neck. “One dead eel.” Five silver bodies rose behind it.

Raising the stolen sword, Elka said, “Your count needs work under pressure.”

The narrow drain denied them clean weapon arcs. Chad blocked it with his small body while she stabbed over his shoulder. Zafira called each attack before the eels broke the surface.

Reading the water breaks, Zafira called, “Low left, high right, then two beneath his forward knee.”

Tearing open a gray powder packet with her teeth, Ione warned, “No one breathe until I count three.”

She cast the dust across Chad's shoulder; the runoff fizzed around his legs, and each eel rolled to the surface with its pale belly exposed.

Elka killed two with quick thrusts. Chad broke a third against the brick, while Zafira's knife flashed beside his ear and pinned the last moving eel to the wall.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE
Experience gained: 20 | Party protection bonus: 10

Pulling a silver tooth from his calf, Chad said, “Thirty experience for sewer fish makes this prime grinding territory.”

While cleaning her sword in the current, Elka said, “We already smell like permanent residents.”

Moonlight cut the runoff grate into silver bars fifty paces ahead; rust had eaten through the lowest iron rib but left enough metal to block Chad's shoulders.

He braced both hands and hauled until his forearms shook.

Force 4 is insufficient for this obstacle.

With both forearms shaking, he said, “Excellent stat. I have no balance notes at this time.”

Elka planted herself beside him, and together they bent the weak rib far enough for Ione to crawl outside. Zafira followed, then Elka squeezed through after them.

He turned sideways. His shoulders passed, but the grate caught his hips and pulled the wet shift tight across his lower body.

The women went silent on the far side.

Stuck at the hips, Chad warned, “No one says a word until I clear the objective.”

Elka covered her mouth. Ione examined the copper tablet with sudden care, while Zafira leaned against the ditch wall and enjoyed herself without shame.

Leaning against the ditch wall, Zafira asked, “What forbidden topic concerns you?”

He pulled against the grate and said, “Whatever your face is doing about my tactical withdrawal.”

Zafira answered without shame, “I am admiring our rear guard's commitment to the position.”

Elka lost the fight and laughed into both hands.

He tore the shift free. The rip climbed to his hip, allowing the cold night air to discover far too much skin.

He had died through stupidity, awakened in the wrong body, survived an auction, and fought a Level Thirty scout. Somehow this torn shirt made him want to lie in the ditch and let the universe finish.

Zafira removed a dark overdress from beneath her servant's robe and tossed him the outer layer. “Wrap this around your waist, captain.”

Catching the overdress, Chad said, “I am not the leader, and captain makes the outfit worse.”

He tied the robe like a short skirt. It covered him to mid-thigh and made the wrecked shift look almost chosen.

Studying the result, Elka said, “You look expensive enough to come with bonus currency.”

Chad tied the robe around his waist. “I look like a bad cosmetic bundle sold during an event.”

Elka studied the result and decided, “That sounds expensive.”

They crouched in a dry ditch beyond Qasira's eastern wall. Tall reeds screened them from the road while the palace burned above the roofs, and warning bells passed the alarm across the city.

The street gate opened hard.

Six riders swept onto the road, one carrying a palace banner while one more raised a brass speaking tube.

“Four escaped palace thieves,” his amplified voice called. “Three women and one blonde girl with black-streaked hair, all armed and murderous. Twenty silver crescents for capture alive.”

Once the hoofbeats faded, Chad said, “He called me a girl and omitted the slavery.”

Parting the reeds, Zafira said, “You chose the least offensive lie from a rich field.”

He kept his eyes on the road and said, “I contain multitudes, including several types of vanity.”

Zafira replied, “That part requires no evidence.”

Ione raised the copper tablet. Only four faint names and one pulsing seal remained on its scarred face.

Holding up the scarred tablet, Ione said, “The estate has no owner, but any relay carrying Rashad's pattern can still read these records. Our collars are dormant rather than removed.”

Watching the road, Elka asked, “Can a relay use them to track us?”

Ione examined the remaining seal and said, “A skilled clerk could rebuild the path before sunrise; an ordinary one may need until tomorrow evening.”

With a nod, Chad said, “So a government employee gives us until tomorrow evening.”

Ione frowned and said, “I do not know that class.”

He explained, “The build is mostly chair resistance and delayed objectives.”

They needed miles, plain clothes, clean water, better weapons, and a place where Ione could cut the collars without killing them. Chad had one ruined buckler, one spear, and a class that rewarded him for catching sharp objects.

Solid start.

Pointing north, Zafira said, “Rashad kept an abandoned dye house beyond the road for private meetings. It has a well and old work clothes.”

Chad looked north and asked, “Why did everyone abandon a house with free water?”

Zafira answered, “The former owner caught fire inside it, and then the roof followed.”

Starting along the ditch, Chad said, “North wins again.”

They followed the ditch until tamarisk trees hid the city wall. Chad led with full Health and a red shield above his head, while Zafira watched the road, Elka checked their back trail, and Ione counted supplies under her breath.

The dye house stood dark near midnight. Its roof had fallen across one wing, and old clay vats sat beneath a lean-to with their rims stained red and blue by years of rain.

Zafira checked the dusty threshold. Elka searched the open loft, and Ione tested the well with a careful pinch of powder.

Everybody had a job except Chad.

He took the spear around the outer fence and found fresh boot marks near the north corner. Three sets crossed the mud, perhaps four, and one heel carried a triangular iron patch.

The tracks led toward the road.

When the women joined him, Chad pointed to the patched heel and said, “Someone used this yard today.”

Crouching beside the clearest print, Zafira said, “Bounty runners, because palace retainers use square heel nails.”

He scanned the open loft and asked, “Can we risk sleep before they return?”

Zafira checked the road and answered, “One hour without a fire, then we leave by the south ditch.”

The storeroom held work shirts, patched trousers, two coarse cloaks, and enough cloth belts to outfit an unpopular cult. Most remained because no one had bothered to steal old dyers' clothes.

He found trousers cut for a short man. The waist fit, but the hips left a wide gap where the laces should have met.

Catching him glaring downward, Elka asked, “Did the trousers insult your leadership?”

Glaring at the open laces, Chad said, “Their maker designed them around a hostile body assumption.”

She searched the pile and offered him a long blue shirt. “Wear this until we can buy a better lie.”

It reached his knees. Zafira cut two clean side slits so he could run, and Ione found a pair of soft boots close enough to his size.

Elka chose trousers and a sleeveless brown tunic. Zafira wore black leggings, a cream shirt, and a short red coat, while Ione pulled a gray work dress over fitted trousers and wrapped a scarf around her cropped silver-black hair.

They no longer looked like palace captives.

They looked like an adventuring party that had lost its inventory.

The System agreed.

PARTY FORMATION AVAILABLE — Four eligible members stand within range.

Temporary benefits include shared status, contribution-based experience, friendly protection targeting, and limited communication pings.

The party grants no ownership, obedience, romantic condition, or penalty for departure. A leader receives invitation access, majority-confirmed removal, waypoint suggestions, and encounter-ready checks, but no command authority.

Chad read the final line twice and turned the panel outward. “We can form a temporary party, and anybody can leave without a hidden control effect.”

All three women read each line.

Tapping the permission list, Zafira asked, “Why should the System name one leader if that person cannot command?”

Pointing through the permissions, Chad said, “It needs someone to invite, mark routes, and start ready checks.”

Elka pointed at Chad and said, “Then choose the person who already stands in front.”

He held the invitation closed and said, “That sounds like a job description, not an election.”

Studying his class badge, Ione said, “Bloodguard also needs party links for its strongest functions.”

Sitting on an overturned vat, Zafira said, “People will underestimate us while they argue about whether the pretty blonde is old enough to lead.”

He told Zafira, “I am nineteen, and you are enjoying that argument too much.”

Settling onto the overturned vat, she said, “I have endured a difficult day.”

He nominated himself but held the invitation while saying, “Before anybody accepts, we use real names, adult ages, useful skills, goals, and anything that can get us killed.”

Folding her arms, Elka said, “You first, since you already found the speech.”

He gave them the clean version. “Chad Baconizer, nineteen, American, and male before and after the gods put me in this body. I am a Level Two Bloodguard who holds threat, steals Health, and keeps damage off you.”

He looked at each woman before he finished. “My goal is to free all four of us, stop the Crowned Four from burning souls for godhood, and get my own body back.”

No one laughed.

Elka leaned against the wall. “Elka Korrin, twenty-one, caravan outrider and Trail Archer. I shoot better than I fence, and I can track through bad country.”

Her green gaze dropped to the floor. “Rashad's men took my caravan at Fen Bridge. I need to find my seventeen-year-old brother, Tomas, who was sold three months before me.”

Chad stored the name and the fear behind it.

Zafira crossed one long leg over the other. “Zafira Nahal, twenty-two, court interpreter, Knife Dancer, document thief, and occasional liar. I speak five trade tongues and can pass for minor nobility if no one checks my shoes.”

Her dry voice sharpened. “A debt court sold a false claim against me. My goal is to make certain no one owns my name again.”

Ione touched the collar at her throat. “Ione Kess, twenty, former licensed apothecary, and Ward Alchemist. I can heal, test compounds, alter simple magic scripts, and make three legal sedatives plus eleven illegal ones.”

She met Chad's eyes without blinking. “Rashad wanted a poisoner. I refused, and now I intend to destroy each copy of our records.”

Three acceptance icons waited beside their names.

Before releasing the invitation, Chad said, “One more rule. Joining means we fight for each other; it bundles no flirting, romance, body judgment, or debt.”

Tipping her head, Zafira said, “That was nearly elegant until you listed flirting first.”

Pulling the long hem straight, Chad said, “I have depth beneath this very deep blue shirt.”

Ione accepted before Elka finished coughing into her fist. Elka followed, and Zafira waited until Chad looked directly at her before she touched the final icon.

TEMPORARY PARTY FORMED BY UNANIMOUS CONSENT — Four of four slots filled.

Chad Baconizer — Bloodguard, Level 2: threat control and Health circulation; weaknesses include low Force, weak armor, and no ranged attack.

Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer, Level 2: flank control, cast interruption, disguise, court speech, and document work; weak against armor.

Elka Korrin — Trail Archer, Level 2: ranged damage, scouting, tracking, survival, and traps; no bow equipped.

Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist, Level 2: healing, barriers, hostile-script work, alchemy, and ritual analysis; reagent supply critical.

The cards confirmed Chad's read without flattening anyone into a slot. Zafira's court voice mattered beside her knives, and Ione's healing still needed supplies and protected time.

His own card placed Health circulation second. Overflow could change that.

Each member chose which tactical fields to share. Zafira kept her full disguise list private, Ione hid the names of illegal formulas, and Elka shared everything except one family quest.

He hid nothing that the menu offered.

Noticing his open fields, Zafira said, “You are allowed to keep private things even while leading us.”

Chad reviewed the privacy fields. “The System cannot open my Earth memories, and those stay mine.”

Zafira accepted that boundary and said, “Good.”

Privacy was not distrust. One more useful rule.

Their Health bars settled along the edge of his sight: Zafira at eighty-eight, Elka at seventy-nine of ninety-six, and Ione at seventy-one of eighty-two.

For the first time since the Balcony took him, the System showed something he wanted without hiding an ownership hook beneath it.

He spent one point on Endurance and one on Presence.

Endurance increased from 7 to 8, and Presence increased from 14 to 15.
Maximum Health increased from 170 to 180; Overflow range also increased.

Seeing the shared allocation, Elka asked, “Why make yourself even prettier when armor would help?”

Showing her the scaling line, Chad said, “Presence strengthens my threat challenge and the shield range.”

Zafira smiled and said, “So becoming prettier protects the whole party.”

He admitted, “That is a hostile but accurate summary.”

A red pulse struck all four collars before she could answer.

The copper bands flashed hot. Rashad's tablet jumped inside Ione's grip, and fresh writing burned across its face.

PALACE OWNERSHIP RECORD RESTORED

Emergency claimant: Crowned Four war authority | Field agent: Sennik Dorr
Classification: Fugitives, palace thieves, and hostile party
Regional bounty relay: PENDING

BLACK-STREAKED GIRL LEADS. BLOOD CLASS. DO NOT ENGAGE WITH WOUNDED PERSONNEL.

Chad read Sennik's warning twice before he smiled.

Chad read Sennik's warning twice and smiled. “Good. He learned enough to fear the wrong part of my build.”

Beyond the dye-house wall, a hunting hound began to bark.


Chapter 8

Bloodguard Online

The first claim hound cleared the dye-house wall without making a sound.

It was calf-sized, hairless, and built from too many straight lines. Brass plates guarded its shoulders, red script ran along its lean ribs, and a thick copper collar pressed beneath its jaw.

Zafira threw before its front paws touched the yard.

Her knife struck one shoulder plate and spun into the dust.

While reaching for her second blade, Zafira said, “Armor covers the chest and both forelegs.”

He marked the creature.

BLOOD MARK — QASIRAN CLAIM HOUND
Level 3 | Health 132/132
Primary directive: Locate registered property.
Secondary directive: Preserve recoverable value.

Threat snapped toward him. The red shield above his head flared as the hound charged past Elka and Ione without giving either woman a glance.

He planted his spear below the breastplate. The beast drove him backward across three yards of hard dirt, but the sharp point held.

Damage dealt: 24 | Blood Mark healing: 5
Overflow converted: 2 temporary Health
Distribution failed because no injured member stood within range.

Elka still lacked seventeen Health, yet she waited four paces behind him.

Chad read the failed distribution. “Overflow has terrible range at Rank One.”

The hound snapped at his thigh. He turned just enough for its teeth to catch the blue shirt and tear a long strip from hip to hem.

Elka raised the stolen sword and said, “That animal just killed our best shirt.”

With his spear still braced, Chad said, “We can mourn the tactical asset after the fight.”

Two more hounds landed on the wall behind the first. A leather-coated hunter rose beyond them with a short recurved bow already drawn.

BOUNTY RUNNER — LEVEL 4
Claim license: Emergency Ilyun Writ

From the wall, Zafira reported, “Three hounds, two hunters outside, and perhaps one more rider near the road.”

Pointing toward the bow, Chad said, “Elka, take that ranged upgrade.”

She watched the hunter draw. “The man is still using it.”

Chad saw Zafira circle and said, “Minor acquisition gap, and Zafira is closing it.”

He marked the hunter and triggered Take It. “Your dogs found me, license boy, so come collect.”

The hunter's aim dragged away from Ione.

Presence contest won.

His arrow struck Chad high in the chest. The iron head barely pierced, but eighteen damage and two Resolve cleared each stray thought from Chad's mind.

He was not the party's damage dealer. If he chased the bow, three claim hounds would rip through the women behind him.

His job was to make five enemies solve him first while his party solved the fight.

Lowering his spear, Chad said, “Zafira gets Elka the bow; Ione tells me how to break these collars.”

As Ione stepped toward the nearest hound, she asked, “Do you mean ours or theirs?”

He indicated the snapping pack. “The ones currently trying to eat my ass.”

Elka's reply broke into a laugh before she recovered. Ione merely studied the brass plates.

She found the hunt script and said, “It runs beneath the left foreleg. Break the narrow red line.”

The marked hound lunged. Chad caught its skull on the buckler, lost the last whole strip of wood, and stepped across its front legs before it could twist.

He shoved until the armored body turned broadside.

Chad tore the plate loose. Ione checked the exposed line. “Open now.”

With pale script gathered around her raised nail, Ione said, “Hold the body still for three seconds.”

Locking his knees behind the hound's shoulders, Chad said, “I am gripping the giant dog between my legs, so do your thing.”

The whole yard paused for half a heartbeat.

From the top of the wall, Zafira said, “He means the hound, though clarity arrived late.”

He tightened his grip. “Everybody knows what I meant.”

As Elka circled toward the collapsed roof, she said, “That is always the problem.”

The beast bucked beneath Chad. He drove the spear beside its left plate, opened the thin red line, and held it there until Ione touched the exposed script.

Her pale mark flowed inside.

PRIMARY DIRECTIVE INTERRUPTED
Combat threat removed; Health remains unchanged.

The hound froze. Chad rolled clear before the other two reached him, marked the closer beast, and caught its first charge on his spear.

The bowman fired again. Zafira dropped from the wall behind him, hooked his ankle with one foot, and cut through his bowstring.

The snapped cord lashed across his face.

Elka climbed the wall over the fallen roof. Zafira threw her the useless bow, then cut a spare string from the hunter's wrist and tossed that after it.

Elka caught both weapons. “A quiver would complete the requested loadout.”

Zafira watched the next hunter and said, “You are becoming demanding.”

Elka tested the string. “I am becoming an archer.”

The quiver followed.

The second hound struck Chad before he could enjoy the exchange. Both brass shoulders drove into his ribs, dropping him beneath the beast with twenty-one Health gone.

Its jaws opened above his face.

His new reflection stared from the polished collar: wet blonde hair, wide blue-gray eyes, and blood across a cheek far too pretty for the scene.

The thing was about to bite off the wrong face.

He said, “Not yours,” and jammed the spear shaft crosswise between its teeth.

Wood cracked one inch above his nose.

Elka's first arrow entered the exposed joint beneath the hound's foreleg.

Critical damage: 38
Contributor: Elka Korrin

He twisted free, drew the palace sword from her discarded belt, and cut the glowing line beneath the loosened plate.

He called for Ione. One touch from her broke the directive and left the second hound rigid beside him.

The third creature ignored Chad completely. It circled the yard with its nose against the ground, following Rashad's copper tablet rather than his class shield.

Backing toward the well, Ione warned, “This one carries a different order.”

The hound charged her.

Chad triggered Take It. “Wrong target, ugly.”

Challenge failed because directive priority exceeds combat threat.

The class could not taunt a command that outranked survival. Chad sprinted across the yard, but the hound would reach Ione first.

One new Party Link icon pulsed beside her Health bar.

FRIENDLY PROTECTION TARGET
Selected ally: Ione Kess

He threw the short sword at the marked hound behind him. The hilt dealt one point, returned less than one Health, and generated no Overflow.

Bad loop. He needed a real hit.

He reversed for two strides, seized the stunned hound by its rear plate, and drove his knee through the damaged script line.

Damage dealt: 16 | Blood Mark healing: 3
Overflow generated: 0

The hunting hound leaped.

Zafira's last knife struck its right eye and snapped its head sideways. Ione fell beneath the heavy body, but its teeth closed beside her throat instead of through it.

Elka shot through one rear leg. The hound twisted in pain as Chad reached them, caught its collar with both hands, and hauled backward.

One claw ripped his forearm.

Pain Dividend stored: 12 damage
Next Blood Mark strike bonus: 6

He marked the beast and punched the red line under its left foreleg.

Damage dealt: 14 + 6 Pain Dividend
Blood Mark healing: 4 | Overflow generated: 0

His wound absorbed each stolen point.

While holding the hound away from Ione, Chad said, “The new skill still refuses to fire.”

From beneath the creature, Ione said, “You must heal yourself before excess exists.”

He shifted the weight and said, “That feels selfish for a party skill.”

Ione answered, “It is arithmetic, not a moral judgment.”

Zafira drove her second knife between the collar and the hound's neck. The thick plate lifted enough for Chad to wedge his fingers beneath it.

He pulled until his arms shook.

Force contest failed.

The hound's rear claws tore his borrowed trousers from thigh to knee. Zafira glanced down before she hid her reaction.

Through clenched teeth, Chad said, “Save it for later.”

Ione kept working and said, “My mouth remained closed.”

He saw the expression and said, “Your eyebrows submitted a detailed report.”

Elka's next arrow struck the lifted plate at a steep angle.

Critical damage: 47
Directive collar destroyed.

The hound collapsed over Ione. Chad rolled the heavy body aside and pulled her upright while her Health bar held at seventy-one.

The hound collapsed. Chad asked, “Are you hurt anywhere I cannot see?”

Ione checked her ribs and said, “Only compressed, which should fade if nothing else lands on me.”

The second hunter appeared on the wall with a hooked spear. He aimed at Elka while she drew on his partner.

He stabbed the injured marked hound through its open flank.

Damage dealt: 32 | Blood Mark healing: 6
Health restored to maximum.
Excess healing: 2 | Overflow converted: 1
Protection target Ione gains 1 temporary Health.

A faint red sheen covered Ione's skin.

The skill worked terribly, but it worked.

The hooked spear left the hunter's hand. Elka did not see it because she had drawn on the first man as he climbed away from Zafira.

Chad struck the hound again, generated two temporary Health for Ione, and switched the protection target to Elka before the spear crossed half the yard.

His third strike landed.

Damage dealt: 19 | Blood Mark healing: 4
Overflow converted: 2 temporary Health for Elka Korrin.

Red light flashed across Elka's shoulder. The hook tore through the shield, lost force, and grazed the joint instead of sinking into it.

Temporary Health absorbed: 2 | Damage taken by Elka: 7

She turned with the blow and loosed at half draw. Her arrow entered the second hunter's thigh and knocked him from the wall.

Touching the fading red light, Ione said, “I felt your shield catch the spear.”

He reviewed the new shield line and said, “My spread works when I can stay topped off.”

Elka lowered the bow. “Never call it that again.”

While ducking the first hunter's knife, Zafira said, “The System named it Overflow because the Balcony shares his sense of humor.”

She trapped the man's wrist, drove one knee into his side, and pushed him from the wall. He landed on his back beside Chad's spear.

With the spear point beneath the hunter's chin, Chad said, “Recall each hound and drop the claim writ.”

The hunter stared past the blade and said, “The writ owns them, so I cannot recall anything.”

He pressed the point closer and asked, “Who gave your company the writ?”

Recognition formed as the man looked from Chad's face to the red class shield.

Recognition widened the hunter's eyes. “You are the girl from Sennik's notice.”

Chad corrected him, “Man from the notice, and the last correction is free.”

The hunter looked at the spear and said, “They said you were armed and murderous.”

Gesturing toward the hounds, Chad said, “You brought attack dogs into our camp.”

The hunter defended himself, “Claim hounds preserve registered stock instead of killing it.”

Ione turned the broken collar plate over. A dozen narrow teeth pointed inward toward the animal's throat.

Ione read the collar. “Crossing a jurisdiction line makes it cut the hound's artery, then send proof of failure.”

The hunter stopped arguing.

Pressing the spear closer, Chad said, “Your dogs are slaves too.”

The hunter insisted, “They are constructs.”

The freed hound raised its head. Blood ran from the collar cut while it watched the hunter with a living animal's fear.

Keeping the spear steady, Chad said, “Whistle off your partner, surrender the gear, and walk west. You keep breathing if you stay gone.”

Watching Chad rather than the captive, Zafira asked, “You want them alive to report us?”

He answered, “They already reported us, and we need their bows more than their bodies.”

The hunter gave two sharp whistles. His wounded partner lowered the hooked spear and slid from the wall.

They surrendered two bows, three quivers, the spear, a leather coat, water skins, rope, twelve silver crescents, dried figs, and one paper copy of the emergency writ.

Elka claimed the better bow. She tested both limbs, fitted the spare string, and adjusted the brace height with quick turns until the weapon settled into her hand.

Her shoulders eased when the build became whole.

He understood. The right weapon changed how a person stood.

Zafira searched both men while Ione disabled the remaining collars. Chad kept the spear trained on them until they reached the road.

With the weapons secured, Chad ordered, “Walk west, and do not make us win twice.”

The first hunter glanced over Chad's ripped shirt, ruined trousers, and wet hair. “No one will believe you did this.”

With the face the gods meant to use against him, Chad smiled and said, “I know, and that is why it stays funny.”

Both men left.

He kept them in sight until the dusty road swallowed their backs. Only then did he open the party review.

ENCOUNTER REVIEW

Bloodguard held 61% of hostile threat and prevented 74 damage through position plus 5 through Overflow.
Ward Alchemist disabled three hostile directives; Knife Dancer secured two priority weapons; Trail Archer fired four ranged attacks after rearming.

Formation breaks: 3 | Leader pursuit errors: 1

Elka read the final line. “The System grades us while the enemy still bleeds.”

Zafira looked over the field and said, “That is useful if it shows the real mistakes.”

He opened each formation break. Zafira had crossed the wall alone while he reversed toward a stunned hound. Elka had climbed onto the roof without a protection angle.

None was a moral failure. Each gave the enemy an opening.

Without dodging the finding, Chad said, “I chased damage and left Ione uncovered.”

While checking his torn forearm, Ione said, “You corrected before I lost Health.”

He answered, “Only because Zafira saved your throat first.”

As Zafira wiped both knives, she said, “Then identify directive targets before you assume combat threat will hold them.”

Pointing at the broken collars, Chad asked, “What tells us the difference?”

Showing him the thin script, Ione said, “The hound that ignored Take It carried a white center line rather than red.”

With a nod toward the road, Elka said, “The hunters watched their hounds instead of us, because they trusted the orders to choose targets.”

Chad stored both signs. “Next time I ask what the objective wants before assuming everything wants my face.”

Zafira let her gaze travel over it and said, “Everything wants your face; some things want the tablet more.”

He accepted the correction. “That distinction may save lives.”

He dismissed the review after each member added one observation. A leader icon did not make his replay the only truth.

They chose one correction for the next fight. Ione would mark directive-driven enemies in white, Elka would call ranged threats, and Zafira would decide when pursuit served the objective.

His role stayed simple enough to fit five words.

Hold what threatens the party.

Simple did not mean easy. It meant everyone could see when he failed.

Once the hunters' steps faded, Zafira said, “You gave slave hunters a clean exit after they surrendered.”

He watched the road and said, “They are broke, unarmed, and walking toward a city full of palace summons. If they return, they make the next choice.”

Settling the bow over one shoulder, Elka said, “I like him as our leader.”

He reminded her, “You nominated me because I stood in front.”

Elka smiled and said, “I also enjoy being right.”

Three living hounds remained in the yard. Two had broken directives, one had lost its collar, and none displayed a red threat bar.

Ione cleaned their cuts with well water and clot powder. “They may follow food for a while, then return to the wild packs.”

Beneath each hunt script, tiny letters named the animal. Brass, Needle, and Smoke.

The Registry had granted names and then treated them as serial fields.

Elka read Brass aloud. The largest hound lifted its ears.

Listening to the hound's whine, Ione said, “It remembers the sound.”

He looked at the brass collar and said, “Names survive bad owners.”

Zafira looked at Chad because the line carried farther than the animal.

They removed each copper shard, wrapped each collar cut, and set water beneath the lean-to. None of that made the hounds theirs.

Care without claim. One more party rule before they wrote one.

While giving them half the dried meat, Chad said, “We are not adopting three giant murder dogs.”

Ione handed a strip to Smoke and said, “No one proposed ownership.”

While scratching Brass under the jaw, Elka said, “They should keep their names.”

He pointed at both women. “That is exactly how adoption starts.”

Zafira unfolded the paper writ across a stained vat.

Sennik's notes described Chad's hair, class color, height, and Level with sharp accuracy. The attached sketch showed a tall, voluptuous woman in a torn gown.

All four stared at it.

He looked down at his petite frame, narrow waist, athletic legs, and chest that fell far short of the artist's ambition.

Looking over the bounty sketch, Chad said, “Sennik saw me at close range.”

Tapping the drawing, Zafira said, “The artist improved the bounty for his intended buyers.”

He folded the sketch and said, “The artist ignored the reference and overbuilt the model.”

Elka found the reward line. “You are worth fifty silver now.”

He said, “Already climbing the regional leaderboard.”

Ione held the tablet near the writ. Matching red script appeared across both surfaces, and her earlier amusement vanished.

She traced the relay mark and said, “Sennik attached Rashad's master pattern to each regional relay. Any licensed post can search for our four collar records when it accepts this writ.”

Touching the dormant band at his throat, Chad asked, “Can you remove all four here?”

Ione answered, “Breaking the metal triggers its stored kill charge. Rewriting safely needs three reagents I do not have.”

Elka checked the dark road. “Where can we steal them?”

Ione said, “A relay post carries two, and the salt gullies grow the third half a day east.”

At the bottom of the writ, Zafira found a relay mark and said, “Each patrol will receive this by dawn, so the road is closed.”

Folding the paper, Chad said, “Then we cross the gullies and clear our collars first.”

Ione turned the ownership tablet over. The writ had revealed a thin oval of darker copper beneath Chad's name.

She scraped its edge with one nail until the shape opened like an eye.

HIDDEN SEAL DETECTED
Original issuer: Rashad Ilyun | Current claimant: Sennik Dorr
Function: Continuous location recovery after a regional handshake.
Installed record: Chad Baconizer

The blood left Ione's face.

Studying the copper oval, Chad said, “Tell me that thing only lives in the tablet.”

She touched one finger to the collar around his throat.

Ione touched his collar and said, “It lives inside yours.”


Chapter 9

Desert Respawn Rules

At dawn, all three claim hounds followed Chad out of the dye house.

He ignored them for the first mile while they padded through the scrub in a silent line. Ione's gray paste covered the knife wound on Brass. Needle limped on the leg Elka had shot, while Smoke carried half a broken collar between careful teeth.

Keeping his gaze ahead, Chad said, “We are not keeping three metal murder dogs.”

Beside him, Elka carried the recurved bow and said, “No one has asked your permission to keep them.”

Brass bumped her shoulder, and she scratched the hard ridge behind one ear.

At the new name, Chad said, “You named that one after denying the adoption.”

Elka replied, “Possibly, but the name already existed under its collar.”

He pointed out, “Reusing a serial field still counts as naming the dog.”

Glancing down at Brass, Elka said, “He has many feelings about inventory management.”

The salt gullies began where the scrubland split into white shelves. Mineral crust dropped toward narrow ravines. Dry wind had carved the walls into folds sharp enough to cut bare skin.

Heat shimmered above the pale rims, though morning shade still held the night chill.

Elka studied three slopes before pointing southeast. “That dry channel gives us the cleanest trail.”

With one hand shading her amber eyes, Zafira said, “The relay post stands almost due east.”

Elka indicated the marks and said, “So do two fresh patrol tracks, and one horse drags its left rear hoof.”

Seeing only salt, gravel, and broken shadows, Chad asked, “How did you date the tracks?”

At one softened print, Elka said, “Wind wore the west edge, but last night's dew still darkens the bottom.”

He asked, “Is that a Trail Archer skill or normal eyes?”

Elka answered, “Eyes.”

He conceded, “Those seem badly overpowered.”

They took the southeast channel while the hounds followed without being invited.

The hidden seal inside Chad's collar pulsed each few minutes. Each pulse drew a thin red circle around him. It faded through Party Link without finding a relay.

Sennik kept asking the network where Chad had gone.

The network did not know yet.

Behind him, Ione read the copper relay tablet aloud. “The regional handshake reached the north road five minutes ago.”

Touching the copper band, Chad asked, “Can you cut mine before it reaches this route?”

Ione warned, “All four collars share one kill circuit. A bad attempt on yours may read as coordinated resistance and fire the other three.”

He said, “Then we remove everybody's within the same window.”

Ione specified, “Within three breaths after I divert a live handshake.”

Chad gave a nod meant to make the goal sound routine. “Easy enough to solve once we have the right materials.”

