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Chapter 1

Six Hundred Miles of Aggro

Party Link woke Chad with an arrow already in flight.

The warning struck behind his eyes: fast threat, west ridge, Elka targeted. He rolled from the bedroll and caught his buckler by its rim. He reached her before the arrow crossed the last thirty paces.

Steel rang against blackwood as the arrow skipped into the grass.

Elka came awake beneath him. Her red braid crossed her mouth, and one hand gripped a knife. Without lowering it, she said, “You could say good morning first.”

Chad answered, “Good morning, but someone wants to penetrate our camp.”

Zafira rose from the other side of the fire with both knives drawn. Under two blankets, Ione sat up. She stared at Chad in the gray dawn and clarified, “He means with arrows.”

Still holding her knife, Elka said, “I know what he meant; that is the problem.”

Three riders broke from the ridge. A fourth shape stayed low behind the crest. Party Link marked the hidden bow threat in dull red.

Chad planted his spear and opened the party sheet.

PERMANENT PARTY LINK

Chad Baconizer — Bloodguard — Level 12 — Health 270/270
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer — Level 11 — Health 186/186
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer — Level 11 — Health 214/214
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist — Level 11 — Health 178/178

Formation flaw: Camp perimeter open west
Hostile threats: 4 confirmed | 2 possible
SOUL WELL OF VAROS: 30 days remaining.

Six days on the road had improved their gear and sleep. They had also improved the party's opinion of Ordan cheese, but they had done nothing for the hunter problem.

Chad pointed at the three riders. He called the play: “Elka, hidden bow; Zafira, count the grass; Ione, keep the mule from becoming our first casualty. I’ll grab the big one and hold him down.”

The lead rider wore the heaviest coat. Zafira cut across Chad's rear without looking at him. With her attention on the enemy, she said, “One day, you will hear yourself.”

Chad promised, “After the fight,” but Zafira reminded him that the promise had never survived one.

The riders spread thirty paces out. Their light frontier saddles, short recurved bows, and gray face cloths showed no badge on coat or harness. That made them hired hands or officials dodging blame. Neither group got a free shot at Elka.

Chad marked the lead horseman.

BLOOD MARK RANK 2

Target: Mounted Hunter
Duration: 20 seconds
Threat lead: Chad

Chad triggered the mark: “Take It.”

Red script crossed the hunter's chest. It shifted his next arrow from Elka to Chad before the man chose to move: good skill, creepy wording, useful result.

The other two fired at Ione. Her barrier rose like violet glass around the mule and caught both arrows, bent and hanging in the light.

The mule screamed anyway and ripped its lead from the ground. It ran east. Their food, spare water, and the tent Chad had spent four days learning to fold went with it.

Chad shouted, “Ione!”

“The mule refused medical advice,” she called back, so he settled for, “Relatable. Save the cheese.”

Chad ran at the lead rider.

The hunter expected him to dodge the next arrow. Chad raised the buckler instead and took it through the meat below his shoulder. Pain Dividend converted the wound into a hot red bar beneath his Stamina.

Resolve: 0 → 8.

He hated being shot, but his build loved the paperwork.

Red Grip caught the rider at nine paces. The skill took the man's forward speed and Chad's threat lead. Then it used the unseen line between them to settle the Force gap with violence.

Chad flew into the rider chest-first and knocked them both from the saddle. The horse kept going. Chad rolled through dry grass with one arm locked around the man's coat.

The hunter tried to stab him. Chad pinned the wrist with his buckler. He drove the spear butt into the man's ribs and felt Blood Mark return a thin pulse of Health.

Chad asked, “Who hired you?”

The man spat dust through his mask and answered, “Chain Market butcher.”

Without loosening the pin, Chad corrected him: “That place had a name change.”

The knife pushed one inch closer to Chad's side. Low Force turned every grapple into a negotiation with physics.

He kneed the man's thigh and said, “Open Ledger sounds nicer.”

Elka's arrow struck the knife guard and tore the weapon free. As the rider stared at his empty hand, Chad said, “My archer likes me.”

Elka corrected him from across the camp. “Your archer wants you to stop rolling around with strange men.”

Chad accepted the amendment with a quick, “That too.”

The hidden bow fired from the ridge. Party Link showed the line a half second before Chad heard the string.

He pulled the marked rider across his chest. The arrow stopped in the man's padded coat without breaking skin.

Going still, the hunter said, “You used me as a shield.”

Chad replied, “You used you as a shield when you brought friends.”

Zafira appeared behind the second rider. One knife cut the bowstring while the other opened the saddle girth. She stepped away before horse and rider understood that gravity had joined the party. They fell in separate directions.

Ione snapped both trapped arrows from her ward and cast the shafts into the fire. Green paste on the heads burned with a sweet smell.

“Do not let those cut you,” she warned. Chad looked at the arrow in his shoulder.

Ione returned the look and specified, “The next ones.”

He managed, “Great adjustment.”

His poisoned status appeared one breath later.

MARCH-VINE SAP

Finesse: -3 | Focus: -2
Duration: 4 minutes, 42 seconds
Spread risk: low unless exertion continues.

He was already exerting the hell out of it.

The third rider chased Elka across the camp. She had slept in her tunic and trousers, but her boots remained beside the fire. Bare feet found every patch of smooth ground while she pulled her bow from its waxed wrap.

When the hunter leaned from the saddle and reached for her braid, Elka dropped flat beneath him. Zafira's loose girth strap crossed his path at ankle height; the horse cleared it, but the rider did not.

He left the saddle sideways and hit the earth hard enough to lose his breath. Before he got it back, Elka put an arrow against his throat.

She put an arrow at his throat. “Touch the braid and I feed your fingers to the mule.”

The mule had reached the far stream. It ate grass with the calm of an animal that had abandoned them for sound tactical reasons.

The rider glanced toward it, and Chad warned, “It bites,” which was at least true.

The hidden archer rose on the ridge to run. Zafira had already counted two lines bending against the wind. People crawled through the grass in both, not one.

She threw her first knife at the visible archer's coat and pinned it to the ground. Her second blade went left, into empty grass.

A woman yelped and stood with both hands raised. She wore the same gray face cloth and carried a bundle of printed sheets instead of a bow.

The pinned archer cut his coat free and fled west. Elka turned her bow after him, then lowered it when the distance grew past a clean shot.

Chad's marked hunter stopped fighting. The man's Health remained above ninety percent, and the arrow in his coat had done less harm than his own choices.

Chad offered, “Surrender?”

“If the road thief accepts it,” the hunter replied, and Chad assured him, “I am accepting feedback on branding.”

When the man opened his hand, the red mark vanished and Chad rose first, letting him stand without a weapon.

Zafira collected the printed bundle. The top sheet held a bright System image of Chad in front of the Chain Market's broken core.

Someone had changed the red light around his spear into black streams flowing from kneeling prisoners, while leaving his hair long, blonde, and streaked with black. His face looked almost right, which made the lie worse.

The title filled half the page.

WANTED THROUGHOUT AMARAT

CHAD BACONIZER
False-shell infiltrator | Soul thief | Chain Market butcher

Known companions: armed women under probable control
Reward for verified route: 40 gold
Reward for living capture: 800 gold
Threat guidance: Separate the women before engagement.

The paper warmed under his fingers.

Black light moved through the printed image, and for one blink the prisoners at Chad's feet raised empty faces toward him, opening their mouths together. The page had no sound because the accusation did not need one, and then the image returned to still ink.

Taking the lower corner rather than touching the picture, Zafira said, “Echo paper—expensive for a bounty notice.”

Ione leaned close without crossing the red script around Chad's name and explained, “The spell receives changes from a public record.”

Chad asked, “So Sennik can update every copy?”

Tracing a hair-thin silver line beside the Crowned Four seal, Ione explained, “Not with full images at this distance, but a gate relay could. This sheet remembers the newest approved version whenever it passes one.”

As Elka turned over the other notices, the image changed between copies. Chad held a black chain in one, Zafira knelt behind him with her hands bound in another, and the third had removed Elka and Ione completely.

Elka understood the pattern first and said, “He is testing the lie.”

The print carrier stared at her own bundle as if it had grown teeth and said, “They told us the images were witness records.”

Zafira's answer stayed cold: “Witnesses can be questioned, but records feel cleaner.”

Chad watched his printed face smile down at people he had helped free. It wore his mouth, his hair, and his absurd eyelashes, but the expression belonged to someone else.

Sennik did not need every hunter to believe the whole story, only one lie that matched what each already wanted: monster, man-eater, false woman, owner of women. The paper could keep trying faces until one earned an arrow.

Chad folded the worst image inward and ordered, “Take every copy. If we're getting review bombed by magic paper, I want the receipts.”

Then he read the last line twice.

Elka came close enough that her bare arm pressed his and said, “He keeps calling us controlled.”

Sennik had built the lie for people who wanted a rescue story with cleaner victims. If the women chose Chad, their choice had to be fake, and if they fought beside him, he had to own them.

Zafira tore the sheet below Chad's picture but left the names whole, then said, “He used an official Crowned Four seal.”

Chad asked, “Can you fake it back?”

“Yes. That is not the same as beating it.”

The woman who carried the sheets shifted her boots. Zafira turned one amber eye toward her, and the movement stopped.

Zafira asked, “Where did you receive these?”

The woman answered, “Road station south of Salt Port.”

“From Sennik?”

Shaking her head, the carrier said, “From a gate image. The scout said there were four hundred gold pieces for the first route that held.”

Ione tapped the printed amount and said, “The notice says forty.”

The woman stared at the page. “He said the print was old.”

Chad almost admired the efficiency; Sennik had stolen ninety percent of his own bounty before anyone got paid. He told the carrier, “Your boss is ripping you off.”

“He is not my boss,” the woman protested, so Chad amended it: “Then your non-boss is ripping you off.”

Ione removed the arrow from Chad's shoulder. She pushed a bitter salt into the wound, and the poison timer dropped by half.

When the pain hit late, Chad clenched his teeth on a swear while she wrapped the arm.

Watching her work, the captured hunter said, “The notice says you stole their souls.”

“The people from the market are alive,” Chad said. “Open Ledger has a road, food caravans, witnesses, and more copies of the original record than Sennik can burn.”

The hunter asked, “Then why run?”

Three more threat marks appeared at the edge of Party Link range.

Chad nodded west and answered, “Because your coworkers keep shooting us.”

The man looked at the ridge. He had surrendered, but the new riders did not slow.

Elka found her boots and whistled for the mule, which ignored her.

Ione walked to the stream, took the lead rope, and whispered one sentence into its long ear; the mule followed her at once.

Chad pointed after it and asked, “What did you say?”

Ione replied, “I described untreated march-vine poisoning.”

He stared at her and asked, “You threatened it with medicine?”

She corrected him: “I offered informed choice.”

While tying the print carrier's wrists with the woman's own scarf, Zafira smiled and said, “We should leave before Chad asks to be tied up too.”

Without missing the tactical concern, he replied, “If it fixes my movement penalty, use the good knot.”

The print carrier turned red above her face cloth, while the surrendered man shut his eyes.

Elka kissed Chad's unhurt shoulder as she passed and observed, “Thirty seconds into a retreat, and he is already asking Zafira for rope.”

He sighed before saying, “This is why comms discipline matters.”

They took the hunters' arrows, one horse, the printed sheets, and every water skin. They left the surrendered pair with the remaining mounts, their knives, and clear directions toward Open Ledger.

The new riders reached the ridge as Chad's party entered the eastern grass.

Elka led them through a shallow stream to break the trail while Ione dosed Chad with more salt. Zafira rode behind him on the captured horse because she claimed his poisoned balance needed help.

Her chest pressed his back each time the horse crossed a stone, prompting him to say, “This treatment seems biased.”

Near his ear, Zafira admitted, “It is,” and Chad decided, “Good. I support targeted care.”

Her arm tightened around his waist; the contact was not needed for balance anymore, but he was not dumb enough to file a complaint.

Party Link placed Elka ahead and Ione beside the mule. The three pursuers split west when Zafira's false trail reached a stand of low trees.

They ran north until the sun cleared the grass.

Before the next rise, Zafira felt the captured horse favor its left foreleg and swung down rather than force the animal onward. Three dark riders appeared on the southern ridge as her boots touched earth.

Chad asked, “Same three?”

After studying the silhouettes, Elka answered, “Two, with one new horse.”

The hunters had traded information faster than Chad's party could trade mounts.

Ahead, the grasslands broke around a long stone wash. Its dry channel curved northeast between banks high enough to hide a person, but not the mare with both packs. A single outrider could reach the far bend and watch anyone leaving it.

When Chad opened Party Link, the lines between the four of them shone bright at close range, then thinned as he looked toward the bend. He had tested the skill across rooms and battlefields, never across open miles while people tried to put arrows through those attached to it.

Chad gave Elka the horse. “Run the wash and tell me when the Link starts losing detail.”

Frowning at his bandaged shoulder, she said, “You want me farther away while riders are behind us.”

He answered, “I want our best scout finding the edge before an enemy finds it for us.”

That did not make her like the order, but it made her accept it.

Elka mounted. Zafira slapped the horse's flank, and horse and archer vanished below the pale bank.

At two hundred paces, Chad still felt Elka's Health, pulse, direction, and the irritated precision of her movement. At four hundred, the emotional texture disappeared and she became a clean green point moving northeast.

At six hundred, her Health blurred from a number into a proportion.

Elka's voice arrived through the skill as meaning without sound: “Still linked, detail falling.”

Chad kept walking backward while Ione led the mare and Zafira erased their passage with the thorn branch. His legs were shorter than they had been on Earth, and his balance sat lower. The new body could turn faster than his old one and squeeze between shields that would once have stopped him, but open-country retreat punished every missing inch of stride.

He had spent weeks learning that difference without calling it weakness. A tank did not complain when a shield was shaped differently; he learned its coverage.

At eight hundred paces, Elka's point flickered, Chad stopped, and the southern riders crested the rise.

Chad called, “There—that is our safe spread. Elka, hold.”

Her point steadied at the edge of perception, and a pulse came back: two fingers of stone, a sharp right turn, clear ground beyond. They were not words, but they were enough.

Glancing from Chad to the distant bend, Zafira said, “You sent her until the bond nearly broke.”

Chad pointed Ione toward the wash. “I sent her until we knew where nearly was, so nobody gets surprised by it in a worse fight.”

The first pursuing rider raised a bow, betting on fear more than accuracy at this distance. Chad moved behind the mare anyway, and the arrow landed twenty paces short.

Chad called, “Terrible shot.”

Ione reminded him, “He cannot hear you,” and Chad replied, “Then his friends cannot tell him I said it.”

As a second arrow skipped off the bank, Zafira caught Chad by the back of his coat and pulled him into the wash. Once they were below the bank, she said, “Your leadership method remains difficult to distinguish from provocation.”

He defended the build: “Provocation is free threat generation.”

As they ran beneath the bank, Chad held Elka's dim point in his mind while the others stayed bright around him. He felt the formation stretching: scout ahead, supplies center, knife behind, himself wherever the next attack needed to land. Four people agreed, step after step, to remain reachable, and ownership had no place in it.

The distinction mattered more each time Sennik printed the opposite.

At the sharp bend, Elka waited with an arrow nocked and did not lower it until Ione, Zafira, and the mare passed; Chad came last.

Elka said, “You found the edge,” and Chad corrected her: “We found it.”

She caught the front of his coat, pulled his soft, much-too-pretty face down to hers, and kissed him once. “Next time, warn me before you reduce me to a green dot.”

Chad told her, “You were a very tactical green dot.”

Her mouth twitched. “Run.”

They left the wash on bare stone, crossed separately, and regrouped beyond the next rise. By the time the hunters reached the bend, Party Link was whole again and Zafira had given them three trails to hate.

Elka stopped near a weathered trail post where three shallow cuts marked its north face. She touched the lowest cut, scraped out fresh sap, and smelled it.

Her expression changed before Chad could ask, and she said, “Tomas made this.”

Her brother had left the same mark six weeks earlier and two hundred miles south, but this cut was less than a day old.

Below it, someone had driven a black iron nail through Chad's wanted notice. When Elka pulled it free, a strip of gray frontier cloth remained caught beneath the head.

Party Link showed her pulse rise and stay high as she said, “He is alive, and he is traveling with the people hunting us.”

The northern trail split in two; Tomas's mark went east, and the boots followed.


Chapter 2

My Party Has Better Tracking

Tomas's trail lied twice before breakfast, and the first lie was the eastern branch.

Elka followed it for half a mile, stopped beside a patch of crushed stargrass, and crouched with two fingers against the soil. Chad waited behind her with the captured horse, while Ione led the mule and Zafira watched the open grass.

Elka said, “He went north,” and Chad looked back at the trail post whose mark pointed east.

She explained, “That was for anyone who knew his mark, but this is for me.” Then she lifted a snapped grass stem whose wet end faced south although every other stem had been pressed east.

After considering the arrangement, Chad said, “Sibling communication seems healthy.”

Elka admitted, “We used to steal each other's boots and blame wolves.”

Chad said, “I take it back; that's beautiful.”

The second lie waited where the east trail met a wagon rut. Six sets of prints entered the rut. Eight sets left it.

Elka walked the crossing once, then backed out along her own steps. “Two people put on spare boots because they want the group to look larger,” she explained.

She pointed to one narrow print inside a larger heel. The borrowed boot had slipped sideways on every third step. Tomas had once broken his right ankle falling from their father's smokehouse roof; cold mornings still made that foot turn outward. Here he had forced it straight except when loose shell stole his balance. To anyone else, the mismatch meant a clumsy captive. To Elka, it meant he was walking under observation and choosing exactly which weakness to reveal.

That was a message only she could read, and Zafira recognized the larger tactic as a frontier patrol trick. Zafira warned, “Either Tomas is traveling with officials, or his captors want us to believe he is.”

Elka's mouth flattened at *captors*.

Party Link carried the spike in her pulse to Chad, but it did not tell him what she needed. The skill gave him danger, distance, and Health; the rest still required a person with a functioning brain.

He dismounted and said, “You track while I walk.”

Ione glanced at his injured shoulder, but he cut her off. He answered, “Works. The horse is making Elka watch my balance instead of the ground.”

Elka met his eyes, gave one short nod, and turned north while Zafira slid into the saddle. The captured horse looked offended by the improvement.

Chad caught her expression and asked, “What?”

Zafira said, “Nothing,” and gathered the reins with a smile that suggested she enjoyed how quickly he learned when three women were available to correct him.

Chad said, “That's what a party is: mutual correction with loot.”

Elka said without turning, “And rope.”

Ione hid a smile behind the mule's ear as they left the road.

The Ordan grasslands rolled north in long green swells, without a tree tall enough to hide a mounted patrol. Dry gullies cut the ground instead, winding between hills like cracks in a fired plate, and Tomas's real trail used them whenever it could.

The official boots stayed close to him.

Elka found a scuff where someone had stumbled and a crushed heel where the same person had been dragged upright. Three drops of blood glistened beneath a thorn. She touched the last drop, rubbed it between finger and thumb, and said, “Not his.”

Chad believed her without asking how.

Zafira rode back toward the wagon rut with a stack of wanted notices. She carried a charcoal stick and the face of a woman about to commit a clerical crime.

Chad studied her supplies and asked how many routes she could make. Zafira counted three, or five with more horses.

He checked their single captured mount. “We have one.”

She leaned down from the saddle and settled on three. Chad said, “I respect a firm capacity limit.”

Zafira caught his chin and kissed the corner of his mouth. The touch lasted less than a breath and left his thoughts standing in the wrong formation. “That was for dismounting,” she said, then rode south before he recovered enough to answer.

Elka had seen it, and her attention returned to the tracks with suspicious precision.

Ione had also seen it and observed, “Your face is red.”

Chad blamed poison rebound, but Ione said that was not a symptom. He called it a rare build.

They found water near midday, where a stream ran clear over pale stone at the bottom of a narrow gully. The mule tried to drag Ione down the bank, but she planted both heels and held the rope.

Ione ordered them to wait. The mule did not respect medical authority when thirsty, so Chad caught its harness and helped pull its head away from the water.

He watched Ione kneel at the edge and asked what she saw. She answered, “Nothing, and that concerns me.”

Elka scanned the hills while Ione filled a glass tube. Sunlight passed through the sample without color, and no film moved across its surface. No bitter-root smell rose when she warmed it between her hands.

When she added one grain of purple ward salt, the water turned white.

FIELD ANALYSIS

Agent: Sleeping Lye
Delivery: Running water
Effect: Muscle weakness, slowed speech, compliant affect
Onset after drinking: 6–10 minutes
Natural source: none detected

Staring upstream, Chad said, “Somebody poisoned a whole creek to make us easier to capture.”

Pointing at three pale stones set in the current, Ione corrected him. “Not the whole creek. There's a dissolving cake beneath those, recently placed and dosed for one traveling group.”

Elka pulled the bow from her shoulder and said, “They know which way we went.”

Party Link showed no threats nearby. That did not comfort Chad because whoever set the trap understood distance.

The mule reached for the stream again. Apparently, attempted poisoning was no reason to delay lunch.

Hauling the harness back, Chad said, “Buddy, stop trying to get roofied.”

Elka made a sound halfway between a cough and a laugh while Ione's pale face went pink. Ione protested, “That word does not improve when spoken by you.”

Chad corrected himself: “Poisoned. Stop trying to get poisoned.”

Elka pointed out that it was also a mare, and after looking under the mule, Chad admitted, “I have made a leadership error.”

The mare bit his sleeve, so he added, “And created a hostile workplace.”

Ione used tongs to lift the dissolving cake from between the stones and sealed it in waxed cloth. Then she poured two measures of clear salt upstream, and the white reaction began to fade.

Ione estimated twelve minutes until the stream was safe, then checked the one filled skin they had left from camp.

Chad handed it to the mare, and when Elka raised an eyebrow, he said, “Critical logistics asset.” The animal drank from Ione's folding bowl and stopped plotting his death.

Zafira returned from the south at a full gallop and announced, “Seven riders, one mile out. My false routes split them, but three read the grass instead of the paper.”

Elka wanted to know if they were good trackers, and Zafira smiled before calling them good enough to be annoying.

Elka's expression suggested that qualified as a serious offense.

The gully ran north, shallow at first, then deep enough to hide them from the western hills. Tomas's trail followed its upper rim. If they climbed, the riders would see them; if they stayed low, they would lose the trail.

Chad looked at the stream, the steep banks, and the mare carrying almost everything they owned. He gave the orders: “Elka, track from the rim. Zafira, make them look at me. Ione, keep the water clean behind us. I'll take the rear.”

Ione glanced at their burdened animal and asked about the mare.

The mare bared yellow teeth at Chad, who decided, “She takes whoever gets close.”

They moved. Elka climbed the eastern bank and ran along its edge, low enough that only her head and bow appeared above the grass. She called turns through Party Link with quick direction pulses: left at the split, right around the stone, stop beneath the overhang.

Ione walked in the stream, dropping a pinch of salt and checking the color every forty paces. Her long dark hair had been tied high, but damp strands stuck to her neck.

Zafira rode circles across their back trail before cutting sideways over stone and doubling back through the water. She dragged a thorn branch behind the horse. Wanted notices appeared under trail markers with Chad's picture facing south, east, and once upside down.

As she passed, Chad asked if it helped. Zafira said, “It insults them,” and he accepted the operational value.

The three riders reached the gully five minutes later, and their first arrow hit where Chad's head had been before Party Link flashed. He ducked, turned, and ran backward with his buckler raised.

Chad called contact and reported three attackers to the rear.

Elka's answer came through the Link as a direction and a count: two more ahead.

The enemy had not merely followed; they had sent the other false-route teams around to close the gully.

Chad opened his mouth to warn Ione, but her ward flared ahead of them and an arrow burst against violet light.

Without looking back, she called, “I noticed.”

The mare screamed and tried to turn, but the gully was too narrow. Packs scraped stone on both sides and pinned her sideways.

Chad shouted, “Move!” as he shoved against the rear pack.

The mare kicked him in the thigh, dropping his Health to 251/270.

He staggered and yelled, “Friendly fire!”

Ione reminded him, “She has not joined the Link.”

The first rider dropped into the gully behind them. His horse landed badly in the stream, recovered, and charged with a hooked pole held low.

Chad marked him and said, “Take It.”

Red script flashed over the rider, shifting his threat from the mare to Chad.

The hook came for his waist, but Chad caught the shaft under his buckler and let the rider's speed turn him. His boots left the streambed. His injured shoulder screamed while, for one ugly second, he hung from the pole with his body stretched across the horse's path.

Chad grunted, “I can take your whole shaft, but you're going to have to pull harder.”

The rider's face changed, and Ione called from ahead, “He means the weapon.”

Chad amended, “I do now.”

Chad locked both legs around the shaft and threw his weight sideways. Low Force lost arguments, but high Finesse changed the subject.

The rider came out of the saddle, and they hit the water together. Chad rolled on top, drove an elbow into the man's coat, and used Red Grip on the marked threat.

The skill jerked Chad forward before the rider could crawl away. He caught the man's belt, planted both feet against the bank, and pulled.

Chad demanded his surrender.

The man kicked him in the mouth, and Chad rejected the counteroffer.

Chad slammed the buckler edge beside the man's head, cracking stone. The rider stopped moving long enough to reconsider his negotiating position.

An arrow struck Chad between the shoulders; the leather coat held, but Pain Dividend lit his nerves red.

Resolve: 8 → 15.

The mare brayed ahead, where one of the two front attackers had climbed down beside her and was cutting a pack strap.

Chad called for Zafira, but she answered, “Occupied.”

Her status flared at the rim above: Health 141/186, with two threats close.

Elka's bowstring sounded once. The attacker beside the mare lost his knife when her arrow pinned his sleeve to the pack he had been stealing.

Ione struck him in the chest with a palm full of blue powder, sending frost across his coat. His Health did not drop, but both arms locked stiff.

The mare turned her head and bit his ear, sending his scream down the gully. Elka called, “Critical logistics asset.”

Chad's marked rider tried to rise again, so Chad spent ten Resolve on Overflow.

Heat ran from the arrow bruise in his back to his legs as he drove forward, lifted the man just clear of the water, and put him face-first into the bank.

The rider's Health fell below twenty percent, and Chad warned, “Last chance.”

The man's hands opened, his surrender canceled the mark, and Chad ran north.

The mare remained wedged between the walls while the frozen attacker hung from the pack by one sleeve and Ione sawed through the other strap to free him.

Chad reminded her that they needed the supplies. Ione reminded him that they needed the mule's ribs unbroken, so he demanded both.

He put his shoulder against the pack and pushed until pain burst through the half-healed arrow wound. The load shifted one inch, then stuck.

Party Link flashed from the rim: Elka reported one threat lining up a shot at Chad while Zafira moved to intercept, four seconds away.

The arrow would arrive in two seconds.

Chad could let go of the pack and dodge, but the mare would remain trapped and the front riders would reach Ione. They would lose the food if they did not lose the animal first.

He stayed, trusting Elka to fire before the hunter did. Her arrow struck his bow instead of his body, and the shot went wide.

Zafira reached him a heartbeat later and cut both saddle straps, dropping the hunter between horse and gully rim in a shower of grass.

She dropped beside Chad and called, “Push.”

Zafira put both hands against the pack while Ione braced on the other side, and Elka slid down the bank ahead to pull the mare by the harness.

Four bodies strained around one furious animal until the pack tore free.

The mare surged forward and dragged Elka into the stream; Ione landed on Chad's back, and Zafira fell against his side with one arm around his waist.

The last attacker rounded the bend and found them in a wet pile. Looking up at him, Chad said, “This is tactical.”

The man raised his sword, and the mare kicked him into the stream. Nobody moved for a breath; then Elka rolled onto her back and laughed.

It started low and surprised, as if the sound had escaped without permission, and Ione joined her. Zafira's forehead rested against Chad's shoulder while she shook with silent laughter.

Chad spat creek water and congratulated them on their excellent threat management.

The System agreed.

ROAD HAZARD RESOLVED

Sleeping Lye trap neutralized: 240 XP
Mounted pursuit broken: 600 XP
Party supplies preserved: 200 XP
No hostile deaths: 200 XP

Total: 1,240 XP

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 13
Attribute points available: 2

The captured riders could still move, but none wanted to continue the fight without horses, bows, or the belief that Chad's mare was an ordinary animal.

Zafira bound their weapons in one bundle, threw it onto the far bank, and ordered them to walk south because their friends were looking east.

The first rider objected that there were seven of them.

Elka replied, “There were.” He looked at the woman holding a bow on him from six paces and decided not to check her arithmetic.

They walked while Ione cleaned Chad's split lip and Elka recovered arrows. Zafira checked the mare's ribs and found only rubbed hair.

Chad opened the waiting level panel. Force would help every grapple, Finesse would make Red Grip meaner, and Presence was the only reason strangers sometimes listened after he introduced himself as Chad Baconizer.

He had missed the water trap, however, and protecting the party kept asking how long he could remain upright.

He chose the boring answer because good builds survived long enough to become fun.

LEVEL 13 ALLOCATION CONFIRMED

Force:       5
Finesse:    17
Endurance:  15 → 16
Perception: 11 → 12
Focus:      11
Presence:   17

Health: 270 → 282
Passive threat detection range increased.

The world sharpened, letting him hear water slipping beneath stones instead of merely over them and catch the separate scents of ward salt, wet leather, and Zafira's clove oil. At the gully rim, a bent stalk showed where Elka had climbed down.

Ione studied his expression and said, “You look disappointed.”

He explained, “I put points into noticing things and being hard to kill.”

Ione assured him those were useful. Chad said, “Extremely. I was hoping the System would phrase it like a sex crime.”

Zafira tied the last weapon knot very slowly, but Elka came back from the northern bend with better news and said, “It may yet.”

She had Tomas's trail again.

They waited until Ione cleared the stream. She filled every skin and marked the poisoned section with three crossed stones. Then they followed the gully north.

Tomas had moved faster after the water trap, and his false signs stopped. The group around him had stopped hiding its numbers too.

Six people traveled together: one limping, one heavy enough to sink heel-first, and Tomas near the center.

The tracks climbed toward a broad road surfaced with crushed white shell. Elka reached it first and went still before Chad came up beside her.

The boots on the road were not the soft frontier copies worn by the bounty riders. These had iron heel plates, square nails, and the same three-bar stamp pressed into every clean print.

They were official boots.

A discarded ration wrap bore the Crowned Four's seal, while Tomas's private mark was cut into the underside of a mile stone where only Elka would think to touch.

She read the three strokes, then closed her hand around the stone and said, “He is not following them.”

Chad asked what it said.

Elka looked toward the north, where the white road ran straight for Salt Port, before saying, “He is guiding them.”


Chapter 3

Salt Port Has Seen My Face

The road market had seen Chad's face first. His wanted image hung thirty feet high above its gate.

Black light shaped his hair, his narrow waist, and the long spear in his hand. The illusion made him taller and added a collar of human teeth. It turned the women behind him into pale ghosts chained to his wrists.

From beneath the hood of a grain cart, Chad said, “They made my shoulders wider.”

Elka crouched beside him between two sacks of barley. She told him to focus, but he insisted, “I am. This is targeted misinformation.”

Elka said, “Your picture is eating a soul.” Chad answered, “With improved proportions,” as the cart rolled closer to the gate.

The road market was not a town. It was a ring of canvas roofs, animal pens, and timber stalls around the junction of three white-shell roads. Traders bought Salt Port goods without paying the city's inner gate tax. Frontier patrols bought everything else without explaining where their pay came from.

Most important, the market had food, because the mare had eaten the last clean grain at dawn. For the next two hours, she kept at Chad. She could carry their supplies or respect him, not both.

Zafira walked beside the cart in a brown travel dress with her knives hidden. A pale scarf covered the lower half of her face. She had paid the driver with one captured saddle. She told him they were siblings avoiding a marriage contract.

The driver believed Chad was the bride. Chad objected. Zafira reminded him that a convincing disguise required sacrifice and that she had not asked him to wear a dress.

That mattered more than Chad wanted to explain while hiding in a grain cart. A dress would probably have passed the gate. So would calling Chad Zafira's younger sister, Ione's nervous daughter, or any of the easy lies offered by his body.

Zafira had rejected all three before Chad spoke. Then she found the man's coat in a captured saddlebag. She opened its side seams and rebuilt the waist with six quick stitches. It looked masculine because Chad wanted it to, and it fit badly because reality remained committed to the joke.

Chad had suggested armor, but Zafira reminded him that the gate searched armor. He suggested a bigger coat, and she said it would walk by itself. “A beard,” he tried.

Elka had looked up from wrapping her bow. “You have the face of a princess painted on a festival egg.”

Chad argued, “Princesses can have beards,” but Ione had specified, “Not convincing ones.”

Zafira had finished the last stitch, bitten the thread, and handed him the coat. “You are a man entering in a man's coat, and anyone who misunderstands may be useful cover.”

There had been no speech and no careful pause before his pronouns. She had understood the boundary and built the plan around it.

So Chad had climbed under the barley while the driver called him a shy bride. He could survive a stranger being wrong when the people beside him were not.

Ione sat at the front in a dust cloak with a medicine case on her knees. Beside her, Elka tucked her red braid under a cap. Her bow was wrapped to look like tent poles.

Chad wore the plainest man's coat they owned; it fit his shoulders and failed everywhere else. The hood hid the black streaks in his long blonde hair. It could not hide the face that made strangers look twice and feel entitled to a third attempt.

The gate illusion turned toward the incoming cart. Its eyes became empty black circles as red letters formed beneath it.

PUBLIC SAFETY RECORD — CROWNED FOUR VERIFIED

CHAD BACONIZER
Classification: False-Shell Soul Predator
Confirmed souls stolen: 812
Known methods: beauty glamour, blood coercion, corrupted party bonds
Public reputation: HOSTILE
Living-capture bounty: 800 gold

If accompanied by women, assume active control.
Do not trust statements of consent.

Chad stopped breathing for a moment at the number: eight hundred and twelve.

Open Ledger had held fewer than four hundred people when they destroyed the market core. The number was not an exaggeration. It was inventory from somewhere else.

Ione looked back through the gap between the driver's shoulder and the cart wall. Party Link carried a pulse of alarm from her; she had noticed it too.

Without moving her lips, Zafira said, “Heads down.”

The gate record looked from the cart to the driver. A thin beam of blue light passed over his face, then Ione's. It paused on Zafira's scarf.

She stumbled, catching the cart rail with one hand while pressing the other low against her abdomen. Her breathing turned shallow enough to convince Chad, although the Link showed her Health full and steady.

Zafira begged the nearest gate guard, “Please, my sister needs the medicine stall.”

The guard looked at Ione. She lifted the case. Then she gave him the tired stare of someone who had treated too many fools before breakfast. That part required no acting when she said, “Fever from bad water. You may search the cart after she vomits.”

The guard stepped back and waved them through.

The driver snapped the reins. They entered beneath a thirty-foot image of Chad devouring a black human shape from the throat.

Elka whispered, “Beauty glamour,” and Chad whispered back, “Mine came free.”

She put two fingers against his lips before he could improve the disguise further.

The grain cart carried them to the central well. Zafira recovered from her fatal illness the moment canvas roofs blocked the gate.

Zafira explained, “The record checks faces, not bodies. Your hood stays up.”

Chad called that discriminatory, but Zafira reminded him, “Your face is on every road in Amarat.” He decided, “Then my face is carrying the team.”

Elka glanced at the enormous illusion above the gate and noted, “Your face is trying to eat us.”

The driver accepted his saddle and wished Zafira luck escaping her marriage. He left before anyone asked why the alleged bride had a man's name embroidered inside the coat.

Their first problem was the mare, who waited in a dry gully south of the market with half their supplies. They needed grain, salt, replacement straps, and a second cart before retrieving her without walking back through the gate as the same four people.

Their second problem was the market's stubborn interest in Chad.

He tied his hair at the nape and pulled the hood low. Then he followed Zafira through the morning crowd. The coat hid his chest until he moved, when the cloth drew tight in ways no broad-shouldered merchant's coat was designed to survive.

A fruit seller offered him a peach for free, and Chad thanked him. Then the seller stared beneath his hood and managed, “Oh.” Chad complimented the strong opening.

Zafira took the peach from his hand and returned it. “His wife is expecting him.” Chad earned the seller's condolences.

They moved on. Chad accused Zafira of making him the bride again, but she replied, “I made you unavailable.” He grumbled, “Could have said husband.”

“No one would believe I let my husband choose that coat,” Zafira said.

She kept one hand in the crook of his arm, a pose that sold their disguise. The warmth of her fingers made him notice how often she no longer needed a reason to touch him.

Elka and Ione split toward the supply rows. Party Link kept them as two calm points within sixty paces. Chad and Zafira crossed toward the market relay.

The relay stood above the central well on four iron legs. Its blue glass panels displayed weather, gate closures, water quality, and the Crowned Four's approved route advisories. Every few minutes, the public safety record replaced them.

People stopped to watch, and that was the weapon: not one lie shouted once, but a rhythm. Weather, prices, road deaths, Chad stealing souls. Rain next week, salt cheaper on the east road, women unable to choose him. The ordinary truth around the lie made it feel measured.

The image changed to show Zafira seated at Chad's feet, her amber eyes dulled and her dress torn across one shoulder. A black hand rested on the back of her neck.

The real Zafira's fingers tightened on his arm. Chad wanted to break all four relay legs.

Party Link caught the intent as rising threat. Elka sent one sharp denial from across the market.

She was right, because smashing the record in public would create a better record of him smashing public property.

He promised, “Later,” and Zafira knew what he meant. “Properly,” she agreed.

A boy carrying a basket of onions stopped beside them. No more than nine, he stared at the chained illusion of Zafira, then at the real woman holding Chad's arm. He asked, “Are you one of them?”

His mother seized the back of his shirt and told him not to speak to strangers. The boy pointed at Chad and said, “The record says the women cannot ask for help.”

Three nearby shoppers slowed without appearing to. Zafira could lie and become proof that controlled women defended him, or tell the truth and receive the same answer from the System. Sennik had built a story that converted every response into another wall.

Chad crouched so the hood shadowed more of his face and said, “Records can lie.” The mother pulled her son back and insisted Crowned records could not.

Chad replied, “Especially records with crowns on them.”

Her fear hardened into anger because anger was easier to carry in public. She told Zafira, “Keep away from him. Whatever he promised you, get away before it is too late.”

Zafira's hand remained exactly where it was. “I chose where I stand.”

The relay chimed.

COERCED DEFENSE PATTERN OBSERVED
Public guidance: do not confront controlled companions
Report location to an authorized patrol

The mother saw the message, and relief crossed her face because the machine had spared her the work of deciding which woman to believe.

She hurried the boy away before the relay could invite further debate.

Chad rose with his jaw tight. He could fight a spear, mark the person holding it, and pull the danger where he wanted. This was a threat without a body. Fear passed from parent to child, made reasonable by a blue panel that answered questions before people asked them.

Zafira reminded him, “That is why we do it properly.”

Breaking the relay would feel good for ten seconds, but replacing its record with evidence might save the next woman from being told her own choice was a symptom.

Chad let the legs stand while the record announced the stolen-soul count again: eight hundred and twelve.

Ione appeared beside the well with two bags of salt. With no visible hurry, she announced, “I need the water report.” Chad countered with the soul number, and she said, “It is the same report.”

She pointed to the relay's lower panel. A map of pale blue lines spread beneath Salt Port and across the nearby roads. Nine circular marks showed wells, reservoirs, and pump stations; one line ran sixty miles west and ended under a ruin labeled VAROS SHRINE STORAGE — DECOMMISSIONED.

A small notice pulsed beside the western line.

WATER ASSURANCE: STABLE
Reserve purification source: Varos deep line
Emergency capacity: 41,000 registered residents
Current linked accounts: 38,204

Chad looked from the water map to the wanted record. “Eight hundred and twelve souls against forty-one thousand capacity.”

Ione nodded. “The Soul Well is not merely beneath Salt Port; it is connected to every pump in the city.”

Zafira said, “Varos is its intake.”

“Or its lock,” Ione said as she set down one salt bag and opened her medicine case. Inside, paper strips and charcoal sat beneath rows of glass tubes. She told Chad and Zafira, “Stand closer and block the guard's view.”

Chad and Zafira moved between her and the nearest patrol without attracting a glance.

Ione pressed a paper strip against the blue map, and violet ward light passed through the sheet. Lines copied from the relay appeared in gray charcoal.

The copy caught more than the public layer: nine faint symbols appeared beside the western line, each shaped like a cup with its rim crossed out. Ione rotated the paper toward the sun.

Ione identified flow locks. “The city can draw clean water from Varos, but Varos can also pull something back through the same sympathetic route.”

Chad supplied the obvious answer: “Souls.”

Ione corrected him. “Vows first, then identity after enough exposure.” Her fingertip stopped over a square hidden beneath the Salt Port floodworks. “The pumps are collection points. Every registered resident touches water from the same grid, so the System can recognize them without anyone walking into a ritual chamber.”

Zafira watched the ordinary crowd fill jugs beneath the relay and said, “Country-scale infrastructure disguised as sanitation.”

Ione emphasized, “Useful sanitation. That is why no one removes it, because the clean water is real.”

Chad hated that more than a decorative evil altar, because people defended systems that kept their children alive. Sennik had built the knife into the handle of something they needed.

Ione marked three small arrows on her copy. “The current flow is west to east. These secondary lines are dormant, but the locks face the other direction; if they open, Salt Port feeds Varos.”

When Chad asked how fast, Ione admitted, “The public layer does not say.”

The reserve number did, because eight hundred and twelve people had already become stored capacity while the city called its water stable.

The public record rotated again, this time showing Elka behind Chad's image with an arrow drawn against her own throat. Chad's hand closed around his spear beneath the coat.

Someone in the crowd said, “Pretty thing, isn't it?”

The speaker was looking at the illusion rather than the man beneath it.

Another trader laughed. “That is how it gets close. False shell, they say it used to be a man.”

The other replied, “Still says it is,” and the first decided that was part of the sickness.

Zafira's hand left his arm and settled against the small of his back. The touch offered presence, not restraint.

The market saw a woman in his shape because Sennik's story needed his own identity to be evidence against him. Chad knew what he was, as did Zafira, Elka, and Ione. The truth did not become smaller because a relay gave the lie better lighting.

Chad asked if the copy was done, and Ione closed the case with a nod. He said, “Then let's go before I improve the infrastructure.”

A chime sounded overhead as the relay's black eyes turned toward him. His hood had slipped back one inch, and the recognition beam crossed his mouth and chin.

PARTIAL FACIAL MATCH

Confidence: 61%
Subject: CHAD BACONIZER
Local threat response: observing
Verification reward: 4 gold

Every person beneath the relay looked around, so Zafira kissed him.

She caught both sides of his coat and rose on her toes. Then she covered the lower half of his face with hers. Chad froze for exactly as long as a man should when the woman he wanted solved a security problem with her mouth.

Then he put one arm around her. The recognition beam moved across the back of Zafira's scarf and lost him. The crowd found a different kind of fun.

A butcher whistled, and the fruit seller shouted something supportive about newlyweds.

Zafira broke the kiss slowly and said against his mouth, “Walk.”

Chad said, “My threat management feels incredible.”

Zafira repeated, “Walk.”

They walked with his hood low and her hand in his. The relay cut the match score behind them.

PARTIAL MATCH LOST
Local threat response: passive

Elka met them in the harness row with a grain cart, replacement straps, and a look that traveled from Chad's red face to Zafira's satisfied one.

Elka asked if the kiss had been tactical, and Zafira answered, “Extremely.” Ione adjusted the medicine case. She confirmed that it had kept him hidden, so Chad accepted the medical review. Elka handed him the cart poles. “Good. You can pull.”

The market's north gate had no giant illusion. Two guards compared paper sketches, so Zafira changed their plan. Elka and Ione left first with the supply cart. Zafira waited ten minutes, then crossed with a spice caravan.

Chad used the water. He stripped off the merchant coat in a stable stall, tied his hair under a drover's cap, and rubbed road dust over his face. The stable keeper still offered him work pouring drinks rather than hauling sacks.

Chad insisted he could haul. The keeper looked at his slender arms and asked if he could. Low Force remained Chad's oldest enemy.

He promised, “I can take a beating better than anyone you've met.”

The keeper's eyes dropped to the open neck of Chad's undershirt. The dirty meaning arrived one second late.

Chad said, “I heard it. That one was not intentional.”

He left through the north gate carrying a water barrel with both arms, and nobody matched the beautiful laborer with the soul predator above the southern road.

Party Link guided him safely to the others beyond the first hill, where the mare accepted the grain while Chad received no acknowledgment for making it possible.

Ione spread the copied water map over the new cart bed while Elka pinned the corners with arrowheads and Zafira added the wanted notice beside it.

Chad said, “The 812 are real people somewhere,” but Ione allowed that they could be stored souls. “The relay's count came from a System field, but the claim about who stole them did not.”

Elka traced Tomas's road north and concluded that his official group was moving toward Varos, not Salt Port.

The white-shell road split twelve miles ahead, with the eastern branch leading to the city and the western one to the decommissioned shrine and buried water line.

Zafira turned the copied map over, revealing a second set of lines hidden in the relay's lower layer and too faint for the public display.

They did not carry water. Each began at a Salt Port pump. The lines joined beneath the city and ran west to Varos in black.

The black layer used no public legend. Ione matched its junction marks to the vow cups copied earlier: collection, retention, reversal. Each pump could gather an account trace without moving a complete soul. Varos held the reserve, but Salt Port supplied the addresses. Destroying one end would leave the other capable of rebuilding the route.

At the center of the map, a label resolved when Ione added ward salt.

SOUL WELL DISTRIBUTION GRID

Registered vessels: 38,204
Current reserve: 812
Primary control: VAROS UNDERWORKS
Secondary control: SALT PORT FLOODWORKS

Chad looked at the wanted record one more time. Sennik had not invented the number; he had put Chad's face over the Crowned Four's inventory.


Chapter 4

Private Instance Requested

Varos Shrine had been decommissioned in the same way a loaded crossbow had been put down gently, and Nobody was using it at that exact moment.

The ruin sat in a limestone cut west of the road, half buried beneath chalk and thorn. Six weathered pillars leaned over a dry basin. A cracked statue watched the approach with both hands over its missing face.

The official boot trail went straight through the basin and ended at a wall. Elka circled it twice before saying, “Tomas entered here.”

Chad pressed his palm against the stone and reported a wall. Elka complimented his Perception, and he reminded her that he had spent a whole point.

She touched a white scrape at knee height. “A shield edge, less than six hours old.”

Ione knelt beside a row of shallow cups cut into the basin floor. Every cup held dust except one whose bottom was wet.

“The deep line still runs beneath us,” she said. “The entrance may open from the water grid.”

Zafira stood at the top of the cut, facing east while wind pulled her pale scarf toward the road. “We have company.”

Party Link found the incoming riders only one breath after Zafira's warning.

Five threats entered Chad's new detection range along the broken eastern rim above them. Then nine red points spread along both rims of the limestone cut.

The bounty teams had learned from the gully; this time they brought shields.

Chad asked Ione how long she needed. “To understand a dead shrine connected to an active soul grid?” she asked, and when he confirmed it, she said, “Longer now that you phrased it that way.”

The first broad hide shield appeared above the chalky eastern rim there.

Chad checked their ground against every red point in Party Link first. The cut was forty paces long and twelve wide, and the dry basin offered no cover. The six pillars could stop arrows until someone pulled them down; the wall behind them might be a door, but currently held strong opinions about the matter.

He gave the orders before either hunter line could reach the basin floor. “Elka, west rim. Make them hate standing up. Zafira, stay close to Ione until the door opens. I hold the basin.”

Zafira drew both knives and asked, “You are giving me the alchemist?” Chad corrected, “I am giving the alchemist you.”

Ione looked between them and asked if she received a vote. Chad promised one after they survived democracy.

The hunters came down both chalky slopes in one tight formation together.

Four carried broad hide shields, and three had bows. One wore a red relay lens over his left eye, its glass searching faces. The others spread around a two-man device shaped like a crossbow without a string.

Ione saw it and went pale. “Vow caster.”

Chad said that sounded bad, and Ione explained, “It strikes a promise instead of armor.” That was less clear and more bad.

The caster's limbs opened. Silver wire stretched between them without any support, while a black needle rested along its center.

The man with the relay lens raised one hand. “Chad Baconizer, release the controlled women and kneel.”

Chad stepped in front of the basin and said, “They can release themselves.”

The hunter claimed they could not consent while linked, so Chad told him to ask them.

The hunter looked at Zafira and asked if she wanted rescue.

She answered, “From this conversation,” as Elka's arrow struck the ground between his boots.

Without looking up from the cups, Ione said no.

The relay lens flashed red.

PUBLIC STATEMENT REJECTED

Reason: probable Bloodguard coercion
Approved response: living capture
Collateral authorization: linked companions, nonlethal preferred

Chad complimented the record's efficient hearing.

The lens wearer turned his red eye toward Elka. “State your full name and withdraw from the Bloodguard's radius; the record will recognize your rescue.”

Elka reminded him that it already had her name.

He ordered her to step away.

Elka's bow stayed level as she refused.

The lens blinked.

SEPARATION REQUEST REFUSED
Coercion confidence: 84% → 91%
Recommended action: disable controlling subject

Ione observed that every answer raised the score.

Zafira replied, “That is because it is not measuring answers; it is measuring obedience to its conclusion.”

One shield carrier hesitated and looked at the women instead of the public panel. “If they walk away on their own, do we still get paid?”

Without looking at him, the lens wearer said, “Recovery bonuses require the controller alive.”

There it was: rescue language wrapped around a bounty contract.

Chad raised his buckler and said, “You heard the ladies. Nobody wants your service.”

The caster operator lowered the black needle. Silver wire hummed between its limbs and searched for spoken commitments. It had not fired because the hunters needed one of them to promise something first.

Through Party Link, Ione warned, “Careful with declarations. It requires a vow-shaped statement and a named outcome.”

Chad adjusted immediately. “Elka, arrows. Zafira, knives. Ione, door. Me, ugly people.”

Zafira complained that the last category lacked precision, so Chad named the relay lens first.

The shields charged.

He marked the left lead and used Take It, snapping the hunter's attention toward him. Chad planted his spear behind one heel and caught the shield on his buckler.

Force lost again as the impact drove him backward through chalk. At the last step, he turned and let the shield slide past. Then he hooked the man's ankle with the spear shaft.

The hunter fell, and Chad struck the shield rim down across his arm. Blood Mark returned a small pulse as the man's Health dropped.

Two more shield carriers hit together.

Chad spent Resolve on Overflow and met the seam between them. His shoulders fit where a larger tank's would not. His buckler caught one edge and his spear caught the other; for one painful second, both men squeezed him hard enough to lift his boots.

“I am between two huge guys,” he grunted. “This formation is tighter than expected.”

One shield faltered while, from the west rim, Elka warned the others not to encourage him.

She fired over Chad's head, cutting the relay lens from its wearer's face.

Zafira reached the other side of the shield seam. Her knife cut three shield straps in one sweep without stabbing the carrier.

Chad drove forward, the loose shield folded into its owner, and both attackers went down.

Ione poured their last clean water into the wet cup. Violet lines spread across the basin floor.

She said, “It recognizes stored vows, not water. Someone has to make a promise.”

Elka called, “I promise to kill the next person who shoots at us,” but the lines faded.

Ione reported the rejection, and Elka blamed poor design.

The vow caster turned toward her. Its black needle lined up with the arrow she had fired while silver wire hummed.

Party Link showed Chad the target line, but not as a path through space. The caster aimed at the promise carried in Elka's voice. The needle could follow it wherever she moved.

Chad told Elka to drop her bow; she did, and the target line vanished.

The caster operator swore and moved the device toward Ione, so Chad charged him.

The two unbroken shields closed first; one edge caught Chad in the ribs while the other drove into his injured shoulder, dropping his Health to 217.

He could not reach the caster. Zafira could. Three hunters had forced her back beside Ione, her knives flashing low to cut straps and tendons without killing. She moved beautifully, every step a stolen angle.

One hunter threw a capture net over both women.

Copper rings weighted its edge while red script ran through the knots. The net struck Zafira first, every cord pulling tight around the nearest wrist, ankle, or throat until her right knife arm snapped against her side.

The loose half dropped toward Ione. Zafira turned her trapped body into its path and took all of it. She fell hard enough to lose eleven Health, but Ione remained outside the cords.

Zafira called it an unfavorable position, and Ione told her to hold still.

Ione broke a vial against the copper rings, spreading yellow crystals through the net. The copper went white, then soft, and when Zafira flexed once, three rings split.

The hunter who had thrown it reached for Ione with a hooked glove. She caught two of his fingers.

She lacked Chad's Endurance and Zafira's speed. She did have an alchemist's knowledge of joints and no respect for people who broke into treatment. She turned the fingers until the man's knees hit the stone.

She warned him, “That hand is contaminated. Do not touch your face.”

Violet powder on his glove began to smoke. He stared, tore it off, and ran for the stream. Above them, both archers changed targets to Ione.

Elka fired two arrows before either hunter released one. The first pinned a sleeve to its owner's quiver. The second struck beneath the other bow and burst into white grit.

The archer fired blind, sending his arrow into the basin.