In a hardened voice, Ione said, “It is difficult enough to kill all four of us.”

He asked, “Then why did you fit the dangerous part into one sentence?”

She glared at the back of his head until Zafira passed him a water skin.

Zafira watched him drink. “You are hiding fear behind simple words again.”

Chad lowered the cup. “People work better when the objective sounds possible.”

Zafira replied, “People also deserve to know when you are afraid beside them.”

The collar felt heavier after that. Empty Authority did not remove the metal. One good relay pulse could restore each command they had escaped.

One slip from Ione could kill them all.

Handing the water back, he said, “Fine. This is hard, and I am scared of the correction circuit. Tell us exactly what you need.”

With her face softened a little, Ione said, “Two blanking-acid ampoules from the relay post, one ghostroot strand from the lower gullies, and a live ownership handshake.”

Elka stopped scratching Brass and said, “The last material sounds like the network must find us.”

Ione explained, “I can trap its location answer inside the tablet for twelve seconds. During that window, each collar stays active but blind.”

Looking at the three copper bands around his party, Chad asked, “What happens during the thirteenth second?”

Ione answered, “Correction.”

No one spoke for the next hundred paces.

The gully narrowed until Chad could touch both walls. Salt rasped under their boots, and the hounds stopped at the same moment.

Brass lowered her head and growled.

Four riders waited beyond the bend. Two wore palace red, while one carried the bounty speaker. The last man wore a pale travel coat with gold braid and a dust veil.

He looked far too rich for an ordinary patrol.

With one hand on Chad's spear arm, Zafira said, “Let me move them without blood.”

She stepped around the bend with empty hands and changed her whole posture. The amused thief vanished, replaced by a court officer who expected strangers to fear paperwork.

In clipped court Qasiran, Zafira called, “There you are, and your delays have become intolerable.”

The veiled man straightened in his saddle and said, “Name your office before you address mine.”

Displaying the stolen writ with disgust, Zafira said, “Senior Examiner Nahal, Crowned Four recovery office. You released claim hounds without sealing the east road, and three fugitives crossed before dawn.”

Pointing north, she said, “The blonde decoy took that route.”

The brass-tube rider stared past her at Chad. He wore a ripped blue shirt over male-cut trousers. Black-streaked blonde hair framed his face above an obvious copper collar.

The rider studied Chad. “That servant resembles the notice.”

With one dry laugh, Zafira said, “Petite blonde women exist beyond your private fantasies, Sergeant. This one is my body servant.”

He lowered his gaze before anger ruined the bluff.

Pressing the lie, she said, “Your fugitive has a Blood class and three armed companions. Do you see the named formation?”

The sergeant looked from Chad's spear to Elka's bow. “I see more weapons than servants require.”

Zafira said, “We stand in the salt gullies. Would you prefer my interpreter carry flowers?”

The veiled man dismounted. A gold badge beneath his coat bore the seal-and-chain mark of the property registry.

RELAY MAGISTRATE — LEVEL 5
Authority: Regional property registry

He approached Chad, and the hidden seal beneath Chad's collar woke.

With one hand extended, the magistrate said, “Show me your ownership tablet.”

Ione carried it two paces behind Chad. Zafira moved between them before his hand reached the pouch.

She warned, “Your inspection delays an active recovery order.”

Holding out his hand, the magistrate said, “Then the correct tablet will end that delay.”

He could mark him, but four mounted men blocked a narrow gully. They needed Health for the removal, not a fight against people Zafira could outplay.

With a smile at the patrol leader, she asked, “Sergeant, did you report three lost Registry hounds before accepting a second claimant's fee?”

The man went rigid.

Turning away from Chad, the magistrate asked, “What losses?”

At a small clause near the seal, Zafira said, “Emergency animals remain Registry property, and three directives died at one location. Your office owes their replacement value.”

Gathering his reins, the sergeant said, “The fugitives attacked them before we arrived.”

Zafira asked, “Then why does your loss report list no contact?”

The sergeant admitted, “I have not filed the report.”

Stepping closer, the magistrate asked, “You accepted this writ without declaring a material loss?”

While both men argued, Zafira moved beside Chad and said, “Walk at an offended pace.”

They passed the patrol without hurrying.

Brass followed, and the magistrate noticed all three animals.

Behind them, the magistrate called, “Those claim hounds belong to my Registry.”

Without turning, Zafira said, “Yes, Magistrate. I recovered what your officer misplaced.”

At the next bend, her calm voice sharpened into an order: “Run now.”

The party ran.

The gully forked three times. Elka chose left, right, then a white crack that barely admitted shoulders, and Chad squeezed through sideways while his new hips mocked the trouble they had caused at the grate.

All three hounds peeled away at the second fork.

Elka stopped. Brass looked back once before the pack bounded north along a false trail.

Watching them vanish, Ione said, “They chose the route without a directive.”

Elka said, “Good dogs,” and the patrol took their bait one minute later.

Near noon, she found ghostroot beneath a shaded overhang. Its clear leaves vanished against the salt, so Ione harvested one pale strand with the hooked spearhead.

She checked the tablet and said, “The living reagent is ready, but we still need both acid ampoules.”

The relay post stood on a narrow stone bridge above the next ravine. One square tower guarded a stable and a bronze dish. The dish pointed toward Qasira while red pulses crossed it each ten seconds.

Each pulse answered inside Chad's collar.

Through her spyglass, Elka counted, “Three clerks, one guard, two horses, and no rear exit.”

Studying the dish, Ione said, “We cannot break the handshake before I divert it, or the seal paths will close.”

Giving Zafira the stolen writ, Chad said, “Get us close enough to steal the chemistry.”

She considered his pretty face and smiled. “I have a route you will hate.”

He replied, “That sentence never ends with my pants intact.”

* * *

Ten minutes later, Chad approached the relay post with his hands tied.

The loose knots would slip when he pulled. His collar remained real, and Zafira held the rope while wearing the magistrate's gold-braided veil, which she had lifted from his saddle as they passed.

Elka and Ione waited beneath the bridge.

In a low voice, Zafira said, “Try to look frightened rather than offended.”

He objected, “I do not know how to perform helplessness.”

Zafira told him, “Think about the handsome prince waiting on your failure route.”

His stomach tightened before he could stop it.

Memory gone. Name gone. Halric Ovest waiting beneath imperial banners while Chad walked toward him in court silk, calm because the Balcony had erased each reason to resist.

A nursery would wait beyond the wedding. Children would prove that the correction worked, and Chad would never know what had been stolen.

When she saw his face, Zafira's smile vanished before she said, “That fear is real enough.”

Opening the gate, the relay guard asked, “Did you recover the primary fugitive?”

Raising the writ, she said, “I require a live handshake and two blanking ampoules. His Blood class may have altered the collar.”

The guard studied Chad's small frame and throat marks. “He does not look murderous.”

Zafira handed him the rope and said, “Try taking it, then report your findings.”

He left it in her hand.

Inside the tower, the bronze dish sent one more pulse. It crossed shelves of copper tablets, ink blocks, and narrow glass ampoules. Two clerks worked at a central seal table while a third slept upright in a chair.

Tapping the bronze plate, the senior clerk said, “Put the collar over this and hold still.”

Chad leaned across the table. A copper key slid beneath his jaw, and the collar tightened until he felt its teeth.

REGIONAL HANDSHAKE INITIATED

Record: Chad Baconizer
Sex-classification conflict detected.
Identity correction remains pending under the divine wager.

At the final line, the clerk frowned and asked, “What in the Nine Courts did Rashad buy?”

Chad pulled free of the loose rope and drove his forehead into the man's nose.

The clerk fell backward. Zafira locked the guard's sword arm near the wall. Elka shot through the open window and pinned the second clerk's sleeve.

Ione ran inside.

She swept two blanking ampoules from the shelf, broke them into a bronze bowl, and added the clear ghostroot. The liquid turned black enough to swallow the sunlight above it.

Holding the handshake, Ione said, “Keep your collar above the plate.”

The senior clerk reached for his copper key. Chad marked him and planted one hand against his chest.

He warned the clerk, “Do not interrupt the healer working around your bad design.”

Staring at the red mark, the clerk said, “Registry staff cannot be tagged as hostile.”

Chad answered, “Your tooltip needs an update.”

Ione dipped four fingers into the black mixture. Pale script curled around them as she drew the network answer into the local tablet.

REGIONAL CONNECTION DIVERTED
Location solution held inside the local tablet for 12 seconds.

The countdown began.

At twelve, she touched Chad's collar and spread black lines through the copper. At ten, she moved to Zafira while the guard fought against the knife beneath his ribs.

At eight, Elka climbed through the window and pulled her collar forward. Ione rewrote it with three quick lines.

At six, the pinned clerk tore his sleeve free.

Chad marked him and issued a flat challenge. “Sit down until the count ends.”

Presence contest won.

The clerk sat against his will.

At five, Ione reached her own collar. Her black fingers shook against a script she could not see.

With no time left, Ione said, “I need a mirror or one more pair of eyes.”

The tower held no mirror.

At three, Chad stepped behind her and said, “Tell me which line to guide.”

Ione instructed, “Three strokes from left to right, and never touch the center channel.”

At two, he guided her wrist until the first line met the second.

At one, the third stroke slipped toward the center.

He caught her finger and moved it one hair to the right.

At zero, all four collars opened.

The copper bands struck the floor together.

CAPTIVE STATUS REMOVED

Owner Authority: NONE | Correction charge: DISARMED
Regional record: ORPHANED | Resolve: UNLOCKED

Resolve is generated by chosen endurance under meaningful threat. Bloodguards spend it on control skills and resistance to hostile identity effects. Pain accepted through coercion yields no Resolve unless redirected toward voluntary protection.

The collar had trained obedience by making resistance expensive. Bloodguard reversed that rule because pain mattered only when Chad chose whom it protected.

He could not farm Resolve by hurting himself.

The System had shut the exploit before he tried, which was good. Old Chad would have found a way to rename self-harm as discipline.

He set a private warning against any avoidable injury taken mainly to generate Resolve.

Optimization needed guardrails when the player himself was the exploit.

A raw red ring circled his throat. Chad rubbed the bare skin where metal had pressed since the auction.

Nothing tightened. Nothing punished him.

Choosing the first banned words that came to mind, Chad said, “Fuck Rashad Ilyun and fuck Jorad. Fuck this whole auction, and fuck its Owner Authority.”

No charge followed.

The relay clerks stared until Chad added, “That was a technical test with strong emotional controls.”

Elka laughed and supplied frontier curses about Jorad and a sick camel. She added several uses of anatomy that Chad doubted even System magic could support.

Zafira spoke Rashad's full court name. Then she stripped away each bought honorific with the quiet care of a blade shaving bark.

Ione did not curse. She lifted her open collar and checked the dead Correction circuit from end to end.

With her voice breaking, Zafira said, “The metal has no power left.”

Freedom did not arrive as one shared emotion. Chad needed noise, and Elka laughed loudly at once. Zafira corrected a false record, while Ione needed proof she could hold.

The System could label their status. It could not standardize what came next.

Elka kicked her collar across the tower. Zafira placed hers beneath the copper key and drove it down until the band split.

Still holding her collar, Ione said, “I expected freedom to feel different at once.”

From within reach, Chad said without touching her, “Give your body a minute to believe the evidence.”

Tears filled her violet-brown eyes. She stepped forward and rested her forehead against his shoulder.

Elka joined from his other side. Zafira waited through three breaths at the seal table. Then she crossed the room and placed one steady hand between Chad's shoulders.

The System offered no reward.

Good. This belonged to them.

The bronze dish screamed above the tower.

Ione jerked away as the local tablet split down the middle. Their stolen handshake escaped through each copper line at once.

The senior clerk lunged for a red break lever, but Zafira caught his wrist.

Chad warned, “Tell me what that lever severs before you touch it.”

The clerk answered, “The post, before orphan contamination reaches the regional line.”

Glancing at the four collars, Chad asked, “Does contamination mean people no one owns?”

The clerk said, “The Registry cannot value an unowned record.”

Watching the branching red light, Ione said, “A hard sever may restore the last valid claimant. Our files would still remain spread across the network.”

Rashad was dead, which left Sennik holding emergency war authority. One wrong pull could bind all four records to a Level Thirty scout.

Chad took the lever and bent its thin pin with both hands. Force four made the small act move at a humiliating crawl. The damaged switch could no longer complete its path.

He decided, “We ride out the handshake and deal with the result.”

The regional network answered.

REGIONAL LOCATION RECOVERY COMPLETE

Records located: 4 | Captive records: ORPHANED
Fallback class applied: DANGEROUS UNOWNED ASSETS
Current location is broadcasting to each connected ownership hub.

Seven red points appeared on Chad's map. One marked Qasira, while five followed the salt road. The final point glowed far east beneath a chain-shaped symbol.

Each point pulsed back.

Staring at the map, Ione said, “Those marks are not ordinary relay posts.”

Watching the eastern point grow brighter, Chad asked, “What else did we just wake?”

Ione answered, “Each active ownership hub in the region.”

The tower bell began to ring.

Far outside, hundreds of collars had just learned where four free fugitives stood.


Chapter 10

Aggro Is a Love Language

The relay clerks chose cooperation after Chad explained who the tower bell would summon.

With his bloody sleeve beneath his nose, the senior clerk pointed toward a ladder and said, “A narrow roof bridge reaches the south ridge.”

While studying the bronze arm through the window, Chad asked, “You built an escape route into a signal tower?”

The clerk replied, “It is an inspection route until armed people arrive, then the name changes.”

Ione packed each blanking-acid bottle into the padded case. Zafira took registry seals, six clean writ forms, and a patrol ledger, while Elka emptied the guard's quiver but left him his sword.

Chad struck the local ownership tablet with the hooked spear. Copper split across the table, yet all seven red nodes remained on his map.

Chad glanced at the ruined post. “Breaking it felt worth testing.”

Closing the case, Ione said, “The network already stored our location, but this post can no longer update it.”

He agreed, “Stale information beats fresh pursuit.”

The maintenance arm stretched fifteen paces across open air. It was no wider than Chad's boot, and wind made the bronze hum above the ravine.

Elka crossed first with her arms loose for balance. Zafira followed without looking down, then Ione carried the chemicals toward the ridge while Chad guarded the tower end.

Dust rose beyond the northern bend.

Six mounted claim officers entered the ravine behind a barred wagon pulled by broad desert lizards. Human hands gripped the iron bars, and one pale face watched the tower.

The patrol had collected people on its way to collect them.

From the ridge, Zafira called, “Move now, before they block the bridge.”

He stepped onto the bronze arm.

A crossbow bolt struck the rail beside his hand, and the ringing metal shook beneath both boots.

Raising his weapon again, the lead officer said, “Get on your knees, girl, and you may keep your mind.”

Chad looked at the wagon instead of the bow. A gray-haired woman with a split lip held the bars beside two young men in caravan coats, and an older man guarded one bandaged arm.

All four were adults. All four wore collars.

All four watched him choose.

He could cross and leave the patrol to secure the tower. His party would gain three gullies before anyone repaired the signal dish.

The easy move remained open.

As he turned around, Chad said, “I hate side quests.”

Zafira cursed with such courtly care that each word sounded expensive.

He ran back across the arm and dropped through the window. The senior clerk backed away from him and asked, “What are you doing?”

Chad answered, “Making your workday worse before the slavers arrive.”

He opened the gate before the officers could ram it.

The first rider expected surrender. Chad caught the crossbow stock, pulled the man from his saddle, and drove one shoulder into his chest before he struck the floor.

He marked the fallen officer.

The second rider swung a hooked club at the clerk, but Take It pulled the blow toward Chad instead.

Setting his buckler, Chad said, “Everybody wants me. Form one clean line.”

Three threat icons locked onto him.

Too many enemies. Narrow gate. No shield.

Perfect.

He backed into the tower and forced the patrol to enter one rider at a time. When the marked officer lunged with a knife, Chad trapped his wrist. He drove a knee into the man's stomach and threw him against the seal table.

Damage dealt: 21 | Blood Mark healing: 4
Overflow converted: 1, but no protection target remains in range.

His party still waited across the bridge.

The hooked club struck Chad's shoulder for seventeen damage and two Resolve. He answered with a spear thrust through the marked officer's thigh, stealing six Health before the man could rise.

An arrow entered through the tower window and cut the club man's sleeve.

Elka stood on the distant ridge. Her second shaft pinned one more officer's boot to the threshold before the first stopped moving.

Chad called through the window, “I had the line under control.”

While nocking a third arrow, Elka said, “You had six enemies and no back line.”

He replied, “Exactly, which means they were all in front.”

Zafira returned across the bridge. She swung through the window on the dish support and landed beside the marked officer.

Over the ravine, Elka said, “We discussed leadership before you abandoned the formation.”

Chad kicked away the officer's knife. “My back line stood safely across the ravine.”

Elka corrected him, “Your back line followed its reckless tank.”

Climbing through last with the chemical case, Ione said, “All four idiots remain alive, so we may continue.”

Outside, the wagon guard opened two black iron cages. A pair of claim hounds bounded into the dust with smooth black collars and no visible break lines.

From the window, Ione studied the hounds and said, “These models hide the hunt script beneath armor.”

He asked, “Can you crack one while it bites me?”

Ione answered, “Give me a worktable, half an hour, and a cooperative hound.”

He translated, “So the combat answer is no.”

Ione confirmed, “That was the short version.”

Both beasts charged the gate.

He marked the first hound, tore the hooked club from its owner, and braced the thick shaft across the opening. The animal struck hard enough to bend wood against his ribs.

Damage taken: 23 | Resolve gained: 3

Elka shot the second hound through its foreleg. Zafira blocked an officer from reaching her, while Ione opened one blanking ampoule and painted a clear line across the threshold.

The first hound caught Chad's forearm between its teeth.

Pain Dividend stored the damage, and Chad brought the club down across its exposed jaw.

Damage dealt: 34 + 7 Pain Dividend
Blood Mark healing: 8

As the hound tightened its bite, Chad commanded, “Release my arm before I charge for dinner.”

Elka's arrow passed close to his hip and entered the shoulder joint. Chad glanced back and told her, “That shot nearly included me.”

She said, “You moved because the dog was chewing you. Hold still while I shaft the thing between your legs.”

Everybody paused.

Elka's green eyes widened when she heard herself.

Despite the teeth in his arm, Chad smiled and said, “Welcome to my entire day.”

Ione shouted over both of them, “Fight first and ruin language afterward.”

The hound's rear paws crossed her blanking line. Its collar stuttered and froze the directive for less than two seconds.

PRIMARY DIRECTIVE INTERRUPTED — 1.8 seconds

He tore his arm free. Zafira drove both knives beneath the shoulder armor before the collar recovered.

Pointing at the fading line, Chad said, “Paint one more pass before the next bite.”

Ione measured the acid. “Our supply is limited.”

He answered, “So are my arms, and I need both for tanking.”

The second hound leaped over its partner. It ignored Chad's challenge and charged Elka, guided by the bounty writ tied to her stolen bow.

She stepped backward onto the maintenance arm, where empty air waited behind her heels.

He struck his marked target until Blood Mark filled his Health. Overflow converted two temporary points as he selected Elka for protection.

Zafira cut the hound across its mouth. Her party contribution returned one more stolen point, but three temporary Health would never stop the next charge.

The black hound lunged.

Elka blocked with the recurved bow. Its teeth crushed the upper limb, tore through one shield point, and took nine Health as her heel slipped from the arm.

He struck again. Four temporary Health wrapped her shoulders, while Ione threw a restorative vial through the open tower window.

Chad caught the potion. “My Health bar is already full.”

Pointing at Elka, Ione said, “Drink it, convert the excess, and send each point across the link.”

With the cork between his teeth, Chad asked, “You want me topped off so I can keep pumping it into her?”

As color climbed to her ears, Ione said, “Yes, mechanically, and you know that.”

He drank.

Restorative effect: +20 Health | Current Health already full.
Overflow conversion: 8 | Protection target Elka gains 12 temporary Health.

Red light wrapped Elka from shoulders to boots. The hound attacked again, so she abandoned the broken bow, caught its collar, and fell backward off the bridge.

The shield absorbed the bite. Her legs hooked the bronze arm while the animal's heavy body swung below her.

Zafira dropped flat and seized Elka's wrist.

He lunged past them and caught one hind leg. For one terrible breath, all three hung above the white ravine.

Force 4 is insufficient for the combined load.

Through his teeth, Chad said, “I hate this miserable stat.”

With both arms around his waist, Ione said, “We pull together on three.”

Zafira braced both boots, Elka swung the hound against the tower wall, and the black collar cracked on impact. Chad hauled the beast high enough for Elka to roll onto the bronze arm.

The hound fell.

Its collar fired before the body reached the salt below. The black band snapped inward, and the living creature went limp in open air.

Elka lay across the maintenance arm while her shield vanished. Her real Health held at eighty.

Staring into the ravine, Chad said, “We are breaking each collar in this region.”

With one hand around Elka's wrist, Zafira asked, “Do you mean the animal collars or the network?”

He answered, “The whole damned network.”

No one argued.

The remaining officers chose not to test the promise. Two mounted and fled, one dragged their marked leader from the tower, and the wagon guard surrendered his keys after Elka nocked an arrow in Zafira's small spare bow.

Glaring at the broken weapon, Elka said, “I kept that bow for less than half a day.”

While opening the wagon lock, Chad asked, “Was that your shortest equipment record?”

Elka answered, “My worst record by several months.”

The barred door exposed more than four prisoners. It exposed all the slow work that followed a fast victory.

The gray-haired woman could stand, but one younger caravan man could not. His ankle had swollen around the chain, while the mason's bandaged arm smelled infected. A broad man in a torn green coat flinched when Chad reached toward his lock.

He stopped before the man's fear became one more kind of force.

Placing the key within reach, Chad said, “You can open your own cuff, or Ione can do it when you ask.”

The man's hand shook as he lifted the iron key. He missed the lock twice, and no one hurried him before the cuff opened on his third try.

Zafira brought water, Elka found food and blankets, and Ione treated injuries by danger rather than noise.

The fight had taken five minutes. The aftermath took forty.

He held a water skin while Ione cleaned the mason's swollen arm. When she told him to pour slowly, he washed medicine from the cut on his first attempt.

With one flat look, Ione said, “Slower means less water than that.”

He admitted, “The support minigame has a learning curve.”

He obeyed while the mason studied Chad's small hands, pretty face, and Bloodguard shield.

The man drank. “The officers said you murdered palace servants.”

Keeping the water steady, Chad said, “Some guards died during our escape; we killed one together, and the Crowned Four killed everyone near their objective.”

The direct answer unsettled him less than a heroic denial.

The man asked, “Why did you turn back for four strangers?”

Looking at the copper collar beneath the bandage, Chad said, “Because leaving you behind was the easier move.”

Zafira heard from across the wagon. Zafira did not dispute the truth of his grim account. They would still need rules for the next rescue that tempted Chad to spend everybody else's lives.

This rescue had worked.

The gray-haired woman climbed down first and gave her name as Mara Venn. She was thirty-nine, a salt factor from the southern caravan camp. The two younger men were brothers aged twenty and twenty-four. The mason had been taken for refusing a false road levy.

Ione checked their simple collars. “Half an ampoule will blank all four without touching our remaining supply.”

She painted each circuit, and four copper bands fell into the dust.

Mara crushed hers beneath one weathered boot. Zafira asked where the patrol had taken them, and the woman pointed toward the eastern red node.

Mara explained, “The Chain Market buys each load that survives this road.”

Watching the node pulse, Chad asked, “Who owns the master seal beneath it?”

Mara answered, “Veyr Tolland, who is the brother of Breck Tolland from the Crowned Four.”

The name linked to the gate mage who had stolen Rashad's Key.

With disgust, Chad said, “A family business.”

Mara explained the rest while Ione wrapped the mason's arm. “Veyr controls seven ownership hubs from a core beneath the market. Rashad supplied palace captives, road officers brought debtors, and Veyr shipped bound souls north.”

The Crowned Four had bought thousands of condemned souls. Chad looked at all seven nodes again, and the pursuit map became a target list.

Folding her arms, Zafira said, “One relay drew six officers and two hounds, so seven hubs will bring an army.”

Chad said, “We are already hunted.”

Zafira replied, “That does not make each larger risk equal.”

Beside Mara, Elka said, “Fen Bridge will keep losing caravans while the network stands.”

Holding one cracked wagon collar, Ione said, “Our records are open but still exist, and any master seal can build new collars around them after a handshake.”

He said, “Destroying the core protects us while freeing everyone else.”

Ione replied, “Yes, but it does not make the raid easy.”

Mara listened without interruption. “You have been free for less than one day, so no one reasonable would blame you for taking a horse and leaving.”

Reasonable was not always right. Chad also refused to volunteer three women for a war because his class rewarded protection.

Turning the choice into separate votes, Chad said, “No one answers for anyone else, and leaving remains valid.”

Ione chose first and said, “Destroy the master seal before it rebuilds ours.”

Touching the new bowstring, Elka said, “Fen Bridge needs the road clear.”

Zafira waited until everyone else had answered. “We get the map and build a viable plan; if the raid cannot work, we leave with the evidence.”

Accepting her limit, Chad said, “Agreed, and my vote is still to break it.”

The System waited until all four choices existed.

SYSTEM QUERY — DESTROY REGIONAL OWNERSHIP INFRASTRUCTURE?

Risk: SEVERE | Alternate class experience: AVAILABLE
Potential rewards include captive liberation, regional Authority collapse, and a Bloodguard evolution path.

Party decision: ACCEPTED WITH VIABILITY REVIEW

Reading the query over Chad's shoulder, Mara asked, “The System calls lawful infrastructure hostile?”

He said, “Apparently law and its objective rules disagree.”

She drew the local route in white dust. The Chain Market stood beyond two relays, while her caravan camp waited south with clean water and enough guards to shelter the freed travelers.

With her attention on the map, Mara said, “My people can warn caravans before the road offices take one more load.”

Studying her ink-stained fingers, Chad asked, “Can your group fight?”

Mara answered, “With contracts, prices, witnesses, and blocked freight.”

With a glance toward Zafira, Chad said, “That sounds like a weapon in this world.”

She said, “It is a weapon in each world.”

Mara supplied three honest freight captains, two corrupt registry clerks, and one ruined waystation with a deep well. Zafira recorded each name but marked each claim unverified.

Noticing the look, Mara asked, “You do not trust the people we just named?”

He answered, “I trust that you believe your evidence, and verification protects both of us.”

The older woman considered that and nodded. “If you survive, send word through the Blue Jar caravan.”

While tightening the water bladder, Chad asked, “If we do not survive?”

Mara answered, “The warning still moves without you.”

Their raid no longer depended on four people carrying each consequence.

Mara also corrected their supply count. Four adventurers crossing the salt road needed twice Ione's water estimate and three times the feed for one horse.

Mara said, “Your System map shows hubs. It does not show wells.”

Elka copied the cistern marks. Zafira traded two silver crescents for dates and salt cakes, while Ione rejected a spoiled water skin before it poisoned anyone.

He lifted the full canvas bladder and discovered that Endurance did not reduce weight.

Adjusting her red coat, Zafira said, “Leadership looks heavy from here.”

He shifted the water and said, “Leadership weighs forty pounds and sloshes against my butt.”

Zafira replied, “Still more useful than a speech.”

That plain correction kept the desert from killing them after the exciting fight.

He added six questions to each departure check: water, food, medicine, route, pursuit, and voluntary participation. No lecture followed, and the party accepted the check together.

Collecting her broken bow, Elka said, “We need one more ranged weapon before the next patrol.”

Folding the stolen ledger, Zafira said, “We need new identities before the next gate.”

Securing the acid case, Ione said, “We need more reagent before one more collar load.”

Looking east toward Veyr's red node, Chad said, “Then we take all three from the broker.”


Chapter 11

Slavers Have Bad Builds

The System waited until the freed travelers crossed the south ridge before paying Chad.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE — Six claim officers defeated, four captives freed, and six ownership collars disabled.
Experience gained: 250 | Level increased from 2 to 3 | Attribute Points gained: 2

LEADERSHIP REVIEW — Chad left a secure formation without warning, and party survival does not erase the tactical error.

He stared at the final line before telling Zafira, “My own menu is talking shit.”

She read the shared notice. “Your menu shows excellent judgment for a new acquaintance.”

The party rested beneath a shelf of rose-colored salt. Mara led the travelers toward her caravan camp.

None of them wanted unarmed people in the next fight. Mara had also promised to spread the warning about Veyr's patrols.

Chad spent one point on Endurance and one on Finesse.

Endurance increased from 8 to 9; Finesse increased from 12 to 13.
Maximum Health increased from 180 to 190, and attack recovery improved.

He rolled the hooked spear between both hands. The short weapon favored dragging bodies, yet it still beat an empty grip.

Elka sat across from him with both broken halves of her bow. He studied the clean split and asked, “Can you mend that before the next patrol?”

She ran one thumb along the dark polished wood. “A bow needs horn strips, glue, and a wrapping bench. It also needs two full days, because it is not a chair leg.”

He read that as a no, but Zafira spread the patrol ledger on a flat stone and offered the faster answer: “We take one more bow from its current owner.”

Six bounty teams filled the pages with assigned routes and relay marks. One fresh entry had appeared that morning.

SOUTH GULLY MOBILE RELAY
Staff: One registry submaster, two seal guards, and one driver.
Cargo: Emergency writ stock, a live network atlas, and equipment replacements.
Route: Glass Needle Pass before the third bell.

Elka tapped the final cargo line. “Equipment replacements may include one usable bow,” which Chad considered the proper mindset.

Ione traced the atlas entry instead. She explained, “A live atlas identifies each hub's purpose and may show how the market core controls them.”

“Then we hit the wagon before it reaches Glass Needle.”

Zafira raised one finger. “We decide how before our leader runs into one more road.”

The System flashed its leadership review again. He pointed between them and said, “You and my menu planned this intervention.”

“We have never met, though I respect its evidence.”

They built the ambush in dust. Elka drew a northwest road that narrowed beside a sinkhole and widened beneath three leaning columns.

She placed pebbles for the wagon. “A frightened driver can reverse before the rear wheels cross this point.”

She moved the lead pebble and said, “He will stop beside Chad to impress the examiner. If he refuses, I accuse him of evading inspection.”

Ione marked the rear axle. She explained, “My blanking ink must touch live relay metal, so I need three breaths beneath the wagon.”

He shook his head. “If one guard checks below the frame, we lose our healer before combat starts.”

She considered the road, then proposed, “Zafira can spill an acid vial ahead of the wheel. That is less reliable, but it keeps me outside the crush zone.”

They prepared both routes: Zafira carried the vial, Elka chose two shots that could stop the wagon without killing its lizards, and Chad practiced hiding Blood Mark until the signal.

The plan assumed failure instead of wishing it away.

She set the first branch by saying, “If my disguise breaks, Chad challenges the near guard, Elka blocks the wagon, Ione takes the cabinet, and I stop the submaster from sending.”

He asked, “What happens if the guard beats my challenge?”