Elka called that she had the bows, and Zafira claimed the net.

She rose inside the broken cords. Then she threw the whole weighted mass over the nearest shield carrier and pinned his shield arm to his chest. Zafira stepped onto the net, ran up his body, and struck his helmet rim with both knife pommels.

He fell backward, and Ione watched him land before saying, “I have questions.”

Zafira promised private time later, and Party Link carried the heat behind the words through all four of them.

Chad caught a shield edge across his mouth because he looked. Elka blamed poor comms discipline, and he answered through blood that it was hostile distraction.

The vow caster's silver wire tightened as Ione pressed both hands into the water cup.

“I promise that no stored soul will be used without its choice.”

The basin lit.

The vow caster fired.

The black needle became a line with no distance. It crossed the fight, ignored stone and steel, and appeared six paces from Ione's chest.

Party Link screamed.

The attack line gave Chad six paces of impossible clarity. Ione stood beyond them with both hands committed to the basin and her vow holding the hidden door open; if she moved, eight hundred and twelve lights remained sealed. If the needle reached her, the caster could turn her promise into permission.

Chad did not order her to break contact.

That mattered.

The party existed because each woman chose her risk and trusted him to carry what he could. Leadership did not mean shrinking their choices until he could protect them. Ione had said this promise mattered, and he believed her. Now he put his body where the cost arrived.

Chad moved without a skill to carry him or a red line to pull. He put one foot on the fallen shield and vaulted its owner's shoulder. Then he threw himself through the silver path.

The needle entered below his collarbone. Pain opened behind his eyes instead, and the promise found him.

For one breath, Chad held Ione's vow inside his chest. He felt hundreds of sleeping points beneath Varos. Each was a human choice stored until somebody powerful decided choice was wasteful.

The caster tried to pull the needle through him and into Ione. Chad caught the silver line in both hands and said, “Mine.” Blood Mark jumped from the shield carrier to the black needle.

The System hesitated, then accepted the ritual weapon as hostile. Red Grip fired, and Chad went toward the caster.

He crossed fifteen paces in a red blur and hit the device feet-first. Both silver limbs folded around the man who worked it. The stored vow burst into the limestone like a hundred people breathing in.

The basin wall opened, and cold blue light cut a doorway through solid rock.

VAROS UNDERWORKS — THRESHOLD ACTIVE

Admitted vow: No stored soul used without choice
Vow bearer: Ione Kess
Intercepting witness: Chad Baconizer

Entrance closes in 90 seconds.

Chad shouted, “Private instance. Move!”

Elka recovered her bow and slid down the west slope. One hunter reached for her braid. She struck his wrist with the bow grip and used his shoulder to jump the last three feet.

Zafira backed toward the door with Ione behind her. Ione's white face and fixed eyes remained on the needle buried through Chad's coat.

Chad said it had missed everything important, but Ione said it passed through his vow channels. When he asked if he had those, she assured him everyone did. They seemed private.

The remaining shield carrier charged their rear.

Zafira turned to meet him. Chad saw the hidden archer on the eastern rim before Party Link marked the threat.

Perception twelve.

The archer aimed at Zafira's unguarded back, and Chad threw his spear.

Low Force would not carry it hard enough to hurt through armor. It did not need to. The spear struck the bow's upper limb and ruined the shot.

Elka's answering arrow pinned the archer's sleeve to the ground. She said hers was better. Chad loved the support.

They crossed the threshold with forty-three seconds left. Chad entered last as three bounty hunters rushed the opening behind him.

A pale panel appeared in the doorway.

ENTRY MODE

PUBLIC: Admit all compatible challengers
PARTY: Admit permanent linked group
PRIVATE: Seal until first chamber resolution

Chad hit PRIVATE, and stone closed in the lead hunter's face while the impact echoed through the Underworks.

Outside, fists and shield rims struck the stone, but the door gave no answer. A red public-record glow seeped briefly through the seam.

UNAUTHORIZED SEAL DETECTED
Open threshold to preserve public safety access.
Refusal may increase coercion confidence.

Chad pressed his palm to the panel and felt the option waiting. Public would admit the hunters, while Party kept the core four together but left the threshold responsive to compatible challengers. Private had recognized their shared entry and accepted the consequence of excluding everyone else.

Elka asked whether the hunters could override it.

Ione studied the vow lines spreading away from the frame and said, “Not without making the same promise we used to enter.”

Zafira smiled at the red glow. “Then they must swear not to use a soul without consent.”

The pounding stopped. Chad doubted they would swear the required oath, and he had wanted that button his whole life.

The chamber beyond was round, blue, and much larger than the ruin above. Water moved through clear channels in the walls, while hundreds of sealed glass vessels stood in galleries overhead, each holding a point of sleeping gold light.

They had found the 812.

Ione went to Chad at once and cut his coat around the needle without asking him to remove it.

Ione ordered him not to pull the needle, and Chad claimed he had not planned to. When she reminded him about the arrow he had pulled three days earlier, he said that one had looked easier. It had barbs, but those were a visible problem.

Her hands shook once, and Chad covered one with his.

Chad reminded her, “You made the promise, the door opened, and that was good work.” Ione reminded him that he had crossed a vow strike. He called that good work too, even when she warned it could have rewritten his promises. Chad insisted he would have promised harder.

Ione gave him the flat stare that meant his medical privileges were under review, but her pulse began to slow inside Party Link.

Elka guarded the sealed door while Zafira inspected the blue chamber and found three closed exits.

Zafira declared them secure for the moment, and the System waited until Ione had dissolved the black needle into a jar of salt before presenting Chad's reward.

THRESHOLD DEFENSE COMPLETE

Linked ally protected from direct vow strike
Permanent party admitted intact
Hostile pursuit excluded without lethal force

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 14

Endurance: 16 → 17
Presence: 17 → 18
Health: 282 → 294

SKILL ACQUIRED: INTERCEPT
Once per 20 seconds, cross up to six paces toward a linked ally
targeted by a direct attack and take the attack line.

The wording mattered: Intercept did not move an ally, cancel her action, or decide whether her risk was acceptable. It moved Chad after a direct attack existed, while the woman kept her position and her choice and he received the line aimed at her.

Ione asked whether it could trigger without permission, so Chad opened the skill settings.

INTERCEPT PARTY RULES
Eligible allies: permanent linked members
Automatic movement: OFF
Ally may suppress eligibility: YES
Bloodguard may decline: YES

Each woman received her own suppression control: Zafira left hers enabled, while Elka tested hers off, watched the red route vanish between them, and restored it. Ione read every line before accepting.

No standing consent extended beyond the attack, which made it a good skill with better fine print than the dungeon deserved.

Chad read the skill twice and complained, “I already did that.” Ione said the System had noticed, but he wanted rewards before the dangerous behavior. Elka checked the text over his shoulder and called that a bribe, which Chad happily accepted.

Zafira stood beside the central channel with blue light moving across her dark skin and gold jewelry, her amber eyes remaining on Chad.

She asked how long the chamber would remain secure.

Ione studied the entrance panel and estimated it would last until they resolved the first trial or opened the public setting, possibly hours.

Zafira's attention dropped to Chad's ruined coat, then returned to his face while the Link carried deliberate, unmistakable warmth from her.

Zafira said, “Once we establish camp, I want private time with Chad.”

Elka's brows rose while Ione became very interested in the jar of dissolved vow metal.

Chad kept his voice steady through a feat of tanking the System would never reward and asked, “Private instance?” Zafira confirmed it was requested.

The word carried no coy uncertainty. Zafira had asked because she wanted him, in front of two women whose places beside him were their own. Chad felt Elka's interest through the Link and Ione's warm embarrassment, but neither registered hurt or surprise.

Weeks ago, he would have treated the moment like a lobby joke and let humor absorb the risk, but now the jokes had people behind them. Zafira could request and he could answer; the others could want different time, different affection, or none, and the party would remain theirs.

Chad accepted.

Zafira's smile turned slow and pleased, though she specified it would happen after the needle wound closed.

Chad accused her of medical gatekeeping, and Ione confirmed the charge.

Elka leaned against the sealed door and supported the healer's authority in this narrow, deeply inconvenient matter.

Chad looked from one woman to the next. “My own party has formed a hostile voting bloc.”

Zafira reminded him that he had established democracy.

He objected that it was meant for combat and blamed terrible scope creep.

Before he could say anything intelligent, every exit in the chamber opened at once and white fire traced words across the floor beneath Chad's boots.

VAROS BALCONY WAGER

CONSORT CANDIDATE RECOGNIZED
Candidate: Chad Baconizer
Shell: eligible
Identity claim: disputed

Bride route available.
Refusal cost: 812 stored vows.

Chad looked at the women and concluded, “This dungeon has terrible threat management.”


Chapter 5

The Dungeon Wants a Bride

The dungeon gave Chad a wedding dress with pockets, and that was how he knew it was evil.

White silk formed around his body in layers of light as a fitted bodice closed over his chest. The long skirt split at both thighs and hid four knife sheaths, two potion loops, and a reinforced opening for his spear belt.

It was the most practical dress he had ever seen, so he hated it on principle and warned, “Nobody say it.”

Elka walked around him once and praised the pockets, but Chad reminded her that he had said nobody.

Zafira touched one gold-stitched seam at his waist, her amber eyes holding open appreciation and no confusion about who stood inside it.

She declared the tailoring competent, and Chad called that betrayal.

Ione read the fire on the floor.

VAROS BALCONY WAGER

Candidate: Chad Baconizer
Role offered: Bride-Consort
Route reward: passage to Primary Control
Refusal cost: 812 stored vows

Choose:
[ACCEPT THE ROLE]
[REFUSE THE COST]

The two choices floated at chest height, and Chad reached for neither because it was a wording trap.

Ione agreed that both choices accepted the cost structure: the first accepted its role, while the second refused responsibility for what happened to the vows.

Elka asked if they could stab the menu, and Ione thought they probably could.

Zafira drew one knife and questioned the uncertainty, so Ione suggested they identify what screamed first.

The chamber changed before they could test it, and blue walls opened into a high balcony above a white ceremonial hall. Hundreds of gold lights filled the seats below; each wore the faint outline of a person, and the 812 stored souls watched without faces.

Ione reached toward the nearest light, stopped before touching it, and asked permission to examine the vow.

The light leaned into her hand, and contact opened a memory across Party Link.

A fishing boat pitched under black rain as an adult woman tied a rope around her waist and promised the terrified deckhand beside her that she would not let the sea take him. The promise became gold when she meant it, and something beneath the water caught that gold and copied it here.

The memory ended, but the light remained. Ione pulled her hand away and said, “It is not a complete soul, but a living vow with enough identity attached to choose.”

Elka asked whether the woman was alive.

Ione could not tell, but the vow belonged to her, and burning it would take away the part that made the promise.

Chad looked over the packed hall, where eight hundred and twelve no longer fit inside a bounty number. They had become people on bad nights making choices they believed mattered.

Another light drifted close to Elka, and she let it touch the back of her fingers.

A young man promised his older sister that he would stop gambling away their rent. The scene changed to the same gaming hall two nights later, where he stood with one hand on the door, shaking with the effort of turning away.

Elka's jaw tightened as she observed that this promise had been kept.

Zafira accepted a third memory and watched an old court servant promise to carry a sealed message past armed guards. Fear filled every step, but the servant delivered it without reward and never spoke of it again.

When the light withdrew, Zafira said, “Not all vows have witnesses.” Ione pointed out that the dungeon had witnessed, but Zafira corrected that it had stolen.

A System note formed over the balcony.

VOW STORAGE CONDITIONS

Original owner consent: 19/812
Owner aware of storage: 4/812
Vows fulfilled before collection: 603/812
Vows broken before collection: 87/812
Present retrieval access: none

Stored vow integrity may be expended for route resolution.

Chad read the consent number twice and said, “Nineteen people agreed.” Ione specified that they had agreed to storage, not necessarily to use.

Zafira studied the rows above them. “This is how the Crowned Four plan to sell the Well. People will hear *power from promises*, but not that each promise remains attached to whoever made it.”

Elka added that the System could punish them later.

Chad remembered the 812 listed beneath his face at the road market, where Sennik had called them stolen because the public already understood that stealing souls was monstrous. He had merely pointed that knowledge at the wrong person.

The gold lights began turning toward the far end of the hall, where a groom stood in imperial white.

Halric Ovest smiled at Chad, but the prince was not real. Chad knew it before the figure lifted its head because the real Halric smiled as if the room had already signed a contract. This copy seemed gentle and patient because something had shaped it to make a cage seem holy.

Three empty cradles waited behind him, and Chad's stomach went cold.

The wager from the gods had not changed: if he failed to stop the Crowned Four, they would take his memories of being a man. They would make the shell permanent, arrange the prince, and call the life after that a reward.

The dungeon had found the threat and dressed it as a promise. Ione warned Chad not to touch the projection because it was linked to the vow store, though he had not planned to test it.

Hundreds of Health bars appeared across the hall. Every gold light held a thin line of Health, and a larger bar joined them over the groom.

CEREMONIAL ROUTE

Stored vows: 812/812
Groom projection: 812 linked vessels
Damage transfer: 100%
Candidate compliance: 0%

The false Halric offered his hand. “You have carried the wrong shape long enough; let the world make it right.”

Chad felt Zafira move closer behind him and told the projection it had the wrong pitch.

The groom's smile did not change as it offered love without struggle, and Chad told it that was still wrong.

The projection offered to make him forget the pain of wanting what could not return.

That one landed, though Chad wanted none of the prince, the dress, or the cradles. Some nights, he wanted to stop measuring the distance between his mind and every reflection. He wanted to wake without remembering that his old body had died in a looksmaxxing accident so stupid it would have sounded fake in a game lobby.

Forgetting would end the argument, but it would also end him. Chad looked at Elka when she said his name, and her green eyes stayed on his face. She did not tell him what he was or call the offered life ugly; she told him to call the play.

Chad breathed again as the groom descended one white step. “I am a man, and my body is not permission to rewrite me.”

Candidate compliance remained at zero, so the projection told him to refuse and leave the vows to their cost.

The stored lights dimmed, and Vow Health fell from 812/812 to 804/812.

Eight seated figures folded into darkness, and Ione's hand went to her mouth.

The empty places were not dead; Chad could still sense a faint gold pressure below the floor, like Health reduced to one point and hidden from the party frame.

He asked if they could recover.

Ione pressed both palms to the nearest lit seat. “The vow remains, but its ability to choose is collapsing; if the bar empties, the dungeon can spend it without resistance.”

Chad realized they were racing ownership rather than death, and Ione agreed.

The distinction changed the fight because direct damage transferred into the stored vows, while waiting drained their choices. Every ordinary solution paid with someone who had never entered the room.

Chad opened the Bloodguard panel and tried to mark one dimmed light for protection.

INVALID PARTY TARGET
Consent not established.

The refusal was good, but the timing was bad.

He ordered the party to ask before touching any vow. “No mass heal, no Link, no clever shortcut unless the person inside says yes.”

Elka looked over eight hundred faceless shapes and asked how they could do that fast enough.

Chad kept the answer plain. “Same question. Simple answer.”

Ione raised her voice. “Do you consent to temporary Health support while retaining your vow and your right to withdraw?”

Gold moved through the hall in separate pulses rather than one wave.

TEMPORARY SUPPORT REQUEST

YES: 637
NO: 21
NO RESPONSE: 154

Chad offered Pain Dividend recovery only to the 637 yes responses. The skill rejected that scale, then accepted a narrow version: excess recovery could move to one consenting vow at a time.

He read the limit and said, “I can refill them, but only if something hurts me first.”

Zafira glanced toward the false groom. “At last, a mechanic designed around you.” Chad welcomed the overdue respect.

The next decision cycle began, and another eight lights flickered.

Chad drew his knife and stopped with the edge above his forearm, but Ione caught his wrist before it fell.

Ione warned, “Self-inflicted damage does not generate Resolve.”

Chad scowled at the panel. “The System has anti-cheese code.”

Ione released him. “The System has met men.”

Elka kicked a loose piece of altar stone at the groom, but it passed through him and struck the white step. The projection's smile tightened as a thin lash of light snapped toward her.

Chad used Intercept, and the lash crossed his buckler, opened a line along his arm, and gave Pain Dividend six points of recovery. He pushed those points toward the first consenting dimmed vow.

Its seat relit.

Vow Health: 804/812 → 805/812.

Chad said they could reverse the drain, but Ione warned that the cycle would outrun them.

Chad set the limit. “Then we use it to buy mistakes, not time.”

The groom lifted one hand, and the white anchors above him brightened as if offended that the candidate had returned even one stolen choice.

Chad grabbed the offered menu and pulled, but the panel did not move. “It is draining them while we wait.”

Ione counted eight vows per decision cycle, or about one minute, which meant they needed a third option.

Zafira looked above the groom. “Then make one.”

Three threads of white fire ran from his body to the hall: one through a crown over the altar, one through the veil covering Chad, and one through the gold ring floating between them.

They were anchors.

The projection was not the boss. It was the sales pitch.

Chad called the assignments. “Elka, crown. Zafira, ring. Ione, tell me how to remove this dress without flashing a dungeon full of souls.”

Ione blinked at his choice of concern, and Chad blamed morale.

Elka fired, and her arrow passed through the crown without touching it. The altar behind it cracked.

The groom's head snapped toward her. Its smile vanished.

The white floor broke open.

A beast climbed from beneath the aisle on six glass legs, its body a rib cage made from reliquary doors. Gold lights moved behind every bone, and a silver bell large enough to swallow a person hung where its head belonged.

RELIQUARY BEAST

Linked vessels: 812
Health: distributed
Direct damage transfer: 100%
Anchor integrity: 3/3
Threat target: Candidate

Ione found their scream.

The bell rang, and sound hit Chad like a shield. He flew backward across the balcony, struck the rail, and lost Health down to 263.

The beast climbed toward him. Chad marked the altar instead of the creature, and the System rejected his target.

`Target is not hostile.`

Chad called it a technicality.

The beast swung one glass leg over the rail, then changed its blow toward Elka. Chad used Intercept, crossed six paces in a blink, and caught the limb on his buckler hard enough to drop him to one knee.

Ione threw a vial against the white veil around Chad, and blue liquid spread without wetting him. Words appeared in every fold.

ANCHOR TWO — ASSIGNED ROLE

Integrity source: candidate recognition
Break condition: contradictory voluntary witness

Ione read the anchor. “The veil exists because the dungeon recognizes you as the bride.”

Chad had noticed, but Ione said they must contradict it as witnesses.

The beast rang again as Zafira leaped from the balcony rail onto its back. The gold lights beneath its ribs shifted away from her knives, so she kept the blades clear and ran along the glass spine toward the floating ring.

She called, “He is my man.”

The veil tore from hem to thigh as Elka shot the cracked altar again and declared, “He is our tank.”

The bodice split at one shoulder.

Ione put her palm flat against Chad's chest. “He is Chad Baconizer, and his body does not change his claim.”

The entire dress became white fire, and Chad stood in his torn man's coat again with anchor integrity at 2/3.

Chad approved the change. “Now kill the wedding.”

The reliquary beast opened its ribs, and gold threads lashed toward the three women. Chad used Take It, bending the lines to his arms and waist, where they pulled at promises instead of cutting flesh.

Voices poured from the stored lights: marriage vows, guild oaths, a promise to return a borrowed pan, and a child's vow never to speak to a sister again. A soldier had sworn under threat, and hundreds of serious or stupid choices sat without context until the dungeon could spend them as fuel.

Chad planted his feet and called, “I've got all of them.”

Every gold line tightened, and his Resolve climbed from pain that had no wound.

Each pulse also generated a sliver of recovery. Chad routed it deliberately, one point to a failing vow and then the next, without touching a refusal or silence. The work split his attention four ways as he held the lines, watched the beast, counted the consent list, and kept his party free to move.

The stored lights responded by brightening the safe paths between them. They offered information freely, not obedience.

Elka moved along the balcony and searched for an angle. Her third arrow struck the altar's cracked base instead of the crown, and white stone fell away to expose a blue metal root.

She warned them that the crown drew power from below.

Ione poured ward salt into the crack, and the blue root lit.

ANCHOR ONE — AUTHORITY

Integrity source: unchallenged officiant
Break condition: revoke authority without harming vessels

Chad asked who had made the dungeon their officiant, and Ione blamed the stored vows or whoever had collected them.

“Then let them vote.”

He opened Party Link toward the gold threads.

The skill refused because the stored souls were not party members and had not consented. Good; one part of the System still understood the word.

Chad changed the request.

Not *join*.

`Ask.`

The 812 lights brightened.

VOLUNTARY WITNESS REQUEST

Question: Does Varos retain authority over your stored vow?
Disclosure: refusal carries no party obligation

Responses received: 812
YES: 3
NO: 761
ABSTAIN: 48

The crown shattered, dropping anchor integrity to 1/3.

The reliquary beast collapsed through the balcony floor, and Chad went with it while the gold lines held him.

Red Grip caught the exposed blue root, and Chad swung beneath the falling beast to drive both boots into its glass side. The blow dealt no damage, but it changed the fall enough to keep the bell from crushing Ione.

Zafira reached the floating ring, and it expanded around her wrist and tried to close.

ANCHOR THREE — UNION

Integrity source: exclusive claim over candidate
Break condition: chosen bond outside offered route

Zafira looked down at Chad. He hung beneath eight hundred and twelve promises in a ruined wedding hall while a fake prince waited at the altar.

Chad called it a bad time to define the relationship, but Zafira called it an honest one.

She pulled the ring against her chest and declared, “I choose him without owning him.” The ring cracked.

Elka caught the opposite side with an arrow, held it open, and said she chose him too.

Ione touched the nearest gold thread and gave the same answer.

Chad used Red Grip on the fracture, breaking the ring and freezing the reliquary beast one foot above the floor.

All 812 gold lines released Chad as the creature came apart into open blue doors, each setting one light gently into the air.

The false Halric vanished, and the cradles burned last.

BALCONY WAGER — REJECTED WITHOUT FORFEIT

Stored vows preserved: 812/812
Assigned role: refused
Officiant authority: revoked
External chosen bonds: recognized

RELIQUARY BEAST — THREAT STATE SUSPENDED
Direct damage remains prohibited while vessels are stored.

Chad landed on his back, and Zafira landed astride his waist. He met her stare and repeated, “Chosen bond.”

Zafira warned him not to make it worse.

“You are sitting on—” She covered his mouth with one hand.

Elka dropped beside them and praised the decision while Ione checked the floating lights. All 812 remained intact.

A heavy door opened above the altar. It belonged to none of their three exits. This one was an upper gate.

Armored boots crossed the threshold. Cedran Holt entered with Breck Tolland, Olya Prent, and Sennik Dorr behind him, while Tomas walked between two frontier shields.

Tomas's face went blank with fear when he saw Elka. Cedran looked over the preserved vow store, the broken anchors, and Zafira still seated on Chad.

Cedran smiled. “Excellent. They cleared the first lock for us.”


Chapter 6

She Said I Could Handle Her

Cedran Holt entered like applause should have followed him.

Gold plate covered him from throat to boots, and his Sunblade rested against one shoulder. Its glow painted the broken wedding hall in warm light while Cedran looked clean, rested, and heroic.

Chad lay beneath Zafira with blood on his coat, which proved propaganda had better timing than justice. He whispered, “Get off me.”

Zafira looked down and said, “You say that without conviction.” Chad called it a tactical relocation, and she rose to offer him a hand.

Cedran stopped at the shattered altar while Breck studied the open upper gate. Olya surveyed the 812 gold lights without surprise, but Sennik looked only at Chad.

The scout's smile held recognition and calculation.

Tomas stood between two frontier shields, thinner than Elka and dark-haired where she was copper-red. He carried no visible weapon, though a raw band circled his right wrist.

Elka raised her bow, and the stored vows nearest her dimmed.

THRESHOLD SANCTUARY

Competing parties recognized: 2
Direct combat prohibited while stored vessels remain exposed.
Violation cost: damage distributed across 812 vows.

Her arrow stayed on the string while she said, “Tomas.”

His eyes moved to the frontier shield on his left and then to the one on his right before he warned, “You should not be here.”

Chad judged the reunion natural enough to fool no one.

Sennik's hand drifted near his knife, and Zafira stepped between him and Elka to say, “He is not free to answer.”

Cedran answered, “Everyone with us is free.”

Chad pointed at the raw band around Tomas's wrist and asked, “Does freedom usually chafe?”

Olya smiled with saintly patience. “The guide agreed to a route bond. It prevents desertion in lethal terrain.”

Chad translated, “That is a lot of words for a leash.”

Tomas looked at Elka again with his left hand beside his thigh. Three fingers opened, closed, and then opened twice.

Elka lowered her bow one inch. Chad did not know the signal, but Party Link told him she did.

Cedran crossed to the upper gate and said, “You preserved the vow store. An admirable choice.”

Ione said, “You planned to burn it.” Cedran replied that he had planned to reach the Key.

Chad translated again. “Same sentence with fewer decorations.”

The Sunblade's light sharpened as Cedran looked at him like a smaller creature that might not count as an obstacle.

Cedran allowed them to follow once the sanctuary closed and added, “If you survive the route you opened.”

Breck touched the gate, and white fire recognized the Crowned Four seal. The frontier shields moved Tomas through first.

Elka did not shoot, and her breathing stayed even until only Tomas's heel showed beneath the gate. Then the gold lights nearest her trembled.

Sennik entered last and promised, “Salt Port will see what you do when no one believes your women.”

Chad answered, “My women believe themselves.”

The gate closed on Sennik's smile, and silence returned to the hall.

Elka walked to the place where Tomas had stood, where the toe of his boot had drawn three marks in the dust.

Chad asked, “What did he say?” Elka answered, “Bound. Watched. Wait.”

When he asked if she could wait, she stared at the closed upper gate. “No.”

It was the honest answer, yet she still unstrung her bow.

They established camp in the first blue chamber.

Before leaving the hall, Ione examined the three marks without touching them, and ward salt revealed a pale thread leading from Tomas's footprint to the closed upper gate.

ROUTE BOND RESIDUE

Bound guide: voluntary entry disputed
Navigation truth required: YES
Desertion permitted: NO
False route penalty: progressive Health loss
Bond authority: Crowned Four expedition charter

Elka read it in silence while Chad worked out the trap. “He has to tell the truth about the route, but his marks fall outside whatever they asked.”

Elka added the limit. “Until Sennik learns them.”

Zafira crouched beside the footprint. “The leash punishes false directions, not incomplete ones. Tomas can choose which true danger he explains first.”

That was room inside a trap rather than freedom, and Tomas had used it to warn his sister instead of protecting himself.

Elka took a charcoal rubbing of the residue and folded it into her bracer. “He said wait because attacking him might trigger the sanctuary or the bond.”

Chad suspected both, but Elka still could not wait.