She answered, “You block him with the spear.” He asked what happened if the spear failed.

She tapped the black salt shelf above the road. She said, “I drop that between you and the guard.”

He asked what happened if it landed on him. Her smile widened before she answered, “Then you blocked him with your entire build.”

They rehearsed twice. By the second run, each member knew the first response without waiting for Chad to speak.

Glass Needle Pass formed a white corridor beneath three leaning columns of saltstone. The road pinched around a dry sinkhole. Any relay wagon would slow there while its guards lost room to circle.

Elka walked both ridges and found a clear shooting shelf. She also marked a lower path. It let her move without showing against the bright sky.

Zafira forged an inspection order on one clean writ. She copied the magistrate's seal. Ground dust hid the weaker lines in one corner.

Ione mixed their last full acid ampoule with red dye from the abandoned house; the liquid resembled survey ink until it touched active System script.

He listened while all three women fixed the plan. That was his part before the fight.

He did not volunteer to absorb each possible failure or mistake standing in the road for leadership; he still stood in the road when the relay arrived, because some traditions mattered.

The six-wheeled wagon rolled beneath copper rods shaped like a metal animal's spines. Two guards rode alongside it. A registry submaster sat beside the driver with a black tablet chained to his wrist.

The replacement bow lay beneath the driver's bench.

He wore the magistrate's pale coat and gold-braided veil. The loose cloth hid his female shape. One black-streaked lock showed exactly where Zafira wanted it.

The relay slowed when he lifted one hand and called, “Inspection under emergency war authority.”

The submaster looked at Chad's face and forgot to answer. He had expected the reaction, yet it still tightened his jaw.

Zafira approached as his clerk and presented the forged writ. “Open the live atlas and hound-replacement inventory for an immediate audit.”

The submaster read two lines before asking, “Why does an emergency examiner travel without a badge?”

She answered at once: “A fugitive Bloodguard has copied badge signatures, so visual marks remain suspended.”

The submaster persisted, “I heard the Bloodguard was a beautiful girl,” but Zafira dismissed that as rumor from men who failed to inspect evidence.

His gaze returned to Chad as he asked, “Are you not the same girl?”

He lowered his voice and warned, “Finish that question and this audit expands into your private records.”

The man's eyes dropped to the writ because Zafira had built the disguise around the truth: Chad matched the bounty so well that noticing him looked like a professional risk.

He wanted to applaud her without breaking character.

The nearest guard dismounted and said, “Our office received no advance notice.” Zafira never glanced his way before calling that omission the reason for inspection.

The guard walked toward the copper cabinet while Ione waited beneath it. She had climbed into the sinkhole before the wagon arrived. A gray dust cloth hid her from the road.

One slender hand emerged as the guard passed. It painted red ink across the rear axle and darkened each copper rod.

NETWORK CONNECTION INTERRUPTED

The black tablet flashed on the submaster's wrist. He shouted, “Interference,” as Zafira cut the chain connecting him to the atlas.

He marked the nearest guard and called, “Now,” which sent Elka's first arrow from the ridge.

It cut the reins between the driver and lead lizard. Her second shaft locked the wooden brake latch.

The wagon stopped across the pass and blocked its own retreat.

The marked guard drew a curved sword, but Chad caught the first cut on his hooked spear; he turned it away and jabbed twice before the man reset.

Damage dealt: 13, then 16 | Blood Mark healing: 6

Both strikes landed inside one drain cycle. Small, quick hits could keep Chad's healing ahead of incoming damage.

The second guard charged Zafira. She gave ground toward the sinkhole while both knives flickered near his face; he raised his shield, followed her, and stepped onto Ione's gray cloth.

Ione pulled it from beneath him. He crashed into the shallow pit before Zafira landed on his shield and cut the leather straps.

She held her other knife at his throat and gave him one calm choice: “Yield before you lose the chance.”

The guard tried to stand instead.

Ione poured acid across the Authority badge on his scale coat. Sparks jumped from its border, and each plate locked flat enough to pin his arms.

She looked down at him and said, “That was the poorer answer.”

The marked guard cut Chad across the ribs for nine damage. He answered with three short spear strikes. He hit the wrist, thigh, and breastplate gap while Pain Dividend fed the final point.

Damage dealt: 11, 14, then 24 + 4 Pain Dividend.
Blood Mark cycle healing: 10 | Overflow grants Zafira 4 temporary Health.

The wagon driver reached one hand beneath his bench. Elka pinned his sleeve to the seat and warned, “Please remove your hand from my new bow.”

He blocked one more sword cut and asked whether it had become her bow before she touched it; Elka called the claim manifestation.

The unarmed submaster ran with the black atlas against his chest.

Zafira started after him, but Chad stopped her and said, “Hold your guard while Elka catches the runner.”

He did not own Red Grip, and Force four would have lost the pull anyway. Instead, he hit the marked guard again and sent the Overflow shield toward Elka.

He called Elka's next shot: “Pin his right calf before he reaches the bend.”

Her arrow caught the submaster's robe between both legs. He completed one more step before the tight cloth pitched him face-first into the salt.

Chad watched him fall and observed, “That target was several inches above his calf,” while Elka blamed the crosswind without changing expression.

The marked guard finally recognized Chad beneath the fallen veil, and his sword slowed while he said, “You are the palace thief.”

He kept the spear on line and replied, “You people work hard to avoid the word escaped.”

The man saw his trapped partner, pinned driver, and ruined relay before asking, “What do you want from us?”

“The atlas, Authority gear, and that bow; no one needs to die.”

“Veyr will kill us when we return without them.”

The answer left Chad before he planned it: “Then surrender and come with us.”

Ione glanced over from the sinkhole but did not object.

The guard almost laughed when he asked, “You expect me to join escaped property?”

“I expect you to surrender to four armed adventurers who disabled your wagon in under one minute; the property label belongs to your bad build.”

He dropped the sword. His partner surrendered next, and the driver raised his free hand while Ione took the atlas.

He ordered no one to kneel. He had the weapons placed inside the sinkhole while Zafira named each item.

Ione checked the driver's injured wrist as the guards stepped away.

The marked guard watched all three women and said, “You have no idea how proper prisoners are held.”

He corrected him by saying, “This is a temporary surrender, and everyone walks after we finish.”

The guard warned that they would report each face and route, and he answered, “Probably, but killing everybody who loses is hero-party logic.”

The guard looked at the red class mark above Chad's shirt and asked, “You are not trying to become a hero?”

He answered, “God, no,” before Elka added that he possessed standards.

Zafira cleaned one knife and specified, “Low, achievable standards.”

Their humor did not erase the choice. Four witnesses would carry descriptions east while four living people proved surrender could work.

He wanted future guards to drop weapons before either side needed a corpse; the System recorded mercy only after each captive understood that walking away was real.

Zafira made the submaster unlock the atlas himself. Ione watched for a wipe command while Elka covered the group.

Compliance became safer than resistance. No one pretended the power difference had vanished.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE
Experience gained: 190 | Live-atlas objective bonus: 40 | Accepted-surrender bonus: 20
Level increased from 3 to 4 | Attribute Points gained: 2 | Class rank and skill choice available.

He put one point into Endurance and one into Presence.

Endurance increased from 9 to 10; Presence increased from 15 to 16.
Maximum Health increased from 190 to 200; Take It and Overflow improved.

The class-rank choice required no debate after Chad saw its drain increase.

BLOOD MARK — RANK 2
Drain efficiency rises from 20% to 25%, linked allies return 5% of their damage as Health, and mark duration increases.

He selected the rank and opened the skill list. Red Grip waited beside one more option that completed his existing engine.

SHARED PULSE
Transfer up to 20% of Chad's current Health to one consenting ally inside Overflow range. The transfer may exceed maximum Health as a temporary shield, and later Blood Mark healing refills Chad normally.

Consent may be standing, encounter-specific, or requested during activation.

Give Health to a threatened ally, then steal it back from the enemy. Ione could refill Chad when the loop failed. Overflow could share whatever exceeded his maximum.

The exact consent field made the strong mechanic worth keeping.

He faced the System panel. “You finally designed one feature correctly.” He selected Shared Pulse.

Elka read its complete text before choosing standing combat consent. Ione required a request for each use, while Zafira allowed automatic transfer below half Health.

Their different answers served three different people without forcing agreement; he liked the party menu most when it refused to pretend agreement had one shape.

Elka recovered the bow beneath the driver's bench. It was longer than her lost weapon. Dark horn tips framed a smooth walnut grip.

She drew it once and smiled before saying, “The manifested upgrade fits my draw.”

He called it theft, so she answered, “I recovered it from organized criminals, and the bow accepts my title.”

Ione opened the atlas across the road. Seven copper circles rose above it and joined through fine red lines.

Each bright hub carried a distinct ownership job.

QASIRA PALACE — Private intake and ownership.
NORTH ROAD — Debt collection.
SOUTH GULLY — Fugitive recovery.
FEN BRIDGE — Caravan seizure.
SALT PORT — Export registry.
SHRINE ROAD — Religious forfeiture.
CHAIN MARKET — Master seal core and soul valuation.

Elka touched Fen Bridge and said, “My caravan disappeared through this hub,” while Ione placed one stained finger on Shrine Road.

“That office revoked my license and sent Rashad the order,” Ione said as Zafira's hand stopped over Qasira Palace.

The network had not caught three strangers by accident. It found each woman's weak point. Then it turned the wound into a record and delivered her to the same buyer.

He rotated the atlas toward the Chain Market. The red lines dropped into a second layer filled by thousands of white marks, each one pulsing like a distant Health bar beneath the market.

SOUL VALUATION RESERVOIR
Contracted recipient: Crowned Four Ascension Trust
Delivery window: 9 days

The submaster stopped complaining when Chad faced him and said, “Your Registry sells souls to the Crowned Four.”

The man swallowed and said, “We transmit valuations, not souls.”

He asked, “What happens to each person after your valuation?”

“Veyr sends useful bodies to buyers, while condemned, sick, rebellious, and unsold inventory enters the reservoir.”

Chad named them as people, but the submaster insisted, “Inventory is the legal term.”

He handed the atlas to Ione before he broke it across the man's head.

Zafira crouched beside the submaster and asked, “How many people wait for the next delivery?”

He claimed ignorance until her knife touched the salt beside his eye, then answered, “Eight hundred and twelve.”

The exact number settled across the white pass.

He reopened the detailed hub display. It stacked the public auction floor and captive pens above the buried master core.

Destroying the market would bury the only device capable of releasing the reservoir safely. Their party needed to enter and free the pens. Then Ione could rewrite the core before they broke anything.

He looked at his three women. “Nine days remain before the Crowned Four collect eight hundred and twelve souls.”

Zafira closed the atlas. Elka tested her new string while Ione gathered the surrendered Authority badges.

The Chain Market pulsed beneath the eastern salt, and Chad pointed toward it before saying, “That gives us the raid timer.”


Chapter 12

Keep Me Topped Off

The relay guards chose a long walk west instead of joining Chad's party.

He gave them one horse, enough water, and a warning that Veyr might treat survival as broken contract. Their driver went too, while the submaster stayed tied inside his wagon until Mara's caravan contacts could collect him as evidence.

Zafira wrote clear instructions on a stolen writ, which Chad read before asking, “Who can prosecute a registry officer out here?”

She folded the page and answered, “No one with current power, but institutions sometimes grow around useful evidence.”

He called that a patient kind of optimism, and Zafira replied, “Institutional thinking often looks like that.”

They took the other horse, the wagon's food, two bedrolls, and each Authority tool Ione could carry while Elka rode with her new bow across both knees and guided them into a dry eastern canyon.

White salt shelves gave way to warm red stone before sunset, where brackish pools filled the lowest cracks and brown lizards watched them choose a shallow overhang beneath thorn trees.

He checked the whole perimeter before anyone asked and found no boot prints, hound tracks, or fresh signal pulses inside their captured atlas.

For the first time since Earth, no one seemed to be chasing him.

That should have felt peaceful, but his mind built the Balcony's promised future again. Halric waited beneath imperial banners while Chad's Earth memories vanished, and a corrected body carried children as proof that resistance had never been real.

The gods knew exactly where to place the knife, and he touched the raw ring around his throat where the collar was gone but the wager remained.

Elka sat beside the cold fire pit and repaired arrows while the last sunlight warmed her freckles and loose copper strands framed her face beneath a practical knot.

She studied him before saying, “You are grinding your teeth hard enough to damage the new face.”

He named thinking as one of his worse habits, and Elka replied, “You hide it well until you start chewing yourself.”

He sat across from her, and she passed him a bent arrow. She told him, “Straighten this shaft against the flat stone,” but Chad reminded her that his Force remained four.

“That is why I gave you a stone instead of a challenge.”

She showed him how to warm the wood between his palms, sight along it, and press the bend against a smooth edge; Chad ruined the first shaft but improved the second.

The exact task filled both hands and asked nothing about gods.

Elka understood support better than most healers, and Zafira returned with dry thorn branches, while Ione carried two water skins and one pale strip of cactus flesh. They built a small hidden fire after dark and thickened the grain with cactus.

He watched the pot and asked whether it would improve the taste.

Ione gave him a clean answer: “No, but it will improve the amount.”

He appreciated the honest disappointment because the meal tasted like salted rope, but no one complained while the hot grain filled stomachs that finally belonged to them.

He finished first and opened Shared Pulse, which displayed three consent settings beside the women's names.

SHARED PULSE CONSENT

Elka Korrin — Standing consent during combat.
Zafira Nahal — Automatic consent below 50% Health.
Ione Kess — Request consent for each use.

Recommended action: Test transfer outside combat.

He pointed to the System prompt and said, “We should test the new transfer before something bites us.”

Zafira set down her spoon and asked, “Which volunteer fits the mechanic?”

“Elka gave standing consent, though I am still asking now.”

She held out one freckled forearm and said, “Send ten Health and let me feel the full effect.”

He selected ten points, and a warm red line passed between their chests; his Health fell from two hundred to one hundred ninety, and a clear red shield formed over her skin.

SHARED PULSE COMPLETE
Health transferred: 10 | Recipient Health already full
Temporary Health gained: 10 | Outside-combat duration: 30 seconds

Elka rubbed the sheen over her arm and said, “It feels warm, like standing near a stove.”

He checked for damage and said, “Good, because I can give it to you whenever you need it.”

Zafira stopped with her spoon raised, and Ione stared into the cook pot.

He reviewed the sentence before adding, “Health, obviously.”

Elka's grin widened as she said, “We understood before you performed the tactical correction.”

He accused all three of making faces, and Elka replied, “We also own faces when you are silent.”

He marked a thorn branch and cut it with his borrowed sword, but the System refused to count dry wood as hostile and left him no way to test the healing return.

Ione explained, “Blood Mark needs a living target that actively opposes you.”

The canyon floor moved as an oval of wet red stone rose from the nearest pool; four legs unfolded beneath it, and a wide mouth opened across the creature's armored front.

SALT GULLET — LEVEL 6 CANYON AMBUSHER
Health: 940/940 | Traits: Mineral Armor and Restorative Scent

It smelled the red pulse around Elka, so Chad stood and said, “We found something opposed to the test.”

The beast charged before the temporary shield faded, and Chad marked it and stepped between the mouth and their fire; Take It landed, so the gullet lowered its stone head and struck him like a moving wall.

Damage taken: 46 | Resolve gained: 6

He flew into the overhang, hit the hard dirt, and kept the mark.

Elka rolled clear and fired from one knee, but her arrow glanced off the mineral shell while Zafira rushed toward the soft rear flank.

The creature unfolded a fan of stone blades from its tail and swept the camp.

Ione raised a pale barrier in front of the cook pot and their supply packs; the tail shattered her spell, but the acid case and food survived.

He regained his feet, approved her priorities, and drove the hooked spear through the armored lips and into soft tissue.

Damage dealt: 38 | Blood Mark Rank 2 healing: 10

Zafira cut the exposed gum from the other side, and her party contribution returned two more Health to Chad. The gullet bit down and snapped the spear shaft.

He tossed away the broken half and said, “Our weapon supply is now as limited as the acid.”

Elka's next arrow entered the wound he had opened. The drain loop worked, yet the beast dealt damage four times faster than the party restored it.

Then the gullet inhaled.

Elka's red shield stretched toward its mouth and vanished.

RESTORATIVE SCENT
The Salt Gullet consumes exposed healing effects and temporary Health.
Enemy Health restored: 10

She watched her shield feed the monster. “That is an offensive use of our support skill.”

Ione threw clot powder into its mouth. The beast swallowed the medicine and gained a green regeneration icon.

He adjusted the rule. “It also eats potions, which is worse.”

The gullet rushed Ione while Take It remained on cooldown.

He intercepted with the broken shaft and wedged it across the jaws, but the mineral lips crushed the wood and closed around his left arm.

Damage taken: 39 | Bleeding: 4 per second
Pain Dividend stored: 19

His Health fell below half. Zafira cut the rear leg, Elka shot the eye, and both party strikes returned small heals through the upgraded mark.

Ione kept her hands ready. “A direct healing script will feed the creature, and its bite has opened the deep tissue.”

“Protect everybody else until I solve the mechanic.”

He tore his arm free and lost one more strip of skin while the creature inhaled again, stealing half of each Blood Mark return before the healing settled inside him.

Blood Mark healing reduced by Restorative Scent: 50%

That was the boss rule. It weakened his class without shutting it off, and it consumed each positive effect exposed outside a body.

Shared Pulse moved Health directly.

He opened a consent request to Ione. “I need to send you thirty Health as bait.”

SHARED PULSE REQUEST
Direction: Chad to Ione | Amount: 30 Health

She stared at his bleeding arm. “You are the person who needs that Health.”

“Exactly, which is why the boss will not expect me to dump it into you.”

“Neither did I.”

“Trust the rotation, and keep the shield exposed.”

Ione accepted.

Thirty Health crossed the link. Most became a bright red shield around her because she already stood near maximum.

The Salt Gullet smelled it and turned away from Chad.

He called the party actions before it reached her. “Zafira opens the rear plates, Elka waits for soft tissue, and Ione stays behind me.”

Then Chad added, “Hold it open until I can fill you again.”

Zafira's knife stopped in midair. Elka choked on a laugh, while Ione's mouth opened around no sound.

He heard himself and clarified, “Health.”

The monster slammed into him.

Damage taken: 35 | Resolve gained: 5 | Health remaining: 38/200

Take It came ready at point-blank range.

He drove the challenge into the mark and said, “You want the good stuff, so come through me.”

All three women said his name at once.

“Boss fight,” Chad replied as the Presence contest won.

The gullet turned from Ione's shield and bit him across the torso, where mineral teeth scraped his ribs through a ripped shirt and the armor of personal resentment.

Health remaining: 12/200 | Pain Dividend: CAPPED

He rammed the broken spear into the wound inside its mouth.

Damage dealt: 31 + 25 Pain Dividend
Blood Mark healing: 14 | Restorative Scent loss: 7
Health remaining: 19/200

Zafira found a seam beneath the rear plate. She wedged one knife inside and used the other as a lever until the mineral armor cracked away.

Elka waited for the opening.

Her arrow drove through the soft flesh beneath the raised plate.

Critical damage: 96 | Party contribution healing: 5

He climbed to twenty-four Health and told them to repeat the cycle.

Zafira widened the gap, Elka placed one more arrow through it, and Ione held the bright shield steady. The gullet saw a meal it could reach only by crossing Chad.

It attacked again.

He stepped inside the mouth before the jaws closed and drove the broken shaft through the soft palate.

Critical damage: 88 | Blood Mark healing: 22
Restorative Scent loss: 11

The beast thrashed hard enough to throw Zafira into the canyon wall. Her Health fell below half, and Shared Pulse offered twenty points under her standing condition.

He approved.

His Health dropped to fifteen as the red shield covered her. She crossed both knives over her face before the second tail sweep struck, and the borrowed Health broke instead of her guard.

Zafira rose and said, “That transfer was useful despite the delivery method.”

“I try to support the whole party.”

“You mostly succeed by being penetrated.”

He stared until her smile returned. “Health, of course.”

The gullet inhaled each exposed shield. Red light stretched away from Ione and Zafira while the monster tried to feed.

Ione cast a barrier into the cuts along Chad's arm.

“It will eat any shield outside me,” he warned.

“This one will clot beneath the skin before it can smell the spell.”

INTERNAL BARRIER — Next physical damage reduced by 20.

He met the charge, survived the bite, and attacked the open palate. Zafira struck the rear seam while Elka drove arrows through the gap.

Each linked hit returned Health through Blood Mark Rank Two, lifting Chad past fifty and seventy before the later returns spilled into Overflow.

The gullet inhaled again.

Ione watched its narrow recovery and said, “Make shields faster than it can eat them.”

He attacked with less dead space between strikes. Elka matched his rhythm, and Zafira opened a second soft seam beneath the tail.

Blood Mark healing: 17 | Party contribution healing: 9
Overflow conversion: 10 | Distribution: Ione 4, Elka 3, Zafira 3

The beast consumed each shield and gained six Health. The party dealt more than one hundred damage while it inhaled.

Bad trade for the boss.

He called to Ione, “Top me off with one more internal barrier.”

She set the spell beneath his ribs and asked, “Do you need the same strength?”

“Harder this time.”

Elka laughed while shooting. Zafira laughed while cutting, and even Ione smiled as the pale script sank beneath his skin.

The gullet opened wide for one final consumption pulse.

He moved Blood Mark onto the soft palate, and its Rank Two placement exposed one more weakness. Elka's arrow struck first, Zafira's knife entered the rear seam, and Ione burst her barrier from inside the bite wound.

He drove the broken spear home.

PARTY FINISH — Damage dealt: 284
Blood Mark healing: 71 | Overflow distributed: 28

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE
Experience gained: 230 | Restorative Scent counter: 50
Valid Shared Pulse consent actions: 20 | No level gained

The Salt Gullet collapsed beside the dead fire.

He sat beneath the overhang after the refill stopped his shaking. Blood covered the clean shirt, but life-steal had closed most of the cuts.

Ione knelt on the salt in front of him. “Do not make a joke while I inspect the deeper wounds.”

“I was not planning one.”

Her touch stayed clinical, though one knee rested against his. Elka sat on his other side with water. Zafira leaned against the canyon wall and cradled her bruised ribs.

She studied him. “You listened during the entire fight.”

He checked her meaning. “You mean after ignoring the relay plan?”

“You trusted Ione's barrier, waited for Elka's arrow, and let me call the plate opening.”

“That is normal party play.”

“Many leaders never learn it.”

His old idea of improvement had been a lonely one. It meant more control, harsher discipline, and fresh punishment whenever the mirror refused to reward him.

A party build ran the other way. Chad survived because he gave Health away and trusted the women to return it through damage.

He was not ready to call that a life lesson.

It was solid game design.

Ione made him stay seated while she checked the internal barrier. A pale lattice faded beneath the skin of his ribs.

She found two black mineral grains sealed inside his wounds and explained, “Life-steal closed the flesh around grit, so I must reopen both cuts.”

“That sentence started better than it ended.”

Ione showed him the black edge. “Leave this inside and the tissue rots.”

He lay back. “Open both before I think about it.”

Elka held the lamp while Zafira placed folded leather in his hand instead of his mouth. Chad claimed he did not need it until Ione opened the first wound.

He crushed the strip.

No Health number appeared because the medical cut was chosen. Pain Dividend generated no Resolve, and Bloodguard refused to turn treatment into combat fuel.

Ione removed both grains, washed the channels, and sealed them with pale script.

Zafira gave Chad a clean shirt from the relay supplies. She turned away while he changed. Each woman present had seen the shell naked inside Rashad's bath.

Privacy after captivity did not mean hiding anatomy. It restored the choice of who looked and when.

He tied his hair back and announced that he was done.

Zafira turned. Her gaze paused at his slender waist before returning to his face.

Clear attraction and deliberate restraint both remained between them.

He understood both without sacrificing the moment to a joke; she opened the live atlas and displayed the Chain Market schedule beneath the soul count.

PRIVATE BUYER DAYS: 1–8
GRAND CHAIN AUCTION: DAY 9
ASCENSION TRUST COLLECTION: CLOSING BELL

Time remaining: 8 days, 23 hours, 51 minutes

Zafira traced the buyer route. “Private guests need a signed invite before they enter. Grand-auction buyers may enter with funds, a sponsor, or goods for sale.”

He rejected the last route before she finished. “We bring no one as inventory, even under a fake collar.”

“Agreed, but registered delvers may submit rare artifacts for brokerage.”

Elka pointed east on the map. “One sealed ruin lies beside the salt road.”

Ione finished wrapping Chad's ribs and asked whether the ruin was dangerous.

Elka smiled without humor. “Very dangerous, or someone would have emptied it already.”

The dead gullet carried enough red mineral plate for a buckler and light armor. A registered ruin could yield weapons and buyer disguises. It might also hold an artifact valuable enough to open the market's lower doors.

The atlas timer continued.

He rose with care. “We eat, write party rules, and raid the loot cave.”

Ione looked from his bandages to the ruined camp. “We sleep before your next objective.”

Medical authority.

He accepted the order without trying to argue. For once, he did not answer a deadline by punishing the body expected to meet it.

That was new.


Chapter 13

Camp Rules

The Salt Gullet tasted better than the cactus grain, which offended Ione on a professional level.

She had spent twenty minutes proving the meat was safe and ten more cutting out a gland that ate iron. Then she spent five shooing them from the blue fat on its spine. Chad roasted four clean strips over a low fire while Elka scraped good hide from beneath the beast's stone shell.

Frowning at her second helping, Ione declared, “Predators should not be delicious.”

He turned the meat with his dagger. “Pigs eat people and taste great, at least where I'm from.”

All three women looked at him, but Zafira took one more bite and said the fact made the tale better. Elka judged it wrong in both morals and taste, though she still ate her share.

They ate until the Stamina penalties vanished from the edge of Chad's vision. He had forgotten what full felt like after Rashad's palace, where each rich meal carried the taste of ownership. Grain in the dye house had tasted like escape, but the Salt Gullet tasted like winning.

Then the plain camp problems arrived.

They owned two bedrolls, while the canyon floor bled heat. Four worn-out people needed enough sleep to live through the next fight. Chad took first watch while Zafira spread both rolls by the fire. She looked at him as if he had offered to punch winter.

“Staying awake doesn't make two more bedrolls,” she told him, and his promise to sleep later impressed her even less.

Elka weighted the corners with stones. “Two per roll, with rotating watch.”

He studied the narrow cloth and asked her to define *per*, since its width led to some alarming readings. She meant inside, of course, and Zafira noted that he had fought a beast from inside its mouth.

With a frown, he said, “Different kind of cramped.”

Across the fire, Zafira replied, “All things are a different kind with you.”

Ione split their blankets into even piles, then tucked the alchemy case under the driest ledge. She wanted rules before warmth, and the System agreed before Chad could answer.

TEMPORARY PARTY CHARTER AVAILABLE

Available clauses govern loot, leadership, departure, rest, healing permissions, shared funds, and conflict resolution.

A charter cannot grant ownership, compelled affection, sexual access, permanent service, or irreversible obedience.

He said the System had earned one more point. Elka noted that it had also put him in his current body. That kept the godly score deep in the red.

The blank charter hung in reach. A party lead could fill it alone, which sounded like a fine way to become the same asshole they had fled. Chad gave all four of them the right to edit it.

His first clause took one line: anybody could leave.

Zafira knelt by the red panel and made the line hard to abuse. A member could leave outside a fight without cost, debt, pursuit, or loss of gear. During a fight, the party would try to make a safe retreat.

As Ione tied the last grain into road shares, she asked them to define personal gear. Elka claimed the bow from the relay, Chad gave the atlas and horse to the party, and Zafira kept her knives.

Her finger moved toward Chad's torn blue shirt. Ione's white bandage showed through a split at the ribs, yet Elka refused to reclaim the garment and called it his problem now.

Without surrendering the shirt, she said, “I reject ownership.”

He called that rude.

They settled the rest while they packed the meat. Personal gear stayed personal, while shared goods belonged to the group. Each coin split five ways: one share each, plus a party share for food, medicine, mounts, bribes, and repairs. No one could take on group debt without all four votes.

Elka asked who received a legendary sword if they found only one, and Chad awarded it to whoever used it best. If the contest ended in a tie, he proposed a fight to the death, waited for Ione's horrified stare, then substituted rock-paper-scissors.

The game took longer to teach than Chad thought. Zafira learned to bluff on her second throw. Elka chose rock six times because she did not trust paper, while Ione drew a ring of logic in the dust. She wanted to know why a tool that cut paper could not stab a fist.

They adopted majority decision.

Their chain of command had to work on the road. Chad led fights, while Zafira led all social work. Elka owned routes and scouting, while Ione ruled medicine, rite safety, and the broad class of things prone to explode.

She warned them that most things could blow up under enough strain. Chad said that was why she deserved the role.

When danger crossed roles, they would talk if time allowed. When talk would get them killed, the person who owned the task made the call. They could judge mistakes later, not in mid-swing.

Zafira sharpened a stick in the fire. “No heroic reversals without warning.”

That rule belonged to Chad, and he told her to add it.

While Elka checked the waterskins, Ione wrote the rescue rule in plain words. No one gave up a sound rescue for ease, and no one changed the plan without sending word when they could.

The System accepted it without mocking him.

Touch came up when Ione reached toward Chad's shirt, then stopped with her fingers two inches from the hem. She asked to change his bandage, waited for permission, and only then lifted the cloth.

The crawler's cuts had sealed, but deep purple bruises colored the pale skin below his chest. Bruises on his old torso had meant training, sports, or stupidity, and they belonged to a body he understood. Here, the same marks looked fragile even when his Health bar said otherwise, and the mismatch tightened his stomach.

Ione saw his stare and told him that a class could live through harm without making its flesh unreal. Chad said he knew, then lowered his eyes when she asked if he lived like it.

He admitted, “Working on it.”

Her touch stayed sure as she cleaned away dried blood. Care would need a clear reason when time allowed and leave from a patient who could speak. A crisis grab needed no debate, but the touch ended with the threat unless the person asked for more.

The rule proved handy before they had finished it. Zafira reached across Chad to save a strip of meat, Elka asked him to hold an arrow shaft while she tied the fletching, and Ione warned him before she pulled the new wrap tight.

Each clause found a wound, weapon, hand, or blanket.

Trust took more work.

Elka tested a fresh edge on an arrowhead before asking what happened if one of them lied about a route, a wound, or someone they knew. Zafira cared about the reason, while Elka cared about the result.

He fed one more thorn branch to the fire. “No one gets thrown out for fear, but a planned betrayal is different.”

Ione opened a blank clause and made him define it.

They cut each phrase broad enough to punish dissent. Refusing an order was not betrayal. Leaving was not betrayal. A private past was not betrayal unless its secret put the others in clear danger.

Selling a member's place to a foe counted. Hiding a sickness that could spread counted too, as did changing a member's body, mind, or System without consent. Authority magic used on the party also counted unless the target had asked for it in a crisis.

Zafira wrote the last line herself: no member could save the party by remaking the slave claims it was built to fight.

He read it twice. “Keep that.”

The same clause led them to identity attacks.

They made two taps the warning for silent danger, a closed fist the sign to hold, and an open hand the order to retreat. Speaking someone's full name through Party Link would mean an outside force might be changing who they were.

Elka checked the canyon rim through her bow sight. “What if you start accepting the prince?”

The fire popped between them.

She did not need to explain. Prince Halric Ovest waited at the end of the gods' threat, handsome, polished, and picked in advance. If Chad failed, Heaven would wipe all memory of being a man, make his current body last for life, and place a willing crown bride where Chad Baconizer had been. She would wed Halric, bear his heirs, and thank the gods for fixing her.

Death would have left a corpse.

That future planned to leave someone smiling in his face.

Chad kept his voice level and told them to use his full name, then make him prove what he knew. Ione sat by him with the clean bandage in her lap and asked what would count.

He began with small things: his mother's name, the cracked tile by his old sink, and the screen name he had used in six games. He named the cheap dumbbells bought at fourteen, the awful chicken and rice by the rack, his hate for mushrooms, and his habit of playing old war shows during cardio. His left shoulder clicked on high presses when he skipped warmups.

Nothing heroic.

A stolen mind could mimic his claims long before it rebuilt their feel.

Zafira stored the cues in a sealed alert field that showed only when the party used the warning. She also asked what they should do if Chad began to call Halric his fate.

His answer came immediately: “Hit me.”

Ione's mouth tightened before she said, “No.”

He tried again. “Metaphorically?”

She pulled his bandage snug. “Also no. We'll tell you that erased memories cannot give consent, then get you away from the god's reach if we can.”

Elka lowered the bow. “And if you fight us?”

He looked at each of them before answering. They should stop him without killing him, because he was asking now, while he remained himself.

The charter fixed his choice up front.

Each woman gave anchors of her own. Zafira chose the orange tree in her old court and the scar below her left knee. Elka named her brother Tomas, their mother's fletching song, and her habit of counting tracks backward. Ione chose the shrine teacher who gave her a license, the smell of rain on white stone, and the first fever tonic she brewed right.

Party Link sealed the answers. The charter had begun as a way to split coins, but now it guarded the parts of them no foe had leave to edit.

Zafira dragged the second bedroll beside Elka's. “We should decide whether flirting creates a tactical emergency.”

He asked whether it did, and she informed him that it had so far. Elka's fletching knife slipped as she realized Zafira had been flirting, though her next question was not *whether* but *with whom*.

For the moment, Zafira only smiled and asked, “At present?”

Color rushed into Elka's face.

Ione folded the ruined bandage for burning and reminded them that a charter could not grant romantic access. Zafira wanted no such rule; she only wanted Chad to stop treating their desire as a leadership problem he had to solve.

He began to deny the charge, saw three matching looks, and gave up. “Fine, I might optimize it to death.”

Zafira smoothed the bedroll. “We're adults who can want people and remain free, and we can change our minds.”

Elka set the finished arrow by her knee. No one would be punished for saying no, and she made Chad say the rule aloud instead of calling it clear. He added mockery, guilt, and being cast from the party.

Ione added that silence meant nothing. Zafira added that no one would treat Chad as a woman because of his body, even while they flirted.

That clause struck deeper than the rest.

He met her amber eyes and thanked her. She took the thanks without making the moment a joke. Three women could not make his identity true, but each easy use of *he* lifted a weight he had not felt until it moved.

The gods could alter his shape. His party refused to help them alter its meaning.

He heard himself admit that he was attracted to all three of them before he could build a less catastrophic sentence. Elka froze, Ione's hand stalled above the fire, and Zafira looked delighted.

Her answer came at once: “Good.”

He had expected a maze rather than one word, but Zafira said there was plenty. She wanted him, Elka, and Ione, yet none of those truths laid a claim on anyone.

Elka's blush reached her ears when she said the same. Ione needed more time to choose what to do with her desire, though she said the desire was real.

He said, “Valid on both counts.”

Elka studied Zafira across the fire. She had always known about women, while men stayed less clear, and Chad did nothing to help the labels.

He said, “Tell me about it.”

Zafira nudged Elka's boot and reminded her that Chad was a man. Elka knew, but her eyes kept submitting bug reports, and Chad's were apparently using the same broken client.

Even Ione laughed.

They kept desire outside the System charter. Spoken rules were enough: no debt, no pain for refusal, no guesswork, and no turning a small yes into a larger one.

The bedrolls still needed bodies, so Ione ruled that desire would not choose the pairs and a stray touch would not become a bid for more. Elka raised one hand and asked how someone could ask for touch without saying it well.

With no patience for the dilemma, Zafira suggested, “Say it inelegantly.”

Shame still got in the way, so Zafira told her to ask a smaller question. Elka swallowed, looked straight at her, and asked if she could lean close.

Zafira opened one arm.

The redhead moved beneath it and rested against Zafira's shoulder. No kiss followed, and Zafira did not hide the gesture beneath a joke; she simply held Elka while the tension left her back.

He watched a rule become real.

Beside the fire, Ione shifted closer and said, “You may ask too.”

He wanted contact, but saying so felt more exposed than taking an arrow. Chad managed to ask whether he could sit close, and Ione moved until their knees touched.

No one went further. Four newly free adults let desire live without eating the next yes, and for five whole minutes, nothing needed a build plan.

The completed charter rose over the coals.

PARTY CHARTER — ACCEPTED 4/4

1. Departure remains free.
2. Personal gear remains personal. Shared assets use the party share.
3. Specialized danger grants temporary authority to the relevant role.
4. Chad leads combat. Each decision remains reviewable afterward.
5. Rescue-plan changes require communication when possible.
6. Medical touch requires explanation and consent when circumstances allow.
7. Emergency contact ends with the emergency unless invited to continue.
8. Romantic or sexual interest creates no debt, entitlement, penalty, or consent.
9. Chad is a man. Party language and intimacy will respect his identity.
10. No member is property. No vote can alter this clause.

Duration: Until unanimous replacement or party dissolution.
Permanent Party Link remains unavailable.

Red light sealed the terms, and Ione went back at once to the cold. Zafira put Elka and herself in the first bedroll, Chad and Ione in the next, then set each watch so one person slept alone for a shift and shared warmth for two.

At the finished plan, Elka blinked and said, “You worked that out fast.”

With a quick smile, Zafira said, “I was motivated.”

He took first watch at the canyon mouth. Behind him, Elka and Zafira began back-to-back beneath one blanket, but ten minutes of falling temperature put them shoulder-to-shoulder. Ione slept alone in the other roll with her chemical case beneath one hand.

The soul counter on the atlas remained at eight hundred and twelve, while each party bar stayed full.

One quiet hour passed before Elka woke for second watch. Zafira crossed to the empty roll beside Ione, and Chad lay down in the warmth Elka had left behind.

Her back rested against his through two layers of cloth, neither pressing closer nor moving away. Zafira told him to sleep, and when he admitted he was trying, she diagnosed a bad habit of thinking.

He asked, “Which one?”

He smiled into the dark, then asked why she had believed him so quickly.

Zafira took her time. She had first believed he was making a consistent claim; then his System agreed, and finally the gods threatened to erase that claim. Each fact changed the evidence.

He called that very romantic.

She replied, “We're debating how we know things under a stolen blanket.”

He said, “Hot.”

Her shoulder nudged his. She had also watched him look at his body, where desire and self pulled in two ways. He knew it was beautiful, but he did not know it as the answer to who he was.

He had not found words that clean.

He asked if she felt wrong for wanting someone in a body he did not want. Zafira let the silence breathe before saying that she wanted neither his distress nor his unchanged shape; she wanted him. Those truths could coexist as long as she never asked him to remain hurt for her preference.

His old body sat between them as a hope. If Heaven made Chad male again, desire might change, and neither could swear it would not without lying.

When he asked what happened if she no longer wanted him, Zafira promised to tell the truth and love whatever remained true between them. The answer hurt less than a false forever.

She slid one hand beneath the blanket until her smallest finger touched his, then waited. Chad linked it with his own.

No prompt appeared, and no larger yes hid inside the touch. It was chosen, warm, and small enough to end without a reason.

Zafira fell asleep first.

The Balcony did not come.

* * *

At dawn, Elka found tracks on the ridge.

Six sets of bare feet crossed the salt from west to east beside the narrow wheel ruts of a cage cart. Elka followed them for a hundred paces and returned with yellow cloth snagged on a thorn.

She rubbed the frayed edge between her fingers. “Children's caravan colors, with yellow for family debt.”

The rescue clause glowed beneath Chad's vision.

The tracks led east, toward the ruin.


Chapter 14

The Salt Road

The cage cart had a six-hour lead, and Elka stole two of them before breakfast.

She read the trail at a jog, slowing only where the wind had erased its shallow wheel marks. The cart used one mule, while six small sets of footprints appeared whenever the road climbed. Its prisoners had been forced to push.

He did not ask their ages because the answer would not change his pace.

The canyon opened onto a road of broken white stones, surrounded by a salt plain flat enough to show heat moving three miles away. Their single horse carried Ione, the acid case, and most of the water while Chad, Zafira, and Elka ran beside it.

By noon, the System added consequences.

TRAVEL STATUS

Heat strain: 1
Hydration decline: Moderate
Footwear damage: Chad 42%; Zafira 31%; Elka 18%
Party pace penalty: 8%

He watched one more crack spread through his sole. “My boots are losing Health faster than I am.”

From the saddle, Ione reminded him that his boots could not steal it back, which Chad considered a skill issue. She halted beside a strip of shade no wider than her shoulders and ordered water.

He offered to drink while moving, but she said he would spill while moving instead. Medical authority overruled combat leadership during heat strain, so Chad stopped for the promised minute.

Ione used a jar lid to measure water rather than letting anyone drink freely from a skin. She checked tongues, eyes, and the return of color beneath each thumbnail, then kept two fingers against Chad's wrist longer than he liked.

His new shell tolerated heat worse than the old body. Presence did nothing for sweat.

Keeping two fingers against his wrist, she said, “Your pulse stays too fast after stopping.”

He asked if Overflow could fix dehydration, earning one more reminder that Health was not water. System numbers could hide physical limits, just as life-steal could hide torn flesh.

He drank his exact share and poured one cap over the scarf covering his hair.

Elka returned from the road ahead without having touched her own water. When she tried to give the tracks first, Chad invoked medical authority over scouting and made her drink.

Ione looked delighted.

After finishing the cap, Elka reported that the cart lost speed on each incline. Patrol riders had passed it once, turned back, and followed at a distance.

Zafira studied the horizon. “Why follow instead of seize?”

Ione suspected they were waiting for the cart to cross a jurisdiction marker, since rival claim offices received different percentages. Even kidnapping had revenue territories.

He looked along the white road burning beneath two suns. “We catch them before the marker.”

Elka pointed south toward a direct route across three miles of open flats. The cut had no shade, while Ione's water calculation required ten minutes of walking after each twenty spent running.

The cart would gain during each rest, but the party would arrive alive because of them.

He opened the charter, confirmed the specialized-danger clause, and accepted her schedule. Elka recovered most of the lost distance by finding hard salt ridges hidden beneath the glare, and no one collapsed for the sake of a better split time, which he considered progress.

She raised one fist, and the party stopped without a word.

A dark line crossed the road ahead, too thin and rough to be a shadow. Spilled grain lay between the stones, fresh enough that Elka could still smell the broken kernels.

At the southern road edge, two deep wheel ruts vanished into thorn scrub, with one side wobbling where the axle had begun to fail. Ione opened the atlas and found the Shrine Road relay node pulsing in the same direction. A patrol had passed twenty minutes earlier.

Elka read the overlap. “The cart turned first. Patrol followed.”

It might have been an interception or an escort, and either answer sent them off the road.

Thorn scrub hid the cart one mile south. It lay on its side beside a dry wash, missing both its mule and passengers. One cage door hung open beneath strips of yellow cloth.

The wreck held no bodies and no children; two dead relay officers lay near the driver's bench instead.

Chad approached behind the buckler Ione had shaped from a Salt Gullet plate. It was small, ugly, and strong enough to stop a sword. Elka watched the ridge through her bow sight, Zafira circled downwind, and Ione remained with the horse.

The first officer had taken a short hunting arrow beneath the collarbone, its stone head still buried inside. A knife had entered the second man's eye.

Elka touched neither weapon. “One of the children might have made the shot.”

Zafira returned from the far bank with seven boot trails and six sets of bare feet heading south. One adult had joined the captives before the larger patrol arrived.

He said, “Someone freed them,” but Zafira corrected him with one word: “Temporarily.”

A scrape sounded beneath the overturned cart.

He raised his shield before a dirty hand emerged beside the broken wheel. The boy who crawled free looked twelve until the hard lines around his eyes made the guess uncertain. One sleeve was missing, and a shallow cut crossed his cheek.

From beneath the cart, he whispered, “Don't.”

He lowered his spear and asked his age.

He gave Chad one wary look. “Sixteen.”

Not an adult, and not a participant in any part of the party's romantic life. Just a kid wearing a collar and trying not to look like one.

Elka softened her voice. His name was Perrin, but he refused the next question with a frightened shake of his head until Chad lowered the buckler as well.

Perrin pointed south. “The others went to the ruin with a woman who opened the cart. She knew somewhere the Registry wouldn't enter.” He had remained because a broken crossbow bolt protruded above his ankle.

Ione dismounted at once, knelt within his sight, and asked permission before looking. The head had missed bone, so she shortened the shaft, pulled it clean, and washed the wound while Chad watched the ridges.

Zafira asked about the rescuer. Perrin remembered a tall woman with gray hair, one eye, and a claim that the ruin belonged to rejected people.

That final word made Chad's System flicker with an immediate red answer.

REJECTED ASSET resonance detected nearby.

Perrin placed the ruin two hours away for someone walking, less for anyone with water. The party had water, although they no longer had enough horse.

Its scream tore across the wash.

He reached the animal first and found a salt mantis unfolding from beneath the crust. Glass blades ended both front limbs, and one had already severed the horse's rear tendon. The animal kicked helplessly while the creature lowered its mouth.

SALT MANTIS
Level 5
Health: 410/410

Elka's first arrow entered the joint behind its head, and Zafira crossed the wash at an angle. Chad marked the monster, struck it with Take It, and pulled its attention from the horse.

A glass limb crashed against his buckler. The red plate held, although the impact numbed his hand and stole eleven Health.

Behind the ugly red buckler, Chad grinned and said, “Finally, something hard enough to take a pounding.”

Perrin stared from beside the cart.

Zafira sent a knife into the mantis's flank. “He means the shield.”

Perrin said, “I know what he means.”

Without looking back, Zafira replied, “Then you're ahead of him.”

Two attack cycles exposed the pattern: left scythe, right thrust, then a rear-leg kick. Chad blocked the scythe, turned the thrust, and stepped outside the kick while Elka shot each opened joint. Each strike against the Blood Mark returned a thin red thread to his Health.

Zafira climbed the overturned cart and leaped onto the mantis's back, driving both knives beneath its head plate. When the creature reared, Chad requested fifteen Health through Shared Pulse before she lost her grip.

She accepted during the climb, and red light wrapped her body as the mantis slammed its back against the cart. The buckler shattered against the opposite blade, but Zafira stayed attached and twisted both knives until Elka's arrow opened its throat and Chad drove his spear through the mouth.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE

Experience gained: 120
Travel hazard removed: Salt Mantis

The horse could not stand, and Ione examined the ruined tendon with both hands resting on the animal for a long time. She could stop the bleeding, but she could not make the leg bear weight before the patrol reached them, and Chad understood what the silence required.

Elka knelt beside the horse's head and covered its eye, speaking softly until Ione's sedative took hold; then she ended the pain with one clean stroke, and no one joked.

They redistributed the packs around what mattered most: acid, atlas, water, weapons, medicine, then food. The remaining supplies went into a shallow cache beneath the cart, and Chad marked the spot through Party Link.

Elka could not carry the saddle, so she cut its straps into useful lengths and left one strip beside the horse's head. Caravan custom gave a dead road animal something made for the road, she explained when Chad looked at it.

Ione took two alchemical samples from the mantis and nothing from the horse. Zafira stacked white stones over the blood so scavengers would not follow the scent while it remained fresh.

Perrin watched them work. “Registry men would've taken the meat.”

Chad glanced at their food bag and admitted they were short. Elka's expression made him add that they were still not doing it.

The horse had been a party asset for less than one day. Grief did not consult the ledger.

Hard salt denied them a proper grave, but Elka placed a separate marker on her private map. When Perrin asked why, she said she wanted to remember where the animal had carried them.

Chad stored the marker too.

The party left the wash on foot, each burden changing how its carrier moved. Chad took the armor plates and most of the water, while Zafira hid the atlas beneath her coat. Elka balanced food with bow and arrows, while Ione protected the acid case against her chest.

Before they reached the black hills, horn code rolled across the flats. One note meant a found body, two a fugitive trail, and three a living captive.

The horn sounded twice, carrying confirmation of a fugitive trail to seven riders while at least one relay officer tracked the response. Perrin's injury made escape across open ground impossible. Chad could set the boy down and fight, but he did not know the patrol's classes or whether it carried hounds.

Zafira tested the southbound wind with one damp finger. “May I have a clot packet?”

Ione handed it over with visible pain. “We have two.”

Zafira pocketed the powder and said, “Now we have one.”

The powder became bright red when Zafira mixed it with mantis fluid and blood from Chad's torn sleeve. She painted three boot prints heading west, then cast the remaining scent into the wind.

Elka made the false trail argue for itself. Walking backward, she broke a thorn toward the west and pressed Chad's boot edge into soft ground at an angle.

Studying the obvious deception, Elka said, “They'll know someone laid it.”

Zafira capped the empty packet. “After following it long enough to prove it.”

The nearest relay pulse shifted west across Ione's live atlas.

No experience appeared. Medicine and time had purchased an avoided fight, preserving Health, Perrin, and the remaining daylight.

Chad called it a noncombat encounter. Elka informed him that the world contained those, although he was still adjusting to the feature.

They reached the black hills while the patrol searched empty flats. Shade filled the narrow paths, but stone faces trapped the afternoon heat. Elka shortened each run interval, and Ione raised each water share by one cap.

He accepted both changes without calling the slower pace weakness.

Perrin noticed the change and said, “Registry men don't stop.”

With the boy's arms tightening around his shoulders, Chad said, “Registry men have spare captives. We don't.”

Perrin attempted three steps and nearly fell. Instead of grabbing him, Chad offered two safe choices. Perrin could ride on his back, or walk with an arm or shoulder for support.

The boy considered what remained of his dignity. “Back.”

Even when each option required help, choice mattered.

He crouched in front of him. “Climb on. I'm stronger than I look.”

Force 4 pulsed in the corner of his vision.

He added, “Marginally.”

Perrin climbed onto him. Chad's current body stood shorter than the one he remembered, but Finesse steadied the load while Endurance carried it. The boy kept his arms loose around Chad's shoulders, careful not to touch the fading collar mark.

He told him, “You can hold tighter.” When Perrin admitted he did not want to hurt him, Chad replied, “I tanked a giant bug.”

Perrin looked at Chad's profile. “You look like my sister.”

The remark almost cost Chad a step. His sister did not carry him; she was simply pretty, which Chad chose to treat as a compliment before identifying himself as a man.

Perrin accepted that with a quiet, “All right.”

No debate followed. Teenagers adapted faster than adults when no one paid them to resist.

Elka asked where Perrin's sister was. Registry officers had separated Lysa from him at the road office. She was nineteen, and he believed she had gone to the Chain Market.

Her name entered Party Link beside Tomas.

He promised they would look, but Zafira caught the promise before it became a lie. They would look if they found a safe way inside, she corrected.

He disliked the limit and trusted it more than certainty. “We'll carry her name, and if we find a viable route, we take it.” Perrin nodded against his shoulder.

The travel panel worsened as the suns sank.

TRAVEL STATUS

Heat strain: 2
Hydration decline: Severe
Carried load: Heavy
Party pace penalty: 21%

Near sunset, the salt plain broke against black hills. A half-buried stone arch stood between two cliffs, its carved faces chiseled away until only smooth ovals remained.

Bare footprints passed beneath the arch, but seven sets of boots stopped thirty paces away where the patrol had refused to cross.

Ione opened the atlas, whose copper lines bent away from the arch. “This ruin is outside Authority.”

Perrin raised his head. The one-eyed woman had called it the House of Refusal.

Beyond the arch, a solid slab sealed the passage without hinges or handle. One empty hand had been carved at its center, and red text appeared when Chad approached.

HOUSE OF REFUSAL

Admission condition: Possess a role imposed by Authority and reject it without surrendering identity.

Present qualifying history?

The Balcony Wager answered behind the question.

Wrong shell.
Perfect Companion rejected.
Imperial bride resolution rejected.
Memory correction pending.

He pressed his palm into the carving, and the slab opened without a sound.

DUNGEON ACCESS GRANTED

Welcome, Rejected Asset.

The title became red as Perrin stared into the open dark and asked whether the House would admit him. At once, a smaller panel rose beneath Chad's waiting hand.

PERRIN VALE

Imposed role: Inherited debtor
Accepted identity: Undeclared
Entry condition: Eligible with protected guide

A guide receives no ownership or decision authority.

He gave him the choice without polishing it. The patrol remained outside, the dungeon might be worse, and Lysa's presence told them only where she had gone.

Perrin read the guide clause twice. “Can I leave after?”

Ione found a promise of safe exit if the House chose to open one. Otherwise, the party would return with him through this same door.

Zafira heard horns rolling closer over the flats. “Choose soon, but choose for yourself.”

Perrin stepped beside Chad and placed his smaller palm against the carving. “I go in.”

Protected guide requested: Chad Baconizer.

He accepted only after Perrin had chosen. Elka entered next, followed by Ione and Zafira, while Chad crossed last so no one remained between the patrol and the door.

The slab closed as seven riders reached the outer arch. Beyond it, a Registry officer ordered the House to surrender its assets. The ancient ruin offered no answer.

Chad said, “I like this place.”

Stone teeth rose from the floor.

He brought up his spear. “Mixed review.”

Party Link recorded the patrol as blocked by admission rules, making the House a temporary shelter rather than guaranteed safety. If they reopened the same door, seven riders would be waiting.

Elka marked the danger, Zafira searched for other exits, and Ione kept enough acid for one forced opening. They entered with both rescue and retreat still active.

He faced the dark beyond the teeth. “You called me an asset, but I have a name.”

The ruin answered from each wall.

PROVE IT.


Chapter 15

Loot Cave With Teeth

The House of Refusal closed behind them, leaving Perrin between Elka and Ione.

His injured leg trembled despite the new brace, but he kept his weight off it without complaint; their entrance chamber stretched beyond Chad's dark-adapted sight, with hundreds of stone hands covering both walls. Each palm faced outward.

Zafira touched one, and stone fingers snapped around her wrist before she could pull away. Her free hand already held a knife when Ione told her to wait, while red script burned above the rough grip.

ZAFIRA NAHAL

Imposed roles: Debtor; palace ornament; obedient translator
Accepted identity: None of the above
Entry verdict: Consistent refusal

The hand released her. Zafira blamed the House for knowing them, but Ione recognized the language of Authority records inside each label.

Then each carved hand turned toward Chad, and his System opened without permission.

CHAD BACONIZER

Imposed roles: Optimized female Avatar; Perfect Companion; future imperial consort; mother of heirs
Accepted identity: Male Bloodguard; party leader
Entry verdict: Contested by divine Authority

Dungeon hostility increased.

Stone teeth rose from the floor as Chad shoved Perrin backward. Two jagged rows snapped shut where the boy had stood. “Of course the loot cave has teeth.”

More jaws broke through the tiled floor in a widening ripple, their white points shining against veins of charcoal; Elka spotted the pattern first and called the dark tiles safe.

He landed on the nearest black square one heartbeat before teeth closed beside his calf; Zafira crossed three tiles in quick steps, while Ione supported Perrin and Elka called each opening.

Left. Forward two. Right. Wait.

The floor snapped, paused, and opened a path.

They crossed without fighting or feeding the House a drop of blood. No experience appeared, although the System did display a complaint.

TRIAL BY CONSUMPTION BYPASSED

Method: Pattern recognition

Elka wondered whether they had been expected to let it chew them. Chad assumed some builds called that content.

Four stone doors waited in the next room, each bearing a title that shifted with the viewer.

He saw BRIDE.

Elka saw WEAPON, Zafira saw SERVANT, and Ione saw BURDEN. Perrin's narrow face reflected red beneath the word DEBT.

She suspected separate trials, but Chad refused to split the party inside a structure designed to decide who they were; the charter immediately tested that command against her ritual authority.

Relevant specialty: Ritual safety — Ione Kess

He swallowed his first answer and looked to her. “Your call.”

She examined hinges, script, and the empty center between the doors, then placed their live atlas on the floor; its copper lines curved toward each title before recoiling.

She tested the copper lines again. “Choosing a door accepts its premise. The blank space matters.”

Zafira found neither seam nor hidden latch there, but Perrin remembered that the House opened for people who refused. Chad pressed his palm against the center and chose none of the roles.

All four doors shattered inward as a fifth path opened beneath his hand.

PARTY SOLUTION ACCEPTED

No member assigned another's role.
Alternative reward eligibility increased.

He credited Ione with finding the mechanic before he touched the wall. Her faint smile suggested the distinction mattered.

The hidden passage entered a round chamber filled with ankle-deep water. Five stone masks floated above the dark surface. Each wore one of their faces.

His mask used the new face, perfected beyond the shell's already absurd beauty. Its hair shone without dust, and its lush mouth promised agreement. Zafira's wore jeweled obedience, Elka's had hunter's eyes without a mouth, and Ione's smooth silver face belonged to a tool. Perrin appeared older, rich, and proud beneath a Registry badge.

She warned them not to answer, but the masks spoke anyway.

Zafira's demanded her worth without a court to hear her, while Elka's asked what remained when the arrow missed. Ione's measured her against each patient who died. Perrin's wanted to know what a debtor was worth while he still owed.

Chad's mask waited until the others finished. “What are you worth if no one ever sees you as a man again?”

The question hurt because it separated identity from recognition. His party believed him, but most of Amarat would trust the shell over his word. He could answer with achievements—Bloodguard, leader, rescuer—yet those were still roles, even when he chose them.

He answered, “Same as before.”

The mask's smile faltered as it ordered him to prove the claim. Chad refused, and cold water climbed to his knees.

It called refusal without evidence a delusion. He called identity something other than a court case, and the water reached his waist while his blue shirt floated around him.

The chamber wanted a performance large enough to validate his existence.

He had spent his final year on Earth performing for a mirror. Each angle, measurement, and photograph had demanded proof that he deserved comfort inside his own skin, and he was done submitting evidence to hostile judges.

Without offering one more defense, he ordered the chamber, “Open the door.”

His mask cracked while Zafira faced her jeweled reflection and declared herself worth nothing to a court because she was not merchandise. Elka admitted that she sometimes missed, while Ione accepted that patients died and refused to turn grief into guilt.

Perrin stared at the wealthy Registry version of himself. “I don't owe you.”

All five masks broke, and the water dropped into hidden drains.

TRIAL OF CONDITIONAL WORTH COMPLETE

Members passed: 5/5
Proof offered to hostile Authority: None
Alternative reward eligibility increased.

Perrin asked whether that had counted as fighting. Chad called it something worse—a dialogue encounter.

Before continuing, they checked one another for lingering effects. Ione found none, although Zafira discovered a new Self Designation field that resisted outside edits while they remained inside the House.

Elka thought the dungeon might be helping them. Chad classified attempted consumption followed by useful rewards as normal dungeon behavior.

The passage descended into a hall filled with armor stands. Halfway down, five names had been scratched from the wall while the roles beneath them remained pristine: MOTHER, SOLDIER, HEALER, HEIR, BEAUTY.

Perrin stopped beneath HEIR. His father had borrowed grain, then told him that the debt passed through blood.

Zafira traced the gouge where a name had once been. “Inheritance can transfer property and duty, but not guilt.”

The wall wrote one word beneath Perrin's feet.

DEBT.

He struck it with his spear, throwing sparks without leaving a chip. Ione recognized the boy's trial, and Perrin admitted he did not know how to fight it.

With a glance at the unmarked wall, Chad admitted, “Neither did we. I broke a wall after Ione found the fifth route.”

The boy searched their faces, but no one supplied an answer for him.

His father had borrowed grain, Perrin explained, and he had eaten the bread when he was nine. The label brightened until Zafira asked whether a child had agreed to its price or been allowed to refuse the meal.

Perrin's answer was no.

Chad asked what Perrin had actually chosen.

He answered, “To survive.”

The word cracked as Perrin squared his thin shoulders. “I owe my father love, and I owe Lysa help if she wants it. I don't owe the Registry my life because I ate.”

DEBT shattered.

PERRIN VALE

Self designation verified.

A compartment opened in the wall, holding soft boots in his size and a brace that reshaped around the injured ankle. The reward did not make him a fighter; it let him walk.

His travel penalty fell from Severe to Mild, which Chad considered proper loot-cave behavior. Perrin preferred that it had listened.

They continued with the boy walking beside them by choice, though he still accepted Chad's hand on steep steps. Independence did not require refusing useful support, and the brace let him choose when he needed it.

Each armor stand wore the equipment of a failed delver: rusted swords, cracked shields, torn robes, and empty potion belts. Human shapes remained inside several sets, turned entirely to salt.

At the far end, a black door waited beneath hundreds of carved names.

Six living voices called through it, begging for help and warning the party away from the armor. The nearest empty helm turned toward Chad.

HOLLOW ROLE
Level 5
Health: 240/240
Imposed function: Guardian

Seven more helms moved. Voices behind the door shouted that the helmets carried the role, broken breastplates fed it, and loose salt rebuilt each guardian.

He changed his target before the first sword cleared its sheath. Direct damage strengthened their function, but joint control could expose each helm without feeding the armor.

He called the rotation: “Elka takes straps, Zafira takes knees, and Ione stops the salt from rising.”

She wanted to know how.

He looked at the water still dripping from their boots. “Wet it.”

She broke one waterskin across the floor, and salt pouring from the nearest guardian clumped instead of climbing. Losing the water hurt, but endless enemies in a sealed ruin would hurt more.

Perrin dragged the remaining skins beyond the fight without being told. Protected did not mean passive.

ENCOUNTER OBJECTIVE UPDATED

Defeat guardians: Optional
Open prison route: Required
Prevent reformation: Active

Chad ordered formation. Perrin retreated into the passage while Ione sealed its mouth with a pale barrier, giving him cover without removing his view of the fight.

Elka climbed a fallen plinth, Zafira vanished between two armor stands, and Chad marked the nearest Hollow Role before striking its breastplate with the red buckler.

All eight attacked at once. Take It caught three, but the remaining guardians followed fixed patrol lines toward the black door, defending the prisoners from everything, including rescue.

He blocked the first sword and allowed the second to scrape his shoulder, storing six damage through Pain Dividend. His spear entered the joint beneath one raised arm, and Elka placed an arrow into the same gap.