“Then we do not wait.” He held her gaze. “We move without making his warning useless.”

Elka looked at him as Party Link carried her anger, fear, and the small ease that came when someone understood the difference.

Elka chose the lower route, and Chad promised, “We cut the charter where it thinks nobody can reach.”

They did not chase the upper gate blind. That restraint cost Elka more than a fight would have. Chad watched her unstring the bow a second time and understood that leadership sometimes meant giving urgency a direction instead of pretending patience made it disappear.

Ione set warning salts at all three exits while Elka tied thread alarms across the upper gate and checked the vow store twice. Chad moved bedrolls, counted rations, and pretended not to notice Zafira watching him.

The private entrance timer ended without bringing hunters, and the outside door stopped accepting public requests while two parties remained inside.

The chamber was secure enough.

Zafira came to Chad beside the central water channel and said, “Now.”

His hands forgot the bedroll knot as he admired the direct call.

Zafira replied, “You prefer clear threat information.”

Chad said, “This threat seems friendly.” Zafira told him to stop tanking the conversation.

She led him through the eastern exit into a small preparation room with blue floor tiles and a low stone bed beneath a dry lamp. The door closed with a manual bar, without any spell or dungeon offer.

Zafira checked the bar herself and opened the Party Link settings between them.

PRIVATE LINK CONSENT

Participants: Chad Baconizer | Zafira Nahal
Both participants: adults
Voluntary privacy request: mutual

Share Health/status: YES
Share threat alerts: YES
Share arousal response: ASK
Share pain response: ASK
Allow emergency party override: YES

Consent may be withdrawn verbally or through Link at any time.

She selected ASK on both private responses and sent the panel to him. Chad said yes and accepted.

The room dimmed at the edges of Party Link, where Elka and Ione remained safe green points beyond the door while their private status closed.

Zafira took off both knives and placed them within reach of the bed. Chad noted, “Still armed.” She answered, “Still me,” and he called that good.

He set down his spear and buckler while his pulse climbed harder than it did before most bosses.

Zafira saw his hands and said, “You are nervous.”

Chad said, “You said you could handle me.” Zafira corrected the subject. “I said you could handle me.”

Chad admitted that was much more pressure.

She smiled without court poise or dry control, hungry and a little uncertain. That helped.

Chad reached for her waist and stopped before contact. “Tell me what you want.”

Zafira answered, “You, as you are. I want you to believe me before we finish.”

Chad stated the first condition. “I am a man.”

Zafira said yes, so he continued. “This body does things I did not choose.”

She said yes again.

“Use my name. Use he and man. Nothing else unless I ask.”

Zafira stepped between his knees. “Chad. He. My man, if you will have the claim without the ownership.”

His throat tightened, but he could handle that. Then she kissed him.

Nothing about this kiss was tactical as her mouth opened against his and he pulled her close by the hips. Her long body fit around his shorter one with unfair grace, and she tasted faintly of clove oil and the bitter salt Ione put in their water.

Zafira unfastened his ruined coat, then paused at the flat straps beneath it to ask permission. Chad said yes.

She opened the straps and removed the padded layer beneath, freeing Chad's soft breasts from the tight armor. Zafira looked without pretending that she did not enjoy the view.

Chad said, “Objectively strong build,” and Zafira ordered him to be quiet.

She kissed his throat, cupped one breast, and passed her thumb over his nipple. Pleasure tightened low in Chad's belly and became embarrassing only when the System asked whether to share it, but he accepted.

Warmth entered the private Link from Zafira in answer. She breathed, “Oh,” and Chad called the response useful telemetry.

She rolled his nipple between two fingers, and the Link doubled the sensation with her enjoyment of his reaction. Chad pulled her dress from one shoulder and found the side fastening by feel.

Chad said, “Lift your arms,” and Zafira obeyed.

The dress came over her head to reveal a narrow breast wrap and dark undercloth beneath it. Chad loosened the wrap, and her small, high breasts warmed his palms.

He kissed one nipple, and Zafira's breath caught as the private Link flashed bright enough to make him smile against her skin.

Chad said, “I have aggro,” and Zafira told him to keep it. He took her other nipple into his mouth and drew harder while her fingers entered his hair to hold him close.

They undressed without elegance after that.

His trousers caught at the ankles, and Zafira nearly fell while removing one boot. Chad laughed until she pushed him onto the stone bed, and the awkwardness made the wanting easier to trust.

Both of them were bare when she climbed over him and studied his face, breasts, narrow waist, and the blonde hair above his vulva. She did not change what she called him.

She called him her beautiful man, and Chad's eyes burned for one stupid second before he pulled her down for another kiss.

Her thigh settled between his and pressed his clitoris, sending a sharp pulse across the Link before he could hide it.

Zafira said, “There.” Chad assured her that he knew the location, and she challenged him to use it.

Chad rolled them and pinned her wrists above her head with one hand. His low Force meant she could break the hold, but the Link made her choice not to do so clear.

He told her to say stop if she wanted him off, and Zafira promised she would.

He kissed down her chest and stomach until he reached the dark curls between her thighs. Chad spread her legs and touched her damp vulva with two fingers, slow enough for her to move away.

She pushed into his hand and asked for more.

He slid one finger inside her and used his thumb on her clitoris, which lifted Zafira's hips. The Link filled with heat, approval, and a precise demand for more pressure.

Chad called it a better interface than voice chat. Zafira used his name as a warning, and he promised to focus.

He added a second finger, and she opened around him, slick and hot. Her legs tightened against his sides while he found the rhythm she sent through the Link.

He lowered his mouth to her when her breath broke, and Zafira swore in court dialect.

Chad kept his tongue on her clitoris and worked his fingers inside her until she stopped sounding poised. One hand gripped the stone bed while the other caught his hair and held him close.

Her orgasm hit the Link as a bright, helpless wave, and he stayed with her through it. He eased his touch when her thighs shook around his head. When she pulled him up, her flushed face held none of its usual guarded humor.

Chad declared, “Handled,” and Zafira laughed once as she rolled him beneath her to claim, “My turn.”

She kissed down his body without hurrying, circling one nipple with her tongue before tracing his stomach. Chad's legs opened for her before she reached his hips.

The response bothered him less than he had expected.

Zafira touched his vulva with the same confidence she brought to a knife fight, but she watched his face for every answer. Two fingers spread him while her tongue passed over his clitoris.

Pleasure struck hard enough to lift his back from the bed. Chad gasped, “Jesus,” which made Zafira ask whether she had his approval. He ordered, “Continue the raid,” and she did.

Chad had spent months refusing to let the shell define him, and he had treated any pleasure from it like conceded ground. Zafira gave him no room for that lie. The trapped body was his to live in, and its pleasure did not belong to the people who had chosen it for him.

Her mouth was warm, and her fingers entered him when he asked. The private Link let him guide the pressure without forcing words through broken breath.

He came with one hand over his mouth and the other tangled in her curls. Zafira stayed against him until the last contraction eased, then kissed his inner thigh and climbed beside him.

Zafira asked, “Do you believe me?” Chad looked at her and answered, “Yes.”

She rested her head on his chest while he pulled the discarded coat over them and shared water from the flask beside the bed.

Neither spoke for a while, and the private Link remained warm rather than loud. It held no threat or command, only two adult choices still present after the wanting had been answered.

At last, Zafira said that she knew the lower gate.

Chad looked down and asked, “Sex unlocked a route?” Zafira answered, “Trust unlocked a memory.”

The joke died there.

She told him about Qasira court, before Rashad's harem and before the cage. Zafira had danced at public ceremonies while important people assumed beauty made her furniture, and one winter, a court ritualist had used the old Varos marriage rite to seal a private audience chamber.

Zafira had been ordered to perform beside that door.

She remembered, “He struck a servant who looked at the floor marks, so I memorized them while smiling at him.”

Chad tightened his arm around her.

Zafira said, “I used what men wanted to see. Sometimes I enjoyed the control. Sometimes I hate that I enjoyed any of it.”

Chad said, “Surviving a room doesn't mean the room owns the part that worked.”

Her eyes closed, and she explained that this was why she had told him now.

The old rite had two routes: the public balcony carried the offered bride toward the altar, while the lower passage let attendants move beneath the ceremony unseen.

Its key was witnessed service freely withdrawn rather than submission.

They dressed and returned to the blue chamber, where Elka looked once at their faces and handed Zafira a water skin. She asked no question she had not been invited to ask, while Ione checked both Health bars with clinical dignity and slightly pink ears.

Zafira pressed three floor tiles in the order she remembered, and Chad stood beside her to release her from every service she had performed for his survival.

He said, “You never owed me one,” and the floor opened.

Before the panel resolved, Zafira caught his hand and placed it flat over the first tile.

Zafira explained, “The memory opened the route, but our choice opens it for us.”

Elka stepped onto the second tile. “I witnessed the service, and it was freely given.”

Ione took the third. “And freely ended without debt.”

Blue light joined their hands across the floor. The old court rite had expected attendants to vanish beneath a ceremony after serving someone more important, but their version recognized four adults who refused the hierarchy together.

Chad felt the difference through Party Link because Zafira's private trust removed nothing from Elka or Ione. It added a route the whole party could use because she chose to share what their trust had uncovered.

No one became lesser when one bond grew deeper, and the route accepted that distinction.

Elka squeezed Zafira's free hand before releasing it, while Ione adjusted the healing strip over Chad's shoulder and met Zafira's eyes. Those small gestures answered the question raised by the private room. Affection was not loot split into smaller shares; it was trust carried forward without forcing every bond into the same shape.

Chad kept that thought to himself because saying it aloud would turn it into a filthy inventory joke. For once, he respected the moment more than the opening.

LOWER ATTENDANT ROUTE DISCOVERED

Cause: court-memory pattern matched
Required bond: chosen service, freely withdrawn
Stored vows spent: 0

RELATIONSHIP MILESTONE — MUTUAL TRUST MADE ACTIONABLE
Experience awarded: 1,880

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 15
Finesse: 17 → 18
Focus: 11 → 12
Health: 294 → 306

Private Link consent settings retained by mutual choice.

The lower gate opened beneath their camp, and stone steps descended into blue darkness.

They were too tired to enter safely, so Elka reset the alarms while Ione put a violet ward across the opening. Zafira chose Chad's bedroll and curled against his side without asking anyone to misunderstand what had changed.

Chad slept with one hand around his spear, then woke to Party Link screaming. The steps were gone, and the lower gate had moved to the ceiling.


Chapter 7

Tank Checks Should Not Moan

The lower gate moved every time someone called it lower, so Chad tried, “Ceiling route.”

The blue opening slid down the wall and stopped six feet above the floor.

Elka told him to try again, and Chad called it the side route. It moved under the central water channel.

Chad tried, “Private hole.” The gate opened at waist height directly behind Zafira, and she turned slowly while he announced that he had located it.

Zafira said, “You offended it into position.”

Ione wrote the three results in her field book. “The route responds to assigned ceremonial language and rejects hierarchy.”

“It likes private hole.” Chad pointed at the gate, but Ione refused to record that conclusion.

Elka crouched beside the opening while cold air moved her red braid. “Passable, but tight.”

Chad collected his spear and said, “I can squeeze in first.”

Three women looked at him, so Chad admitted, “That one was intentional.” Elka replied, “Growth.”

They packed the camp. The party carried everything except one bedroll into the route, and Elka tied the spare across the opening so the cloth would mark its last position if the gate moved again.

The tunnel beyond was round and dry, with blue ceramic plates covering its walls. Every plate held one line of an old vow, and most promised service, obedience, silence, or return.

The words changed when Chad passed.

`I will serve until released.`

`I will obey while obedience does no wrong.`

`I will keep the secret unless the secret harms the innocent.`

Conditions appeared at the ends of promises that had not held them before. Ione said, “The 812 are rewriting the collection.”

Chad replied, “They voted.” Ione said the dungeon was treating the result as precedent.

Zafira touched one altered plate and said, “Then the route is learning consent.” Chad called it a slow learner.

They stopped at a blue marker before the tunnel widened, and Ione checked the party sheet. The dungeon restored no Health after the Balcony trial. It considered emotional damage complimentary.

PERMANENT PARTY LINK — VAROS LOWER ROUTE

Chad — Bloodguard 15 — Health 306/306 — Resolve 0/30
Zafira — Knife Dancer 11 — Health 186/186
Elka — Trail Archer 11 — Health 214/214
Ione — Ward Alchemist 11 — Health 178/178

Stored vows: 812
Vow debt: 0
Competing party: upper route
Route separation: 46 paces vertical

Elka noted that the other party was directly above them, then put one ear against the ceiling. Faint metal steps crossed from left to right.

Chad asked about Tomas, and Elka counted six sets of boots with one uneven stride.

Tomas's stride had always shortened on the right when he was tired, as Elka had explained on the road without looking at anyone, and Zafira traced the route separation while warning that Sennik could hear them if sound crossed.

Chad proposed tactical names. All three women replied, “No,” at once.

Ione unwrapped his shoulder. She inspected the vow-needle wound, where the skin had closed over a thin silver line.

Ione warned, “Pain may travel through the stored link. If the next room carries the same silver, damage could be heard above and below.”

Chad understood that the other party would hear them fight.

Ione corrected him: a vow remembered intent, so the Crowned Four might feel why they struck.

Chad rolled his shoulder and set the rule as no panic.

Ione corrected the rule to no cruelty because pain without cruelty might still travel.

Zafira retied the bandage and kept her fingers against his skin one breath longer than necessary, while Elka noticed and tightened the string on her bow until it sang.

Elka ordered them to secure the room before anyone made the Link more unbearable.

Zafira insisted, “Nothing private crossed.” Elka pointed out that she was glowing. Zafira blamed good circulation.

Ione closed the medicine case and confirmed, “Her circulation is elevated.”

Zafira looked betrayed for the first time Chad had ever seen. Chad grinned and called it a medical review.

The blue marker opened beneath his hand.

The tunnel widened into a square room built around two narrow bridges. Both crossed the same black shaft; one ran high along the left wall, while the other descended right in a long spiral.

Four empty suits of armor stood at the far ends without weapons. Their gauntlets lay folded over their chests, and blue glass filled every joint.

The first suit raised its head as all four Health bars appeared.

VOW-FED SENTINELS

Left lane: 2
Right lane: 2
Stored vow link: active
Direct damage conversion: 1 damage = 1 vow pain
Current vow debt: 0

Clear condition: cross both lanes with party intact

Ione said, “Do not hit them.”

Elka studied both bridges before the first suit moved. The left lane narrowed twice and lost its outer rail near the finish. The longer right lane crossed beneath three blue-glass vents.

Chad asked, “Pairs?”

Elka split them by information instead of combat role. Chad needed her count on the left, while Ione needed Zafira to test the glass without striking it.

Zafira looked down the spiral and asked what happened if either pair stalled.

Chad opened the formation pane, where Party Link could cross between the bridges, but Intercept needed a solid landing line across the shaft. Blood Mark might reach between lanes at their nearest point, and might was not a plan.

Chad ordered them to call each discovery at once without saving a clever answer for dramatic timing. A cleared lane could support from range but could not reenter unless he called it.

Elka said, “You cannot order us not to return for you.”

Chad answered, “I can order you not to turn one trapped person into four.”

The blue joints brightened as Ione pointed at the status panel. The clear condition required both lanes crossed with the party intact, but it did not require them to move at once. They could solve before moving because damage was the failure state.

Zafira drew a knife, reversed it, and offered Ione the handle for testing only. Ione accepted under the same limit.

The explicit exchange mattered in a dungeon built from promises. Neither woman offered a casual *I have you* that the walls could twist into permanent service.

One sentinel punched Chad in the face and dropped his Health to 278. Eight hundred and twelve voices moaned through the walls.

Chad staggered and protested that he had not hit back.

Ione identified six reflected damage from his armor.

Vow debt: 0 → 6.

Ione ordered, “Take off the armor.” Chad asked her to buy him dinner first, and she specified the coat.

He shrugged out of the reinforced coat while blocking the next strike with his bare buckler. Metal hit metal.

The voices cried again.

Vow debt: 6 → 9.

Ione added the buckler to her order, and Chad complained, “This dungeon is getting handsy.”

Zafira took the shield, threw it back into the tunnel, and said, “Handle them gently.”

Chad stood on a narrow bridge in his black undershirt while two animated suits prepared to beat him without consequences.

Chad watched the two suits advance and said, “I usually need a subscription for this.”

Elka passed him on the left and said, “You keep saying things I understand against my will.”

The party split. Chad and Elka took the high bridge while Zafira and Ione descended right, and Party Link stretched across the shaft to hold both routes.

The first sentinel charged Chad at twenty paces. He marked it without attacking.

He used Take It.

The red script held its attention while Chad retreated along the outer rail and Elka moved behind it.

The second sentinel ignored him and went for Elka. Blood Mark could hold only one target, and he needed two.

Chad used Intercept and crossed six paces in a blink. He arrived between Elka and the second suit with his arms spread.

The sentinel hit him below the ribs, and Pain Dividend gave him Resolve. Blood Mark gave nothing because he had dealt no damage.

Health: 256/306.

Chad called both threat targets as the first sentinel grabbed his shoulder from behind and the second caught his waist. “They're double-teaming me.”

Elka began counting at one and ignored Chad's request for help. She reached two as both suits pulled in opposite directions, then answered his warning with three.

The blue glass in every joint dimmed at once.

Elka stepped through the gap and reported that their grip released every third pulse.

Chad twisted free before the light returned and told her to lead with that information.

Elka said, “You were making useful noises,” and Zafira laughed across the shaft.

Her two sentinels moved differently, with one following her and the other following Ione. Their paths crossed whenever either woman tried to pass.

Ione threw yellow powder across the bridge, and the lead sentinel stopped at the line.

The powder dealt no damage, but its blue joints clouded.

Ione called that the glass responded to broken promises because the powder carried residue from the captured vow needle.

Zafira stepped over the line, but the sentinel would not follow.

The second suit cornered Ione against the inner wall, and Chad saw its arm draw back through Party Link while Intercept remained on cooldown.

He could neither cross the shaft nor mark a second enemy, and he could not make Ione's choice for her.

He called for Ione to break her route, and she looked at the narrow bridge edge before climbing over it.

Her hands caught the underside, and she hung above the black shaft while the sentinel punched empty wall.

Zafira ran back across the yellow line, jumped onto the sentinel's shoulders, and wrapped both legs around its helmet.

Ione warned from beneath the bridge, “Do not damage it.”

Zafira claimed, “I am expressing affection,” while Ione reported that its neck glass was rising.

Zafira shifted her weight instead of cutting, and the sentinel bent backward while Ione swung beneath it and pulled herself onto the safe side.

The suit straightened, and Zafira rode the movement over its shoulders to land behind it.

Both women crossed their finish mark.

RIGHT LANE COMPLETE

Direct damage dealt: 0
Vow pain generated: 0
Party members across: 2/4

Their sentinels folded their hands and went still, but the left lane suits remained active.

Chad had lost fifty Health and gained twelve Resolve, while his two attackers had lost zero.

Zafira called, “Your turn,” and Chad blamed performance issues.

Elka stood ten paces from the finish with both sentinels blocking the bridge between them and her.

The blue glass pulsed, and she started the count at one.

Chad stepped into the first swing, and it struck his stomach.

Elka reached two as Chad caught the other arm under his own, and the suit lifted him off the bridge.

Ione warned, “Do not damage the tank,” and Chad said, “I know what this is called.”

The two sentinels squeezed. A low sound escaped him before he could stop it, which silenced all three women.

Elka reached three at last, and the joints dimmed.

Chad dropped while Elka sprinted between the suits and crossed the finish mark.

The sentinels turned together toward Chad while the panel held at 3/4 party members across.

Elka ordered him through, but Chad pointed out that both targets were on him. “That is the point of you,” she said, and he welcomed the recognition.

He backed toward the finish as the bridge narrowed. One sentinel reached high while the other dropped low to take his legs.

Two threat lanes. One mark and one Intercept, but no ally remained behind him.

Chad canceled Blood Mark, and the red script vanished from the first sentinel.

Both paused to recalculate their priority, and he ran.

The high suit reached first, but Chad ducked, and its arms closed around the low sentinel instead.

Blue glass struck blue glass, and the walls screamed.

Vow debt: 9 → 37.

Chad pointed out that they had damaged each other.

Ione warned, “Debt still counts,” as he hit the finish mark.

Both sentinels stopped with their hands one inch from his firm, practical, completely tactical butt.

LEFT LANE COMPLETE

Party members across: 4/4
Direct party damage dealt: 0
Sentinel collision damage: 28
Final vow debt: 37

Clear quality: CONDITIONAL
Debt must be repaid before vow store release.

The sentinels lowered their arms without returning to the far end, then knelt along the bridge as blue glass opened across their backs.

Thirty-seven thin cracks glowed inside, and each crack carried a different voice.

One whispered an apology, another recited a promise to come home, and a third repeated *I can do this* with the raw rhythm of someone climbing through fear.

Ione crouched beside the nearest sentinel and found pain added to the stored memory rather than lost Health.

Chad asked whether she could heal it, but Ione could not use Health salts because there was no wound.

Elka touched the blue glass with an arrow tip and asked whether they could take the pain back.

A new panel opened.

VOW DEBT REPAYMENT

Option 1: Spend 37 stored vows
Option 2: Transfer 37 pain units to responsible party
Option 3: Fulfill 37 incomplete vow fragments

Current responsible party: Varos sentinels
Transfer eligibility: challenged party accepted reflected-risk condition

Zafira noted that the sentinels had hurt each other, so the dungeon wanted to charge itself.

Ione warned that the dungeon would spend the vows because a machine could not feel transferred pain.

Chad selected Option 2, and the System asked for unanimous party acceptance.

Chad rejected the group target and named himself alone.

The panel rejected the edit.

`Responsible party: permanent group.`

Elka said, “We crossed as a party, and we pay as one.”

Chad insisted, “I made them collide.”

Elka claimed her share because she had counted their release.

Ione said, “I identified the glass.”

Zafira leaned against the rail and claimed, “I offered excellent commentary.”

Chad promised, “Your sacrifice will be remembered.”

Chad did not want to accept pain for the others, but that was the easy description. The harder truth was that he did not want them choosing pain he could have carried alone.

His build treated that instinct as leadership, while his women had begun treating it as a flaw.

Ione proposed, “Transfer by Endurance ratio. You still receive the largest share.”

The option appeared.

PROPOSED DISTRIBUTION

Chad: 17
Zafira: 7
Elka: 7
Ione: 6

No Health loss. Pain lasts 37 seconds.
Completion clears equivalent vow debt.

All three women accepted before Chad, and he looked at their green Link points before accepting too.

The System held the confirmation open long enough to make the distribution real, and Chad saw three separate consent marks. None came from Party Link or followed his vote; each woman had chosen after reading her own share.

He hated the result but trusted the process, so he said, “If anyone withdraws before it starts, we recalculate.”

Ione agreed, but Elka met his eyes and asked, “And if you withdraw?”

The question caught him because a tank build trained every instinct toward endurance as obligation. Refusing pain felt like failing before the hit landed.

Chad said, “Then we recalculate,” and Zafira nodded once. “Now it is a party choice.”

Pain arrived without injury like a hot wire pulled through every old bruise. Chad's knees buckled while Zafira gripped the rail, Elka sat down hard, and Ione folded over her medicine case to breathe in measured counts.

Nobody screamed, but that was communication rather than toughness. Chad felt the pain through his own channel and the fact of theirs through the Link, but he could neither absorb it nor turn it into Resolve. He could only stay present while they carried what they had chosen.

The heat ended at thirty-seven seconds, and the four consent marks went dark in reverse order: Ione's, Zafira's, Elka's, and then Chad's. The System kept none as standing permission, so another debt would require another request.

Chad checked the vow store. Thirty-seven pain traces had cleared separately, and none had been averaged away or hidden inside a completion percentage. The people attached to those promises retained the memory without the added injury.

Chad said, “Next crossing, we inspect reflected damage before anybody blocks.”

Elka added, “You listen before volunteering your face.”

He touched his bruised jaw and called his face a renewable resource.

Zafira's gaze lingered there as she corrected, “Not renewable, merely resilient.”

That correction carried enough warmth to make the last pain feel less lonely.

VOW DEBT: 37 → 0
Stored vows spent: 0
Incomplete fragments fulfilled: 0

Reflected-risk condition resolved by responsible party.

Chad helped Ione stand while Elka accepted Zafira's hand. All four stayed quiet until their breathing became ordinary.

Chad admitted that he hated the transfer, and Elka said he was supposed to.

He added, “I hated not taking yours,” and Elka called that good too.

Zafira touched his jaw and said, “You survived delegation.”

Chad called it the worst dungeon mechanic yet.

Elka said, “Thirty-seven.”

Chad asked whether she had counted the moans or the debt, and Elka answered yes.

The exit opened onto blue stairs that wound deeper into Varos. Chad recovered his coat and buckler through a return slot that appeared only after Ione complained about abandoned equipment.

The 812 voices settled to a low murmur. Then one screamed, and a red line crossed the status panel.

EXTERNAL DRAW DETECTED

Source: Upper officiant route
Operator: Olya Prent
Stored vows: 812 → 811
Vow debt: 0

One gold light went dark above them, and Olya had begun spending souls.


Chapter 8

We Missed the Second Key

Olya spent another vow before Chad reached the stairs.

Stored vows: 811 → 810.

The scream traveled through the walls, but it carried absence instead of pain. One voice vanished from the low murmur, leaving a space the others seemed to feel.

“How fast?”

Ione watched the red external-draw line and said, “One every thirty seconds, and the rate is increasing.”

“Route?”

Elka pointed down at blue stairs spiraling around a vertical river. Water climbed through open air at the center and carried gold lights toward the upper route, where each light sped up near the ceiling.

The Crowned Four were siphoning the vow store ahead of them.

Zafira touched the wall, and three branching lines lit under her fingers as she said, “Upper control goes to the Key. Middle control reaches the draw, while lower control reaches the vessels.”

A dungeon choice formed across the stair.

VAROS CONVERGENCE

Upper route objective: Ascension Key
Estimated lead of competing party: 4 minutes, 12 seconds

Lower route emergency: vessel extraction
Stored vows remaining: 810/812
Current draw: 1 per 24 seconds
Estimated full depletion: 3 hours, 14 minutes

Only one route may retain priority access.

“Four minutes.”

Zafira studied the rising lights and said, “We can catch them.”

Ione looked at the lights moving up the river and said, “If we take upper priority, the lower controls lock until the Key leaves Varos.”

“How long?”

Ione said, “Unknown,” and the choice waited in front of Chad.

The Crowned Four already held one Key out of four. If Cedran took this one, the enemy would be halfway to a country-scale ritual before Chad's party reached another dungeon.

Four minutes was not impossible because Elka could slow the upper route, Zafira could cut Breck's gate cast, and Ione could seal the Key housing. Chad might even gain the second mark his build kept promising at the next milestone.

The raid was winnable, which made the choice worse. Chad said, “If we save the vessels, they get the Key.”

Zafira replied, “Almost certainly.”

Chad asked, “If we take the Key?”

Ione watched another light enter the upper current and said, “The draw continues. Breck could leave the control open when they gate, and we might return in minutes or hours.”

“Worst case?”

Ione said, “All 812 vows consumed into the Salt Port grid.”

Elka tightened her grip until the bow leather creaked. Her brother and the Key waited on the upper route, so every personal reason pointed her the same way.

Chad told her, “Say it,” and Elka answered, “I want to go up.”

Nobody corrected her, and Chad asked, “Do you think we should?”

Elka stared into the rising river and said, “No.”

Zafira stepped beside her and said, “We can hate the choice and still make it together.”

Elka worked her jaw and said, “I don't disagree; I hate it.”

Chad understood. A clean leader might have announced the greater good, while a clever one promised they would somehow do both. Chad had played enough raids to know that pretending a cost did not exist only made people pay it unprepared.

He said, “We save them. Then we own missing the Key, and nobody tells Elka she should feel noble about her brother staying up there.”

The panel did not accept spoken consensus, so four separate choices opened across Party Link.

PRIORITY CONFIRMATION

Select independently:
[KEY CONTEST]
[VESSEL EXTRACTION]
[ABSTAIN]

Party leader cannot view selections until all responses close.

Chad chose vessel extraction, and his answer vanished.

The delay lasted only seconds, but it felt longer because Chad could not monitor or manage it. One woman might choose Tomas, another might choose the Key, and Ione might abstain because the ethical answer did not erase uncertainty. If the vote split, Chad would still have to call the route and live with knowing who wanted otherwise.

The results opened.

VESSEL EXTRACTION: 4
KEY CONTEST: 0
ABSTAIN: 0

Elka shut her eyes. Choosing the vessels had not made her want her brother less; it proved only that she refused to buy him with strangers.

Chad did not touch her until she leaned her shoulder into his, and then he held her there for one breath.

Party Link steadied as another vow screamed out of existence.

809.

Chad chose lower priority, and the upper stairs folded away.

PRIORITY LOCKED: VESSEL EXTRACTION
Ascension Key contest forfeited unless competing party returns to shared chamber.

Chad said, “We did not forfeit. They made us choose which theft to stop.”

Elka kept her eyes on the vanished stairs and said, “Still missed the Key.”

“Then we make it expensive.”

The lower route opened beneath them, and they ran.

The stair wrapped around the rising river in tighter circles. Glass armor climbed from the alcoves, but the sentinels did not attack; their open backs caught gold lights and carried them upward.

At the bottom, the river divided into two black channels.

Each channel entered a stone figure that knelt beneath a silver wheel. The figures had no faces, and their open pipe mouths aimed toward Salt Port.

Red script flowed through both bodies.

EXTERNAL DRAW CONDUITS

Left conduit: Health 900/900 — operator Olya Prent
Right conduit: Health 900/900 — operator Breck Tolland
Damage transfer to stored vows: 50%
Draw rate: 1 vow per 18 seconds

Vessel cradle integrity: 63%
Stored vows: 808/812

Ione said, “We cannot break them.”

Chad asked, “Can we mark them?” and Ione answered, “Both?”

Blood Mark held only one target, but the System placed a reward panel over the two conduits.

LOWER ROUTE MILESTONE

Bride route rejected without forfeiture
Authority returned to voluntary witnesses
Reflected vow debt personally repaid
Vessel priority chosen over Key contest

Experience awarded: 2,440

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 16
Endurance: 17 → 18
Finesse: 18 → 19
Health: 306 → 318

CLASS FEATURE: BLOOD MARK RANK 3
Maintain up to two marks.
Recovery calculated per hit.
One damage event cannot be counted twice.

Chad said, “Both,” and marked the kneeling figures as two red lines returned to his spear.

The draw conduits changed targets, turning their open mouths from Salt Port toward Chad. Black water struck him from both sides and dropped his Health from 318 to 244. Pain Dividend filled seven Resolve while the gold lights stopped rising.

Ione said, “Threat redirected. The draw is hitting your active soul channel instead of the store.”

“Great. How long can my active soul channel take it?”

Ione read the numbers and said, “Less than two minutes.”

“Luxury.”

Elka circled the vessel cradle, whose glass floor held hundreds of thin compartments with water moving beneath them in nine separate streams.

She said, “Three are dry. The floor is tilting the lights toward the draw.”

Chad asked, “Can you level it?”

Elka asked, “With arrows?” and Chad said, “You keep solving problems with them.”

Elka looked up at the support chains before she gave him a thin smile and said, “Yes.”

She shot the left chain above a dry channel. The arrow lodged in the wheel ratchet instead of breaking metal, and the tilt stopped.

Her second arrow pinned another gear, and water returned to one channel.

Cradle integrity: 63% → 69%.

Zafira ran around the marked figures and read their cast rhythm. Olya's conduit opened its mouth first, while Breck's followed two heartbeats later.

She said, “They are alternating. One draws while the other carries.”

Chad asked, “Can you interrupt?”

Zafira said, “If I can reach the wheel.”

The wheel turned twelve feet above the floor, so Chad used Red Grip on the left conduit and let Blood Mark pull him through the black water. He struck the kneeling shoulder, climbed it, and caught the wheel's lower spoke.

Zafira ran up his back and planted one bare foot between his shoulders. She jumped, caught his raised hand, and swung onto the wheel.

Chad called, “Usually people ask before stepping on me.”

Zafira asked, “Did you dislike it?” and Chad said, “Continue the mechanic.”

Zafira drove one knife into the gap between spokes, stopping the wheel during Olya's cast.

The alternating rhythm broke, and both conduits drew at once, but neither carried the vow away as black water filled their open mouths. Zafira said, “Now.”

Chad hit both marked targets with the spear shaft in one turning sweep.

The damage was low, though Blood Mark returned Health from each separate hit. More important, the impact forced both full mouths closed.

Back pressure sent gold light down the channels as the readout climbed.

Stored vows: 805 → 807.

Two vows returned.

Ione said, “We can recover them before the draw completes.”

Chad said, “Then recover all of them.”

The two already consumed did not return. Their channels ended above Varos, beyond the dungeon's reach. Ione kept silent, but Chad saw her count as Elka shot the third ratchet and filled all nine cradle streams.

Cradle integrity: 69% → 84%.

The reliquary beast climbed out of the floor behind her.

Its glass ribs stood open. The silver bell at its head remained silent. The beast was not hostile, but cracks from the earlier wager ran through three legs and left it unstable.

RELIQUARY BEAST — VESSEL CARRIER

Stored capacity: 812
Current vessels: 0
Mobility integrity: 58%
Instruction authority: voluntary witness majority

Chad understood and said, “Ask them,” so Ione opened the witness request.

VOLUNTARY VESSEL TRANSFER

Remain in fixed cradle: draw exposed
Enter reliquary carrier: mobile, damage linked
Abstain: remain in cradle

TRANSFER: 789
REMAIN: 3
ABSTAIN: 15

Gold lights rose from the cradle and entered the beast, but not all 807 moved. Three remained by choice, while fifteen stayed because abstaining was not permission. Ione placed independent wards over all eighteen compartments.

The reliquary beast lowered its open ribs toward the eighteen, and three lights turned away.

The motion was small, but Chad felt it like a hand held up between them. He said, “No means no,” and the beast stopped.

Ione knelt beside the first remaining compartment. Its light shaped a memory against her hands: an adult dockworker had sworn never to enter a temple vessel after seeing a priest use one during a plague. The wording had outlived the circumstance, but the choice had not.

She opened a ward around that compartment alone.

The second refusal belonged to a woman who had promised her wife that no court would hold part of either soul again. The third held no memory they could read, only a firm rejection.

Ione said, “Separate wards; no shared control key.”

Ione placed one salt seal on each compartment while the fifteen abstentions remained still. Elka asked, “Can they answer?”

Ione said, “They were offered the choice. Abstention may mean uncertainty, inability, or refusal to disclose, but the result is the same: we do not move them.”

Zafira watched the carrier wait and asked, “Can the dungeon preserve them here after the Key leaves?”

Ione pulled up the cradle syntax and said, “Yes, if we split their feed from the external conduit, but it will cost our reserve salts.”

Chad asked, “All of them?” and Ione answered, “All but one healing dose.”

His Health sat below three hundred, and two marked conduits were trying to drink through him.

Chad said, “Do it,” and Ione emptied the salt case without praising the decision. That was why she was the right person for it.

She drew eighteen individual circles across the glass, each with a break the stored vow could open from inside. The outer draw lines blackened and fell away, leaving no shared owner, convenient emergency switch, or hidden party access.

FIXED CRADLE CONSENT PARTITION

Voluntary remains: 3
Abstentions: 15
External draw access: REVOKED
Party retrieval access: NONE
Self-release access: ACTIVE

Cradle integrity rose to 100% around them. The beast tried to stand under 789 vessels, but its cracked legs failed.

Chad used both Blood Marks again, one on each damaged foreleg. The System accepted them as threatened constructs, so he caught the left leg with Red Grip while bracing the right with his shoulder.

He said, “I have the front,” while Elka ducked beneath the rear support and answered, “I have the back.”

Zafira looked at Ione, who warned, “Do not.”

Zafira said, “Someone must say it,” and Ione replied, “Nobody must.”

The reliquary beast took one step, and Chad's knees shook. Low Force turned carrying into an argument he was losing by inches.

He said, “I need something hard under me,” and Zafira covered her face.

Elka kicked a stone brace beneath his forward foot and asked, “Topped off too?”

Chad said, “Health would help,” so Ione pressed a salt patch to his back and said, “There.”

Blood Mark recovery and the patch returned him to 298 Health. Chad said, “Ione keeps me topped off.”

Ione replied in a strangled voice, “Move the beast.”

They guided it toward a side vault beyond the draw conduits. Elka mapped each shift in the water floor, Zafira interrupted every fifth cast, and Ione closed the abandoned channels one at a time.

Chad held both marks and kept the two threat streams on himself until the final transferred light entered the vault.

Stone sealed around the reliquary beast while the eighteen remaining vessels stayed inside separate, warded compartments with their choices recorded. Both conduits collapsed.

VAROS VESSEL EXTRACTION COMPLETE

Initial stored vows: 812
Consumed by external draw: 5
Recovered before transfer: 2
Preserved in reliquary carrier: 789
Preserved in fixed cradle by choice: 18

TOTAL PRESERVED: 807/812
TOTAL LOST: 5/812

Ascension Key priority: FORFEITED
Blood Mark capacity: 2/2

Five lost. Eight hundred and seven saved, and the number refused to feel clean.

Chad opened the record behind each missing point. The identities stayed masked, but the final stored commitments remained.

One had promised to keep a harbor lamp burning through a storm, while another had sworn to testify against a foreman. A third had promised a sick husband fresh water every morning. The fourth was a private vow with disclosure refused, while the fifth held only a date and a consent marker that had never been granted.

Chad could not restore them by reading, but he could keep the dungeon from reporting them as five spent units.

He said, “Copy the commitments exactly,” and Ione wrote five separate losses with the Crowned Four draw signatures attached to each. She invented no names and gave them no heroic endings the record did not contain.

Elka added the time of every extraction, while Zafira marked the point when Olya sped up the draw after Chad's party selected rescue.

Zafira said, “She knew we were below. The faster draw was not required to take the Key, but it forced us to spend attention here.”

Ione replied, “And gave her healing charge.”

That made the choice tactical from the Crowned Four's side too. They had not merely accepted collateral damage; they had weaponized Chad's refusal to accept it.

He looked toward the ceiling where the Key route had closed. “Next time, we plan for them to use decency as our aggro table.”

Elka asked, “Does that change the choice?” and Chad said, “No; it changes what we bring.”

The answer became their first Salt Port planning note: never contest a Key without a second team able to protect the threatened population. Four people could win a boss race or stop a massacre, but courage did not create another lane when the Crowned Four forced both at once.

Zafira underlined the note and said, “We need allies without making them ours.”

Chad said, “Raid members: limited objective, clear exit, and no permanent Link.”

Ione added, “And consent that survives emergency language.”

Elka closed the record and said, “Build it before the third Key.”

Ione wrote each loss into her field book without reducing five people to a failure percentage. Elka recorded the three refusals and fifteen abstentions on the route map, while Zafira copied the Crowned Four's draw signatures from both conduits.

They could prove what happened here if anyone accepted evidence from fugitives.

Chad looked at the sealed vault and said, “We come back for the eighteen when they ask, not before.”

Ione closed the book and said, “Recorded.”

A gold beam opened through the ceiling. Far above, Cedran raised a blue metal Key from its housing, and the second Ascension Key recognized him.

Varos shook.

The upper route folded into a gate behind the Crowned Four. Olya looked down through layers of glass as five gold sparks moved beneath her skin.

She had spent the vows as healing charge, and Chad marked her.

The distance broke the skill, but red script reached Olya long enough to make her flinch, and Ione said, “Those were people.”

Olya's answer crossed the shrine through the vow channels: “They were power that would have been wasted.”

Cedran closed his hand around the Key and said, “The city needs us.”

The Crowned Four gated away, but Tomas did not leave with them.

The exit from the vessel vault opened into the original shrine basin, where afternoon light waited beyond it.

So did twelve frontier archers, with Tomas at their center and the route bond burning red around his wrist. His drawn arrow pointed at Elka's heart.


Chapter 9

Elka's Brother Has Terrible Friends

Tomas loosed the arrow at his sister. The shot looked like betrayal until the blue plate behind Elka cracked wide open.

Chad's new Perception caught the release. Party Link drew the threat line and armed Intercept beneath his feet.

Elka sent one command through the Link: `Stay.`

Chad stayed.

The arrow passed Elka's cheek and struck the shrine wall behind her. Its head shattered a blue ceramic plate.

Cold water exploded from the cracked blue plate across the old shrine floor at once. The twelve frontier archers fired together from all three open lanes above them.

Elka dropped as their arrows crossed above her and hit the open vessel-vault door. Ione's ward caught four. Chad took three on his buckler and one through his coat. Zafira vanished behind the nearest pillar before the remaining shafts arrived.

Tomas shouted, “Second mark!” Elka rolled left as a floodgate rose from the basin where she had been lying.

The old limestone ruin changed around all four party members without warning. More blue plates opened beneath the dust across the whole shrine floor. Water filled old ceremonial channels, turning the flat shrine floor into three moving lanes divided by waist-high gates.

Tomas had opened the battlefield Elka needed on purpose. Chad said, “Your brother communicates like a psychopath,” and Elka replied, “Family trait.”

The route bond around Tomas's wrist burned brighter as red lines climbed his forearm.

FRONTIER ROUTE BOND — ENFORCEMENT ACTIVE

Bound guide: Tomas Korrin
Command authority: Crowned Four expedition writ
Required action: prevent hostile soul thieves from reaching Salt Port
Evidence source: AMARAT PUBLIC SAFETY RECORD 44-8

Noncompliance penalty: Health drain escalating
Current penalty: 2 Health/second
Release condition: route secured or source record invalidated

The panel showed both leash and lock. Chad said, “Elka,” and she answered, “I see it,” so he gave her the call: “Your call.”

She rose behind the first floodgate and called, “Tomas! Record count?”

“Eight hundred and twelve stolen at the Chain Market.”

His voice came out too even because the bond was pulling approved language through him.

Elka shot the red line around his wrist. Her arrow passed through script without touching skin. The bond flashed and took ten Health from Tomas.

Ione said, “Stop; direct attacks register as proof of the record.”

Elka said, “I didn't hit him,” and Ione replied, “The bond does not care.”

The archers split across the three water lanes, four left, four center, and four right. Their boots carried official three-bar marks. Their gear did not match. Two carried hunting bows, one had a patched frontier coat, and another wore a gate guard's iron collar.

They were not one unit, only people gathered under the same writ.

Chad asked, “Are they bound?” and Ione checked before she said, “No visible soul contracts.”

“Then why follow?”

Zafira answered from behind the pillar, “Because twelve official witnesses were told we control three women and stole eight hundred souls.”

The left lane fired. Chad marked two archers and used Take It.

Their aim shifted from Ione to him. The other two stayed on Zafira's pillar.

Blood Mark Rank 3 did not solve every threat. It gave him two arguments instead of one.

He stepped into the left lane. Water climbed to his knees and pulled toward a dark opening beneath Tomas. If Chad lost his footing, the shrine would carry him under the archers and dump him somewhere without his spear.

“Shoot me one at a time,” he called, “because I can't take all twelve until the cooldown rotates.”

The nearest archer lowered his bow by one wary inch. Beside him, the woman stared from Chad's face to the wanted sheet tied to her quiver.

The woman said, “It really talks like that,” and Tomas ordered, “Focus.”

The bond tightened and dropped Tomas's Health from 188 to 174.

Elka did not aim at him again; she shot the blue plates controlling the right lane.

One arrow opened a low gate. The current caught two archers behind the knees and carried them into a shallow basin. Zafira crossed behind the moving water, cut both bowstrings, and left the people untouched.

She called, “Nonlethal; observe how controlled I am.”

The woman with the wanted sheet hesitated again. Sennik's lie depended on the party behaving like it. Every arrow they refused to put through a throat weakened him.

Chad pulled the bounty team's echo sheets from his hip pack. “We have the same record.”

Tomas raised another arrow. “Forgery.”

“Your bond says source record 44-8. Ask it for the creation time.”

His face twisted because the bond did not want him to ask.

Elka shot the center floodgate instead of his wrist. It rose between Tomas and the two closest archers and broke their sight line.

Elka said, “Ask,” and Tomas forced out, “Record creation time.”

AMARAT PUBLIC SAFETY RECORD 44-8

Initial creation: 6 days, 19 hours ago
Latest approved image revision: 2 hours, 8 minutes ago
Source authority: Crowned Four expedition writ
Supporting witness archive: restricted

Ione opened her field book and said, “The Chain Market core broke six days and eleven hours ago. The accusation existed eight hours before the event it describes.”

The route bond flickered. Tomas's Health drain slowed to one per second while the center archers looked at one another.

One archer said, “Records can predict a threat,” and Ione replied, “Not a stolen count.”

She removed the charcoal copy made at the road-market relay. It showed the Salt Port distribution grid and the original 812 reserve.

Zafira pulled the captured draw signatures from her belt. Black lines recorded Olya's and Breck's control patterns at Varos.

They needed an official reader, and the frontier commander's relay lens hung at Tomas's belt.

Elka saw Chad look at it and said, “Don't grab him.”

Chad said, “Was going to ask,” and Elka replied, “Ask me.”

He understood and asked, “Can you get the lens?”

Elka studied the three moving lanes and said, “Yes.”

She fired high, and the arrow struck the cracked face of the Varos statue. Stone fell into the center channel. The water struck it and jumped sideways in a shining sheet.

Every archer lost sight of Elka for one breath, and she ran through the water.

Tomas sensed her before he saw her. He turned his bow across his body instead of drawing it. Elka stepped onto the lower limb, rose with his movement, and caught the relay lens from his belt.

The route bond ordered him to stop her, and his free hand closed around her braid.

Elka froze when his fingers caught the braid he used to yank in childhood. Tomas had grabbed it to pull her from mud, start a fight, or keep her from walking onto thin ice over the northern river.

He opened his hand.

Health: 161 → 140.

The bond burned a red groove into his wrist. Elka could have escaped, but she caught him by the coat and held him upright.

She said, “I have you,” and the archers drew on her.

Chad used Intercept and crossed six paces into the center lane between the siblings. Four arrows struck his back and shoulders, dropping his Health to 243. Pain Dividend filled Resolve.

Elka said, “Now you can help.” Chad replied, “Clear delegation,” before she threw the relay lens to Ione.

Ione set it over the first echo sheet. Blue light read the changing image of Chad draining kneeling prisoners. She placed the Varos water-grid copy beneath it, and the lens chimed.

SOURCE COMPARISON REQUESTED

Public claim: 812 souls stolen by Chad Baconizer at Chain Market
Claim record created: 8 hours before Chain Market core failure

Matched quantity source: Varos reserve ledger
Varos reserve at claim creation: 812
Distance from Chain Market: 611 miles

Probability of independent exact match: 0.002%

The bond around Tomas's wrist cracked but did not break. Ione said, “It needs the operator.”

Zafira slid Olya's draw signature beneath the lens, but the reader found no match. She added Breck's, and the lens filled with black light.

CONTROL SIGNATURE COMPARISON

Varos external draw — left: Olya Prent — VERIFIED
Varos external draw — right: Breck Tolland — VERIFIED
Public image effect attributed to Chad Baconizer: composite of both signatures

Image compositor authorization: Sennik Dorr
Record 44-8 source integrity: FALSIFIED

The changing wanted sheets went blank. For the first time, Chad saw plain paper where his monster face had been. The route bond shattered, and Tomas fell against Elka.

She lowered him into the center channel and kept his burned wrist above water while Ione reached them through a ward and pressed healing salt over the red groove.

The twelve archers kept their bows raised, though no contract forced them. Belief was harder to dispel than script, so Chad lowered his spear first.

He said, “The record lied, and you saw the comparison. Nobody here has to join or like us, but if you keep shooting, you're doing it for Sennik without Sennik needing a spell.”

The woman with the wanted sheet tore it from her quiver, and one hunter lowered his bow. Then another followed.

The man on the far right held on longest. The gate guard's arrow remained on Chad for several breaths.

“If those women are free,” he said, “why do they follow you?”

Chad looked at Zafira, who stepped into the center lane and said, “Because he listens when we say stay.”

Elka kept one arm around Tomas. “Because he let me decide how to reach my brother.”

Ione sealed the final edge of the wrist burn. “Because he does not call our consent false when it inconveniences him.”

The gate guard looked at Chad, who said, “And because I am extremely charming.”

Zafira sighed, and the last bow lowered.

The floodgates settled. Water drained from the three lanes and carried broken arrows and blank wanted sheets toward the road.

The relay lens chimed again as black script tried to overwrite the comparison.

REMOTE RECORD REVISION

Authority: Sennik Dorr
Requested action: revoke local comparison
Reason: hostile coercion suspected
Supporting evidence: restricted

Accept revision? [YES]

The panel offered no NO option, which told Chad enough. “He knows.”

Zafira took the lens from Ione and turned it sideways, exposing a seam beneath its iron rim. She slipped one knife point into the gap as Ione said, “Do not break it.”

“I am improving its options.”

The rim opened. It exposed two blue threads running from the glass to a bead marked with the Crowned Four seal. A third thread connected the local memory to the outbound relay.

Zafira cut the third thread, and the revision panel froze.

Ione touched the Varos draw signature to the exposed bead. “The reader's own verification predates his revision request. We can seal the result as a truth copy.”

Tomas asked, “How many?” and Ione answered, “Thirteen with the paper we have.”

Tomas said, “There are twelve archers,” and Elka looked at him before answering, “One for you.”

They used every remaining echo sheet. Ione placed each blank notice beneath the reader. Zafira held the cut relay thread away from the glass. Elka stamped the Varos shrine mark into wet charcoal. Chad added one drop of blood from his shoulder wound when the System requested a disputed subject witness.

The first sheet filled with plain text instead of a glamoured face.

SEALED LOCAL TRUTH COPY

Record 44-8: falsified
Quantity source: Varos reserve ledger
Composite draw operators: Olya Prent | Breck Tolland
Image authorization: Sennik Dorr
Disputed subject witness: Chad Baconizer
Independent frontier witnesses present: 13

Remote revisions: disabled for this copy
Public acceptance: not guaranteed

The reader produced twelve more. Each archer received one. Nobody became Chad's ally because a panel said Sennik lied. They became people holding evidence that could no longer change in their hands.

The gate guard turned his copy over and asked, “If we bring this to a relay?”

Ione said, “It will challenge the public version, but the relay may accept, reject, or report you.”

“Convenient.”

Zafira replied, “Authoritarian systems often are.”

The woman who had torn the notice folded her truth copy into the inner pocket of her coat and said, “I know two station readers without Crowned Four beads.”

She did not promise to use them because she did not need to; the option now existed outside Chad's party.

Tomas regained enough Health to sit without Elka holding him. Then he looked at her bow, her road-worn coat, and the three people around her.

He said, “You found a strange party,” and Elka replied, “You found worse,” before he conceded, “True.”

Elka did not smile when she asked, “How did they get you?”

Tomas looked at the burn around his wrist and said, “I took a survey contract north of Open Ledger. Sennik found my crew at a relay station and showed us the record with your name.”

Elka said, “My name was on it as controlled,” and Tomas answered, “I know that now.”

“You knew me then.”

The words hit harder than an arrow.

Tomas rubbed water from his face and said, “I thought you had been captured again. He said Chad made women defend him, and he had System evidence and witness images.”

Elka said, “And a route bond,” but Tomas answered, “Not at first.”

Chad kept quiet because this was not his choice to soften.

Tomas continued, “I agreed to guide them to Varos. The bond was supposed to guarantee my fee and release me when we reached the shrine. I read the first terms.”

Ione looked at his wrist and said, “Then Sennik attached Record 44-8 as a threat condition after acceptance.”

“At the next relay. I saw the count change, but the bond called questions evidence of coercion.” He looked at Elka. “By the time I knew, leaving drained Health.”

Elka said, “You still aimed at me,” and Tomas answered, “I opened the gates.”

“After you guided them across half of Ordan.”

Tomas accepted that without defense and said, “Yes.”

Elka sat beside him on the wet stone without touching him or leaving.

She said, “I don't need you innocent; I need you useful and honest.”

Tomas said, “I can do both,” and Elka replied, “Start with useful.”

The route bond was gone, but the freely entered sibling contract was harsher.

His frontier writ remained in his pack, though without the bond it was only paper and an official route map. He opened it across his knees.

The main Salt Port road ran east through three relay stations. The Crowned Four had ordered every station to reject Chad's party.

Tomas drew a second route in charcoal. It followed old flood channels beneath the shell road, crossed a shepherd track, and entered the city through a dry customs tunnel.

He said, “This was my survey route: no gate relay, and it reaches the west cistern.”

The System asked whether he meant to share it, and Tomas read the panel before accepting.

VOLUNTARY ROUTE SHARE

Contributor: Tomas Korrin
Recipient: Chad Baconizer's permanent party
Route: Varos Shrine → Salt Port west cistern
Conditions: no ownership, no route bond, revocable before entry

Shared evidence attached:
- Record 44-8 creation timestamp
- Varos reserve ledger comparison
- Olya Prent draw signature
- Breck Tolland draw signature
- Sennik Dorr compositor authorization

TRUTH-COPY STATUS: VERIFIED LOCALLY
Public relay acceptance: UNKNOWN

He selected SHARE, and the map entered Party Link without adding him to it.