Damage: 27 + 6 Pain Dividend
Blood Mark healing: 8
Party contribution healing: 2

Zafira cut the straps behind its knee. When the Hollow Role fell without losing Health, Chad drove his spear through the empty helm for a seventy-two-point critical, and loose salt spilled into the water.

The other guardians changed their imposed function to preventing unauthorized release, then turned toward Zafira as she reached the black door.

He used Take It and challenged them to fight someone who could hit back. Two obeyed; three continued toward her.

Zafira inserted a stolen Authority badge into the lock. Carved names lit around it, revealing a mechanism that expected a keeper's rejection code.

Ione asked if she could forge one.

Between sword strikes, she snapped, “Not while being stabbed.”

A sword opened Zafira's thigh and dropped her beneath the standing threshold, so Chad sent fifteen Health through Shared Pulse. Red light wrapped her before she hit the floor, and she kept working the badge.

Ione cast a barrier between Zafira and the remaining guardians. It held one strike before breaking.

Elka disabled the second attacker with an arrow through its sword hand, but Chad could not reach the third and still hated not having Red Grip. He drove three quick spear strikes into the marked guardian's elbow instead.

Blood Mark Rank 2 restored enough Health to spill Overflow across the party. A red shield settled over Ione as she stepped into the third guardian's path.

Its sword broke her fresh barrier and spent the remaining force against Overflow.

He shouted her name, but Ione called the result intentional while painting a denial symbol across its breastplate. The imposed function flickered and died.

Zafira turned the badge. “Reject keeper authority.”

The black door opened, and each Hollow Role collapsed into the shallow water.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE

Experience gained: 210
Prison route opened without accepting keeper role: 40

Six people waited beyond the door. Four were adults in ruined adventuring gear, while the other two were a fifteen-year-old girl and a seventeen-year-old boy from the cage cart. The one-eyed gray-haired woman Perrin had described stood in front of them with a black-bone spear leveled at Chad.

The woman leveled her black-bone spear and accused them: “You brought the Registry atlas inside.”

Ione raised it carefully. “Disabled.”

The woman insisted nothing made by the Registry stayed disabled forever. Chad offered to destroy it after it helped them enter the Chain Market.

Her gaze moved from his face to the red shield icon above him. “Rejected Asset.”

He corrected her with his chosen name: “Chad.”

Each carved name on the door spoke together.

IDENTITY CLAIM CONTEST

Authority designation: Rejected Asset
Self designation: Chad Baconizer
External verification required.

Zafira answered first and gave his full name. Elka lowered her bow and identified him as their Bloodguard, while Ione closed the atlas and said he was a man.

From the passage, Perrin called out the act he knew. “He carried me here.”

The red title over Chad cracked.

REJECTED ASSET removed.

CHAD BACONIZER verified by party and protected witness.

The black walls shuddered around them as the House revealed its unfinished demand.

HOUSE OF REFUSAL

Release the bound guests: Complete
Defeat the role that owns no name: Incomplete

Alternative reward: Identity-bound equipment; market-recognized relic; safe exit for all guests

The gray-haired woman lowered her spear and introduced herself as Sera Vale. The role without a name waited beneath them.

Before discussing the boss, she named each prisoner. The adult delvers were a married pair of ruin scholars, a former Registry mason, and a shrine courier. Perrin's sister Lysa was nineteen, while Davet was a seventeen-year-old mill worker.

Perrin crossed the hall on his wounded leg before anyone could stop him. Lysa met him halfway, and they held each other with the stunned force of people who had prepared to be alone.

Chad looked away long enough to grant privacy without pretending the reunion did not matter.

When Perrin finally asked about the other three children, Lysa explained that Sera had hidden them in a safe chamber above. Each captive from the tracks remained alive.

Party rescue objective updated: Cart captives located 6/6.

Nine years earlier, the Registry had seized Sera's delving company over unpaid permit fees. She survived three trials and accepted the role of Keeper to open the prison, only to discover that the title prevented her departure while any bound guest remained.

Ione understood the trap. Sera had chosen an imposed role to release others, and the House had hidden its duration.

The missing eye had become a smooth patch of salt after she tried to cut the Keeper title from herself. Chad asked why she could now leave the prison chamber, and Sera credited their refusal to take keeper authority while still freeing the guests.

He said, “Then you're free.”

Sera answered, “When the lower role dies.”

The former Registry mason spread an armor-leather map across the wet floor. Beneath the prison, the Assigned King collected each role rejected by an entrant and wore each one as a weapon.

Direct attacks strengthened whichever tool matched the attacker. A warrior's strike fed its sword, a healer's cure fed its cradle, and a court challenge fed its key.

He first suggested avoiding their assigned roles, but Sera corrected him. The House punished both surrendering to a role and pretending the chosen skill was not theirs. They had to use their abilities without becoming the titles built around them.

Zafira could negotiate without serving, Elka could shoot without becoming a weapon, and Ione could heal without accepting guilt for each life. Chad touched the Bloodguard mark above his chest.

He said, “I can protect without being property.”

Sera nodded. “That is the trial.”

The injured delvers and young captives moved into the passage behind Ione's barrier. Each adult chose whether to fight; two joined Sera, while the married scholars remained with the minors because severe Stamina loss had left them unsteady.

No one called staying behind cowardice, and Chad taught Sera the party's retreat signal while she showed the command-breaking effect on her bone spear. Elka marked firing lanes, Zafira found ledges above the lower opening, and Ione prepared barriers that offered protection without assigning passivity.

The first boss plan existed before the boss reached them, but stone ground against stone beneath the prison chamber as something enormous woke below.


Chapter 16

Three Women Explain Flirting

The floor opened beneath the black door, and Sera Vale moved first. She shoved Lysa and Davet toward Perrin, then caught the falling stone with her bone spear. She leaped into the hall, the four adult delvers followed, and Chad waited until all had crossed. Then the prison room fell away.

A crowned stone shape climbed through the gap, built like a knight with no face. Six blank arms spread from its back. They bore a sword, chain, pen, key, mirror, and cradle.

THE ASSIGNED KING

Level 8 Dungeon Boss
Health: 2,800/2,800
Function: Apply the role most likely to secure obedience.

The bright mirror turned toward Chad. His image wore long blonde hair with no black streaks, white bridal silk, and a soft smile he had never made. One hand lay on a pregnant belly while Halric stood behind him with both hands around his waist.

Chad threw the red buckler.

It crossed the room, cracked the mirror from edge to edge, and Chad said, “Nope.”

The boss answered with its sword arm. Chad marked the faceless head and blocked using his spear shaft, but without the buckler, the blow drove him to one knee.

Damage taken: 32
Resolve gained: 4

When the chain swept toward the freed delvers, he told Sera to get the young ones out. She led the group toward the door as Ione braced the ward behind them. Elka took back the armor plinth, and Zafira slipped beneath the boss's arms toward the key.

Take It caught the sword and chain, but the pen continued toward Ione and wrote one bright word above her head.

BURDEN.

Her kit doubled in size as each vial, bandage, failure, and lost patient came back as ghost weight. Her knees bent beneath it.

He sent a Shared Pulse request, but she refused the gift because Health was not the flaw. Zafira reached the key hand, cut two fingers, and told her to refuse the label.

Ione drew a pale line through the word. “Healing is work, not my worth.”

BURDEN shattered, and the equipment case returned to normal.

The stone cradle turned toward Elka, closing its bars around her on the plinth while WEAPON appeared across her bow. Her fingers drew without permission and aimed the arrow at Chad.

She warned him to move. He refused and told her to miss instead.

Her green eyes narrowed before the arrow passed through a black-streaked lock beside Chad's ear and struck the sword hand behind him. He called her a show-off, she called him a dumbass, and one kick shattered the cradle bars along with WEAPON.

The key hand caught Zafira by the throat and drove her to one knee beneath SERVANT. Her knives fell, and the smooth court mask from Rashad's palace settled on her face.

Chad hated that blank face more than the bridal mirror. An order to rise might give the role a new master, so he used the one command that denied his own rule.

With the key hand tightening around her throat, Chad said, “Zafira, do whatever you choose.”

Her amber eyes found him. “Poor tactical instruction.”

He returned the decision to her. “Your specialty.”

She smiled, locked both arms around the key hand, and used its grip on her throat as leverage. Stone cracked against her shoulder.

SERVANT broke apart, and the three refused roles had cost the Assigned King six hundred Health without one direct hit. Its cracked mirror faced Chad again.

BRIDE.

White silk formed over his torn shirt, a phantom ring closed around one finger, and roses replaced the smell of blood and salt. Halric appeared inside the fractured reflection.

He had the smooth, safe good looks of a royal portrait: dark hair, gold-brown eyes, and a strong jaw with no hint of spite. The man did not have to be cruel. Heaven had set him up as a prize for obedience and a cage for Chad.

From the fractured mirror, the reflection promised, “You will be happy.”

Memories came loose inside Chad's head. His old home lost its color, his gym became a room someone else had described, and the word *man* drew one inch away from him, then two.

Resolve: 34/50
Identity pressure: Severe

He drove the spear through his own reflection, but the glass healed around its blade.

The mirror bride spoke in Chad's voice. “You were never good at being a man. You hurt your body because it let you down, and we can end that pain.”

That part landed because it was true.

He had hurt himself through thirst, time alone, and one more set while dizzy. Death had not turned those choices into grit. Yet bad care for his male body did not make the body false; it made the care bad.

He said, “I was an idiot. Still a man.”

White silk drew tight around his ribs. The image swore he would love Halric and bear the prince's heirs, joining the crown line as if stolen memories could bless a cage.

Chad answered no, and the single word cost more Resolve than a speech.

His party closed around him. Zafira set one hand on his back, Elka held his right shoulder, and Ione checked his pulse as if a god's mind theft were a sickness she meant to cure.

The dungeon asked his name, and all three answered Chad. When it asked for his role, Zafira denied the trap: they could choose to stand beside him, never choose for him.

The bridal reflection broke, and BRIDE shattered with it, stripping one more six hundred Health from the boss.

Its crown split, and all six tools struck without titles. The sword drove at Chad, the chain hunted Elka, pen fire burned toward Ione, and the broken key swung at Zafira. Glass filled the air while the cradle spread into stone jaws.

As all six tools descended, Chad pulled four arms into Take It and ordered everyone behind him. “Boss phase two. I'm taking all six at once.”

Sera and the rescued teenagers stared. His party did not.

Elka pointed out that Chad had only two hands, so Zafira predicted he intended to use his mouth. Ione added *tactically* with enough calm to make it worse.

He said, “I created monsters.”

The boss struck him with sword, chain, key, and cradle in turn. Chad blocked one, turned the next, and ate the last two. His Health fell below half as Pain Dividend filled. Last One Standing stayed a future dream, which felt rude right now.

He transferred Health to Elka before the mirror shards reached her. Zafira's standing condition triggered when the chain opened her side, and Ione requested twenty after pen script burned her arm.

He gave all three what he could, and then the party attacked through the blood-red links.

Blood Mark Rank 2 gave Health back from each strike on the blank head. Elka broke the chain joints, Zafira climbed the rear arms, and Ione changed the pen until each command read CHOOSE.

Overflow wrapped them in red, and the Assigned King had no answer for the full heal loop. Chad drove his spear beneath the crown and poured Pain Dividend through the black point, while Elka shot the deepest crack in the mirror.

Zafira cut off the last key fingers, and Ione turned the pen inward until it wrote NONE across the blank face. The Assigned King broke beneath the word.

DUNGEON COMPLETE

Boss defeated: The Assigned King
Bound guests released: 10
Imposed roles rejected: 4
Identity claims retained: 4

Experience gained: 420
Alternative solution bonus: 180

Level increased: 4 → 5
Attribute Points gained: 2

Chad assigned one point to Finesse and one to Focus.

Finesse: 13 → 14
Focus: 8 → 9

Blood Mark accuracy improved.
Shared Pulse control improved.

The freed delvers came in only after Ione proved the room had stopped giving roles. Sera crossed last, and her Keeper title flashed once before it broke into salt.

Level restored: 11
Class restored: Gatewarden
House-bound duration: 9 years, 2 months, 6 days

She stood still beneath the panel. When Chad told her the exit was open, Sera said she had heard that promise before.

He told her, “Test it when you're ready.”

He did not pull her toward freedom as one more command. Sera walked to the safe path on her own, put one hand across the line, then stepped through when nothing stopped her.

Her first laugh collapsed into a sob behind both hands.

Perrin and Lysa went to her, then the other delvers, while Chad's party stayed back. Some wins needed witnesses but no crowd at their heart.

When Sera came back, she touched the smooth salt over her lost eye and said the House might grant cure loot. If it did not, Ione knew an eye healer in the north, though her own license was no longer valid.

Sera cared only whether the alchemist was good. Ione assured her she was, and Sera accepted the referral.

The boss's six tools had become six treasure chests.

The sword chest held Chad's prize: close red scale armor, a round buckler with a bloodstone boss, and a spear with a slim black blade. Each piece fit itself to his shell while keeping a stern, useful shape. The chest plate made his outline flat instead of putting his curves on show.

IDENTITY-BOUND BLOODGUARD SET

Appearance follows chosen presentation where physically possible.

He approved the cosmetics.

Elka's chest held a blackwood longbow and a quiver that made plain arrows from dust in the air. Zafira got paired hook knives, a court coat with two faces, and a veil that blurred small traits in the minds of those who saw her. Ione found a silver script case, four ward rings, and six vials that cleaned themselves.

Each item required acceptance before binding.

Elka raised the blackwood bow, and its grip shaped itself to the old scars on her palm. The limbs made no sound at half draw or full.

TRAIL ARCHER RELIC

Duststring Longbow
Range increases from elevated or concealed positions.
Missed arrows may be recalled if no living target was struck.
Generates one mundane arrow each ten minutes, maximum forty.

He said the bow paid her for a miss. Elka fixed him—it healed a miss, which he said was a sounder design.

Zafira flipped her new coat until red court cloth became smooth gray road cloth. Her hook knives could catch weapons, reins, spell threads, or clothes without a killing thrust.

It looked like a control build. She called it choosing where all of them stood, which fit Bloodguard work and some other acts Chad chose not to name.

Ione slid the ward rings onto her middle fingers. Each held one shape: wall, dome, wedge, or inner brace. Her silver case spread into more slots than its shell could hold.

She inserted one empty vial. It cleaned itself, labeled the former contents, and returned to the front row.

Ione's silver-gray eyes widened.

He asked, “Best loot?” Ione answered, “Labels,” and he took that with, “Of course.”

His armor waited until last. The red scales felt light and close over soft black cloth, with no molded breasts, bare thighs, or false gaps meant to make defense sexy.

When Chad touched the chest piece, it asked for his chosen presentation. Feminine, Masculine, Neutral, and Adaptive appeared as options.

He selected Masculine.

The scale lines shifted around his frame. His waist stayed close because the body beneath it was slim, but the shoulders looked broad and a hard gorget framed his jaw. A short split coat fell behind his hips.

The shell still looked female. The armor did not lie about that, but it did not help the Balcony either.

Bloodguard Equipment Set accepted.

Identity presentation locked to wearer choice.
External Authority cannot alter presentation without consent.

That guard meant more than armor points.

Red light drew the set over him and replaced the torn shirt and scrap plates. Its weight sat near his core, the spear balanced for Finesse instead of Force, and the buckler straps fit his arm just right.

He tested three thrusts and a shield turn. Zafira watched from beside her open chest until he asked what she saw.

She said, “You stand differently.” He blamed the correct gear, but she shook her head. “More than that.”

He studied his face in the smooth bloodstone boss. It stayed far too pretty beneath dark lashes and blonde hair streaked with black, yet the man who held the shield looked like him.

He said, “Yeah.”

Two final chests held buyer disguises, blank market invitations, and a relic stamped with the Chain Market's auction seal.

RELIC: CROWN OF UNASSIGNED NAMES

Market valuation: Exceptional
Hidden function: Frees one imposed title when willingly surrendered.

Zafira saw a way in, while Ione saw a tool for escape.

The safe route opened into a room with clean water, bunks, food, and a locked arms store for the freed delvers. Sera took charge of Perrin and the other young prisoners, and the adults chose gear from the failed delver hall before they went west.

Chad's party received a private room for the first time.

He changed behind a stone screen and emerged in the complete Bloodguard armor. Elka looked up from her new bow, then went very still.

He checked for an armor fault. Zafira circled him once and said the set suited him, although apparently that was not what Elka meant.

All three women shared a look when he asked what they meant.

With understanding arriving too late, he said, “Oh no.”

Elka placed the bow aside. “You do know we've been flirting with you?”

He argued that Zafira flirted with all of them. She agreed and called that beside the point. Ione still needed time, though she had said her desire was real.

He pointed out that Elka kept shooting things near his crotch.

She covered her face. “That was wind.”

He insisted, “The proof remains vague.”

Zafira stepped close enough for amber eyes to fill his sight. “Would you like clearer proof?”

His brain stopped trying to solve it. “Yes.”

She asked to kiss him, waited for the second yes, then placed one palm against his red chest scales.

The kiss was brief but not shy. Her warm mouth made desire plain, and Chad kissed her back before shock turned into a dumb mistake.

When Zafira drew back, she asked whether doubt remained. He said it had gone down by a fair amount.

Elka made an offended sound, caught the front of his armor, and kissed him next. Her kiss began fast and almost competitive, then softened when he rested one hand at her waist.

She pulled away with color high in her cheeks.

He asked, “Wind?” and Elka answered, “Shut up.”

Ione stood by the screen and said she was not ready for the same touch. Chad said her pace was not a debt, but she came close anyway and called her choice different.

Taking his hand, she turned it palm-up and kissed the center once.

The act was small enough that he almost missed how close it felt.

She called the kiss, “My proof,” and Chad answered, “Received.”

She kept holding his hand.

His current body answered all three women in ways he could not rule, but bodily response was a fact, not a command. It set neither his identity nor his rights.

Ione's palm kiss sparked less clear heat than the other kisses and left him more exposed. She had chosen a touch that did not ask him to perform with a body he did not trust.

He thanked her for choosing something that felt like him. Her thumb crossed his knuckles once.

She explained, “I picked something that felt like me too.”

That was the better answer. The act did not exist just to handle Chad; it belonged to them both.

Sera knocked on the stone door and warned that the safe path would close in one hour. All four drew apart without shame, because the kisses had changed their bond but not replaced the work.

They used the last hour to split the goods. The freed delvers got food, water, blankets, and first pick of plain gear. The party kept only its bound items, buyer masks, and enough food to reach the next well.

He tried to hand Perrin a blank market pass until Zafira warned that a youth with buyer papers would draw hard questions. Instead, Perrin got a House token that proved he had passed an identity trial, which some free trade guilds would honor.

Ione copied the token, Elka taught him to tighten the new brace, and Zafira wrote a letter that named Perrin and Lysa as safe witnesses, not goods found in a dungeon.

Their first step in love sat beside gear, proof, and other people's lives. That made it more real, not less.

Zafira leaned on Elka, who did not move away. Chad stood in new armor with three beautiful women who knew just who he was and wanted him without asking him to become someone else.

The System offered no romance achievement, because it had learned.

Then Ione opened the market ledger hidden beneath the disguise chest.

RASHAD ILYUN — PREFERRED BUYER

Palace supply schedule attached.
Chief broker authorization: VEYR TOLLAND
Special referrals: HALRIC OVEST IMPERIAL HOUSEHOLD

He read the final line twice.

The prince from his failure state was already connected to the slave network.


Chapter 17

Threat Table

Halric Ovest's name turned the dungeon bedroom cold.

Chad read the entry beneath it while Ione held the market ledger flat.

IMPERIAL HOUSEHOLD SPECIAL REFERRALS

Desired profiles: Politically inconvenient heirs; debt-prison witnesses; ritual-compatible servants; identity-correction candidates
Receiving office: Third Chamber, Crown Prince Halric Ovest
Authorization mark: Lord Chamberlain Merek Dain
Prince's personal acknowledgment: Not present

Zafira pointed to the missing sign-off. The page did not prove Halric knew, but it proved his house bought people marked for identity correction.

Ione took the ledger before Chad's grip damaged the paper. “The Balcony may name him because his household already owns the correction apparatus.”

He supplied the other possibility: “Or the gods think irony is a personality.”

Elka sat beside him on the stone bunk. “If he knows, we deal with him. If he doesn't, he has a palace full of people to deal with.”

The conclusion was simple, though nowhere near easy.

He studied the approval mark again. Halric's face in a god's threat did not prove guilt, and a chamberlain's seal did not prove innocence.

He said, “Record it as unknown. No excuses and no conviction yet.”

Zafira agreed, and Ione put the claim in their proof log.

CONTINUITY EVIDENCE

Halric Ovest's household is connected to Chain Market referrals.
Halric's knowledge or approval: Unverified.
Lord Chamberlain Merek Dain: Authorization mark verified.

The public schedule placed the grand auction eight days away.

Before touching anything else, Ione copied the page under her silver case's recording frame. Pale light captured ink, fibers, pressure marks, and seal residue.

Elka asked whether those copies could be forged. Zafira said anything could, but sound proof made a forgery costly.

They made four careful copies. One went into the party atlas, one vanished inside Zafira's coat, Elka sealed one in an arrow tube, and Chad tucked the last beneath his armor.

If they died as one, extra copies meant nothing. If they split up, no captor could erase the proof by taking one person.

Ione asked if Chad wanted the System to reopen Halric's image from the failure preview. He refused; he already knew what the man looked like, and Zafira reminded him that he did not need to decide the prince's punishment before meeting him.

He said, “I already recorded unknown,” and Zafira answered, “Records and feelings use different ledgers.”

He hated the accuracy.

Halric's face had become attached to violation before Chad knew one true thing about him. If the prince proved complicit, hatred would find its proper target. If Halric knew nothing, Chad would still see the bridal preview whenever the man entered a room.

He admitted, “If he's innocent, I still won't like him.”

Ione said dislike needed no reason. Zafira added that help might earn thanks, but not love, and Elka ruled that a handsome face proved nothing.

At that, Chad said, “At last, someone says it.”

The tension loosened enough for Chad to consider the next divine trick. If the gods ever used one of the women inside a preview, he would accept no bargain on her behalf without asking.

Zafira gave the promise back. None of them could offer themselves up without asking the others, a rule aimed so squarely at Chad that denial would waste time.

They added godly deals to the charter. No one could take an offer that bound someone else. A forced future did not become consent because its victims smiled, and a god-sent vision did not become proof.

Rules could not stop divine power, but they could keep the Balcony from splitting the party with false consent.

They spent the next day inside the House getting ready for the market.

Sera led the rescued group west at dawn. Before leaving, Perrin hugged Chad without warning, remembered the contact rule, and released him at once.

His apology earned a small fix: the crisis had ended, but a normal hug was fine. Perrin weighed the difference, then hugged him again on purpose.

Once the safe path closed, Zafira turned four buyer disguises into four roles. She became Lady Samira Kest, a small collector from the west coast, dressed in deep green velvet and the memory veil. It softened her sharpest traits without hiding them, leaving a rich woman who expected private rooms and quick service.

Elka became her hired guard, silent and stern, with the blackwood bow wrapped as auction goods. Ione posed as a licensed relic assessor whose silver script case held enough proof to pass a document check.

Chad became the remaining problem because each writ carried his face. His first suggestion was buyer, which Zafira rejected immediately; bodyguard failed for the same reason, and his offer to cut his hair produced three objections at once.

He stared at them. “It's hair.”

Elka held one black-streaked strand between two fingers. “The bounty specifies it. Dye is safer because we can reverse it.”

He observed, “That sounded tactical,” and Elka answered, “It was.”

Zafira's smile ruined the claim of pure tactics.

They used black mineral dye from the dungeon stores. Blonde became dark brown, the streaks vanished inside it, and Ione braided the length around Chad's head beneath a red scarf.

The disguise table offered feminine, masculine, and neutral dress. Feminine would match market norms and draw fewer checks. Masculine would honor Chad's choice but draw eyes to the gap between his face, frame, and papers. Neutral made the least striking servant but weakened Zafira's carrier cover.

He selected Masculine.

Before it bound, Zafira gave one tactical warning. Feminine reduced their risk.

He said, “I know.” Zafira reminded him that the decision remained his, and he answered, “Masculine.”

The disguise broadened the tunic's shoulders, flattened its front, and removed cosmetics from the false identity. It could not conceal his beauty, but it encouraged observers to explain that beauty as an unusual foreign carrier instead of a lady's attendant.

Cover integrity estimate reduced by 6%.

He took the cost. Rather than asking him to buy safety with one more forced role, the party worked around his choice. Zafira strengthened the western contract seal, Elka shifted from servant guard to bonded security, and Ione added a foreign note to explain his voice.

His choice made more work for all three women, and they chose to do it beside him.

He still logged the six-percent rise because respect did not erase the cost. A team could face risk honestly without treating his identity as a flaw.

Dark hair made his blue eyes look even larger. He judged that worse, while Zafira called it just different.

His finished role became Lady Samira's newly acquired relic carrier, a foreign adventurer under a voluntary service contract. The first line allowed either party to leave without penalty. The last granted Chad permission to carry weapons.

Zafira said, “No one at the market will read past the seal.” Chad promised that he would, and she replied, “That's why I wrote a real contract.”

Elka found their route in the live atlas. A dry aqueduct linked the ruin to an old watch post two miles from the Chain Market. Patrols ignored it because Registry maps called it collapsed.

Ione opened the master-core map. Its public seal tracked slave claims, while its hidden well turned condemned records into soul bonds. A captive guard stood between both systems.

CHAIN MARKET CORE GUARDIAN

Name: Khar
Species: Ironback Ogre
Level: 14
Health: 6,400
Control condition: Captive Health Link

Each point of direct damage dealt to Khar transfers 20% to linked captives.
Threat resets when the control bell sounds.

He could not hurt Khar until Ione rewrote the link. She could not do that without reaching the core. Veyr carried the control bell and master key, so he could reset the ogre whenever Chad held threat.

Elka placed three stones on the floor map. “Bell, core, and pens.”

He added buyers, thirty-six house guards, more troops due for the grand auction, and Sennik's unknown spot. The full table held no safe target.

VEYR TOLLAND — Level 9 Seal Broker
Low direct combat ability. High Authority. Carries control bell and master key.

KHAR — Level 14 Ironback Ogre
Extreme Health and Force. Bound to captives. Direct damage remains unsafe until link removal.

SEAL HANDS — Level 5–8 guards
Can restore broken collars and redirect Khar.

BUYERS — Unknown strength and mixed allegiance
High panic risk.

CAPTIVES — 812 souls in reservoir
Estimated 134 living prisoners on-site before auction deliveries.

CROWNED FOUR — Collection expected at closing bell, Day Nine.

Chad moved four red stones across the map. Zafira would take the bell, while Elka would locate the pens and contain Seal Hands. Ione would enter the core, and Chad would hold Khar without attacking him.

She estimated seven minutes if each door opened and twelve if she had to breach the shell. Chad asked the System for his survival time.

ESTIMATED OUTCOME

Against Level 14 Ironback Ogre without direct attacks:
Current survival time: 43 seconds
With active party healing: 71 seconds
With Last One Standing: Skill unavailable

He summarized the estimate with, “No.”

Zafira refused to start the Khar encounter until Ione reached the core. If their disguises failed early, they would leave.

The prisoners made that answer harder, but she held Chad's gaze. Starting Khar's fight before they broke the link would kill the people they meant to save. The raid became viable only when all four reached their marks.

The charter clause emphasized *viable*.

He made himself say it: “We leave and try again.”

That promise cost him more than any plan to stand and bleed.

They practiced retreat twice.

The first drill failed within thirty seconds. Elka reached the aqueduct while Chad held mock guards in the market yard. Zafira doubled back for him, while Ione waited for Zafira. Their neat retreat became four people who refused to leave first.

Zafira changed the rule before they tried again. Elka took command during retreat, each role got one escape move, and no one waited for Chad's approval.

He objected, “I'm combat leader.”

Elka pointed north. “During retreat, I pick the route. You leave last, but you cross each checkpoint before I leave the next.”

He translated the rule as, “Tethered tank,” and Elka confirmed, “Exactly.”

The second rehearsal reached the aqueduct in forty-eight seconds, although Chad paused at the mock pen entrance. Elka used Party Link to sound the identity warning.

CHAD BACONIZER.
RETREAT IS NOT ABANDONMENT.

He moved, and their third run took thirty-nine seconds.

Then Sera played Khar with her bone spear held like a maul. Zafira struck a cook pot as the bell and reset threat on uneven beats. Elka called false link shifts while Ione traced three chalk locks across the floor.

Chad could not attack the mock ogre. He turned the first blow with his buckler and caught the second on his spear shaft. Then he hooked a column to pull clear of the third.

Sera's bone point touched his unarmored neck after twenty-eight seconds.

She said, “Dead.” Chad protested that the System had estimated forty-three seconds, and Sera replied, “System assumed one enemy and no bell.”

On the second attempt, Chad used the dungeon columns to break line of sight. Zafira then spent longer finding a threat reset. The change earned twelve seconds.

On the third run, Ione raised small wards before each likely hit. Elka used blunt arrows on mock bell hands, while Zafira cut off the carrier. Chad lasted fifty-four seconds, still far short of nine minutes.

Ione repeated the key rule: the fight could not start before she entered the core. If it did, they fled. If the pens stood open, they led out everyone who could move and came back for the rest.

That answer scraped each instinct Chad possessed. He practiced it anyway.

They drilled from a half-open pen with Sera and the freed adults. Their mock prisoners ran in all directions. Elka marked a clear path while Zafira seized the loudest false buyer. Ione kept her cover, and Chad stopped trying to carry them all at once.

The fourth run worked. A plan could not make failure painless, but it could leave enough survivors for a second try.

Elka timed the aqueduct route, Zafira rehearsed three discovery stories, and Ione packed acid into breakaway sleeves. Chad learned to remove his scarf and deploy the buckler in less than four seconds.

The Bloodguard armor hid beneath his carrier clothes when he closed its collar clasp. Nothing changed shape; watching eyes slid away from the red scales until a fight began.

He called the trick gamey as hell, which Ione knew was his highest praise.

At noon, the dungeon supplied a final panel.

MARKET RAID PREPARATION COMPLETE

Roles assigned: 4/4
Retreat condition defined: Yes
Captive-link hazard identified: Yes
Alternative entry asset secured: Crown of Unassigned Names

Party preparedness bonus available during infiltration.
No experience awarded for planning.

He accused the System of hating support classes. Ione dismissed the panel with one finger.

They left the House before sunset and followed the dry aqueduct beneath a red sky. Chad carried the Crown relic in a padded chest, while Elka ranged ahead. Zafira walked beside him as Lady Samira, and Ione hid the atlas beneath assessor robes.

Two hours from the market, they found a corpse beside the aqueduct.

The dead man wore Veyr's chain badge, and a narrow blade had opened his throat without anyone taking his coin. One boot was missing, eastern road dust covered his coat, and black ink stained the nails of his left hand.

A folded page had been pinned to his chest around one black-streaked strand of Chad's blonde hair.

Elka checked the ground before anyone touched it. Sennik's boots had never approached; a small blue gate had opened above the corpse, dropped paper and hair, then closed.

She read the untouched ground. “Remote placement. He may not know our exact position.”

Zafira found too little blood under the body, which proved the courier had died elsewhere. Ione checked the hair with a silver ring and proved it came from Chad, most likely from the palace seal room.

The strand carried a weak claim mark, but their ruined collars gave it nowhere to connect. Sennik's Authority had touched it often enough that Ione might spot his work inside one more seal.

The threat became proof when the page showed Sennik's hand.

I KNOW WHERE YOU ARE GOING.

BRING THE ATLAS. THE OTHERS MAY LIVE.

Elka concluded that he had found the market ahead of them. Chad burned the note over Ione's lamp and told him to wait in line.

Zafira searched the corpse before they moved it and found a second message written inside the left cuff.

DELIVERY MOVED TO DAY SIX.
HERO AUTHORITY OVERRIDE.

Their deadline had lost three days, while the live atlas still displayed the public schedule because the override remained classified. Without searching the body, they would have planned around a false timer.

Elka suspected Sennik wanted them to find the corpse. Zafira agreed about the threat note but not the hidden cuff.

Killing his own contact kept Veyr from learning that the heroes had changed the terms. Breck and his brother might serve the same plot without sharing a goal.

The enemy plan split along what each person wanted. Cedran sought ascension, Olya ran the soul rites, and Sennik guarded routes and killed witnesses. Breck had family in the chain, while Veyr prized coin and life. Those clashing wants left seams.

They copied the cuff message and removed the market badge. Then they moved the body away from the aqueduct mouth so scavengers would not betray their route. Ione closed the man's eyes.

His badge named him Harun Vess, a Level Four courier. He had served Veyr and died to protect Sennik's secret; both facts survived him.

The deadline did not wait for grief, so they ran east.


Chapter 18

Drain Him Dry

Veyr's outriders attacked at second bell while Chad's party crossed a field of black salt pillars. Elka's warning flashed from the ridge.

ENEMIES: 9

Mounted: 6
Seal casters: 2
Unknown heavy unit: 1

The heavy unit walked through a pillar instead of around it, breaking stone across shoulders nine feet above the ground. Chains and boiled leather covered its body, while a bronze mask hid its face. Two hooked axes hung from massive hands.

MARKET COLLECTION BRUTE

Level 9
Health: 1,700/1,700
Trait: Seal-fed regeneration

It was not Khar, but a smaller model, and Chad said, “Good.”

Zafira looked from him to the advancing brute. “That is good?”

He called the brute a practice boss.

They had thirty seconds before contact. Elka tagged both seal casters with gold and explained the attack. The riders would herd targets toward the brute while those casters fed its regeneration.

Zafira chose a narrow lane between the pillars that reached the casters, although one rider would certainly intercept. Chad took the brute and nearest mounts, while Elka claimed the far group. Ione held the center with a retreat route behind them.

Two barrier rings opened around Ione's fingers. “The pillars contain glass veins, and a heavy strike may fragment them.”

He needed to know whether that helped. It would, provided no one stood south, so they shifted north before the brute crossed the final hundred yards.

Old Chad would have planted himself wherever the enemy found him and called endurance a plan. This time, he shaped the field with people who understood it.

Party preparedness applied.
Initial formation weakness: None.

Their formation locked into place. Chad said, “Now it's good.”

The outriders divided into two groups, sending three horses toward Elka's ridge and three toward Chad and Ione. Both casters remained behind their brute, writing red commands across its chains.

Chad opened with Take It. “Big man, you look like you can handle a proper draining.”

The lead rider almost dropped his spear. One caster stopped writing, and the brute charged Chad.

He said, “Works each time.”

Its first axe struck the bloodstone buckler hard enough to drive the rim into his shoulder. When the second hook caught behind the shield and pulled, Chad released before the brute dragged him beneath its feet.

He marked the exposed wrist and stabbed twice.

Damage: 18
Damage: 21
Blood Mark healing: 10

Seal-fed regeneration: +30

The bright chains restored Health faster than he removed it, so Chad called for the casters. Zafira had already vanished among the pillars.

She crossed between mounted patrols long enough to slice through reins and saddle straps. A rider turned toward her, and Chad's Overflow shield blunted the spear that found her side.

Ione placed a barrier behind him. The brute's returning hook shattered it and scraped the red armor instead of opening his spine.

Chad praised the whole set, armor and party together. Ione hated that she understood the sentence now.

Arrows fell from Elka's ridge. Her first broke a horse's bridle clasp without harming the animal. The second cut its rider's saddle girth as he passed beneath her position. The remaining two dismounted rather than let her decide for them.

The brute attacked in alternating hooks. Its right axe dragged shields aside, then the left crushed whatever the pull exposed. Chad stopped blocking the right, stepped inside its arc, and caught the left against his buckler boss.

Three spear thrusts struck the marked wrist. Pain Dividend fed the last, and Blood Mark Rank 2 restored fourteen Health.

Zafira reached the first seal caster as he raised an Authority slate. KNEEL burned across it, but her vanished collar gave the command no claim.

She smiled and cut the slate in half, then caught the fleeing caster's belt with one hooked knife and pulled him backward into her knee. The brute's regeneration fell by half, and from between the pillars, Zafira called, “One down.”

The second caster rewrote the chains with a new order.

COLLECT THE BLONDE ALIVE.

Threat reset. The brute turned toward Ione because Chad's dark dye and red scarf hid the target pattern.

A passing rider tore the scarf away with his spear. Brown hair spilled down Chad's back, and although the black streaks remained hidden, the live pattern recognized his shell.

The brute reversed again, and Chad said, “Found me.”

Both axes crossed around Chad's waist, their hooks closing against his armor without piercing. Then the brute pulled him into its chest and pinned him there with one arm while the other lifted an axe over his neck.

Take It could not help because he already owned each scrap of threat. Shared Pulse could.

He sent twenty Health to Zafira as she approached the remaining caster, illuminating her position in red for a single heartbeat. The caster turned, and she threw her left knife through his writing hand into the chain tablet.

The brute's axe fell as Ione cast an internal barrier beneath Chad's gorget; stone force broke the spell and still washed his sight white.

Health: 91/210
Pain Dividend: Maximum

He jammed the spear point beneath the bronze mask.

Damage: 42 + 26 Pain Dividend
Blood Mark healing: 17

Elka's arrow found the same gap from the ridge.

Critical damage: 87
Party contribution healing: 4

The brute dropped him. Chad landed on both feet, turned with the remaining momentum, and drove his buckler into the marked wrist until the hook axe fell.

He called to Zafira, “Cut his support. Then I can finish him.”

She asked whether he planned to drain the brute dry, making each rider around her react the way Chad usually made people react.

Pride warmed his chest. “You're learning.”

Zafira kicked the caster's knee sideways, tore her knife free, and sliced each red line across the chain tablet. Stored Health leaked from the brute as its regeneration died.

The mounted outriders broke, but one tried to seize Ione while passing. Her curved barrier stopped the horse so abruptly that its rider sailed over the head and landed at Chad's feet.

He looked down. “Bad build.”

The man groaned that he was a mobility class, and Chad replied, “Not anymore.”

Elka descended from the ridge while pinning the last riders away from their mounts. Zafira held both casters at knifepoint, and Ione approached Chad with one hand raised.

She requested thirty Health after his next drain. Chad translated that into giving her a hard thirty once he filled up, and the captive casters stared.

Ione no longer blushed. “As deep as your current Focus permits.”

He missed his next block, and the brute's fist struck his helmet hard enough to knock him sideways while Zafira laughed and Elka laughed harder. He accused them of mutiny, recovered, and marked the opening beneath the mask.

His cleanest attack loop began.

Spear to wrist, buckler to knee, spear under mask, step left, turn the hook, repeat. Finesse supplied speed, Focus held Blood Mark on the exact weakness, Endurance carried damage through his guard, and Presence kept the brute facing him while three women dismantled everything around it.

Health flowed back in steady pulses. Once full, Chad accepted Ione's request and sent thirty, which she turned into a broad barrier above Elka and Zafira. He stole the missing Health back within two cycles, then Overflow painted the party red beneath Ione's silver dome.

The brute dropped below two hundred, and Chad offered surrender; it hesitated while fear showed behind the bronze mask.

One seal caster reached for the broken tablet until Zafira placed a boot over his hand and advised against it. The brute lowered both arms.

Surrender state recognized.

Chad let Blood Mark expire and asked whether it could speak. The bronze mask answered with one slow shake.

Ione examined the chains. A name seal linked them to the mask, and opening it before breaking the control would kill the wearer.

The core could break it, but nothing in the field could. When Chad asked about temporary protection, Ione explained that a barrier blocked damage while this command changed the prisoner's organs into the source.

The brute tapped one chain, pointed east, and nodded when Chad said Khar's name. Script flowed over the metal when Ione touched it with a barrier ring.

OWNER: CHAIN MARKET MASTER CORE
BOUND NAME: ORUN VALEK
COMMAND RANGE: REGIONAL
DISOBEDIENCE PENALTY: SYSTEMIC ORGAN FAILURE

Orun's name survived inside the chain even while the mask denied him speech.

He pointed toward the caster tablet and mimed writing. Ione understood that he wanted the encounter record changed before the core punished failure.

The older caster warned that each enforcer loss entered the audit. Zafira demanded a successful report, but the core would compare any claim against the number of prisoners delivered.

Chad looked at the captured officers. “You recorded us?”

The caster nodded.

They could show the party fleeing while Orun pursued beyond signal range, buying time until he returned without them. Orun crossed his wrists, volunteering to accept the later punishment rather than expose the lie.

Chad refused. Orun would return, behave as if controlled, and wait for Ione to break the chain after they reached the core.

Khar had to come first, Ione warned, because a violent failure in his commands could destroy the market. They would free both as close together as possible.

Orun touched one fist against Chad's buckler in agreement, not obedience.

Party objective added: Free Orun Valek and Khar from the Chain Market master core.

When Chad asked whether Khar wore the same binding, Orun raised five fingers and struck his own chest. Five times worse.

Their previous threat estimate assumed Chad could avoid attacking for seven to twelve minutes. It had not considered the ogre choosing to resist his master, which might change the raid if they reached him in time.

Chad offered to take Orun with them, but red script tightened around one arm when the brute tried. A return command required him to report before sunset.

Before leaving east, Orun removed a bronze shoulder plate and offered it to Chad. One name had been scratched inside.

ORUN.

Chad promised, “We'll see you there, Orun.”

The brute touched his fist to his chest, then walked toward the Chain Market beneath a forced command.

His departure changed the battlefield. The surrendered officers no longer looked at a piece of equipment, and one rider asked for the brute's name. A young caster repeated it softly, testing whether the chain punished witnesses for knowing.

Nothing happened.

Zafira said, “Veyr hides names because names create claims outside ownership. A thing can be discarded, but a person leaves a record.”

She wrote ORUN VALEK across the false report where the core expected ENFORCER THREE. Ione warned the name might expose their alteration, but Zafira wanted it to survive if the party did not.

Chad backed her. Elka added Khar beside their objective, though none of them had met him.

Two names entered the party ledger before either ogre was free.

Ione rewrote the chain log to show Chad's party fleeing south after an inconclusive fight. The alteration would survive a casual read rather than a core audit, and both casters had to explain what that audit checked: time, location, Health loss, and visible enemy blood.

Chad's blood already marked Orun's chains. Zafira collected a stained cloth without comment.

Chad observed, “You're carrying my blood in your pocket.” Zafira called it evidence, and he replied, “Usually someone buys me dinner first.”

The older caster closed his eyes, and Elka pointed to the reaction as proof their market disguise might work.

Ione built the lie from true pieces. Orun had pursued them, officers had lost control, Chad had bled, and the party had fled south for fifty paces before circling east among the pillars.

Zafira required both casters to sign. Veyr could read obvious coercion from a seal tremor, they warned.

She laid out the choice: “You may refuse. Then we leave you with the accurate record and no weapons, or you sign the lie that keeps Orun alive. Neither choice makes you our property.”

Both signed without magical compulsion, and voluntary complicity left no tremor. When Ione transmitted the log, Orun's return status changed from Punitive to Routine, and she said, “It held.”

Chad released a breath.

Elka searched the outriders while the false record settled, finding three access tokens, a patrol schedule, and black salt used to hide living scent from claim hounds. The north rotation left the buyer arch short for eight minutes at second bell, giving them one possible entrance window.

Ione tested a grain of black salt against Chad's ownership trace. His orphaned record vanished from the local tablet while the powder touched his skin, but beneficial scent effects would also weaken.

They would use it outside combat and remove it before entering. Loot became a plan only after someone read the footer.

The officers carried one close helmet sized for a petite wearer, although Chad's hair would not fit without cutting or a tighter wrap. Elka took it and announced that her head enjoyed being ordinary.

He called her a show-off.

The System changed their quest language.

Previous: Disable Chain Market enforcers.
Current: Release Orun Valek and Khar from hostile control.

Words changed the permitted win state. Killing either bound man no longer counted as equivalent completion.

The younger caster warned that Veyr would open Orun's organs when the lie failed. Ione told him to help it survive. Then she made both men repeat the audit sequence until she could answer each challenge.

Before the officers left west with their wounded, Zafira gave them a copy of Veyr's soul-delivery line. If the market fell, they would want proof of helping before the end. If it survived, they could burn the page and keep breathing.

Either caster might still betray them. Both now had a reason not to.

ENCOUNTER COMPLETE

Experience gained: 390
Bound enemy spared after surrender: 60
Market intelligence recovered: 50

Level increased: 5 → 6
Attribute Points gained: 2
Skill choice available.

Chad added one point to Endurance and one more to Perception.

Endurance: 10 → 11
Perception: 9 → 10
Maximum Health: 210 → 220
Threat awareness improved.

He selected the skill missing from each earlier fight.

SKILL ACQUIRED: RED GRIP

Pull a marked hostile toward you.
Range: 5 paces
Contest: Presence + Force against target stability
Bonus when the target threatens an injured party member.

He said, “Finally. I can grab the biggest one and pull him off you.”

The three women exchanged a look.

Zafira called the joke too easy, Elka advised letting it go, and Ione nodded with solemn restraint. Their mercy frightened Chad more than the jokes.

Before anyone spent the joke, the live atlas chimed with an early-arrival warning.

SENNIK DORR — Crowned Four field authority

Arrival status: Early
Purpose: Classified

Sennik had reached the market with six days left on the soul-delivery timer.


Chapter 19

The Chain Market

The Chain Market had no walls above ground because it did not need them.

Seven roads ran down into a round basin, where red tents ringed a bowl of smooth black stone. Buyers came under silk shades, guards checked papers at bronze arches, and slave wagons vanished down ramps cut into the floor.

The walls waited below, hidden from all eyes on the road. Before they left the aqueduct, Zafira became Lady Samira Kest. Her shoulders settled, her amber eyes cooled, and even her breath gained wealth.

He walked half a pace behind her with the Crown held in both hands. His bound armor slept beneath a plain tunic while dyed hair hid under the red scarf. His spear passed for part of the padded case. Elka carried her wrapped bow as trade goods while Ione wore a relic assessor's silver badge.

The bronze arch read their invitation.

BUYER PARTY

Samira Kest — Provisional bidder
Ione Ves — Licensed assessor
Relic carrier — Voluntary service contract
Security — Bonded under private terms

The word BONDED flashed beside Elka, and Zafira tapped their seal. “Private terms are not Registry ownership.”

The clerk looked over Elka's freckled face and long legs. “All guards are bonded here.”

Zafira answered, “Not mine,” and the clerk hid behind market policy.

Lady Samira leaned across his desk. If market policy wanted answers about the Crown of Unassigned Names, Chief Tolland could provide them. He could also explain why the relic had returned west.

She opened the relic case one inch, golden light spilled across the clerk's papers, and he stamped all four passes.

INFILTRATION OBJECTIVES

Entry: Complete
Pens: Incomplete
Control bell: Incomplete
Master core: Incomplete

Preparedness bonus active.

The first hundred paces made cruelty look mundane. A flute player worked near spice tents, buyers' children chased each other around a well, and staff carried iced fruit beneath painted shades. The slave ramps stood between a jeweler and a shop that sold charmed saddles.

Nothing announced evil because the market displayed ownership as one luxury among many.

His free contract warmed each time a Registry arch scanned his wrist. Each arch sought a command link, found none, and took Zafira's costly seal instead.

He praised her papers under his breath. Zafira said paper carried most realms. A spear told one person what its owner wanted, while a writ told ten thousand what they were allowed to see.

At the next tent, an old seller with blue stones in his beard knew her.

The older seller tried the name: “Nahal?”

One hand clenched around the relic case before Lady Samira looked at him. Her cold denial met the memory veil, and doubt blurred his face.

He bowed and said sorry while Zafira's pulse hit one hundred thirty. Chad wanted a name, but he did not break cover or press her for the tale. He put himself between her and the seller as they moved on.

Once the tent fell behind them, she named Rashad's contract agent, the man who had sworn her debt was valid. She told Chad not to hunt him now.

He replied, “Wasn't planning to.”

Her sideways glance made him add that he was learning.

A weapon handler tried to take Elka's wrapped bow near the animal rings. She offered the bundle, then released enough linen to show the Duststring relic mark.

Zafira warned that touching unpriced goods made the handler liable for any harm. His hand drew back, and Elka passed the pen gate with her bow whole.

At the assessor hall, a shrine clerk checked Ione's silver badge against a list of lost licenses. Her true name showed for half a second before Zafira laid a gold coin on the page.

Lady Samira said, “My assessor works under western privilege.”

The clerk hid the name with his thumb and pocketed the coin. A bribe opened the same door that graft had once used to close Ione's life.

All four stayed as one until they logged the relic, keeping their cover while they learned the main paths. Party Link carried no thoughts, only what each member chose to share. That meant direction, Health, effects, threat, and brief combat sense.

Elka sent damp stone, grain dust, and three turns down from beyond the pen gate. A scratched yellow mark meant children, and a broken green ring showed an exit that looked sealed but weak.

Ione added a copper hum and strain behind the eyes. The master core was full enough to stress its shell. An early Crowned Four draw might burst the well instead of moving its souls cleanly.

He marked both notes without words because odd System traffic could expose them. Zafira kept a shopper's pace toward the main sign-in tent.

Her pulse remained high, and Chad said so quietly. She noted that his did too.

She said, “Mine always is when someone may know me,” and Chad answered, “Mine too.”

Lady Samira lost nothing by saying it. Her stance stayed proud while Zafira owned the fear beneath it.

They passed an ink seller showing an ownership brand that changed color when a captive lied. Chad focused on the footer.

Falsehood detection confidence: 41%
Fear response misclassified as deception: Common

The item punished frightened people until buyers heard whatever they expected. Chad called it a piece of shit, which the young clerk mistook for sales interest.

He offered a private test and began to praise loyalty inks that dulled thoughts of flight. Zafira turned on him.

Lady Samira said, “If I wanted a companion incapable of leaving, I would purchase furniture.”

The line passed as a collector's vanity while carrying the charter's central truth. After the clerk retreated, Chad called it risky.

Lady Kest, Zafira said, sought willing contracts because blind service bored her. Chad praised the lie about an honest rich person until she fixed him. She had made a vain woman whose tastes led to fair papers.

He found that explanation more believable.

At a map stall, Zafira bought the public plan and scorned each missing fact. The seller gave her a staff route sheet to end the talk. It showed kitchens, guard stairs, trash lifts, and a private tunnel from Veyr's box to the main ramp.

Strategic situation changed.
Alternate route to control bell identified.

No blade, alarm, or threat skill could have opened the same path.

Common goods ringed the basin: spice, weapons, charms, rugs, and beasts. Slave sales filled the center, with adult prisoners ranked by trade, Health, and magic. Yellow cloth marked family debt, white meant court seizure, and black meant soul price.

He kept walking because a stop at the first block would end the raid before Ione reached the core. The rescue became viable only once their marks held; then they could break it all.

At the sign-in tent, a broker checked the Crown while Ione gave a true but partial account. The relic could strip one soul-bound title, but only when its bearer gave it up by choice.

The broker's eyes widened when he asked whether slave status counted. Ione said it might without looking at Chad.

Chief Tolland would assess such a relic himself. Zafira insisted on private viewing access until closing bell, and greed produced four black buyer tokens.

Their Link pings activated.

Elka left first and trailed grain carts toward the slave ramps. Stone turned her status gray, though direction and Health remained.

Ione entered the assessor galleries under the excuse of examining the market's seal work. Zafira took Chad toward the auction floor, carrying bait that should bring Veyr and his bell to them.

Sennik was already hunting. Improved Perception found him on the third tier, dressed in gray market robes over hidden armor. His hurt hand rested on the rail where Zafira had stabbed it in the palace. His eyes passed Chad once before the dye worked, then snapped back when he knew the walk. Chad had changed his hair, clothes, and stance, but still checked exits before faces. The rogue smiled.

Threat recognized.

He did not expose them, which was worse.

Elka's first full packet arrived from below.

PENS LOCATED

Living captives: 169
Minor captives: 22
Active Seal Hands: 8
Exit routes: 2, both barred

Twenty-six adults could fight once free, while thirty-eight needed care before they moved. All the rest could walk without arms. One Seal Hand bore the key while one worked a lever that shut both exits. Elka could see that lever through an air grate.

Her last note named Lysa Vale, who was nineteen. Guards had moved her from the debt pens into a private cell for the grand auction.

Perrin's sister was alive beneath them.

Chad's stride almost changed, but Zafira brushed his sleeve lightly enough to look accidental and reminded him not yet.

Elka sent a green arrow through the broken-circle exit because she had Lysa's route.

Trust did not mean Chad had to save Lysa himself. It meant he knew Elka could do her part while he did his.

On the next block, an auctioneer showed mine workers. Zafira stopped at the crowd's edge and asked sharp questions about Endurance classes. Chad stood behind her and played a bored carrier.

One captive met his eyes: Nara, a woman from Rashad's kitchen.

She had hidden beneath the tables during the furnace-crawler fight. They knew each other at once, then her gaze found the unseen collar scar.

A handler noticed. “You know the lot?”

Without turning, Zafira said her carrier knew everyone and called it his least valuable trait. The handler tried to correct *his* to *her*, then stopped laughing when Lady Samira looked at him.

The kitchen worker lowered her eyes, but hope had pushed out fear.

He kept walking because the correct plan demanded it, and he hated correct plans until Ione's packet arrived.

CORE ROUTE LOCATED

Outer shell: 3 Authority locks
Reservoir pressure: Critical
Estimated rewrite time after access: 9 minutes

Master-core route: Complete

She shared a brief view of three copper locks on a door with no hinges. The first needed assessor lore, the next Registry power, and the last a market claim. Her papers opened one, stolen badges could fake the next, and Veyr's key ruled the last.

Her goal now hinged on Zafira stealing two items from the same belt.

Behind those locks, the overloaded reservoir carried worse news.

RESERVOIR PRESSURE: 91%

Projected spontaneous soul loss at 100%: 203–417
Time at current intake: 11 hours
Time after grand-auction intake begins: 48 minutes

The posted deadline promised false safety. Chad sent the retreat question, but Ione answered with steady blue: the rewrite could still work.

Elka agreed, Zafira saw both signs, and four free choices let the raid go on.

She selected a seat inside Veyr's private gallery, with Chad at her left and the Crown on a velvet table between them. Chief Broker Veyr Tolland arrived behind twelve guards.

His eyes resembled his brother Breck's, though Veyr had grown soft where the hero mage remained lean. Gold chains crossed his cream robes, and a silver bell hung beside the master key.

Control bell located.

Veyr studied Lady Samira first, then let his gaze linger on Chad.

Veyr said, “Your carrier is remarkable.”

Zafira said his face had no place in the deal. Veyr said all things bore a price in his market.

She replied, “Then you misunderstand claims and trade,” but Veyr said he knew both better than any man alive.

He reached for the Crown, and Zafira shut the case against his fingers. Assessment came before contact.

His smile thinned while the other hand hovered near the bell.

He could use Red Grip now and hurl Veyr close enough for Zafira to cut the belt. Ione had not opened the core, and Elka had not opened the pens.

Chad made himself wait.

Veyr withdrew his hand and promised his assessor would join them. Zafira demanded an opening valuation first.

He named enough coin to buy a Qasiran estate. Their party held less than one part in a hundred, and the relic could fund years on the road if sold where people were not stock.

Lady Samira laughed at the offer.

Lady Samira said, “You mistake me for a pilgrim with a lucky chest.”

Veyr called it a one-use relic. Zafira called it one chance to clear a crown title, bloodline curse, or god's geas. Its rare use was the whole point.

He looked toward the auction floor. “You brought it to a slave market.”

She replied, “I brought it to the only broker vain enough to believe he could price freedom.”

The guards shifted. Lady Samira did not.

Their deal talk bought time while Elka moved beneath the private pens and Ione copied the second lock. Veyr doubled his bid, and Zafira asked for his closed ledgers, the west buyer roll, and three owed favors.

His own claim that all things had a price trapped him into the deal.

Veyr asked why she wanted the west roll. Zafira named a masked rival who owed her coin, but he studied the memory veil and guessed she was not from the west.

Cover integrity: 73%

She drew off one glove and showed the false signet scar made inside the House. “And you're not your brother. We both trade on handy lies.”

Veyr's suspicion turned toward Breck.

Cover integrity: 81%

Below them, Elka signaled that she had reached the private cells. Ione sent word that the second lock was copied.

The long deal talk had earned its true price when Sennik entered the box and shut the door.

He claimed to know both the relic and its carrier, his scarred gaze fixed on Chad. Zafira dared him without giving up the cover.

Sennik spoke Chad's name like an activation word.

The free contract did nothing, the dead collar mark stayed quiet, and Chad looked to Zafira like a servant who waited for his boss to weigh an insult.

Cover integrity: 62%

Sennik opened his scarred hand. “He stabbed me in Qasira.”

Chad finally looked at him. “Then your standards are lower than your level.”

The voice gave away more than his face. Sennik's smile proved he knew him.

Zafira did not waste one more lie. She slid toward Veyr's belt as four ready states pulsed through Party Link.

Elka had Lysa's gate, Ione had two locks, Chad held Sennik's attention, and Zafira had the opening.

Veyr reached for his bell.

Her hooked knife cut the belt while Chad used Red Grip. The broker flew forward with a surprised scream, and Zafira caught both bell and key as they fell.

Control bell: Complete
Master key: Acquired

Market alarms began as Elka's signal flashed green.

Pen exit one: Open.

From below, Ione answered in copper.

Core outer lock one: Broken.

Their positions held. Cover did not.

Sennik had named Chad, Veyr had seen the Crown, and each stolen badge was burned. The raid had one way left.

That way ran straight through. Chad let the red scarf fall, drew his spear, and said, “Now we break the market.”


Chapter 20

Boss Has Adds

Zafira rang Veyr's bell backward, and its silver note rolled across the Chain Market, stopping each guard for one stolen heartbeat.

CONTROL ORDER INVALID

Khar deployment delayed: 6 seconds

She said, “Useful.”

Veyr lay sprawled across the relic table with Chad's bloodstone buckler against his throat; when ordered to call off the guards, the broker smiled and asked whether Chad believed a bell controlled men.

Twelve guards drew weapons, but Sennik did not; he leaned against the closed gallery door and watched as if the raid belonged to someone else.

Chad offered him the atlas in exchange for help breaking the core; Sennik still wanted it, but his objective was the soul reservoir and the market remained incidental.

Chad asked, “Eight hundred people are incidental?” Sennik answered, “To ascension? Yes.”

A blue gate opened behind him. Sennik invited Chad to bring the atlas north after he tired of playing savior, then stepped backward.

He used Red Grip, and red force caught the scout's injured hand before the gate closed.

Presence 16 + Force 4 versus target stability.
Target bonus: Severe level difference.

Contest failed.

Sennik moved only half a pace, but the interruption tore one gray sleeve and dropped a thin black document; then he vanished with the gate.

Chad kicked the page beneath the relic table; Zafira saw the motion, stepped backward over it, and folded the document into her boot with heel and sole.

Strategic item secured: Crowned Four route fragment.

Veyr crawled toward the private stair until Chad hooked his cream robe with the spear, and the broker reached for a seal ring instead.

Zafira stamped on his wrist. A man wearing twelve gold chains, she reasoned, rarely stopped at one contingency.

Two rings and a flat copper token came out of his cuff. The token carried a black skull.

MARKET DENIAL ORDER

On activation: Destroy ownership evidence; close captive exits; execute unvalued inventory.

Veyr proudly defined unvalued inventory as anyone unlikely to sell. Zafira sealed the token inside the Crown case, where its title-breaking field suppressed the command.

One contingency remained, probably a second bell, but the gallery guards attacked before they could search further. Zafira severed the first man's sword belt while Chad marked him, blocked an elbow, and drove the spear butt into his stomach as two more entered from the right.

Party Link showed Ione working on the second core lock and Elka facing a guarded pen exit. One hundred sixty-nine people remained below, including twenty-two minors, and enemies were converging on both women.

Elka sent compact threat counts: four Seal Hands at the second exit, two ordinary guards, and one handler using Lysa as a shield. She rejected the direct shot because its line crossed Lysa's shoulder, then climbed a feed chute while the exit remained closed.

Her Health fell when a guard caught her on the ledge, but fourteen seconds later, the handler's threat vanished.

Lysa mobile.
Handler disabled.
Exit remains closed.

Ione's second lock had begun comparing her false Registry badge against a live body pattern. She could withdraw or burn the credential into the mechanism, revealing stolen access inside the market.

He answered first and told her to burn it. Zafira invoked ritual authority before his order became a decision.

Ione chose for herself, and the badge burned, making their infiltration impossible to repeat through the same checkpoints.

CORE LOCK TWO: IN PROGRESS

He acknowledged her choice. Then he faced the problem of holding one gallery while guards converged across the entire market.

Four party slots could not cover the market unless each guard came to him.

He kicked open the gallery doors and stepped onto the auction balcony. Presence carried his voice across the amphitheater when he announced that Veyr Tolland was losing his market.

Buyers looked up, handlers stopped, and guards on each ramp turned toward the stunning young woman in red armor holding Veyr's master key.

“If you want your pay, records, or balls intact, come get it.”

Zafira blinked. “The records would have sufficed.”

He called it broad appeal.

Thirty-six threat icons appeared.

PUBLIC CHALLENGE

Presence contest succeeded against Market Guard formation.
Threat concentrated: 31/36

He considered the adds handled until three buyers with combat classes joined the fight. A jeweled woman drew a dueling wand, a silk merchant activated Stone Skin, and the third buyer opened an inventory panel full of capture nets.

Zafira called them unintended adds. Chad considered them self-selected.

On the nearest platform, Nara kicked a handler behind the knee and caught his keys before they struck the floor. One quarry worker seized the fallen club.

Captives were not passive objectives. Some could fight or guide, while others were wounded, terrified, or shielding children and needed an exit more than a weapon.