Chad offered his hand.

Tomas looked at it and said, “Elka said you were a man.”

Chad said, “She is right.”

“The record said—”

“The record said I ate eight hundred people.”

Tomas took his hand and said, “Fair.”

The twelve frontier archers would not travel as one group. Four went south with copies of the comparison, and three returned to their posts. The other five followed Tomas toward Salt Port because Sennik had used their official seal. They wanted answers and remained witnesses, never Chad's soldiers.

Elka walked beside her brother without forgiving the arrows, and he did not ask her to.

The party recovered the mare and cart before sunset. The animal greeted Chad by trying to eat the copied route map.

Chad said, “She hates evidence,” and Ione replied, “She hates you holding food-shaped objects.”

Zafira rode behind Chad again. This time her arm around his waist had nothing to do with poison.

They followed the hidden flood route east toward the city lights.

Salt Port appeared after dark as a field of yellow lights beneath the sea cliffs. Nine pump towers rose inside its walls. Blue water ran between them in channels bright enough to see from miles away.

The first bell rang when the Crowned Four reached the eastern gate. The second rang for the Key they carried.

The third rang for five miraculous healings Olya had performed on the road. Five stolen vows burned gold above the city. Salt Port opened every gate for its heroes, while the hidden west route stayed dark.

Chad's party entered beneath the bells with a mule, a wounded guide, five uneasy witnesses, and thirteen pieces of truth no public relay had accepted yet. The entrance belonged to no hero, but it was enough to get them inside.


Chapter 10

Ione Picks Her Own Pace

Salt Port welcomed Chad through a drain while the city celebrated upstairs and evidence entered underneath.

The customs tunnel ended at a round iron grate beneath the west cistern. Tomas turned the locking wheel from below while Elka pushed from above, and Chad put both hands beside hers to discover that Level 16 had not fixed his Force problem.

The grate moved one inch before Elka said, “Harder,” and Chad warned, “You know what happens when you tell me that,” but she answered, “I know exactly what happens.”

Zafira joined them, and the grate opened. Chad said, “Three people; poor encounter scaling.”

They climbed through the dark shaft into an abandoned room built for water-grid repairs. Bells celebrated the Crowned Four on the other side of the city.

The room held rusted tools, dry pipe sections, and a public water panel with its light disabled. A narrow door led to the old cistern keeper's quarters, where dust covered everything except the stone washroom and water still ran through a hand pump.

Elka checked both exits while Tomas inspected the street hatch and found its official seal intact.

The five frontier witnesses took twelve sealed truth copies into Salt Port. They left separately, each choosing a different relay, guard station, guild hall, or person they trusted. Nobody promised results.

Tomas kept the thirteenth sealed copy tucked safely inside his patched frontier coat. Elka nodded toward the west hatch and said, “You should go with them,” but he answered, “Sennik knows my face and the route I gave him.”

Elka said, “He knows mine too,” and Tomas replied, “That was not an argument for leaving.”

Brother and sister looked at each other until the maintenance room felt private. Chad rubbed the back of his neck and said, “We need his city routes.” Elka glanced at him and answered, “I know.” He added, “Then I am formally pretending that was the main reason.”

Tomas almost smiled. The System rewarded them once the west hatch locked behind the last witness.

HOSTILE RECORD CHALLENGE COMPLETE

Record 44-8 invalidated locally
Bound guide released without force
Independent truth copies distributed: 12
Voluntary route secured: Salt Port west cistern

Experience awarded: 2,160

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 17
Endurance: 18 → 19
Perception: 12 → 13
Health: 318 → 330

Public reputation remains: HOSTILE

Chad rocked on his heels and said, “Level seventeen,” while Elka leaned against the wall and replied, “Still can't lift a grate.”

He said, “I am scaling vertically in other areas.” Tomas asked his sister, “How long has he been like this?”

Elka answered, “Since Earth, apparently,” before Chad claimed, “I improve morale.” Ione set her square medicine case on the battered table between the siblings. “Your Presence increased last level, so that claim is now harder to resist.”

Zafira laughed into her scarf.

The keeper's dusty quarters had one narrow window that remained useful for a lookout. It was six inches wide, set near the ceiling, and faced the closest raised water channel.

Chad stood on the table to look out.

Salt Port climbed from the lower harbor in steep terraces. White buildings crowded between blue channels on stone arches. Water wheels turned over the streets, and public basins glowed at every major crossing. Nine pump towers rose in three rings around a central lighthouse.

Crowds moved toward the eastern plaza, where gold light marked the Crowned Four's celebration. Nobody moved west, and Chad approved of that part when he said, “Good safehouse.”

The table shifted. Elka caught his waist before he fell and left his boots planted on either side of her hips.

She said, “Also sturdy furniture,” and he answered, “I had it handled.” Elka reminded him, “Your Force is five,” but Chad said, “My dignity scales off Presence.”

She left both hands on his waist while he stepped down. Zafira watched from the doorway with open and growing amusement in her amber eyes. Ione tried to inspect a pipe map but failed to turn the correct page.

Tomas spread his city survey beside the copied Varos grid.

The nine pump nodes divided Salt Port by function. Three broad harbor pumps lifted seawater into the lower treatment beds each hour. Three carried spring water from the western cliffs, and three sent drinking water through the residential terraces.

Every separate pump set joined the same deep junction beneath the central lighthouse.

Chad tapped the center of the survey and asked, “Floodworks entrance?”

Tomas marked two possible entrances on the clean survey with a blunt charcoal nub. “The public entrance is under the lighthouse. The maintenance entrance moves with the pressure schedule. It opens wherever the lowest active channel needs repair.”

Elka frowned at the moving mark and said, “A roaming dungeon door.” Tomas answered, “The city calls it municipal planning,” and she decided, “That is worse.”

Ione overlaid the black Soul Well grid across Tomas's clean blue water survey. Its black lines followed all nine water routes but ran in the opposite direction.

Ione said, “The pumps carry water out, but the Well carries something back toward the center.” Chad asked, “Souls?”

She answered, “Not yet; registration. Every household account creates a vessel path. Thirty-eight thousand two hundred and four people are already addressable.”

Tomas studied the number. “The city requires a water account to rent, work, marry, or receive temple healing.” Chad said, “So everyone is registered,” but Tomas answered, “Nearly.”

Zafira tapped the three western nodes. “We entered below one without triggering the public relay. That gives us an unregistered line into the grid.”

Elka traced the same line back and said, “And a way out.” Chad looked at the dark public panel before adding, “Unless someone turns it on.”

They set three evacuation rules before eating. If the street hatch opened, Tomas went through the drain with the truth copy. If the water changed color, Ione decided whether they moved. If the Crowned Four found the west cistern, nobody tried to defend the room as territory.

The safehouse was a tool instead of a home. That kept Chad from trying to tank a building. The first truth-copy response arrived through Tomas's frontier writ as they finished the plan.

LOCAL RECORD CHALLENGE — WESTERN GUILD READER

Record 44-8 falsification evidence: received
Source signatures: internally consistent
Public relay override: denied
Reason: Crowned Four authority supersedes local verification

Witness status: under review

Chad read the denial twice and said, “They believe the proof and reject the result.” Zafira corrected him: “They believe the proof exists; institutions prefer grammar when truth becomes expensive.”

A second response reported its witness for questioning, while a third reader went dark without replying.

One of the twelve copies had entered the city archive, and two had reached guard stations. The rest produced no visible status.

The evidence was alive in Salt Port, but Sennik still controlled the story.

They made the quarters livable before dark. Tomas slept near the street hatch, Elka took the maintenance-room entrance, and Chad moved the bedrolls into the keeper's former kitchen while Ione checked the water.

The water was clean, with no poison or soul draw.

The public panel remained dark, and that bothered her.

Ione said, “It should receive the same water record as the market. Even dead panels keep their emergency status.”

Chad pointed at the dead screen. “Can you wake it without telling the city we're here?” Ione said, “Not safely,” so he decided, “Then we sleep first.”

Ione did not answer.

She had written the five lost vows into her field book three times: first as a count, then as the exact draw sequence, and last as five empty lines beneath names they did not know.

Chad found her sitting beside the washroom pump after everyone else had eaten. He lowered himself to the floor beside her and said, “You saved eight hundred and seven.”

Ione answered, “We saved them,” but he reminded her, “You built the partition.” She said, “Five are gone,” and Chad let the fact stand: “Yes.”

He had learned enough to keep the percentage to himself.

Ione looked at him and said, “I wanted to study Olya before we entered Varos; if I had understood her healing signature—”

Chad cut in with, “She chose to burn them,” but Ione said, “And I failed to stop five choices from being consumed.” He answered, “You are allowed to hate that without making yourself the operator.”

Her mouth moved like she might argue. Zafira entered with clean towels over one arm and said, “He is right.” Ione looked between them and asked, “Were you listening?”

Zafira said, “The room has no door.” Chad pointed through the next arch and added, “The washroom does.”

Zafira's amber eyes shifted to him.

He heard the second meaning only after it left his mouth.

Chad tried, “I meant privacy,” and Zafira answered with grave mercy, “Of course.”

Ione stood and said, “I would like to wash.” Zafira stopped beside her and asked, “Alone?”

Ione considered the question instead of answering by habit.

Ione answered, “No.” Zafira shifted the towels higher and asked, “With me?” before Ione answered, “Yes.”

Chad began to leave until Ione said, “Stay,” and he stopped.

Her face had gone warm, but her voice remained precise. “Not to touch. I want to change the private Link boundaries while we are all present, and then I want you to anchor the outer threat channel.”

Chad reminded her, “I can do that from the kitchen,” and she answered, “I know.” Then Ione looked at Zafira and said, “I would prefer you here.”

Zafira did not rescue Chad from the decision because her attention stayed on Ione.

Zafira said, “You set the pace,” and Ione nodded before opening the Link panel.

PRIVATE LINK BOUNDARY REQUEST

Primary participants: Ione Kess | Zafira Nahal
Both participants: adults
Observer-anchor requested: Chad Baconizer

Ione ↔ Zafira private status: ASK PER CHANGE
Chad receives: external threat, emergency Health only
Chad does not receive: arousal, touch, private speech, visual relay
Physical participation by Chad: NO
Emergency override: YES

Any participant may end or narrow access immediately.

Chad accepted the anchor role first, Zafira accepted the private request next, and Ione accepted last.

Ione pointed to the wall and told Chad, “Chair.”

He sat beside the barred door with his back to the wall. The washroom was so small that pretending he could not see would have insulted Ione's choice, and his job was to respect the difference between seeing and taking.

Zafira pumped water into the stone basin while Ione added warming salt, and steam lifted between them.

They undressed without performance.

Zafira folded her travel dress and set both knives on top. Ione removed her cloak, tunic, and linen wraps in careful order; her short silver-black hair needed no tie, herb stains marked her fine fingers, and a faded votive symbol crossed one shoulder.

Chad had seen both women wounded, soaked, and half dressed during camp medicine. This was different because Ione had chosen to be looked at.

Her body was slender through the waist and limbs. She had full breasts and dark nipples that tightened in the cool air. She kept her undercloth on until Zafira stepped into the water.

Zafira settled against the far wall and asked, “Still yes?” Ione answered, “Yes.”

Ione removed the last cloth, baring the dark curls over her vulva. She entered the basin and sat opposite Zafira with water up to her ribs.

Neither woman moved until Ione said, “I do not know what I am expected to do.” Zafira told her, “Nothing,” and Ione objected, “That cannot be accurate.”

Zafira said, “You are expected to tell me what you want, and wanting nothing is allowed.”

Ione considered that answer with the same care she gave System syntax.

Ione made her choice: “Kiss me.” Zafira crossed the basin.

Her hand touched Ione's jaw first, and the kiss began soft. Ione held still for one breath. Then she opened her mouth and caught Zafira's lower lip between hers.

The Link gave Chad no arousal, private words, or borrowed sensation. Good. He could still see Ione learn the difference between receiving and freezing.

Zafira waited whenever she stopped, so Ione chose when to start again.

Her hands moved to Zafira's waist and explored the long line of her back. Then they traced the narrow shape of her hips. Zafira kissed her throat until Ione closed her eyes.

Ione found the next word and said, “Breasts.” Zafira drew back enough to ask, “Touch yours?” and Ione answered, “Yes.”

One wet hand cupped Ione's breast. Zafira's thumb passed over the nipple until Ione inhaled sharply.

Ione asked, “Again.”

Zafira rolled the nipple between her fingers, firmer this time, while her mouth found the other. Ione's head tipped back against the basin rim as Zafira sucked.

Chad checked the outer threat channel.

Tomas slept. Elka stayed awake, the street remained clear, and Chad had no reason to move.

Inside the basin, Ione put both hands in Zafira's curls. She held her close while water moved against the stone in small waves.

Zafira kissed down Ione's stomach before stopping above the water.

Zafira asked, “May I touch your vulva?”

Ione opened her eyes and looked at Chad once. He remained where she had placed him. Then she turned back to Zafira.

Ione specified, “With your hand.” Zafira asked, “Inside?” and Ione answered, “Not yet.”

Zafira slid her hand beneath the water as Ione opened her knees.

The first touch made Ione grip the rim. Zafira moved her fingers between those open folds. The motion stayed slow and visible through the clear water. Then she found Ione's clitoris and circled it with one fingertip.

Ione made a small, surprised sound and said, “Continue,” so Zafira continued.

She kept her other hand on Ione's breast. Her fingers worked Ione's clitoris with patient pressure until the healer's orders became shorter.

Ione directed, “Slower,” and Zafira slowed. Then she asked for, “More pressure,” and Zafira pressed harder until Ione said, “Now inside.”

One finger entered Ione's vulva. Ione watched Zafira's face as if checking for judgment and found only desire.

Zafira moved the finger gently and matched each stroke to the circles of her thumb. Ione's hips began answering without instruction.

Zafira watched her face and asked, “Another?” Ione answered, “Yes.”

Two fingers filled her while the water hid nothing and softened every motion. Ione drew Zafira up for a kiss as the hand between her thighs kept moving.

Her control broke in stages. First her breathing lost its count, and then her careful words became Zafira's name. Her thighs closed around Zafira's wrist and held the pressure exactly where she wanted it.

Ione ordered, “Do not stop,” and Zafira did not.

Ione came with her mouth against Zafira's shoulder and her vulva tight around Zafira's fingers. The hand on her breast held steady while the other carried her through each shudder.

When Ione relaxed, Zafira removed her fingers slowly, kissed her forehead, and asked, “More?”

Ione looked over Zafira's body, and desire remained as clear as her uncertainty.

Ione said, “I want to touch you, but I do not want to continue tonight.” Zafira answered without disappointment, “Then we stop.”

Ione put one hand on Zafira's breast. She kissed her once more and gave a promise instead of payment.

Then she opened the drain.

Zafira stayed in the basin while the last warm water circled away and said, “Tell me why.” Ione did not pretend to misunderstand when she asked, “Why stop?”

Zafira added, “Only if you want to tell me.”

Ione pulled the towel around her shoulders but did not cover herself from shame. She sat on the basin edge, close enough for their knees to touch.

Ione said, “I wanted you, and I still do; part of me also wanted to stop thinking about the five vows.”

Zafira waited.

Ione studied her hands and said, “If I continued, I would not know which want I was obeying. The votive schools taught us that service purifies desire, but they meant we should serve until wanting disappeared; I do not want to use you as a cleaner version of the same rule.”

Zafira said, “You did not use me,” and Ione answered, “Because I stopped where I could still choose.”

Zafira took her hand and said, “Then next time begins there.” Ione asked, “There will be a next time?” and Zafira promised, “If you ask.”

Ione gave her a small smile that belonged to nobody else. “I will.”

Chad remained by the door. He wanted to call her decision strong, but approval from the party leader could turn a private boundary into a test she believed she had passed.

He checked the threat channel instead and found it still clear.

When Ione looked at him, he only asked, “Ready for the towel?” and she answered, “Yes.”

Chad handed them towels but came no closer than Ione had allowed.

Zafira wrapped Ione first, and Ione leaned against her while the basin emptied.

Chad returned to his chair and asked, “Was the anchor useful?” Ione nodded and said, “You stayed.”

Those three words marked a relationship milestone larger than most System panels.

The actual panel appeared anyway.

PRIVATE LINK BOUNDARIES SAVED

Ione Kess ↔ Zafira Nahal
Current intimacy access: ASK PER CHANGE
Stopping point honored: YES
Future access implied: NO

Chad Baconizer observer-anchor
Boundary compliance: COMPLETE
Emergency channel maintained: COMPLETE

Saved settings remain revocable.

They dressed, and Zafira kept one arm around Ione's waist when they returned to the kitchen. Elka glanced at them before looking at Chad.

Elka said, “You look painfully responsible,” and Chad answered, “I performed excellent sitting.” Ione lifted her chin and confirmed, “He did,” which raised Elka's brows.

She crossed to Ione and held out a cup of clean water. Ione drank before passing it to Zafira without wiping the rim.

Elka noticed that too and asked Ione, “Good?” She answered, “Yes.”

Elka checked, “Done?” and Ione said, “For tonight.”

Elka nodded without performing jealousy for Chad or demanding details. She kissed Zafira's damp temple and squeezed Ione's shoulder before returning to the street map.

The small exchange changed the shape of the room. Zafira and Ione had begun something that belonged to them, while Elka remained inside the affection without claiming the moment and Chad remained their leader without becoming its center.

That felt more stable than any formation bonus.

Party Link showed no new modifier, but Chad trusted the change anyway. Not every bond needed the Balcony to assign it a number before it became real.

Tomas woke by the street hatch and sat upright. “Something is wrong.”

The public water panel had turned on.

Blue lines showed all nine Salt Port pump nodes. One blinked red, then a second, and then all nine.

The hand pump behind them groaned before black water filled every basin at once.


Chapter 11

The Water Has a Threat Table

The black water climbed from the basin. It rose in one thick rope and wrapped around the pump handle. Then it pulled until the iron bar struck Chad across the mouth.

He hit the wall, and his Health fell to 311.

Chad said, “Hostile plumbing,” and every pipe in the keeper's quarters answered with a metal groan.

Chains burst through the kitchen floor.

Tomas rolled away from the street hatch. Elka cut his bedroll free before the first chain dragged it into the drain. Zafira kicked the public panel sideways when black water reached from its frame.

Ione stayed beside the basin and said, “Do not touch it.” Chad answered, “It touched me first.”

Chad marked two chains. Blood Mark accepted both as hostile constructs by sending red lines through the links and into the wall.

The chains changed direction. Three stopped reaching for Ione before whipping toward Chad. He caught one on his buckler, the second wrapped his spear, and the third circled both ankles before pulling.

He went down on his firm, tactical ass and called, “I have all three.” Elka replied, “You marked two,” while the unmarked chain dragged him into the kitchen.

Chad shouted, “It joined voluntarily.”

Zafira stepped on the link beside his boot and drove a knife through its hinge. The metal refused to break. Her blade stopped its spin long enough for Chad to use Red Grip.

He pulled himself along the marked chain instead of fighting its Force. The skill carried him into the wall.

His shoulder hit stone while the chain tore free around his ankles.

Chad said from the floor, “Worked.” Tomas asked, “Define worked,” and Chad admitted, “Still workshopping.”

Ione filled a glass tube from the basin. Black water tried to crawl up the glass toward her fingers. She sealed it with violet salt and shook once.

The sample split into layers. Clear water stayed at the bottom while black script moved above it in thin worms.

SALT PORT WATER GRID — EMERGENCY ANALYSIS

Visible contamination alerts: 9/9
Confirmed corrupted nodes: 1/9
Source: West Cistern maintenance line
Agent: Soul-account indexing script

Function: identify unregistered living vessels
Immediate toxicity: none
Threat response: capture and route assignment

Chad looked at the black water wrapped around his spear and said, “It is trying to register us.” Tomas answered, “You entered through an unregistered line,” and Zafira added, “Breck found the missing account.”

Ione added a second salt, and the black script formed five names against the glass.

Chad Baconizer.

Zafira Nahal.

Elka Korrin.

Ione Kess.

Tomas Korrin.

Tomas swore, but Chad said, “Congratulations; you're in the party wash.” Tomas replied, “I am not in your party,” and Chad nodded toward the tube. “The plumbing disagrees.”

Party Link showed the chains through every wall. Each targeted a name instead of striking at random. Three sought Chad, and one sought each of the others. Chad read the pattern and said, “Threat table; the water has one.”

Ione tipped the tube until the five names crossed one another, each with a different route mark. Chad's pointed toward the central Floodworks. Zafira's and Elka's split toward surface capture teams, Ione's turned back into the water grid, and Tomas's ended at an official witness station.

Ione said, “It assigns each target by expected use. Tank to containment, fighters to capture, alchemist to system access, and Tomas to testimony.”

Chad said, “Breck is not only locating us; he is building the story after capture.”

Tomas held the city survey beneath the sample. The black route marks lined up with repair symbols in three separate districts.

Tomas said, “West Cistern is the active node, but these two junctions are listening.”

Elka asked, “Can the corruption jump?” Ione said, “Not through clean water; it needs a confirmed account response. If one collar closes, the node reports success and the next junction adopts its rules.”

Chad looked at the iron collar waiting by the hatch. “So the first capture teaches the other pumps how to hunt.” Ione answered, “Yes.”

That made Tomas the easiest first target because his name already existed in the city's official records, and the route bond had left a verified witness trace. Once the collar took him, Breck could present every later capture as recovery based on Tomas's testimony.

Elka moved between her brother and the hatch.

Chad said, “We do not let it close on anyone, even as bait.”

Zafira studied the branching marks. “Then containment must falsify success without creating a captive.”

Tomas tapped the maintenance symbol shaped like an empty ring. “A valid destination can close an order too. The script cares that every account reaches a route, not that a person reaches a cell.”

“Remember that,” Chad said. “We may need to give the water somewhere better to send us.”

Ione copied all five assignments into her field book before the names dissolved. Evidence came first and the exploit second. The black script struck the sealed glass, and every chain in the walls pulled at once.

The street hatch slammed inward. A larger chain dropped through it with an iron account collar hanging from the end. The collar opened around Tomas's neck.

Elka fired into the hinge and stopped the jaws one inch from Tomas's throat. She told him, “Move,” and he moved.

The collar crushed the arrow and struck empty floor.

Ione drew a chalk circle around the basin and said, “The node is using household routes. If we break the chains, the script will send replacements through every connected address.”

Chad asked, “How many connected?” Ione answered, “This branch serves two thousand six hundred residents.” He decided, “So no breaking the plumbing.”

Elka put away the heavier arrow she had selected and said, “You ruin everything.” Chad replied, “I keep presenting ethical constraints,” but she said, “That is what I said.”

The three chains around Chad tightened together. Pain Dividend filled Resolve. Blood Mark returned nothing because he could not damage the targets, and his Health fell below three hundred.

Chad braced one boot and said, “Need an exit.”

Tomas pointed at the city survey and said, “The maintenance door follows lowest pressure. Drain this node and it opens under the west channel.” Chad asked, “Drain into what?” and Tomas answered, “The street basins.”

Ione shook her head. “That distributes the indexing script.”

Elka climbed onto the table and looked through the narrow window. “Channel runs south. Three public basins stand before the next isolation gate: first street empty, second with a night market, and third with housing.”

Chad asked, “Can you close the isolation gate?” Elka answered, “From here, no,” so he asked, “From outside?”

She said, “With an arrow,” and Chad accepted the obvious. “Of course.”

They had a route, so Chad used Take It on both marked chains. The three unmarked name-chains remained assigned to Zafira, Elka, and Ione while Tomas's collar waited by the hatch.

“Elka goes first,” Chad said. “Tomas behind her. Zafira, keep his collar busy. Ione drains the node when Elka reaches the gate. I leave last.”

Ione said, “You cannot carry five chains through a street.”

“I can take all of them at once.”

Tomas stared until Elka opened the maintenance door and said, “He finally said the title.” Chad asked, “What title?” and she ordered, “Move.”

Elka moved first through the street hatch into a narrow lane beneath the raised channel. Salt Port at night smelled of sea wind, lamp oil, and fried fish. Bells rang in the eastern plaza.

Tomas followed, and the account collar lunged.

Zafira caught its chain with both knives crossed, stepped around the pull, and tied it through the hatch wheel until the collar snapped shut on iron.

She said, “Registered,” and climbed out before it corrected the error.

Ione opened the west-node drain. Black water left the keeper's quarters and entered the raised channel as the repair entrance moved.

Stone folded beneath Chad's boots. The kitchen door became a blue opening under the street arch. He jumped through with two marked chains wrapped around his body and the third dragging behind.

The abandoned quarters vanished, and their safehouse now opened directly onto the city.

The black current reached the first public basin while Elka ran along the channel wall above it, reached the first isolation wheel, and shot the locking pin. The gate dropped, and water struck it before rising through a leak.

Black threads pushed through old mortar and ran toward the night market on the next street. The indexing script did not need a flood. One mouthful from a public cup would register a resident as a vessel.

Elka climbed higher along the channel arch. From there, she could see three streets and every spillway between them.

Elka called, “Two bypasses: one under the fish row and one behind the north housing basin.”

Tomas checked the survey and said, “There should be four,” but Elka warned, “Map is older than the patchwork.”

Chad asked, “Can you find the others?” Elka watched water darken stone beneath the market lamps and answered, “When they leak.” He said, “Great municipal standard.”

The first black thread reached the fish row as Zafira pulled her pale scarf over her hair, turned her travel coat inside out to show its clean lining, and walked straight into the market. Her posture changed until the fugitive Knife Dancer vanished and a court water inspector took her place.

She called, “West-channel sanitation order; clear every open cup and move all food above knee height.”

Vendors stared until one demanded, “By whose authority?”

Zafira pointed east, where Breck's blue public image hovered over the plaza. “Would you like to wait for his explanation while the drains back up?”

Nobody wanted that answer, and the market moved.

Tables lifted, drinking cups overturned, and a fish seller kicked his rinse basin into the gutter before black water reached it. Zafira did not shout twice because Presence belonged to Chad's build, but authority belonged to her practice.

The second bypass opened behind her, and Elka fired into the dark beneath an awning to strike a hanging pipe chain and drop a rusted gate across the leak.

Elka reported, “Two sealed; two missing.”

Tomas ran to a red wheel beside the market pump and turned it counterclockwise until an alarm bell rang below the street.

Chad said, “That calls maintenance,” but Tomas replied, “It calls everyone trained to hear a pressure fault: maintenance, watch, bath keepers, and mill crews.”

Chad added, “Also Breck,” and Tomas said, “He already knows.” Fair enough, so Chad wrapped the marked pair of pump chains around his buckler arm and planted his spear in a pavement seam.