He opened a public protection link.

MARKET ESCAPE ROUTE

Safe-direction pings available to uncollared noncombatants.
Source: Bloodguard Party.

Ione attached the first open pen ramp from below, Elka marked a covered route behind the platforms, and Zafira added the western arch once its guards abandoned position.

Blue arrows appeared for anyone free enough to choose them. Nara saw one and began leading people west.

The jeweled buyer aimed her wand at the escaping line.

Red Grip pulled her from the balcony into a spice display. Chad revoked her civilian-targeting privileges.

The stone-skinned merchant charged next, but Zafira hooked his ankle and redirected him into the net buyer. Both collapsed beneath enchanted cord meant for captives.

She said, “Efficient,” and Chad named it player-versus-wallet combat.

Real guards reached the stair and launched a bolt volley. Zafira dragged Chad back before the rail became a red pincushion, then demanded the rest of his threat plan.

His remaining threat plan was to run in a circle.

She called it elegant while they retreated down the private stair. Chad ordered her to keep delaying Khar, although the backward bell note would weaken each time.

They entered the market yard among auction platforms, fleeing buyers, and guards pressing inward from the road arches. Captives crouched behind displays, destroying clean sight lines.

Chad marked the first armored Seal Hand and used Take It. “Bring your friends.”

The man obliged, and Chad moved laterally rather than allowing a surround, striking wrists, knees, buckles, and weapon hands while Blood Mark restored small, steady amounts. Zafira stayed outside his threat cone and disabled each flanker.

The fight formed lanes around them. Freed quarry workers held the western route with captured clubs, Nara guided noncombatants behind overturned platforms, and two surrendered guards began opening collar chains after seeing Veyr's denial order.

Most market workers did not change sides, but enough believed the evidence in front of them; a Seal Hand painted a red square beneath Chad.

CONTAINMENT BOX

Crossing the boundary applies 12 Resistance Charge.

Without a collar, the script searched for ownership and found the orphaned shell record Sennik had broadcast. Phantom Authority began rebuilding around Chad's ankles.

Ione could break it, but she was two floors away. Zafira threw the stolen master key through the red line, causing the box to recognize owner-level access and pause.

He stepped across before it recovered.

She kicked the key up, and he caught it without losing his attack rhythm. The motion exposed Zafira's side to a mace, dropping her Health below half.

Shared Pulse triggered under her standing condition. Protection arrived before the follow-up, letting her trap the mace with one hooked knife and sever its wrist strap with the other.

They exchanged compliments and separated again, each carrying the tool the other had made useful.

An axe opened Chad's shoulder and a bolt struck his armor. Pain Dividend filled before discharging through his next spear thrust, while Overflow pushed thin red shields toward Elka and Ione through layers of stone.

Elka's Health dropped beneath half.

Standing consent triggered Shared Pulse, and Chad sent thirty through the floor.

PEN EXIT TWO: OPEN

Her reply contained one word: show-off.

Veyr reached the platform above the yard with the recovered Crown against his chest. He ordered the guards to take Chad alive, changing their blades into nets, hook poles, and containment script.

He said, “Boss has adds.”

Zafira pointed out that he had made himself the boss, which finally sounded like someone understood his build.

A weighted net opened above him. Zafira cut one corner while Chad caught the loose edge on his spear. They dropped it over two guards before Red Grip pulled a third into the knot.

The skill won because the man was already off balance, and Force four still counted until the market floor shook beneath them.

Khar emerged from the central ramp wearing more chains than Orun and no mask. Control script had been carved directly into his broad gray face, and a stone maul rested across one shoulder. Red lines stretched behind him toward each captive pen.

KHAR

Level 14 Ironback Ogre
Health: 6,400/6,400
Linked captive Health pools: 169

His eyes moved independently of the commands. He saw Veyr, the open route, former captives holding market weapons, and finally Chad's Bloodguard mark.

Khar touched two fingers against his chest before the script seized his arm, giving the sign for *name*. Orun's warning had reached him.

Chad answered with the same sign. Red chains tightened, and Khar's fist closed around the maul until blood escaped his palm.

Bound did not mean willing. Dangerous did not mean enemy, regardless of a red Health bar.

He sent a temporary rescue-link request. Authority prevented Khar from accepting, but the request remained pending rather than declining.

Chad called, “Hold it. We'll get to you.”

Veyr laughed from above. “Khar understands nothing unless I allow it.”

The ogre's eyes remained on Chad.

He replied, “Excellent contextual awareness, then.”

Veyr held up the Crown and commanded Khar to kill each intruder except the blonde. Zafira rang the stolen bell backward.

The ogre froze for six seconds, but a second backward ring bought only four as diminishing returns set in.

Ione's status flashed from below.

CORE LOCK TWO: BROKEN
Time to core access: 3 minutes

Khar raised the maul, and Chad marked him. The System supplied the cost of striking.

WARNING

Direct damage transfers 20% to linked captives.
Blood Mark healing cannot reverse transferred damage.

He lowered his spear and used Take It instead. Veyr answered by ringing a second bell hidden inside his robe, resetting threat toward Zafira.

Of course the market boss had carried a phase-two item.

Red Grip could not move a thousand-pound ogre. Its injured-party bonus still jerked Khar's lead shoulder enough to ruin the maul swing. Zafira rolled beneath it, and Chad stepped into her place without attacking.

The next blow shattered his buckler and numbed one arm while stealing fifty-eight Health. Chad renewed Take It after the reset ended.

He told Khar, “That's right. Pound me instead.”

Half the market heard.

Veyr stared, Zafira covered her mouth while running, and Khar obeyed.

The second impact drove Chad to one knee. Without damage, Blood Mark returned nothing, leaving a brutal projection.

Current Health: 104/220
Enemy average hit: 51
Blood Mark healing: 0
Estimated time to defeat: 5.2 seconds

The estimate assumed he stood still.

He moved beneath Khar's reach rather than away, pressing close to the ogre's leg while the descending maul cratered empty stone. He rolled behind an auction platform, climbed its broken brace, and vaulted a low sweep.

Finesse carried him. Force contributed moral support.

He landed badly, lost eight Health, and kept running while the projection shifted with each position. It was not prophecy, only the System admitting what happened if he stopped solving the fight.

Two guards still threatened the western exit. Chad marked one and drove his spear into the man's thigh, earning six Health without touching Khar.

The healing bought part of one more strike. Red Grip pulled the wounded guard across Khar's approach, and Chad shoved the man clear before the maul landed. The obstacle forced Khar to change his feet, creating one more heartbeat for Zafira to disable the guard.

Ione remained three minutes from the final lock while Chad had seconds. When he sent the numbers, she told him to improve.

No panic and no lie. She trusted him to solve his role while she solved hers.

Khar followed him into the yard, slowing whenever a civilian crossed his forced angle. He was resisting, and Chad converted each half breath into distance until the survival estimate reached nineteen seconds.

The improved estimate remained impossible as the maul rose again and chains rattled behind Chad.

Orun entered the market yard and seized Khar's arm before the strike fell. Red commands burned across his body, yet he screamed through the bronze mask and held on.

Khar looked at him while Orun touched his own chest, then Khar's: names, not property and not Health bars. The maul lowered one inch.

Veyr rang his hidden bell, and both ogres roared as each linked Health line turned red.

BOUND OGRE ENRAGE

Damage to Khar or Orun transfers across all linked captives.

Veyr retreated toward the core ramp and promised each captive would die if he lost the market. His threat produced no panic in the people nearest him.

Nara raised the suppressed denial token inside the Crown case. “He planned that before you arrived. This was always the final price.”

Her words moved through the yard faster than the bell. Freed people stopped hearing Veyr's threat as a reason to yield. They heard it as the next chain to break.

Ione sent one command across the public route.

DO NOT DAMAGE LINKED BODIES.
DESTROY CONTROL TOOLS.

Freed workers changed targets. Clubs shattered slates, arrows struck bell hands, and former clerks tore control script from the walls.

Veyr had activated his hostage phase after the hostages learned the interface.


Chapter 21

Do Not Hit the Health Bar

Chad put his spear away because Khar and Orun stood in the market yard with red chains tying their Health to one hundred sixty-nine prisoners. Any guard's blade, stray arrow, or failed spell could now kill someone in the pens.

Chad called, “No one hits either ogre, no matter what.”

Nara heard him from the nearest platform and passed the order toward the ramps. Captives repeated it until Elka answered from below.

UNDERSTOOD — DO NOT STRIKE KHAR OR ORUN.

Zafira ran after Veyr, but Chad caught her wrist and called for the bell before the broker. He wanted them to chase him away from Khar.

Veyr reached the core ramp, turned, and rang the hidden bell. Khar swung at Orun, and Chad stepped between them.

The maul stopped one foot from his chest and shook in the ogre's hands as veins rose around the script cut into his face. Orun let go of Khar's arm and backed away rather than fight him.

Chad used Khar's name and told him he did not have to strike.

The ogre's eyes found him.

One more bell note drove the maul on. Chad caught its shaft on his ruined buckler, turned with the force instead of fighting it, and led the stone head into dirt.

Damage to Khar: 0 | Damage to Chad: 52 | Pain Dividend: Full

Stored force meant nothing without a safe target, so Chad said, “I need a foe I can hit without killing a prisoner.”

Zafira pointed toward a Seal Hand rebuilding commands from a bronze slate. Chad marked the guard across the yard, and Red Grip dragged him three paces into spear range.

The man's Health became fuel. Blood Mark gave back what Khar had taken, Zafira's strikes added more, and Overflow shielded both ogres without changing their Health.

Khar's next forced blow struck the red shield around Orun, and no prisoner's line flashed.

Ione sent the result from below.

Shields do not transfer damage | Core lock three broken | Rewrite started: 0/9 minutes

The answer became clear: Chad did not need to hurt Khar; he needed adds. That plan made a new problem when guards saw he was using them as heal fuel and gave up. One marked soldier dropped his sword after two thrusts, turned neutral, and cleared Blood Mark. A second threw down his slate before Zafira could bring him close, while a third hid behind Khar.

Elka called that change good for them and bad for Chad's build.

Inside the core, Ione found a foe's pulse under three layers of legal wards. She could expose the market seal as a target, but the work would take five minutes.

Until then, they bought time through smart spots and clean movement.

He marked each guard who still fought, struck once, and let Khar's maul break empty stands. Freed workers took away foes who gave up instead of killing them, while Zafira led the flow with plain signs: drop weapons, show hands, move west.

Each surrender took away both a source of healing and a threat to the crowd, so Chad took the fair trade.

His Health fell while Elka shot the marked guard's armor instead of flesh. Each hit earned one point of group healing at a time. Ione set inner wards that Khar's control seal could not eat. Zafira cut each seen command thread between Veyr's bell and the ogres.

The party's damage fell apart while its control grew much stronger.

Two minutes passed with no loss of prisoner Health. At three, Orun took a forced blow on his chains rather than his body and bent the links. At four, Chad ran out of hostile guards within spear reach.

His mark list found one buyer who dragged a collared woman toward the east arch. Red Grip pulled the man nine feet back and freed his prisoner. Chad struck the jeweled coat until the man gave up and turned neutral.

Sixteen Health came back, and Chad called it the worst sustain phase he had ever played.

Ione told him that no one had died, which made it the best sustain phase instead.

He asked Zafira to bring him more guards, and her question about how many came with an amber smile.

He answered, “Bring me all of them at once, if you can.”

This time he knew how the words sounded before he spoke, and he said them anyway.

Zafira laughed as she slipped back into the burning market.

Elka came from the pen ramp with six freed adult archers who carried seized bows. She set them along the sale stands and limited their shots to Seal Hands, legs, and writing arms.

Arrows fell, and each hurt guard gave Chad one more Blood Mark target. He drained each one until they gave up, then moved the mark. Stolen Health became shields for Khar, Orun, and hurt allies.

Veyr rang faster as Khar attacked Chad, Orun attacked Khar, and both fought the commands inside their bodies. Chad redirected the maul, used Red Grip to spoil Orun's charge, and placed himself wherever a forced blow would otherwise land.

His Health swung from two hundred twenty to forty and back. Below sixty, Party Link blocked a Shared Pulse gift that would drop him to zero. At one hundred twenty, he sent twenty to Elka after seal script burned her shoulder. When full, Overflow spread the next drain across the ogres, Zafira, and the worst-hurt freed archer.

The class did not choose who deserved Health. Chad did that through consent and clear need, not some moral rank.

Nara Tem took the public shield link and split the crowd into groups of ten. Each group moved only after the one ahead reached the west arch, which kept panic from sealing the route.

Elka's archers used all their found arrows, while the Duststring quiver made them far too slowly for this fight. She built a fetch chain instead. Children took missed shafts from safe halls, adults bore them forward, and no one entered the yard.

Without lifting her hands from the core, Ione sent three target groups. Break red slates, keep copper keys, and guard white soul marks without a touch.

Freed prisoners passed the words on, and Zafira turned them into clear signs made from strips of cloth.

The wild market built a shared field screen without any help from the System.

His party had not brought enough damage to beat thirty-six guards, two ogres, and a Level Thirty hero. They had brought roles that free people could choose to join.

The engine held, and at five minutes Ione broke the soul well's first control layer and made the red chains flash.

Veyr saw the change and left the ramp for the core, but Zafira cut him off at the door.

The broker knew Rashad's former voice and priced her aloud at six hundred crescents. Zafira fixed her trade to court interpreter and said Rashad had been cheated.

Veyr stabbed with the master key, but one hook knife caught his wrist while the other cut the hidden bell chain. The bell struck the floor between them. Both reached for it, and Sennik's knife got there first.

A blue gate opened, the scout stepped through, and one ring of the stolen bell turned Khar toward Ione. Chad told Sennik that he had called the market a side issue.

Sennik said, “It is,” and tossed the bell down the core ramp. “So are you.”

He opened one more gate with a black atlas page. The page Chad had torn from him was just a fake; Sennik wanted the soul well map while Ione laid it bare.

Elka fired, but Level Thirty speed caught the arrow in flight. Sennik smiled at her and vanished through his gate.

Chad could not follow without leaving Khar, so he warned Ione that the hero was coming. Her reply had the calm of someone who labeled a vial.

She had acid.

Khar charged down the ramp after the bell. Take It failed against the control order, Red Grip failed against his mass, and Orun threw himself around the ogre's legs.

Both ogres crashed down, and the blow cracked the market floor without dealing direct attack damage.

He ran over their backs and entered the core chamber.

Copper lines covered the round walls. Ione stood at the center with both hands sunk in a red pillar of light, ringed by eight hundred twelve white soul marks. Sennik came from the far side.

He ordered her away, but Ione called the engine a slave ledger with delusions and refused to move.

Sennik drew his short sword.

Chad reached the chamber as the blade fell. Red Grip could not pull the scout through a thirty-level gap, but it bent his sword arm by one inch.

The edge missed Ione's throat and cut her shoulder, which dropped her below half Health. A request for forty appeared under her request-only rule.

She took the gift; Shared Pulse became a red shield around her hands, which stayed inside the core.

Sennik turned toward Chad. “You cannot beat me.”

He replied, “I don't need to beat you.” Sennik said he always claimed that before he tried, and Chad answered, “I'm learning.”

Instead of striking the scout, Chad marked a Seal Hand who came down behind him and pulled the guard close. Blood Mark took back the Health sent to Ione, and Overflow made her shield strong.

Sennik struck twice. One cut opened Chad's thigh, one more found the gap beneath his arm, and sixty Health became Resolve.

He still refused to make the scout his target, so Sennik changed paths and drove one shoulder into Chad's chest to move him from Ione. The spear butt held on the floor for half a heartbeat before Sennik cut its shaft in two.

Formation weakness: Ione exposed left.

Red Grip caught the marked Seal Hand behind Sennik and threw him forward. Chad seized the man's armor, turned, and used his rush as a moving shield.

The scout stopped his sword before it pierced an ally, then blamed Chad for using people as shields. Chad answered, “You're the one who stopped.”

He let the guard go toward the ramp, where Zafira took his arms and sent him west. On Sennik's next strike, the buckler ruled where the blade came out. Red scale split, Pain Dividend filled, and the stored force went into one more marked guard.

Twelve Health came back and gave Ione five more shield through Overflow. Sennik saw the loop and stopped striking Chad.

Three small gates opened around the room. They showed Elka on the high rail, Zafira beside Veyr, and Nara guiding prisoners. One nocked arrow could strike through any gate.

Chad could not cover three places with one body. Party Link could.

He sent threat pings instead of orders. Elka dropped below the rail, Zafira moved Veyr between herself and the gate, and Nara took her group behind stone.

All three women solved their own defense without waiting for him.

Sennik kept the arrow nocked. “You think they need you.”

Chad replied, “No. That's your problem.”

The gate frame refused Blood Mark as neutral, so Chad struck its copper hinge instead. Finesse found the small pin, broke one gate, and shook the other two.

He dealt no harm to Sennik and still moved the goal ahead, so scorn left the scout's face and cold thought took its place.

When Sennik asked why Chad would not fight him, Chad called him a cheap distraction. The jab worked and drew the scout's full focus while Ione reached the second control layer.

Rewrite progress: 5/9 minutes | Soul records held intact: 812

Zafira came in with Veyr's knife at her back. Elka followed on the high rail with an arrow drawn, but neither woman had a safe shot.

The broker held out one empty hand, and his bell flew from the ramp into it. One ring pulled each prisoner's line tight.

Veyr ordered, “Crush the core.”

The order entered Khar through each carved line. Orun held one leg and Chad taunted from below, but neither could beat master Authority while Veyr held the bell and the core named him owner.

Ione kept both hands in the red column. “Do not break contact.”

He had not planned to tell her else, and she said the command was meant for herself.

Soul force now struck her Focus instead of Health. Hundreds of white shapes shone in her violet-brown eyes. Each bore a name, death, and slave path she had to split without tearing the person tied to it.

Elka's shot at Veyr's bell hand had a sixty-four-percent chance, but its miss line ran through his wrist and Zafira's lung. Zafira refused the shot under her charter rights.

Chad sought a safe target that could pay for Khar's next blow. No hostile guards stood in range, Sennik moved too fast by the soul route, Veyr hid behind Zafira, and both ogres were tied to prisoners.

The vast core pulsed like a red heart beneath the floor.

Each bell note entered as red light, then came out through the command scars on Khar's face. Each prisoner's act of defiance drew Health through the same lines.

Chad asked if Authority was alive. Ione said no, but proved the seal stored stolen life as force for its laws.

Blood Mark did not care about law; it cared only about blood.

He stared at the red chains until their false light fell away and showed warmth stolen from hundreds of bodies, then shaped into orders.

It was the same raw life his class was built to steal back.

Khar raised his maul over Ione and the bound soul well, while Chad chose one bright chain as his target.

BLOOD MARK TARGET INVALID | Target class: Ownership seal
Hidden condition: Seal consumes bound vitality | Blood-bearing hostile structure recognized
Override available: Mark the full ownership network as one hostile target

He accepted.

Blood Mark left the guard and caught the slave network. Party Link changed with it. Elka saw safe joints, and Zafira saw command paths between bell and ogres. Ione saw hostile status spread across the frame she had spent nine minutes pulling apart.

For the first time, all four roles aimed at one foe without aiming at one body.

Red weak points shone across collar stands, writ boards, and control slates for all on the public escape path. Nara sent two mine workers away from a guard who had given up and toward the nearest joint, where they broke script instead of a man.

Three live collars opened, and the same act swept through the market.

He had granted no combat skill; he had shown them the right target.

Veyr rang his bell until the metal split, and each harsh note bound fewer people than the last.


Chapter 22

The Red Ledger

The ownership network had Health—not as a metaphor or durability score, but as one red bar stretching across the core chamber.

REGIONAL OWNERSHIP SEAL

Level 12 Hostile Structure
Health: 9,600/9,600
Bound vitality reserve: 812 souls
Living control links: 169

Blood Mark Rank 2 attached.

Khar's maul fell as Chad drove his spear into a red chain; the black blade passed through light and struck something like muscle beneath water.

Damage: 31
Blood Mark healing: 8

The command stuttered, letting Khar turn the maul into the copper floor beside Ione; Veyr rang again, but Chad attacked faster while her rewrite exposed more of the hostile structure.

Elka shot seal junctions along the walls, Zafira blocked Veyr from the core dais, and party contribution returned Health through Blood Mark. Overflow settled across Ione's shoulders.

Chad said, “It can bleed,” and his spear split the chain.

Hub severed: Qasira Palace
Captive records orphaned: 43
Experience gained: 180

Forty-three distant collar marks went dark.

Above them, Nara tore copper from one more captive's throat as the market erupted. People overturned platforms, freed archers targeted weapon hands, and buyers fled through the road arches while sellers protected ledgers instead of lives.

Veyr ordered the guards to stop Chad, and Sennik attacked at full speed.

Chad could not match a Level Thirty scout, so he placed the buckler over the seal chain and let Sennik's blade hit it. Pain Dividend stored the force, and Chad released it into the actual boss.

Damage to hostile structure: 74
Blood Mark healing: 19

He told him, “You're helping.”

The scout's face tightened before he shifted toward Ione. Red Grip bent him one inch, Shared Pulse shielded her, and Elka's arrow forced a defense while Zafira cut the blue gate token from his belt.

For three seconds, Sennik had to solve all four of them while Ione reached seven minutes and warned that two layers remained. Chad severed the next hub.

NORTH ROAD disconnected.
Debt warrants nullified: 118
Experience gained: 220

Level increased: 6 → 7
Attribute Points gained: 2

The level refill struck during Sennik's attack as a sword entered Chad's side and Health snapped to maximum around the steel.

He trapped the blade beneath one arm. “My turn.”

Rather than stab Sennik, Chad discharged each point of Pain Dividend into one more red line.

SOUTH GULLY disconnected.
Fugitive claims nullified: 77

Bounty locations vanished from the atlas until only the Chain Market remained; the broken hub also removed Sennik's emergency claim on Chad's dead collar record.

FIELD CLAIM REVOKED

Sennik Dorr no longer qualifies as a registered pursuer.
Pursuer damage reduction removed.

For the first time, Chad could damage him normally. The System highlighted Sennik one pace away, second sword drawn, with Zafira's scar across his hand aligned behind Chad's spear point.

A predicted critical offered sixty-eight damage, but Chad kept Blood Mark on the network and let the opening pass.

Sennik understood the refusal and asked if he was afraid; Chad called it prioritizing the boss, which the scout took as an insult because he considered himself the boss.

Chad replied, “You're a miniboss with good mobility,” and Sennik attacked harder.

The core pillar absorbed his next cut while Elka's arrows threaded gaps in the copper lines; Zafira threw Veyr's first bell across the room, and Sennik caught it expecting control.

It rang backward inside his hand. Khar's next command stalled while Orun broke a chain. Zafira told the scout that he had taken the wrong loot.

Sennik crushed the bell before opening a gate toward her. Red Grip could not move him, but it could move the loose copper plate beneath his lead boot.

Chad tore the panel sideways. The scout lost traction, and Zafira's knife crossed his cheek for the second time.

The cut was not enough to win, but it kept him solving them; he spent the two Level Seven points during combat, assigning one to Endurance and the other to Focus.

Endurance: 11 → 12
Focus: 9 → 10
Maximum Health: 220 → 230
Blood Mark stability improved.

The core defended itself by climbing Chad's spear in red script.

PROPERTY CANNOT DAMAGE OWNER AUTHORITY.

Property designation verified by regional law.

Phantom copper formed around his throat, yet Chad kept striking and denied the designation aloud.

Zafira pressed the Crown of Unassigned Names against the line. The relic dissolved between her hands.

One imposed title freed by willing surrender.

PROPERTY designation removed from Chad Baconizer.

The core lost one thousand Health, and Zafira called it an expensive entrance item. Chad called it worth the price, and she agreed.

Veyr reached the outer rail before Elka pinned his robe there with an arrow. Her order to drop the bell earned one more ring instead.

Above them, Khar attacked Orun. The smaller brute refused to defend, and the maul broke one chain before driving him into an auction platform.

Average living-captive Health loss: 6

Ione felt all one hundred sixty-nine injuries through the interface and told Chad to move faster.

He attacked with spear, buckler, and stored pain. Elka shifted her arrows toward the seal junctions. Zafira seized Veyr's wrist without exposing herself to the hidden knife under his sleeve.

Sennik opened a small blue gate above the reservoir, and his black atlas page began copying white soul marks. Ione could stop him only by releasing the rewrite.

Chad told her not to.

The Crowned Four could leave with information. Captives could not leave without her.

It was the correct plan, and Chad hated it.

The Salt Port hub pulsed beside Sennik's gate, carrying ship manifests, buyer codes, and thousands of export records. Chad struck its chain.

One blow exposed seven hundred names sold beyond the region, and a second revealed their buyers. A third released each route mark still attached to survivors.

SALT PORT disconnected.
Export claims nullified: 163
International buyer registry copied to public atlas: Complete.

Inside the exported records, one name flashed gold.

TOMAS KORRIN

Transferred through Salt Port six weeks ago.
Destination: Varos Frontier Labor Levy.
Current status: Active at last transfer.

Elka's next arrow went wide. The Duststring recalled it, and she caught the shaft before forcing her breath steady.

He sent that they had him. Elka corrected the claim—they had a trail.

Hope without certainty, applied even to family.

She resumed firing as Fen Bridge fell next, nullifying two hundred four caravan seizures, followed by Shrine Road. Ione's revoked license appeared inside the exported records. It bore a fraud stamp and the name of the official who forged it.

Religious forfeiture claims nullified: 96
Fraud evidence copied to public record stones.

Six hubs had fallen, leaving the Chain Market line thicker than all the others combined. Each commission, Correction charge, captive link, and soul valuation passed through its layered weak points.

Ione marked the only safe order.

1. Living collar commands
2. Bound-enforcer controls
3. Soul-reservoir ownership
4. Financial and criminal evidence mirror
5. Core destruction

Breaking the fifth before the first four would free no one, bury evidence, and leave active collars searching for a dead owner.

He followed her marks.

Rapid, shallow thrusts opened the living command layer while Elka destroyed each junction Ione selected. Zafira forced Veyr's master key against the evidence mirror, bending one finger until he released his grip.

The broker accused her of destroying lawful title.

“I'm correcting fraudulent records.”

“All title rests on force.”

“Then you should have built enough.”

The first layer broke, opening each living collar while leaving the physical bands in place. The second released Khar and Orun for one full breath between commands, and the third exposed eight hundred twelve white soul marks.

The fourth copied Veyr's private ledgers onto public boards above them.

Only then did Ione mark the core itself red.

Buyers running through the basin saw names, forged debts, payments, and soul values scrolling across each display. One surrendered guard found the address where Veyr held his wife as security for obedience, and Nara copied it before the hub failed.

A Registry clerk discovered that each promised pension payment had returned to the market as fees. He abandoned the account room and opened its evidence shutters.

Three buyers tried to tear their names from a public board, but Ione's mirror restored each line. Former captives guarded the copper frame without attacking.

When one buyer demanded privacy under contract, Zafira answered from beside Veyr. “Human ownership forfeits privacy.”

The appealed Seal Hand dropped his badge.

Across the basin, legal fiction lost power faster than the physical network. Authority required witnesses willing to perform belief, and those witnesses had begun to leave.

One more spear stroke turned one thousand false warrants gray. The System preserved underlying crimes and debts while removing ownership as their remedy.

That distinction mattered. Destroying a slave network did not require declaring everyone it captured innocent; it required refusing the claim that guilt made any person property.

Veyr's private business became public, and his smile vanished.

He claimed the party did not understand what protected the country. Zafira said men always made that claim when their accounts opened.

Veyr insisted the heroes needed the reservoir to stop something worse, but his eyes went to Sennik when she asked what.

The scout completed his copy and stepped through the gate. Veyr told them to ask his brother.

They had lost the black route page, but they still had the people, and at nine minutes Ione finished.

CORE REWRITE COMPLETE

Ownership flow reversed.
Bound vitality returning to source identities.

Eight hundred twelve white marks flew outward along seven hubs, and the regional seal convulsed. Chad's Blood Mark drained each exposed line at once.

Damage: 4,118
Blood Mark healing: 1,030
Overflow conversion capped by class tier.

Red light flooded the market. Each living captive received a shield, each collar opened, and both ogres lost their chains.

REGIONAL OWNERSHIP NETWORK DESTROYED

Captive records liberated: 981
Living captives freed: 169
Souls released from valuation reserve: 812

The soul marks did not vanish as numbers; they became people long enough to leave.

White figures filled the core chamber and each ramp, wearing quarry clothes, soldiers' coats, shrine robes, merchant aprons, or nothing beyond the shape memory gave them. Confusion passed first; relief followed when the last script fell away.

One woman found her living daughter above the rail. They could not touch, but they raised the same hand.

A dead caravaner gave Elka a name she promised to carry west. Three shrine souls gathered around Ione, and one who had taught beside her licensing master bowed before becoming light.

Zafira faced an old court clerk whose forged testimony had helped create her debt. He asked no forgiveness, only gave her the official's name.

Chad watched faces pass through the room.

The Crowned Four called them charges, Veyr called them reserve, and the System had called them eight hundred twelve. Each number held a final unfinished conversation.

None entered Chad's Bloodguard pool or became experience, because released meant released.

Ione's hands came free, and she nearly fell. Chad caught one elbow only after her medical-assist permission flashed, while Zafira steadied the other side.

Eight hundred eleven souls had departed. One anchor remained inside Khar's chest.

It belonged to a dead sealwright whose soul served as the failsafe's command intelligence. The market had enslaved even the mind operating its chains.

The mark turned black, and armor began climbing Khar's legs.

Experience gained: 1,400
Objective bonus: 600

Level increased: 7 → 8
Level increased: 8 → 9
Level increased: 9 → 10

The master seal burned out of Veyr's hand. Zafira took the broken bell and offered surrender while public boards recorded her terms.

He would receive treatment, answer to a council chosen by former captives, and leave each ledger public. No one once held there would be required to touch, feed, guard, or forgive him.

Veyr called it a slave council. Zafira corrected him to a free council.

When he predicted they would kill him, she admitted the possibility. He had spent years teaching them what law meant there, and she would promise a process better than his market without inventing safety she could not control.

Nara reached the rail with three quarry workers, none carrying raised weapons. Khar stood behind them, unchained and uncertain whether freedom permitted movement.

For one moment, surrender remained possible, and Chad held his position rather than turning the choice into a class contest. Elka aimed at the floor, Ione watched the dead core, and Veyr faced the people he had reduced to categories.

Then he drew a hidden blade and drove it toward Zafira's heart.

She had offered once.

Her hooked knife entered beneath his ribs.

Veyr fell against the dead core without celebration. Zafira withdrew the blade, closed his eyes, and suffered a cold shock debuff across Party Link.

Chad wanted to hold her. Khar's failsafe was already waking, Ione remained exposed, and Elka had an arrow trained on black armor above them.

There was no time to stop.

Zafira cleaned her knife against Veyr's robe with one hard motion. “I can continue.”

Chad asked her to confirm after checking hands, breath, and footing.