The third chain tightened around his waist, and Chad said, “I need this thing off my hips.” Three market workers stopped carrying a table to look at him. Chad glanced down at his soaked undershirt, black chain, long wet blonde hair, and the wanted image flickering above the street.

Chad told them, “Water emergency,” and they carried the table faster.

Ione reached the leak with her final Varos healing salt and warned, “If I neutralize the script, we lose the dose.”

Chad's Health fell to 246, but he said, “Do it.” Ione warned, “You may need it,” and he answered, “Those people definitely need their souls unindexed.”

She broke the salt cake into five pieces, dropped one into the main black channel, and kept four in her palm.

The first piece turned the nearest water clear for six feet before dissolving. Ione said, “Insufficient,” and Tomas asked, “Can you multiply it?” She answered, “Not without a reagent bed.”

The fish seller had left three barrels of crushed shell beside his stall. Ione studied them and listed, “Calcium, salt residue, organic wash.”

Chad pulled against the chains and asked, “Does that mean yes?” Ione answered, “It means filthy,” so he approved. “Best kind of chemistry.”

Ione dumped the shell into the gutter, ground the remaining salt over it, and used violet ward light to wake the mixture.

The shell bed glowed as black water entered one end and clear water seeped from the other.

IMPROVISED INDEXING FILTER

Primary neutralizer: Varos voluntary-witness salt
Carrier bed: crushed shell
Flow capacity: 18 gallons/minute
Soul-account script removal: 100% at current pressure
Potability after treatment: NOT VERIFIED

Ione called, “Do not drink it.” Chad said, “We just cleaned it,” but she replied, “Clean is not the same as safe.”

Chad nodded and said, “Medical slogan.”

The third bypass revealed itself when a housing basin overflowed uphill.

Elka saw the wrong reflection, turned, and shot through a laundry line. Her arrow carried the line across the spillway wheel, and Zafira caught the other end before pulling.

The wheel closed, and Elka said, “Three,” but the fourth leak did not appear.

Pressure climbed behind the isolation gate until stone groaned. If the missing bypass remained closed, the gate would fail and expose the entire market at once.

Tomas searched the survey and said, “New construction must have buried it.”

Chad's Perception caught a vibration through the spear planted in the street, behind him instead of in front of the gate.

The marked chains carried the pump's movement through their links: one tremor ran east, another ran south, and a third pulsed beneath the maintenance entrance.

Chad said, “Under us,” and Elka jumped down from the arch. “Where?”

He closed his eyes and followed the vibration with both Blood Marks. Two chains ended at the west node, but the third continued under the pavement toward a wall painted with an old public-water symbol.

Chad pointed and said, “There.” Elka shot the symbol, breaking away paint and plaster until a hidden pressure lever dropped from the wall.

Tomas pulled it, opening the fourth bypass into the improvised shell filter. Pressure behind the gate fell, and the black threads stopped advancing.

Zafira cleared the last resident from the wet street while Ione tested every basin between the west channel and the market. Elka walked all four closed spillways before accepting the count.

The market beyond remained clean, and Elka called, “Contained.”

WEST CISTERN NODE

Corrupted nodes: 1/9
Visible contamination alerts: 9/9
Indexing script contained: 1 branch
Residents exposed: 0
Unregistered targets located: 5

Maintenance entrance: ACTIVE — west isolation gate

The chains did not stop, and they pulled Chad toward the elevated channel while his boots scraped over shell pavement. Windows opened above the lane as residents looked down at the wanted soul thief bound in black water and iron.

Terrible visual. Chad called, “This is not what it looks like,” and a woman at a window compared his wanted image on a public panel with the real Chad wrapped in chains.

She said, “It looks arrested,” and he conceded, “Then exactly what it looks like.”

The black water tried to lift him into the channel.

Zafira cut across the current, drove both heels against a stone post, and caught one chain around her waist.

Elka anchored the second with an arrow through two links while Ione pressed her palms to the black script crawling over the third.

Ione said, “The targets are not the chains; they are the account names.”

Chad asked, “Can you delete us?” Ione answered, “No; the script will restore from the public record.” Tomas asked, “Can you make the accounts paid?”

Everyone looked at Tomas as he held up the city survey and said, “Maintenance orders close when the account is assigned a valid route.”

Chad understood the exploit and said, “Give it one.”

Ione opened the indexing script, where five empty destination fields waited beneath their names.

Zafira smiled and asked, “Where should the city send its monsters?”

The moving Floodworks entrance pulsed under the isolation gate, so Ione assigned all five records to it.

SOUL-ACCOUNT ROUTE ASSIGNMENT

Targets: 5 unregistered vessels
Destination: SALT PORT FLOODWORKS — MAINTENANCE INTAKE
Account collars: deferred until arrival
Surface capture order: canceled

Every chain released, and Chad landed in ankle-deep black water with his Health stopped at 221.

The neighborhood above remained awake as more windows opened. Public panels repeated the Crowned Four's warning about a corrupted seductress attacking the water supply.

Sennik's version had arrived before the water, and Zafira said, “We need to leave the street.”

The Floodworks entrance stayed open beneath the isolation gate, but its route led down. Entering now would put Tomas inside a dungeon while wounded and give the party no city map beyond the west ring.

Chad looked east as the public panels changed together.

Breck Tolland appeared above every street in blue light, standing beside the second Ascension Key while Olya healed residents behind him and Cedran watched the harbor.

Breck announced, “A hostile soul-index attack has reached Salt Port; the Crowned Four will contain it.”

Ione stared at the black script in her sample tube and said, “His signature made it.”

Breck continued, “Containment measures begin now; no resident should leave the city.”

The nine outer gates closed.

Iron dropped across the harbor road, blue wards sealed the cliff paths, and even the drain route beneath the west cistern collapsed under stone.

SALT PORT EMERGENCY STATUS

Outer gates: 9/9 SEALED
Harbor departures: SUSPENDED
Floodworks access: Crowned Four authority
Public threat designation: CHAD BACONIZER PARTY

Corrupted water nodes: 1/9

Breck had trapped thirty-eight thousand people inside the threat he created.


Chapter 12

Threat Management Is a Group Activity

The Salt Port Floodworks rejected Chad's whole party for old unfinished business.

Its blue entrance opened beneath the west isolation gate. White script crossed the doorway when he stepped toward it.

MAINTENANCE INTAKE — ROUTE REVIEW

Assigned unregistered vessels: 5
Primary water-grid access: DENIED
Reason: upstream vow source remains caged

Required route: VAROS FINAL CONTROL
Return distance: folded

Chad said, “We cleared Varos,” but Ione replied, “We extracted its vessels; the dungeon did not declare a clear.”

He said, “It gave away the Key,” and she reminded him, “Keys and people were separate objectives.” Chad sighed and said, “I hate responsible dungeon design.”

Behind them, public panels repeated Breck's lockdown order. The market had cleared, but city guards would reach the west channel soon.

Tomas folded his truth copy inside his coat and said, “Go; I can hold the maintenance lever.”

Elka looked at the street, the moving entrance, and her brother's burned wrist.

Tomas said, “Dry inspection pocket beneath the lever, one way in, and no public account line.” Elka ordered, “You stay there,” and he answered, “Yes.”

She asked, “If the gate moves?” Tomas answered, “I follow the red wheel west,” and when she asked, “If Sennik finds you?” he promised, “I lie better this time.”

Elka gripped the front of his coat, which was not a hug but came close enough.

Then she entered the blue doorway with Chad. Zafira followed, and Ione crossed last after sealing the black street water behind them.

Salt Port vanished around them, and Varos returned upside down once more.

The party stood on the underside of the Balcony hall. The shattered altar hung overhead with broken chairs fixed to the ceiling. Gold light shone through a round opening beneath Chad's boots.

Far below, or above, the reliquary beast waited inside its side vault. It held 789 stored vows between its ribs.

The eighteen fixed-cradle lights remained intact inside their independent wards.

A cage had closed around both groups. Blue bars ran through the walls, floor, and ceiling, and each ended in a silver hook near one stored light. None pierced them yet. That made the threat worse because the hooks waited for Varos to receive a command from Salt Port.

VAROS VOW CAGE — FINAL CONTROL

Stored vows: 807/812
Vessel damage: 0
External control authority: SALT PORT FLOODWORKS
Cage anchors: 4

If Floodworks activates: stored vows become regional reserve
Projected first draw: 807

Clear condition: destroy all cage anchors without vessel loss

Zafira said, “Breck left a remote trigger,” and Elka replied, “He let us move them into one container.”

Ione knelt beside the closest blue bar. “The transfer was still correct because the cage would have taken them from the cradle too.”

Chad studied the four anchors. One waited over the reliquary beast's silver bell. Another sat inside the old altar. A third filled the black shaft between the bridge lanes. The fourth was the folded route beneath their feet, giving four anchors for four party members.

The dungeon marked each anchor. Four status windows appeared.

CAGE ANCHOR RULES

Anchor One — Threat: must be held by a marked defender
Anchor Two — Sequence: must be interrupted between casts
Anchor Three — Distance: must be broken from outside its safe angle
Anchor Four — Consent: must be revoked by a voluntary-witness interpreter

Failure at any anchor transfers accumulated pain to all stored vows; simultaneous resolution required.

Chad said, “Convenient roles,” and Ione replied, “The dungeon learned us.” He decided, “That should feel flattering,” but Elka studied the distance anchor and said, “It does not.”

They did not activate the cage immediately.

Ione traced each anchor line with ward dust. The four systems met at the cage core but carried different failure costs. Threat stored pain, sequence multiplied it, distance selected the vessel, and consent allowed the transfer after the other three completed their work.

Chad asked, “If we break one early?” Ione answered, “The remaining anchors inherit its function.” He tried, “If we break two together?” and she said, “The other two double.”

Zafira concluded, “All four within one cast.” Ione set the window: “Less than three seconds apart.”

Elka paced the underside of the broken bridge. The dormant distance anchor kept a gold light behind every clean shot. She said, “I need a second angle,” and Chad offered, “Use Red Grip to move me.”

Elka answered, “Your grip needs a marked target.” He said, “I mark the anchor,” and she replied, “Then you lose threat control.”

He had two marks: one for Anchor One and one for the cage core, with no spare.

Zafira tested the altar wheel with the flat of her knife. Four false openings appeared around the fifth cast point. “I cannot call Elka's shot while reading this.”

Chad said, “Party Link can,” but Ione replied, “Party Link shows danger, not rhythm.”

Elka tapped one arrowhead against the bridge rail. A clear metal note crossed the room.

Elka said, “I count; Zafira interrupts on my fourth note, and I shoot on the fifth.” Ione added, “I revoke consent on the fourth, so the delay reaches the anchor at five.”

They looked at Chad. He said, “I hold threat and break One on five,” but Ione corrected him: “You hold one assigned hook.”

“If the others hit you before your anchors—”

“We keep working.”

Zafira leaned close. “The plan is not four women doing jobs while you protect them from taking part.”

Elka tapped the rail once and said, “One,” as the note made every anchor turn.

The dormant cage flexed. Chad saw the System waiting for the next note as if the practice count already mattered.

He hated giving it information, and he hated even more that the women were right.

Chad said, “Assigned hooks; we share them.” Ione erased the practice line, reset the cage, and said, “Now we begin.”

The cage came alive, and its blue bars pulled tight. The reliquary beast screamed through its bell as seven hundred and eighty-nine voices joined the sound.

Chad marked Anchor One and the cage core before calling, “Take It.”

Every silver hook turned toward him as his body left the floor.

Four lines caught his arms and legs, spreading him beneath the upside-down altar. No cut opened in his skin because the cage pulled through his vow channels instead.

Health fell from 330 to 284 while Pain Dividend gave him four Resolve. Chad said, “I have the threat anchor.” Zafira called, “You have all four hooks,” and he answered, “Efficient grouping.”

She ran along a blue bar toward Anchor Two. The sequence wheel turned inside the altar above her. Four white casts moved around its rim. She needed to interrupt the fifth without touching the others.

Elka climbed the broken bridge toward Anchor Three while its safe angle rotated with her. Every time she drew her bow, the anchor put a stored light behind itself.

Ione opened the consent record beneath Anchor Four and found 807 blank approvals. She said, “They forged permission,” before the cage core struck Chad again.

Health: 284 → 231.

The hooks did not hit the women while Chad held threat. They sent every cost through him. That was exactly what he wanted, which made it a bad sign.

Elka asked, “How long?” Ione checked his Health and said, “Forty seconds at the current draw.” Chad answered, “Plenty,” and the core doubled its rate.

Health: 231 → 177.

Ione revised her estimate to “Not plenty” as Chad used Shared Pulse toward her.

She rejected the transfer, and `ALLY DECLINED` flashed before she said, “Wrong direction.”

Chad said, “I was giving you reserve.” Ione answered, “We need you alive,” and he promised, “Working on it.”

Blood Mark recovery required damage, and the cage core was marked, but direct damage risked every vow. Chad could drain nothing without hurting the people he protected.

His build had reached its worst matchup as Zafira counted the sequence wheel: “One, two, three.”

Her first knife stopped the fourth cast without damage. Her second waited for the fifth.

Elka fired at the distance anchor. It turned behind a gold light and forced her to cancel the shot.

Ione read the blank approvals and said, “The cage recognizes absence of refusal as consent.”

Chad said, “Fix it.” Ione answered, “I need the voluntary witness channel from the reliquary carrier.” He ordered, “Open it,” but she said, “The threat hook blocks access.”

Anchor One pulled harder.

Health: 177 → 121.

Last One Standing did nothing because the others were healthy while Chad was the one dropping.

He liked systems that rewarded self-destruction, and the Balcony knew that. Every skill gave him a cleaner way to repeat the mistake that killed him on Earth: ignore the warning, call it discipline, finish one more set alone.

Zafira said, “Chad.” He insisted, “I have it,” and Elka called, “That is not what she asked.”

Ione's voice stayed level when she said, “Release three hooks.”

Chad said, “They hit you.” Ione answered, “Yes,” and he refused, “No.”

The cage drew again, dropping his Health from 121 to 63.

Party Link turned his status red.

The four former harem captives now waited for one man. He had to decide whether they could share danger.

Chad understood the obscenity of that half-second before the next draw killed him. He said, “Group threat,” and canceled Take It.

The silver hooks returned to their assigned anchors.

One stayed in Chad, and one caught Zafira around the waist. One wrapped Elka's bow arm, and one entered Ione's consent channel.

Health drain spread across Party Link.

`Chad: 63 | Zafira: 171 | Elka: 199 | Ione: 162.`

Nobody died. Zafira said through clenched teeth, “Threat management is a group activity,” while Chad answered, “Noted.”

Ione reached the voluntary witness channel and sent one question to all 807 stored vows.

VAROS CAGE CONTROL REQUEST

Do you authorize storage or use as regional reserve?

YES: 0
NO: 792
ABSTAIN: 15

Absence of approval does not authorize use.
Anchor Four authority: REVOKED

The consent anchor shattered as Ione's hook vanished.

She did not leave the others carrying their anchors alone. She turned her ward onto Chad, and violet light covered his remaining Health.

Ione called, “Zafira, fifth cast now.”

Zafira drove both knives through empty space between the fourth and fifth symbols. The sequence wheel interrupted itself, and Anchor Two broke.

Her hook vanished. She caught Chad's silver line with one knife while her free hand held Ione's ward in place.

Elka still could not shoot Anchor Three because its safe angle kept a stored light behind every path.

Chad said, “Stop following it.” Elka answered, “It follows me,” so he told her, “Shoot from my angle.”

She objected, “You are hanging under the altar,” and Chad replied, “Best angle in the room.”

Elka ran across the underside of the Balcony. She jumped onto Chad's silver hook and used the taut line as a shooting platform. Her boot pressed into his thigh as she asked, “Hard enough for you?” and Chad answered, “Support is excellent.”

The distance anchor turned toward Elka. It gave Chad its back while she put the arrow beside his ear.

Elka ordered, “Do not move,” and Chad replied, “Currently hooked to a dungeon.”

Elka fired along his body. The arrow passed beneath his arm and struck the anchor's bare rear seal. Anchor Three shattered.

Her hook vanished. She fell onto Chad, caught his waist, and hung there while the final threat line held them both.

Chad said, “This position seems familiar,” and Elka ordered, “Less talking.”

Anchor One remained marked, and the cage core remained invulnerable while the threat anchor lived.

Chad had sixty-three Health and no direct healing target when the reliquary beast lowered its silver bell.

Inside its ribs, 789 lights moved by a free majority vote. The carrier struck the threat anchor from below because it chose to help.

The impact dealt no vessel damage. The cage anchor took one point from its own trapped frame.

Blood Mark returned a fraction of Health to Chad.

`63 → 64.` Enough.

Chad said, “Again,” and the beast hit the anchor, allowing Blood Mark to heal one point.

Elka swung beneath Chad and kicked the anchor after the carrier struck. Zafira cut the silver line during its recoil. Ione placed a ward between the breaking metal and the stored lights.

Each action did almost nothing alone, but together they created a loop: carrier hit for one Health, Elka changed the angle, Zafira interrupted the reset, and Ione isolated the vows.

Chad kept the mark. He took only the post-ward cost until the threat anchor cracked. Then the cage tried to move every stored pain unit into the vows.

Ione's ward held half, and Zafira stole the cast order. Elka shot the transfer line, and Chad took the rest.

Health: 79 → 12.

He stayed conscious as the anchor broke and all blue bars vanished.

The hooks released Chad and Elka. Zafira caught Elka, and Ione caught Chad badly. All four landed in a heap on the upside-down ceiling.

Chad said into Ione's shoulder, “Group activity.” She replied, “You learn slowly,” as the reliquary beast opened its ribs.

The 789 transferred vows chose their own outcomes: six hundred and forty-three returned along source lines, ninety-seven dissolved their stored form without surrendering the memory that created them, and forty-nine remained as independent witnesses inside Varos.

The returns did not form one clean beam because each gold light found its own direction.

The fisher's promise from the Balcony trial rose first. Chad saw the black rain, the rope around an adult woman's waist, and the deckhand she had sworn to save. The light crossed the folded water route toward the coast. Somewhere beyond Varos, a memory returned to the person who had made it—or to the place that still carried her name.

The young man's promise to stop gambling hesitated over the open carrier because its source line had gone dark. He was dead, unreachable, or no longer the person the vow remembered.

The light chose dissolution and opened like a small gold hand before vanishing without pain. The old court servant's sealed-message vow remained, and Chad asked, “Why stay?”

Ione read the choice and said, “Witness without living source; it wants the record kept.”

Zafira bowed to the light as it entered the independent gallery with forty-eight others. Varos shaped open alcoves around them. There was no glass or shared lock, and each witness could leave through the water route or close its own alcove.

The three explicit remains stayed in their original wards while the fifteen abstentions received the choice again without pressure. Two returned to source, one dissolved, and twelve abstained again.

Ione did not ask a third time. She updated the count so the final panel preserved the choice history rather than moving them into a convenient category.

Ione said, “No more regional reserve,” and the words carried through every open alcove.

Forty-nine independent lights brightened in answer.

The three voluntary remains and twelve continuing abstentions stayed inside their individual wards. No one moved them.

VAROS UNDERWORKS — FIRST CLEAR

Initial stored vows: 812
Consumed by Crowned Four: 5
Preserved through final control: 807
Vessel damage during clear: 0

Returned to source: 645
Released from stored form: 98
Independent witnesses retained by choice: 49
Fixed voluntary remains: 3
Fixed abstentions: 12

Cage authority: DESTROYED
External draw access: REVOKED
Ascension Key: CLAIMED BY COMPETING PARTY

Experience awarded: 3,120

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 18
Finesse: 19 → 20
Focus: 12 → 13
Health: 330 → 342

SKILL ACQUIRED: GUARD LINE
Within twenty paces, accept 30% of post-armor damage dealt to one
linked ally for ten seconds. Shared damage may generate Resolve.
Damage cannot be redirected twice.

Chad read Guard Line from Ione's lap and said, “So I can take part of your damage now.” Elka stressed, “Part,” and Zafira added, “Thirty percent.”

Ione said, “And it cannot be redirected twice.” Three women stared at him until he understood this was not a tooltip review.

Chad said, “Group threat,” and Zafira replied, “Good.”

Elka helped him stand while Ione restored enough Health for the folded route. Zafira retrieved his buckler from the upside-down altar and strapped it to his arm because his hands still shook.

Nobody commented on the shaking.

Chad looked at the women who had taken hooks after he told them no and said, “Next time I start treating the party like extra Health bars, hit me.”

Elka said, “We already do,” before Chad specified, “Emotionally,” and she added, “Also physically.”

Zafira tightened the last strap and said, “We will continue both interventions.”

Ione closed Party Link's critical warning with, “Treatment plan accepted.”

The little blue notification labeled it a unanimous party decision, and Chad let that wording remain.

For once, the System had described all four of them accurately without flattening anyone. The dungeon restored Chad to one-quarter Health and opened the folded route back to Salt Port.

They emerged beneath the west isolation gate nine minutes after entering.

Tomas waited inside the dry inspection pocket after city guards had passed overhead twice, and the black water remained contained.

Then every public panel turned red, Party Link expanded without permission, and thirty-eight thousand two hundred and four Health bars joined at once.

SALT PORT POPULATION LINK

Registered residents: 38,204
Shared Health: 6,872,445 / 6,872,445
Drain rate: 1 Health per resident per minute
Source: SALT PORT SOUL WELL

Time to first civilian death: 43 minutes

The entire city had become one boss bar.


Chapter 13

The City Is One Big Health Bar

Salt Port lost thirty-eight thousand two hundred and four Health in one minute. The drain tick crossed Party Link as a red wave while every light in the city dimmed.

SALT PORT POPULATION LINK — MINUTE 1

Registered residents: 38,204
Shared Health: 6,834,241 / 6,872,445
Drain: 1 Health per resident per minute
Total drain per tick: 38,204

Residents below 25% Health: 611
Lowest individual Health: 42/96
Projected first death: 42 minutes

The public panels hid everything below the shared total. People saw one red bar, but Chad saw 38,204 smaller ones behind it: infants, dockworkers, old people, and guards coming to arrest him, all losing at the same rate.

“We need the core,” he said.

Ione held the black sample against the population panel and said, “We need access through a pump node. The west node routes us to maintenance intake, but Breck owns Floodworks authority.”

Chad asked, “Can you reopen it?”

“Not while the city classifies us as the attack.” Boots struck the street above; the city guards had reached the isolation gate.

Tomas led the party through the dry inspection pocket and beneath the market's southern awnings. Zafira pulled Chad's hood low while Elka wrapped her bow and Ione hid the field case under fish-stained cloth.

The disguise lasted half a street before a man collapsed beside a public basin. His Health showed twelve out of sixty-eight; fever and exhaustion had done most of that damage before the shared drain found him.

Ione crossed the street, and Zafira warned, “We cannot stop.”

“He dies in twelve minutes,” Ione said, and that stopped them.

Ione put two fingers to the man's throat and confirmed there was no poison. Then she gave him half their remaining clean dose. Nine Health returned, nudging the population link from 6,834,241 to 6,834,250—nine points against almost seven million.

The man's eyes opened. His first words were, “Crowned Four?”

Ione pulled her hood lower and answered, “No,” but he saw Chad behind her before gratitude could settle.

“Soul thief.”

“We just healed you,” Chad said as the man tried to crawl away and lost two Health from the effort.

Zafira stepped between the frightened man and the crowded street behind her. “Go west, drink no black water, and remember the next drain tick comes in forty seconds.”

He asked, “How do you know?”

“Because the people blamed for this can see what the heroes hid.” He did not believe her, but he went west.

The eastern plaza bells rang before Olya's amplified voice crossed Salt Port. “Come to the light. The Crowned Four will keep every faithful resident alive.”

Gold beams rose between the pump towers and pulled people east. The party followed because the lie and the core shared a direction.

Elka climbed the market roofs while the others used the alleys. Her position in Party Link moved ahead and above as she sent clipped street warnings every few seconds: “North stair blocked. Harbor ramp overloaded. Second water arch unstable.”

She mapped where the crowds would fail after the next tick, not where they were now.

Minute two struck.

Shared Health fell to 6,796,046 while the number of residents below 25% rose to 1,004.

Three people fell on the harbor ramp at once. The crowd stepped around the first and tripped over the second. Its boots drove the third person down.

Chad tried Intercept on a linked ally who was not there, but the skill refused.

`Target is not a permanent party member.`

“Useless restriction.” He ran instead, fitting his small body through the closing crowd while Presence cleared the last step.

Chad put his buckler over the fallen woman's head and took three boots across his back.

“Get behind me,” he shouted. “I can soak the whole ramp.”

The nearest dockworker stared at Chad's face long enough to know him. Zafira stopped that recognition from derailing the rescue by calling, “Move the injured!”

Her trained court voice carried much farther than Chad's rough combat shout. She climbed onto a barrel and tore away the scarf hiding her black curls. Then she pointed west.

“Two lanes: walking wounded left, anyone carrying another person right, and the center empty for healers.”

A guard shouted his challenge: “Who put you in charge?”

“The crowd about to crush you.” She made him look downhill at hundreds of people pressed between sealed gates and a gold stage they could not reach. Another drain tick would weaken all of them at once.

The wary guard opened the west rope line for the first carriers.

Zafira turned one order into six: vendors moved carts, dock crews lifted a collapsed awning into a shade station, and two city healers sorted residents by Health instead of social rank.

Chad carried the fallen woman into the right lane, though she weighed more than his Force liked. Elka dropped from the roof and took her shoulders without being asked.

“Group activity,” she said, and when Chad complained, “This lesson is getting repetitive,” Elka answered, “Learn faster.” They set the woman beside Ione with her Health holding at five; Ione had no clean salt left.

Guard Line could take damage, not reverse a global drain, while Shared Pulse required a linked ally. Chad opened it toward the woman anyway, and the System refused again.

Then Olya's gold light reached them from the plaza. The woman gained twenty Health along with four hundred and ninety-nine other residents selected by the stage.

The crowd cheered.

PUBLIC MIRACLE — OLYA PRENT

Residents healed: 500
Health restored per target: 20
Shared Health restored: 10,000

Soul Well charge gained: 500 liens
Next drain multiplier: 1.00 → 1.02
Operator display: liens hidden

Ione went still. “Every person she heals becomes collateral for the next draw.”

Chad asked, “Can we show them?” but Ione said, “The public panel hides the lien field.”

Zafira looked toward the stage and said, “Then we make her answer where people can hear.”

Minute three struck at 1.02 Health per resident. The System rounded individual loss up, took two from every resident, and dropped Shared Health by 76,408.

Olya's miracle had restored ten thousand and taught the Well to take twice as much. The cheer died in pieces as newly healed people staggered again.