Zafira confirmed that she could continue.

The charter did not require emptiness; it required enough honesty to trust her current capacity. Chad accepted, moved beside Ione, and let Zafira take the opposite flank while Elka descended for a better angle.

Their formation rebuilt itself around grief without demanding that grief disappear, and Zafira said, “He chose,” before the floor shook.

Khar's Health emptied and returned in gold.

CONTROL BINDING REMOVED

True class restored: Gatebreaker
True level: 18

He stared at his free hands until the market's buried defense recognized an escaped guardian. Black armor rose from the core and wrapped his body.

DUNGEON FAILSAFE

Unbound guardian designated hostile.
Control source: Market failsafe crown.

TRUE BOSS PHASE
Health: 9,200/9,200
Captive damage link: Removed
Direct damage: Permitted

Khar roared as the armor seized his limbs, then raised the maul over the party.

Three level panels still covered half of Chad's vision. Unspent growth could save them, but blind choices could also ruin the build they had tested all week.

He said, “Three levels. I need ten seconds,” and Elka gave him two.

Zafira rang the dead bell for sound rather than control, drawing Khar's eyes toward a familiar note. Ione expanded a barrier beneath the maul, and Orun seized its handle with both hands.

Together, they bought four seconds while Chad scanned feature names rather than full descriptions. Last One Standing matched the exact crisis: three injured allies, one uncontrolled boss, and no safe retreat.

He selected it, then followed the build plan they had agreed on. Endurance came first, followed by the control and speed stats that kept Blood Mark working. Force received one point because Red Grip needed a floor beneath Presence.

Fast did not mean impulsive. Preparation made speed possible.

Red resistance closed around Chad as the maul fell.


Chapter 23

Party Wipe Denied

Three level gains struck Chad together; reward panels filled his vision while Khar's maul descended, and he selected Last One Standing without reading the alternatives.

LAST ONE STANDING

While protecting a linked party member below 50% Health, gain escalating physical and magical resistance. Stacks once per injured linked ally. Ends when no linked ally remains below 50% Health.

Feature unlocked at Level 8.

Six attribute points went into the build they had already tested: two Endurance, then one each in Presence, Finesse, Focus, and Force.

Force: 4 → 5
Finesse: 14 → 15
Endurance: 12 → 14
Focus: 10 → 11
Presence: 16 → 17

Maximum Health: 230 → 250

His Level Ten upgrade improved Overflow.

OVERFLOW RANK 2

Conversion: 40% → 55%
Distribution: Up to four valid linked targets
Temporary Health cap increased.

The maul hit before Chad could close the panels. His buckler boss shattered, and seventy-six Health disappeared.

Behind him, Zafira stood at thirty-one Health.

Last One Standing activated.
Resistance stacks: 1

The second impact dealt sixty-one, and Khar was Level Eighteen, trapped inside the market's black failsafe armor but finally disconnected from the captives. They could damage him now, although killing the man beneath the armor would betray the entire raid.

Ione identified the crown as the control source, with four anchors beneath its black plates: jaw, spine, and both temples. Elka shot the left temple, watched her arrow shatter, and reported, “Armored.”

He missed when that had counted as useful information.

Khar swept sideways, missed Chad, and continued toward Ione. Red Grip caught his hostile frame under its injured-party bonus; Force five could not move him, but the pull spoiled his shoulder line.

The maul passed in front of Ione and struck the dead core. She used the opening to paint acid across the jaw anchor.

Zafira climbed Khar's back, and the armor grew blades beneath her hands; Overflow absorbed the first cuts while her low Health preserved Chad's resistance stack.

Orun struck the failsafe plates with a broken chain, prompting the armor to drive a spike through his shoulder; Chad offered a temporary rescue link.

Orun accepted, and his Health fell beneath half.

Last One Standing stacks: 2

Chad sent forty Health, filling the wound around the spike with red protection long enough for Orun to tear free; Khar backhanded Zafira from his shoulders before the next transfer could arrive.

She flew toward the core wall, but Elka dropped her bow and caught her, taking enough impact to fall beneath half Health as well.

Last One Standing stacks: 3 — Maximum
Physical resistance increased: 36%
Control resistance increased: 36%

The feature changed more than armor values. Formation warnings slowed at the edge of Chad's sight, Khar's attack lines sharpened, and resistance gathered only while he occupied the path between a strike and an injured ally.

It did not reward him for becoming the final conscious person; it rewarded keeping everyone else conscious.

Elka reached her feet first. A potion would remove one resistance stack by taking her above half, so she asked whether Chad needed the stack more than she needed immediate recovery.

Ione requested ten seconds, and Elka consented to the delay. Her injury never became Chad's resource by default.

Zafira accepted twenty Health but remained below half. When she asked if she was still useful, Chad confirmed it.

She insisted, “Say it properly.”

Khar's maul rose.

Chad said, “I need you low while I take him from the front.”

Freed captives heard each word. Zafira smiled through pain and approved the tactical clarity.

Khar attacked. Chad caught the shaft instead of its stone head while Orun wrapped his broken chain around the handle. Together, the two tanks changed a killing arc into a narrow miss.

Ione painted a second acid stripe across the jaw anchor. Elka fired into that mark from three angles and recalled each failed arrow, while Zafira mapped the spine anchor during one more climb.

Each role created information for the next as black plates began growing over Ione's acid. Chad struck before they sealed, drained enough Health from the crown to trigger Overflow, and shielded Elka's delayed recovery.

Then Ione called time, and Elka drank her potion, rising above half and removing one stack. Chad felt the resistance weaken before Khar's next blow and adjusted rather than trusting the previous number.

The buckler turned the maul off-center, taking its edge against his thigh instead of his ribs; skills changed, party states changed, and a working build was not a script he could repeat without looking.

He stood under the following strike; it still hurt, but it did not move him. He said, “There we go.”

He stepped inside Khar's lifting arc and drove his spear pommel against the softened jaw anchor.

Damage to failsafe crown: 88
Damage to Khar: 4
Blood Mark healing: 1

The crown shared armor with Khar rather than Health, leaving Chad too little sustain if he marked the host. He switched Blood Mark to the failsafe structure.

BLOOD MARK OVERRIDE

Hostile control structure recognized.

One more strike returned twenty-two Health. Elka recovered her bow and shot the acid mark, Zafira reached the right temple from the maul handle, and party contribution spread Overflow toward Orun.

Ione called, “One,” as the jaw anchor broke.

The crown tightened around Khar's skull. He screamed and swung without aim while cracks spread across the core ceiling.

Three evacuation groups remained inside the danger radius. Nara's group carried patients from the clinic ramp, two quarry workers supporting each injured person. Twenty-two minors followed a covered passage with Lysa beside the youngest, while surrendered guards carried people they had helped imprison.

Chad sent a collapse warning. Nara redirected the clinic group west, Elka marked a faster path for the children, and Zafira shared Veyr's key pattern when a service door blocked the third group.

Estimated time to clear danger radius: 96 seconds.

Khar could collapse the chamber with one strike, while the empty pen yard had thick walls and no people. Moving the boss there would protect the victory they had already won, rather than merely provide a cleaner arena.

Elka picked the route despite Khar's thousand-pound mass. “Aggro him.”

Chad used Take It and shouted, “Khar. Big ugly armor. Follow me.”

The ogre found him through the black visor, and Chad ran.

He led Khar up the core ramp, through the lower pens, and into an empty stone yard while former captives cleared the route. Seal Hands dropped their weapons rather than stand between the ogre and the small blonde Bloodguard insulting him.

Two narrow gates crossed the route. Khar could not pass the second without turning sideways.

Elka reached it first and broke the lower hinge pin with a recalled arrow. Zafira forced one hooked knife into the weakened seam. Ione expanded a wedge barrier inside the crack.

The gate tore outward before Khar arrived, because no one stopped performing her role merely because Chad held threat.

The maul clipped the falling gate and turned toward surrendered guards. Chad used Red Grip directly against Khar's huge body. The skill could not pull the huge ogre at all. The failed contest reversed through Chad's locked arm and flung his lighter body toward the hostile target.

He collided with the maul shaft, lifting its head above the guards.

Skill adaptation recorded.
Potential Rank Two path: Immovable-target traversal.

Chad landed behind Khar and announced that he could finally throw himself at something huge. Elka said no one had doubted that talent.

Chad called, “Come pound the loud one.”

Nara began laughing somewhere above, and the sound spread through the market.

Khar swung. Chad blocked with the ruined buckler, and Last One Standing preserved his arm.

Elka reached a gallery above the yard, Ione took position below her, and Zafira stayed on the maul handle, climbing whenever Khar raised it. Orun struck only the left knee plate, keeping the ogre from turning toward anyone else.

Ione warned that the temple anchors needed to break together, because either one alone would transfer its load to the other. Elka took the left and Zafira the right.

He sent sixty Health to Ione on request. Her barrier rose across the yard like a silver ramp, and Khar's charge redirected his armored head downward.

Both anchors faced the party.

Ione called, “Now.”

Elka shot the left. Zafira drove both hooks into the right and pulled.

The anchors broke together, exploding black armor away from Khar's head.

Failsafe control reduced: 76%

Khar stopped his own maul one inch above Chad and forced a warning through clenched teeth. Back.

The crown compelled a point-blank strike. Chad refused to retreat, braced both hands against the shaft, and held it above his face.

Force five meant nothing against Khar. Endurance fourteen, two resistance stacks, and pure refusal purchased one second.

Then Endurance purchased one more.

He called, “Zafira, get behind him and yank it out.”

Each person in the yard heard.

She landed on Khar's shoulders and praised his sudden tactical clarity before locking both knives beneath the spine anchor. It was deep.

Chad told her to use both hands. Elka called for a harder pull, and Ione warned her not to stop when Khar screamed.

The former captives were laughing again. Chad suspected trauma had damaged the entire market.

Zafira tore the anchor free, and the crown died. Black armor fell from Khar in heavy sheets, the maul stopped, and Chad sat down in the dirt.

BOSS DEFEATED

Dungeon failsafe destroyed.
Host body preserved: Khar.
Captive casualties during boss phase: 0.

A white figure rose from the split crown: an old sealwright with copper stains on both hands. He looked at Khar, Orun, and the freed people filling the galleries before confessing that he had built the first collar.

Silence answered while he explained that Veyr had promised condemned people would labor instead of die, and then the definition of condemned expanded.

Zafira said, “It always expands.”

The sealwright had tried to shut the core, but Elka asked how many people came before that attempt. He offered no number because it was too many.

He faced Khar and admitted using the ogre's soul name inside the failsafe. No payment could answer that crime.

Khar closed one free hand around his maul and raised it, while no one supplied justice for him. Chad lowered his spear, and Orun stood beside Khar without restraint.

The maul destroyed the crown instead of the spirit, and black metal became dust.

The sealwright thanked him, but Khar pointed toward the freed captives. Them.

Names and evidence poured from the spirit's hands into the public boards: hidden graves, buyers, offices, routes, and account keys. He gave what remained useful before joining the other souls above the basin.

No System panel named Khar's choice mercy or converted it into reward, which was good.

Experience gained: 900
Protection objective bonus: 300

Level increased: 10 → 11
Attribute Points gained: 2

The market cheered, and the sound struck Chad harder than the refill.

He had imagined victory as a clean collapse with loot panels and universal understanding. The real yard held blood, broken stone, frightened children, surrendered enemies, and people cheering because none of the bodies beneath the armor had died.

Nara reached them first and reported many injuries but no deaths after the network broke. Ione closed her eyes; her Health remained above half while Focus had fallen to three.

He sent no Shared Pulse because Health could not replace Focus. He offered water and stood close without touching.

Elka confirmed all twenty-two minors through the public link, including Lysa with a shallow cut. Zafira checked that Veyr's ledgers still copied to the outer boards.

Each parallel objective had held.

Only then did Chad sit, and Khar knelt in front of him, exhausted rather than monstrous without the armor, before touching one fist to his chest. “Khar.” Chad mirrored the gesture and said, “Chad.” Khar answered, “Know.”

Orun removed the last broken chain from Khar's wrist.

Above them, Elka wrapped Zafira's leg while Ione descended the ramp, pale but upright. A red panel opened among all four party members.

PERMANENT PARTY LINK AVAILABLE

Requirements met:
- Temporary charter unanimously accepted.
- Each member protected one another at material cost.
- Each member retained freedom to depart.
- No Authority or ownership relation remains.
- Shared identity verification survived hostile pressure.

Benefits:
- Unlimited-distance basic status awareness.
- Formation and threat mapping.
- Shared quest synchronization.
- Voluntary Health-transfer channel.
- Party evolution eligibility.

Any member may end the Link after a seven-day safety transition. During transition, defensive benefits remain and no new quest obligations attach.

The Link grants no command, ownership, or romantic rights.
Leader may issue the offer when all members are conscious.

The transition prevented an enemy from forcing instant severance during combat, while privacy settings remained under individual control. Elka confirmed that Tomas's quest would stay private unless she shared it.

Each woman evaluated the offer for herself instead of waiting for Chad's interpretation.

He refused to press the button while everyone was bleeding. Zafira selected Accept, followed by Elka and Ione.

Three red confirmations surrounded him.

He said, “I didn't offer yet.”

Elka said he was going to. Ione called it their existing charter with better range, and Zafira extended one hand.

She added, “Unless you do not want us.”

He looked at the ruined market, two freed ogres, hundreds of open collars, and three women who had trusted him with their Health while refusing to let him carry the fight alone.

He issued the offer. “I want you.”

Zafira smiled and requested tactical context.

He accepted his own slot.

PERMANENT PARTY LINK FORMED

Members: 4/4

Three status bars settled into his awareness, steady as heartbeats.

No one belonged to him; they had chosen one another.

Khar watched the red links appear and asked whether they were chains. Chad showed him the clause allowing any member to leave.

He said, “Door.”

Khar read slowly, touched the termination line, and agreed. Orun sat beside him without a Link, free to choose later or never.

Around them, the former market began the harder work of deciding what freedom built next.


Chapter 24

Wrong Loadout, Right Party

The Chain Market took three days to stop burning, although Chad's party had started very few of the fires. Former captives destroyed auction platforms, branding rooms, and ownership records after Ione copied them, while leaving wells, food stores, stables, and sleeping halls intact.

By the second morning, the basin had become a refugee camp with better weapons than management.

Zafira supplied management by forming a council from former captives, surrendered clerks, caravan representatives, Khar, and Sera Vale when the one-eyed delver arrived with Mara's people. The group inventoried food, separated evidence from kindling, and guarded the roads against buyers returning with hired soldiers.

Elka organized scouts, sending Tomas Korrin's last transfer record to each outgoing road and each caravan heading toward Salt Port. Ione turned the assessor gallery into a clinic, treating collar burns and returning the final soul records to their owners, while Chad moved heavy things nearby. Anyone trapped through manufactured debt received a fraud certificate copied from the public ledgers.

Force five did not make him strong, and Khar made him look decorative by comparison. Endurance let Chad work without slowing, while the red armor convinced most people not to argue when he assigned captured weapons to the guarded pile.

His first task waited for him inside the old collar room.

Hundreds of open copper bands covered the whole floor. Some former captives wanted theirs melted, others kept them as proof, and one man planned to wear his from a belt until the clerk who signed it saw him free.

Chad almost ordered each collar destroyed, but the charter answered: freedom included choices he disliked.

The council built three tables labeled DESTROY, EVIDENCE, and RETURN TO OWNER; each former captive placed a collar in person or chose someone to carry it. Each unclaimed band became proof of a crime, not scrap.

He carried his own band to the first marked table.

Its copper still bore Jorad's road mark, Rashad's palace seal, and Sennik's locator; Ione had disabled those layers, Zafira had copied them, and Elka had watched Chad remove the band.

He raised the black-bladed spear over the old band.

Ione stopped him with an evidence tag held on one finger. The decision remained his, but the collar proved all three claims against him.

Destroying it would feel damn good, but keeping it could expose the network and defend Chad if a crown court called his shell a fraud.

He moved the collar to EVIDENCE. “After Halric's court sees it, I melt the bastard.” Ione logged his choice and said, “Recorded for the court.”

Zafira and Elka placed theirs beside it, while Ione kept her own for study. Their different reasons still led to the same table.

The council faced its first hard dispute before lunch; former Seal Hands asked for guard from swift revenge, and people they had collared wanted them cast from the basin. Khar stood between both groups, large enough to quiet each voice.

Chad did not decide; Zafira structured testimony while Nara represented those held inside the market and Mara represented road seizures. A surrendered clerk separated guards working beneath lethal family liens from bounty hunters who had purchased their licenses.

No one received innocence by category or guilt by uniform alone.

By sunset, twelve guards accepted supervised work rebuilding roads and turning pens into shelter. Seven voluntary bounty hunters remained confined for judgment, four clerks copied ledgers under watch, and three disputed cases stayed open because the evidence conflicted.

Chad called it a damn mess. Zafira rubbed ink from her hands and said justice among real people often was.

He said, “Boss fight had clearer phases,” and Zafira answered, “That is why tyrants prefer them.”

Perrin and Lysa returned with Sera on the second day. The siblings found Chad beside the ruined collar room, where Perrin hugged him by choice and Lysa offered a hand first.

Elka had told her that Chad carried Perrin; Chad corrected the story—he carried information, promised only to preserve Lysa's name, and let Elka do the looking.

Lysa thanked both of them before joining Nara's group. Her first requested assignment involved locating separated families, with Perrin serving as assistant despite his healing ankle.

Rescue did not end with finding people; it returned decisions. Chad had held the two Level Eleven attribute points until the boss crisis ended, and with time to review the build beside his party, he placed one into Finesse and one into Endurance.

Finesse: 15 → 16 | Endurance: 14 → 15 | Maximum Health: 250 → 260

On the third afternoon, the System concluded the raid.

REGIONAL LIBERATION QUEST COMPLETE

Ownership hubs destroyed: 7/7 | Living captives freed at Chain Market: 169
Bound souls released: 812 | Secondary prisoners released during approach: 24
Bound enforcers restored: 2 | Regional fraudulent claims exposed: 538

Experience gained: 1,000 | Level increased: 11 → 12
Attribute Points gained: 2 | Skill choice available: Bloodguard

He spent the new points on Finesse and Perception, completing the build target they had planned before entering the market.

Force: 5 | Finesse: 17 | Endurance: 15 | Perception: 11
Focus: 11 | Presence: 17 | Maximum Health: 270

The Level Twelve class feature improved their new Link.

PARTY LINK — ESTABLISHED

Health, status, threat, and formation flaws remain visible across unlimited distance.
Shared Pulse now crosses party formation | Emergency direction sense now active

Red Grip Rank Two, Shared Pulse Rank Two, and Last One Standing Rank Two appeared as skill choices. Chad selected the first.

RED GRIP RANK 2

Base range: 5 → 9 paces | Force deficit may be offset by target motion and threat imbalance.
Chad may now travel toward an immovable marked target.

He called it grappling-hook mode.

Elka looked up from a scout report and called it useful. Chad preferred that he could now throw himself at something huge.

Zafira passed with a stack of warrants. “You have always possessed that skill.”

The council divided Veyr's wealth. Coin taken from identifiable captives returned first, while unclaimed funds purchased transport, food, and water. Chad's party accepted one equal rescue share, a northern-route ledger, replacement supplies, and legal title to the gear already bound by the House of Refusal.

No one accepted ownership of Veyr's business.

Khar removed the final CHAIN MARKET sign with his maul. Freed workers sorted the seven-language letters by size, turning large blocks into the foundation of a record hall and smaller stones into a road toward the western arch.

Nara proposed a new name for the basin: Open Ledger. Nothing would be sold there, and everything would be remembered.

The council approved by vote.

CHAIN MARKET removed | OPEN LEDGER refuge recognized
Ownership services: None | Evidence archive: Active | Free caravan support: Provisional

No party member became ruler, and no rescue share included a throne. Under the dead core, Ione found the first Ascension-Key record: Cedran's black-gold Vessel Gate could move stored souls between linked wells, and the Crowned Four were traveling north to Varos, an abandoned shrine-city built over a frontier dungeon.

Sennik had copied the Soul Well's activation route, leaving them six weeks before the next convergence.

NEW QUEST: ASCENSION ENGINE

Components held by Crowned Four: 1/4 | Known destination: Soul Well of Varos
Estimated activation window: 42 days | Failure resolution remains active

Failure: memories of life as a man erased | Avatar Shell recategorized female for life
Forced marriage: Crown Prince Halric Ovest | Imperial pregnancy and heir requirement imposed

The cruel list felt smaller than it had on the Balcony—not weaker or harmless, merely smaller than the four names beside it.

He closed the panel and asked what waited for them north.

Elka wanted Salt Port first because Tomas's trail led there. Ione's licensing court waited along the northern Shrine Road, where the exposed fraud evidence might restore her credentials. Zafira needed to learn whether Halric was a client, a prisoner of his household, or merely incompetent before the chamberlain rebuilt the market connection.

North belonged to all four objectives, and before departure they updated the permanent charter. Public protection links needed privacy rules, Party Link evidence required consent before external release, and temporary rescue members deserved the same exit rights as the core party.

Ione proposed one more charter clause: no one chose the next goal after a major fight until they had slept once.

He objected that the timer was running, while she said it would keep running as they slept. Elka and Zafira both backed the new rest clause.

He lost the vote by a clean three to one.

The party slept, and nine hours later Chad woke with no penalty except better judgment. He called the result terrible governance over breakfast.

Zafira handed him bread and noted that he looked rested. Chad called it authoritarian bread until she reminded him that he had voted for majority rule.

He blamed Past Chad for making mistakes. Zafira reminded him that nine hours had passed, and he answered, “Young and reckless.”

All three women laughed at his doomed defense of Past Chad.

Rest cost time, but it kept Chad from starting a six-hundred-mile trek on three level gains and one hour of sleep. The Soul Well still lay within their reach after the rest.

They left at dawn while Khar and Orun stayed with the council until each former captive had transport. Sera promised messages west, and Mara supplied a mule that disliked Chad on sight.

He said, “Finally, a normal reaction,” and the animal bit his sleeve.

They followed the salt road for five days before the smoke vanished behind them. White flats became rolling grass crossed by blue streams, and each night Party Link placed four warm points around the fire.

No one wore a collar, and no one slept in armor unless they chose it.

The permanent Link changed the road in quiet ways. Elka could scout beyond sight without disappearing, Ione could stop beside a plant and share its value without shouting, and Zafira entered villages beneath a light disguise while everyone outside knew her Health remained steady.

Chad learned not to stare at their bars without need.

Privacy settings hid bathing, sleep, and elevated pulse unless someone marked distress. Detailed Health appeared only during combat or medical consent, while location could blur to a mile during personal time.

A strong interface did not become fair by default; clear settings and human restraint made it so.

On the fourth night, Elka blurred her position while checking a private trail sign connected to Tomas. She returned one hour later with red eyes and no explanation.

He did not ask; she sat beside him and rested her head against his shoulder, remaining quiet until she chose to speak. Tomas's mark was six weeks old and pointed north.

That was all she wished to say, and hope moved one trail sign north.

On the sixth evening, rain found them at an abandoned shepherd's shelter beside a spring. One stone room and a canvas lean-to offered more privacy than they had possessed since Qasira.

They ate bread, dried fruit, and goat cheese purchased with their own coin, then argued about watch. Chad trusted the Link to wake them if danger entered range, while Elka trusted habits more.

He assigned himself and Ione first watch, leaving Zafira and Elka inside. Zafira accepted too quickly, Elka turned pink, and Chad understood the implication after only three seconds—a personal record.

He said, “Right. We'll be outside, separate, and very focused on weather.”

Ione touched his elbow and said he did not need to flee.

He called it respect for their lanes and private choices.

Zafira asked Ione first whether privacy with Elka would feel comfortable. Ione was not ready to join them, but she did not object to their choosing each other.

Then Zafira turned and faced Chad in the rain.

Jealousy existed, and he could admit it without making the feeling into a command. Desire existed too, along with the knowledge that neither woman's bond with him required her to withhold love from someone else.

He told them, “I want both of you, and I also want you free, so have fun.”

Elka kissed one cheek and told him they adored him. Zafira kissed the other and called him a dumbass.

He and Ione took the lean-to while rain drummed over the canvas. She reviewed alchemy notes by barrier light, and he watched dark grass while making a determined effort not to hear through stone.

Party Link showed both women safe, then marked their pulses elevated.

He closed the detail and said, “That is what the privacy setting is for.”

Ione called that choice useful without looking up from her notes.

Half an hour later, the stone-room door opened one hand's width. Zafira appeared with loose curls, bare shoulders, and a blanket held securely around her.

She and Elka wanted Chad inside to watch, without touch unless someone asked. The invitation included a clear right to refuse.

Ione closed her notes and volunteered to keep watch. Chad asked whether Elka wanted him there, and Zafira made him ask her directly.

He entered the stone room only after she stepped aside.

Warm lamp light filled the small stone room. Elka sat beneath the blanket with red hair loose around her freckled shoulders, meeting his eyes without retreat.

“I want you here,” she said, “and I want you to see us choose this.”

He answered, “Then I am here because you both want me.”

He sat against the opposite wall with both hands on his knees.

Zafira returned to the bedroll, and Elka drew her close. Their first kiss carried no contest or proof, only time. Zafira cupped Elka's face. Elka caught one black curl around her finger and tugged until Zafira laughed against her mouth.

“Too much?” Elka asked, with her fingers still caught in Zafira's curls.

“Not even close,” Zafira said before she kissed her again.

The blanket slid to Elka's waist and bared her freckled breasts. Chad's borrowed body answered with a warm pull low in his belly, but he kept both hands on his knees because want did not change the rule.

Elka glanced at him, flushed, and held his gaze. “Do you still want to see?”

“Yeah, but only what you want me to see.” His voice came out rough.

Her smile lost its nerves. “That was the right answer.”

Zafira bent and kissed the slope of one breast. Elka's breath caught when a warm tongue traced her nipple. She threaded both hands into Zafira's curls, not forcing, only holding close. Zafira drew the nipple between her lips, sucked once, and paused.

“Do that again,” Elka said, pulling Zafira closer by the shoulders.

Zafira obeyed, and the second pull made Elka's back lift from the bedroll.

The scene was hotter for its plain choices: no one guessed, and no one bore a touch just to be polite. Zafira asked before her hand slipped beneath the blanket, and Elka opened her knees in answer.

His body responded in ways he could not control. Heat gathered between his thighs, sharp enough to make him shift against the wall. Those nerves belonged to anatomy he had never chosen, but discomfort did not erase desire or grant him any claim over the women in front of him.

Zafira looked toward him. “Are you still all right over there?”

He answered, “Very all right, and still following the rules.”

Her amber eyes stayed on him. “Are you still you?”

The question reached deeper than arousal.

“Still me,” he said, with no doubt in the words.

Elka squeezed Zafira's shoulder. “He is, so please keep going.”

Zafira laughed softly and drew the blanket aside. Elka lay bare from breast to thigh, lean and long-limbed, her pale skin warm in the lamp glow. Zafira stroked the red curls above her vulva, then let one finger glide down the wet seam.

Elka made a helpless sound and covered her mouth.

“No,” Zafira said with a smile. “I want to hear you.”

“You're so bossy,” Elka said, though her smile invited more.

“You like that about me,” Zafira said, circling once more.

Elka's grin turned bright and wicked. “Far more than I should.”

Zafira parted her with two fingers and touched her clitoris in one slow circle. Elka's hips rose at once. The next circle came firmer, then the third softened until Elka caught Zafira's wrist.

“Go slower, but keep that same pressure,” Elka told her.

Zafira listened and found the pace Elka asked for while her mouth returned to one hard nipple. Elka's thighs shook around Zafira's arm as she tried to stay quiet for three breaths, failed on the fourth, and laughed at herself through a moan.

“Please don't stop now,” Elka said through the next moan.

Zafira did not stop. She kept the slow rhythm on Elka's clitoris, watched her face, and changed nothing without a word. Pleasure built in clean waves across Elka's body until her toes curled against the bedroll and her belly went taut. When the climax took her, she pulled Zafira into a fierce kiss and cried into her mouth.

Zafira held her through each shudder, eased the touch before Elka had to ask, and kissed her freckled cheek until her breath slowed.

“Would you like to take your turn?” Zafira asked.

Elka rolled them with more eagerness than grace. “Only if you tell me just what you want.”

Zafira's smile went soft. “I want your mouth on me.”

Elka kissed her throat, breasts, and flat stomach on the way down. Zafira opened her legs without shame. Her bronze thighs framed dark curls and a wet vulva that shone when Elka settled between them.

Elka looked up from between her thighs. “Do you want me here?”

Zafira guided her with two fingers, spreading herself so the small peak of her clitoris showed. “Right there, and be gentle at first.”

Elka's first lick made Zafira's head fall back. The next one drew a low sound from her chest. She kept one hand in Elka's red hair and used the other to touch her own nipple, rolling it between thumb and finger while Elka learned the rhythm.

Their consent was not solemn; it stayed playful, breathless, and exact.

Elka added one finger only after Zafira pulled her closer and asked. The slow stroke inside her matched each pass of Elka's tongue. Zafira's control broke by degrees: a sharp breath, a curse in Qasiri, then a plea for more.

Elka gave her more at once and kept the same slow rhythm.

Zafira came with her thighs tight around Elka's shoulders. One cry vanished into the rain, and a second broke when Elka kept licking through the last hard pulse. Zafira finally tugged her hair and gasped, “Enough.”

Elka stopped at once, climbed back up, and kissed her. Zafira tasted herself on Elka's mouth and smiled as if the whole road had led to that choice.

They rested forehead to forehead until Elka reached toward Chad.

“Come closer to us now,” Elka said as she reached out.

He asked, “Where do you want me to touch you?”

Elka held out one hand. “Just hold this for me.”

He knelt beside the bedroll and took her hand. Their palms fit despite the strange fine bones in his fingers, while Zafira drew the blanket over Elka's cooling skin and kept her other arm around her.

No one owned the moment, and none of them owed it.

He did not join beyond the hand Elka requested. That boundary did not exclude him; it made the invitation true.

Afterward, Zafira pulled the blanket over all three of them. Elka asked to invite Ione inside for sleep without expectation.

She entered after Chad called her, read their flushed faces, asked whether it had been good, and smiled at Elka's firm answer.

Zafira lifted one side of the blanket. “Would you like warmth only?”

Ione agreed at once. “Yes, warmth only for me tonight.”

She chose the open place beside her, and all four slept while rain covered the road; at dawn, Chad woke to a quest pulsing across Party Link.

SOUL WELL OF VAROS

Distance: 612 miles north | Activation window: 36 days
Crowned Four threat class: Ascendant | Party readiness: Inadequate

Elka opened one eye and asked whether the problem was large. Zafira stretched beneath the blanket and asked if Chad could take it.

He looked at three linked partners, the black-bladed spear, and the road north.

He answered, “Not alone.”

Ione woke beside him. “Good answer.”

They packed the bedrolls, shared breakfast, and walked toward the frontier together.

The gods had given Chad the wrong loadout.

He had built the right party.
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