“Evacuate away from the pump towers,” Ione said, “because the lien strength increases near public water lines.”

Elka opened the city survey through Party Link and marked three safe corridors between the elevated channels in green. Zafira took the map and turned to the crowd.

“The next miracle will cost you more than it gives, so take the west lanes now.”

The guard who had challenged her raised his voice. “The Crowned Four sealed the gates for our protection.”

“Then ask why their protection drains Health on a timer.”

Olya's stage brightened as she announced, “The corrupted party has entered the crowd. Do not follow false evacuation orders.”

Public panels showed Chad's wanted face—not the current image, but the old Chain Market lie with black souls flowing into his spear. The frightened crowd around Chad shifted from blind panic into wary motion.

Zafira stepped onto the fallen awning frame and said, “Look at your own Health.”

“The soul thief controls the panels,” someone shouted.

“Then look at the people Olya healed and ask whether they lost one Health or two.”

The woman beside Ione lifted her head and answered, “Two.” A dockworker checked his status, gave the same answer, and sent doubt moving through the lane.

That small doubt was enough to start the whole trapped crowd moving.

Zafira pointed west again. “You do not need to trust us, but you need to leave the water lines before minute four.”

The first people moved, and movement created its own threat table.

The left lane filled with residents under half Health who walked slower and needed more space. The right took carriers, carts, and anyone too weak to stand. The empty center attracted everyone who thought empty meant faster.

Within thirty seconds, the open center lane was packed from wall to wall. Zafira stepped into the flow and changed the rule.

“Center lane is for anyone who can carry water without drinking it. Take sealed containers west.”

The strongest residents now had a job instead of a shortcut. They lifted barrels and closed jars from market stalls, clearing the lane around their purpose.

Tomas used frontier hand signs from one intersection to the next. He drew on patrols he had guided through stampedes and grass fires. Salt Port did not know his old signals at first. Dock crews still understood pointing, counts, and the flat palm that meant stop.

Ione built triage without supplies: green cloth meant walk, yellow meant assist, and red meant carry now. She tore awnings into strips and gave the first pieces to people waiting beside her.

“You do not need healing skill,” she told them. “Read the Health number and keep anyone under ten awake.”

The residents became helpers before the public record could decide whether helping Chad was treason. Elka's first green arrow marked the western fish road, but her second crossed toward the sign above a narrow stair just as the stair collapsed.

Stone dropped into the left evacuation lane while Party Link showed Chad the threat before sound reached him: a falling arch, thirty-seven people beneath it, and Elka already moving.

He used Intercept as she jumped from the roof and erased six paces. He arrived under the first block with his buckler raised. The falling block's impact drove Chad down hard onto one armored knee.

Health: 108 → 94.

Low Force could not hold the arch, but Elka landed beside him and put her strong back under the broken sign beam. Two strong dockworkers joined Elka beneath the beam and stopped the stone.

Chad said, “Get them through.”

“You cannot hold that,” one dockworker told him.

“Correct—this is a limited-time offer.”

Zafira sent the left lane around the fallen debris. Ione crawled beneath the held beam to reach an older resident. Tomas dragged the man clear by both shoulders as the arch shifted again.

Chad activated Guard Line on Elka.

Thirty percent of the beam's crushing pressure crossed to him after her armor and raised Resolve. Neither of them became strong enough to carry the broken arch alone. With the dockworkers, they held it for eleven seconds.

The last trapped resident cleared the broken arch with one limping step. Elka called, “Drop,” everyone moved, and the arch crashed into the empty lane.

Dust covered Chad's wet hair and his offensively pretty face. The nearest residents stared at him beside the woman the record said he controlled.

Elka slapped dust from his butt and said, “Still firm.”

“Structural inspection?” Chad asked.

“Thorough.” The dockworkers laughed despite themselves, and Zafira caught the sound.

“If the soul thief wanted you dead, he chose an inefficient method.”

The joke crossed the lane faster than the old charge had. Enough scared residents stopped running blindly and turned toward her clear order.

Elka rerouted the green arrows away from the collapsed stair. Her new lane cut behind a warehouse and crossed beneath the second elevated water arch, where she paused.

“That arch fails after two more drain ticks.”

Tomas checked the stone and said, “It has stood eighty years.”

“Its maintenance crew is linked. Half are under thirty percent Health. The north wheel needs manual balancing every minute.”

The System drained more than bodies; it drained every human process keeping the city upright.

Chad asked, “Can we balance it?”

“Not while moving this many people.”

“Then nobody goes under.” Zafira turned the whole crowd south.

The detour added three hundred paces, and residents protested until the north wheel missed its turn. The arch leaned hard enough to spill blue water across the street they had abandoned, turning protest into speed.

Ione checked the population link after the detour.

The lowest resident held at twenty Health. The first-death projection remained nine minutes, but 406 of the weakest people were moving away from active water lines, and their lien exposure had stopped increasing.

“Dry streets reduce the multiplier locally,” she said, “but not the base drain.”

“Then the lanes matter even if we cannot stop the tick yet.” Ione answered, “Yes.”

Chad watched people carry one another west. The shared bar made the city one target without making its residents interchangeable, and every person moved from a water line changed the next attack's shape.

Elka fired three blunt arrows into hanging signs above the dry streets. Party Link turned each one green through its public danger layer. Tomas took the left lane and repeated the route in frontier hand signs. Ione stayed with the lowest-Health residents.

Chad held the center. Nobody attacked him at first, and then a stone struck his temple.

Health: 86 → 82.

He had not recovered from Varos; the dungeon had returned him at one-quarter Health, and Ione had spent the last healing salt on the filter. Another stone came from the crowd.

Chad raised his buckler but did not mark the thrower. Every resident was tied to the same bar, and he did not know whether damaging one would damage all.

Ione called, “No retaliation,” and Chad answered, “Already there.”

Three guards pushed into the escape lane with their spears aimed at Zafira. Chad used Guard Line on her.

The first guard struck her shoulder through the edge of her coat armor. Thirty percent of the post-armor damage crossed the Link into Chad. Pain Dividend converted his share into Resolve.

Zafira felt the remaining hit and kept speaking. “Left lane for anyone under half Health, right lane for carriers.”

The second spear thrust, but she stepped around it and cut the guard's belt instead of his skin. His armor dropped to his knees, and the laughter loosened enough fear for another hundred people to move west.

Minute four struck at a 1.02 multiplier, taking two Health from every resident again.

SALT PORT POPULATION LINK — MINUTE 4

Registered residents: 38,204
Shared Health: 6,653,638 / 6,872,445
Current drain: 1.02 Health per resident per minute
Applied individual drain: 2

Residents below 25% Health: 2,941
Lowest individual Health: 18/74
Projected first death: 9 minutes

Evacuation lanes active: 3
Residents moved off primary water lines: 1,306

The first-death timer had dropped from forty-three minutes to nine while Olya prepared another miracle.

Ione read its targeting field and said, “Two thousand residents at fifty Health each.”

Chad calculated, “One hundred thousand healing.”

“And two thousand new liens. The next multiplier will exceed four.”

It would look like salvation for one minute before the city lost more than 150,000 Health every tick.

Elka said, “We stop the cast.”

“From here?” She sighted the gold stage between buildings, but too many residents stood in the line. “No clean shot.”

Zafira watched the crowd and said, “Then we reach the stage.”

The three escape lanes pointed west while the stage stood east. Turning back would put them against every person they had just moved. Chad looked down.

The water-grid repair intake shifted beneath the crowded plaza. Its blue outline moved through streets with the pressure and followed the lowest-Health group.

“Floodworks route,” he said. “We enter under the stage.”

Tomas heard through the open tactical channel and said, “The maintenance door needs a pressure drop.”

“We have thirty-eight thousand.”

“Not that pressure.”

Elka sent a route along one dry street that crossed a public sluice wheel beside the stage. Opening it would move the Floodworks entrance into the western evacuation lane, letting them get civilians underground and reach Olya's feed from below.

Sennik appeared on the public panel.

He did not stand beside the other heroes; his image came from a rooftop above Chad. The real Sennik raised a black lens at the same moment and said, “Found you.”

Blue light stripped Chad's hood away, dropping his long blonde hair with black streaks around his face. Every public panel matched him at once.

HOSTILE SUBJECT VERIFIED

Chad Baconizer — confidence 100%
Location: west evacuation lanes
Observed behavior: directing linked residents toward concealed dungeon access

Public threat response: LETHAL AUTHORIZED

The nearest guards received red target arrows over Chad's body, and so did residents holding kitchen knives, dock hooks, and broken boards. The city link did not compel them; it offered a reward for fear they already carried.

Zafira came down from the awning and stood at Chad's right. Elka dropped from the roof at his left. Ione closed the field case and stepped behind his shoulder. A healer belonged in formation rather than in a rescue portrait.

They chose their places while every panel called the choice coercion.

Chad raised his buckler but kept the spear point down.

If the crowd attacked, he would take the hits; if the city fell, the public record could argue over his motives afterward.

Living people mattered more than winning the explanation before the fight ended. Thirty-eight thousand Health bars turned hostile around him.


Chapter 14

My Archer Called Next

The first resident tried to stab Chad with a fish knife. He caught her wrist against his buckler without twisting it. A second swung a dock hook at his head, and Elka shot it from his hand. The third person grabbed Chad's long blonde hair from behind.

Zafira cut the hair tie instead of the hand. Black-streaked gold fell loose around Chad's shoulders, letting him duck out of the grip.

“Lethal authorization is a strong crowd motivator,” she said, and Chad answered, “I preferred doubt.”

Thirty-eight thousand bright red threat marks filled every open part of Party Link. Most residents had never seen Chad, but the System still counted them as hostile. Sennik's record had declared the party an active danger to their shared Health.

Chad marked nobody.

One stray spear wound could test whether damage spread through the population bar. He refused to learn with a person.

Chad called, “West—keep the dry lanes moving.”

The people who had watched him hold the falling arch moved first. They pulled the attackers away without becoming Chad's soldiers. The city guards hesitated between arresting him and keeping the evacuation from collapsing.

Zafira gave them a third option: “Protect the residents from the crowd, then arrest us after minute five.”

The guard with the loose armor knew her voice from the ramp. He looked between the public panel and the low-Health residents. Then he looked at Chad holding a fish knife without using it.

“Minute five,” he agreed.

Olya's second vast public miracle reached the last edge of its golden cast. Gold light gathered over two thousand residents in the eastern plaza.

Ione opened the hidden lien field through Party Link and warned, “Seven seconds.”

Elka sighted the stage from the roof and said, “Still no shot.”

“Don't shoot Olya,” Chad said. “Shoot the feed instead.”

The gold stage stood over three public water columns that carried the miracle through the Soul Well. Elka's map marked one column without a civilian line behind it, and she fired.

The arrow struck a pressure latch instead of a person. Blue water erupted across the stage, knocking the center out of Olya's cast.

Five hundred and twelve residents received twenty Health while the remaining targets received nothing. The Well gained five hundred and twelve new liens instead of two thousand.

INTERRUPTED PUBLIC MIRACLE

Intended targets: 2,000
Completed targets: 512
Health restored: 10,240
New soul liens: 512

Drain multiplier: 1.02 → 1.54
Next individual drain: 2 Health

Chad said, “Still two,” and Ione replied, “Until it rounds above two; one more miracle will do it.”

Minute five struck, taking two Health from every resident. After the partial heal and drain, Shared Health fell from 6,653,638 to 6,587,470. The weakest resident held twelve Health.

The first projected death was six minutes away.

The gold stage blamed Elka's arrow for the failed miracle. Public panels showed her red braid and bow above a new warning: `HEALER ASSASSIN — LINKED COMPANION.` The forged image placed three fallen residents behind her, though her shot had touched only the pressure latch.

Elka saw it and kept turning the sluice wheel.

A guard shouted, “You missed Olya,” but Elka answered, “I hit what I aimed at.”

“Five hundred people lost healing,” he said.

Ione opened the hidden field over the guard's own status. One gold thread ran from his Olya-granted Health to the Soul Well.

“She gave you twenty Health at minute three,” Ione said. “You have lost six since, and your lien remains full.”

The guard looked down and called it “A blessing marker,” but Ione corrected him: “A claim marker.”

She displayed the next scheduled draw, and his gold thread tightened toward the lighthouse core.

“When the Well activates completely, it may take the Health back, your maximum Health, or the identity attached to the account; Breck wrote no ceiling.”

The guard asked, “You expect me to believe that from a fugitive?”

“No,” Ione said. “Read your own status.”

He read, and the loose-armored guard did too; the second man's face changed first.

More scared and wounded residents crowded close around the bright blue shelter panel. Some wanted entry while others demanded the Crowned Four's permission. One woman accepted before stopping halfway across with one foot in the dungeon.

She asked, “Can I leave?” and Zafira answered, “While the door is open.”

“What about after?”

“The vestibule seals during combat, and a surface return opens when pressure allows, but we do not know how long.”

The woman withdrew her foot, and the System canceled her acceptance without penalty. Someone in the crowd called her a coward.

Zafira turned toward the voice. “She asked, she chose, and the door remains open for people who choose differently.”

That safe refusal mattered, and three residents accepted after watching it.

Ione checked each status as they crossed. No public account data entered Party Link, and no guest could see the party's private Health or resources. The dungeon gave each person a dry floor marker with an independent exit request.

Sennik's rooftop team fired red signal arrows into the three escape lanes. The shots struck signs and awnings above the crowd instead of the party. Hostile-route symbols covered the dry streets Elka had marked.

Fresh panic reversed the whole left lane against its safe westward flow. Hundreds turned toward the active water lines because the public layer now told them green meant corruption.

Elka fired her own arrow through Sennik's nearest signal flare, bursting green and red light together.

She shouted, “Follow the stone, not the color—dry streets west.”

Tomas climbed onto the wheel housing and called, “Old frontier marks!”

He used three fingers, a closed fist, and two sharp points west. The five former frontier witnesses had carried those signs into the city. People who had seen their truth copies knew the hand signs. They no longer needed to trust the relay colors.

The left lane turned again. Chad stood between the reversing crowd and the narrow sluice entrance with his spear lowered across his body like a rail, letting people push against the shaft without meeting its point.

He called, “Slow down; everyone gets through.”

A dock hook caught his ribs, a fist struck his cheek, and someone grabbed his hair again. He used no mark, no Take It, and no Red Grip.

His high Presence held the crowded line better than his weak Force could. Chad did not overpower the crowd; he gave it one still point to flow around.

Zafira joined him at the spear shaft and used her court voice to sort the front row. Elka's route signs controlled the back. Ione's cloth strips kept the weakest people visible, and Tomas kept the wheel moving.

The shelter queue reached forty-eight residents because four different jobs stayed done at once.

The guard with loose armor looked at the panel and said, “Minute five.” Tomas called, “We have an entrance.”

Tomas stood beside the public sluice wheel west of the stage, where Elka's dry lane ended and blue light outlined the moving Floodworks maintenance door below.

The wheel needed three full turns to drop local pressure. It did not move when Tomas pushed. Two dockworkers joined him, then four, and the wheel turned one spoke.

Ione called, “Low-Health lane first; everyone under fifteen goes underground.”

The people around her heard *dungeon* and stopped. Salt Port stories taught that Floodworks crews sometimes came back with classes. Sometimes they returned as water pressure.

“The surface is killing you on a timer,” Chad said. “The dungeon is only threatening to do it creatively.” Nobody moved.

Elka dropped beside the maintenance door and said, “I have entered worse places with him.”

“Not convincing,” Zafira said, until Elka added, “I came back.”

“Better.”

Ione opened the entry disclosure so residents could read it for themselves.

SALT PORT FLOODWORKS — CIVILIAN SHELTER REQUEST

Surface condition: active Soul Well drain
Maintenance vestibule: dry, unlinked from public water lines
Combat route: sealed from guests
Guest consent: required individually
Guest departure: available while surface door remains open

Shelter capacity before pressure lock: 60

The fallen woman from the harbor ramp accepted first. Her status was eighteen out of seventy-four after Olya's first miracle and four drain ticks, and she took Ione's hand before entering the blue door.

Others followed because the panel gave them an exit the Crowned Four's lockdown had denied. Chad left the choice in their hands.

The count climbed from twelve guests to twenty, then thirty-one.

Zafira kept the left lane open with nothing but voice and eye contact. “Read before accepting; no one carries you across without your answer.”

City guards reached the sluice, but the loose-armored guard stepped between them and the door. “Evacuation inspection.”

When they asked, “By whose authority?” he looked at Zafira and said, “Mine.”

The guards would challenge his claim later, but they obeyed for the next minute.

Elka climbed the sluice wheel beside Tomas and found the upper spoke with her longer arms. Chad joined below her and pushed with both legs.

“Three people again,” he said, and Elka replied, “This wheel is bigger than the grate.”

Chad added, “And wetter.”

Tomas shut his eyes as the wheel completed its second turn. Pressure fell, the maintenance door widened, and the guest count reached forty-two.

Sennik fired from the rooftop, aiming a black arrow at Tomas, and Chad used Intercept.

Six paces carried Chad between the wheel and the roof. The arrow struck his buckler and broke. A red signal flare centered every public panel on the entrance.

“Hostile party abducting linked residents,” Sennik announced.

The guest disclosure changed.

PUBLIC AUTHORITY CHALLENGE

Crowned Four claim: coerced removal
Voluntary guest acceptances: 42
Coercion evidence: none detected

Shelter remains available.

The panel refused his wording, so Sennik shot the sluice chain.

His arrow severed one support, spun the wheel backward, and knocked Tomas toward the water channel.

Elka caught his wrist, but the wheel pulled her after him.

Chad used Guard Line on Elka and took thirty percent of the strain into his shoulder. He caught her belt with his free hand.

Low Force lost the first inch before Zafira wrapped a rope around Chad's waist. Ione tied it to the door frame. Two dockworkers grabbed behind her, and group threat became literal again.

They pulled Tomas back onto the street while the maintenance door shrank under rising pressure.

Elka told her brother, “Inside,” but Tomas argued, “I can hold the wheel.”

“Your route got us here, and you are safe now.” When he tried, “Elka—” she repeated, “Inside.”

Tomas looked at Chad, who refused to turn Elka's order into his own. “Your choice.”

Tomas accepted the guest panel and crossed. Party Link showed Elka's pulse drop for the first time since Varos.

Forty-eight civilians entered after him. The door reported twelve spaces remaining as city guards reached the lane in force and Sennik's rooftop team cut the second sluice support.

Chad ordered, “Party through.”

Ione entered, and Zafira followed after giving the loose-armored guard the remaining evacuation map. Elka stayed beside Chad.

He said, “You first,” and she answered, “No.”

The wheel spun, and water hit the door from both sides as Chad and Elka jumped together. The Floodworks closed behind them, dropping them into a dry stone vestibule with forty-eight frightened residents, Tomas, and the sound of the city draining above.

The vestibule tried to sort the guests by household account until Ione stopped it.

She told the dungeon, “No shared grouping.”

`Maintenance efficiency reduced.`

Ione answered, “Accept.”

Forty-eight individual floor circles remained. Each held Health, surface danger, and an exit request visible only to the resident standing inside it.

Tomas walked the room with Elka and checked every wall. Two side chambers were dry: one held emergency blankets sealed in wax, while the other contained old pressure masks and a hand pump drawing from an independent stone cistern.

Ione tested the water twice and found it clean.

Ione said, “Ration by thirst, not account rank; no one drinks from a public pipe.”

The loose-armored guard had entered last, and he removed the city badge from his coat without throwing it away.

“I am still responsible for them,” he said, and Chad replied, “Good; you're in charge of the guests.”

The guard stared at the wanted soul thief assigning him authority and asked, “You trust me?”

“No, but they know you, and we need to enter the core.”

“That is not reassuring,” the guard said, and Chad answered, “Honest leadership.”

Zafira gave the guard the copied guest conditions and made him read every limit. He could organize blankets, water, and surface requests, but he could not enroll anyone, expose private status, or open the combat route.

The residents heard the terms: no hidden command, no automatic party membership, and no rescue that became ownership once the door closed.

One resident requested immediate surface return, and the exit panel reported a four-minute pressure lock before placing the request first in queue. Another asked to leave, saw the timer, and canceled; both choices remained visible.

Tomas placed his truth copy beside the hand pump where everyone could read it.

Elka quietly asked, “If we do not return?” and Tomas answered, “I take them out when the surface opens.”

“Not to the eastern plaza.”

“West dry lanes, then the old harbor stairs,” he said.

“The north arch fails.”

“Then I use the south warehouse route.”

She made him repeat the route twice.

Chad watched without interrupting. Safe did not mean beyond danger; it meant Tomas had his own plan, public witnesses, clean water, an armed guard, and a door that did not depend on Chad staying alive.

Elka accepted that version, and the System counted what they had changed.

FIRST FLOODWORKS EVACUATION

Dry lanes maintained: 3
Residents moved off active water lines: 1,306
Voluntary shelter guests: 48
Civilian Health lost to party actions: 0
Hostile surface attacks answered lethally: 0
Tomas Korrin: safe in maintenance vestibule

Experience awarded: 2,780

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 19
Endurance: 19 → 20
Presence: 18 → 19
Health: 342 → 354

Public reputation: HOSTILE

The level restored Chad to half Health. The civilians received separate guest bars without joining Party Link, so their privacy remained intact when minute six struck above them.

The vestibule walls transmitted the population panel without exposing any guest's individual status.

SALT PORT POPULATION LINK — MINUTE 6

Shared Health: 6,511,062 / 6,872,445
Drain multiplier: 1.54
Applied individual drain: 2
Residents below 25% Health: 4,280
Lowest surface Health: 10

Floodworks guests: outside active water lines
Guest drain: 1 Health per minute

The guests were safer, not free.

Ione said, “The Well still reaches their registered accounts; dry shelter prevents lien amplification but not the base population drain.”

If nothing changed, the weakest surface resident had two minutes before reaching zero, while the weakest guest had five.

Chad looked at the sealed combat door. Level 19 gave him twelve more maximum Health without buying the city twelve minutes.

“We open the core now,” he said.

The guard organized blankets without argument. Tomas moved the most fragile guests away from the water-facing wall. Zafira checked the door rules, Ione checked Chad's half-restored Health, and Elka checked everyone else before allowing herself to stop.

The work left no clean moment for romance, so Elka made one. Waiting forever could disguise itself as discipline as easily as Chad's old self-punishment had.

She had called the time herself, which mattered more than whether the pipes around them made the moment beautiful. Beauty could wait, but chosen time could not.

Elka checked Tomas's wrist and shoulders, found no new damage, and pulled Chad into the narrow space between two dry pipes.

“He's safe,” she said, and Chad answered, “For now.”

“Safe enough to choose what comes next.”

Her green eyes held his as she took his hand and placed it on her hip.

“I want you,” she said. “After we secure a room, and no jokes until you answer.” Comedy stopped.

Chad said, “I want you too.”

“As a man?”

“Yes.”

“As my leader when we're fighting, not when the door closes?”

“Yes.”

“I am not asking because you saved Tomas,” she said, and Chad answered, “I know.”

“He is safe enough that I can want something without wondering whether I traded focus for it.”

Chad understood the distinction. Zafira had wanted trust before the lower route, Ione had stopped when grief and desire blurred, and Elka had postponed her choice until protecting her brother stopped consuming every spare thought.

None of them wanted the same way.

“No debt and no reward,” he said. “You choose me because you want me.”

Elka's hand tightened over his as she said, “Exactly.”

She kissed him once, hard enough to make the promise physical, then returned to her brother as the Floodworks accepted the party's core-route request.

Water rose behind the sealed door, cutting off the surface exit.

FLOODWORKS CORE ENTRY CONDITION

Registered population threats: 38,204
Current party defender capacity: 2 marks
Civilian guest threat: excluded

To open the core route, one permanent linked defender must accept
initial threat assignment from every registered resident.

Acceptance is voluntary and cannot be split.

The dungeon would not open until someone took the whole city at once.


Chapter 15

I Can Take All of Them at Once

Thirty-eight thousand two hundred and four threat lines waited for Chad's answer. He read the contract twice.

FLOODWORKS CORE ENTRY — DEFENDER ACCEPTANCE

Assigned defender: Chad Baconizer
Registered population threats: 38,204
Initial threat assignment: 100% to defender

This assignment:
- does not enroll residents in Party Link
- does not expose private resident status
- does not compel resident action
- does not authorize defender control
- may cause Floodworks constructs to treat residents as hostile extensions

Acceptance is voluntary.
Withdrawal before core entry closes the route.

“It does not make them our enemies,” Ione said. “It makes the dungeon calculate every resident as a possible attack source.”

Chad replied, “Sennik already did that,” but Ione said, “This makes the assumption mechanical.”

Elka stood beside him. “You don't accept until we know the cost.” Ione opened the lower terms.

CALIBRATION COST

Threat buffer capacity: 20 minutes
Population drain during calibration: redirected to Floodworks buffer
Resident Health loss during buffer: 0
Liens continue accumulating from external miracles

At calibration end:
- buffered threat assigns to defender
- population drain resumes at current multiplier
- core route opens

Twenty minutes would pass with no resident Health loss, and then all the stored pressure would come to Chad as threat instead of damage. The distinction mattered. A bastard had probably designed it.

Chad asked, “Can I survive the assignment?” and Ione answered, “Threat has no direct Health cost; what answers it will.”

Zafira checked the maintenance walls and said, “The vestibule remains sealed from the combat route.”

Elka said, “Guests stay out,” before asking, “And private?”

Zafira found two side doors beyond the party threshold. One opened into a pressure berth with a cot, wash basin, and manual lock. The other held map controls.

Elka looked at Chad, and he accepted the defender contract, stopping the city drain at minute six.

ALL-CITY THREAT ACCEPTED

Defender: Chad Baconizer — Bloodguard 19
Threat sources buffered: 38,204
Calibration remaining: 20:00

Population Health held: 6,511,062 / 6,872,445
Drain multiplier held: 1.54
Civilian guest privacy: SEALED
Core-party private data: SEALED FROM GUESTS

The threat arrived as direction instead of voices.

Thirty-eight thousand possible attack lines surrounded Chad, though most pointed nowhere near him. A sleeping resident on the far side of Salt Port still counted as a red angle, while a guard above the vestibule counted as a closer one. Olya's stage and every public basin became part of the same target shape. So did every household pipe and every registered hand.

Chad's Perception tried to read all of it. His vision went red, and he dropped to one knee.

Ione closed the external detail layer before the overload became damage and ordered, “Direction summary only.”

Party Link reduced the city to nine threat sectors around the pump nodes. The individual sources remained assigned without entering his private display.

She asked, “Better?” and Chad said, “I can only feel nine thousand people behind me now.”

“Thirty-eight thousand divided across nine sectors is not nine thousand.”

“Emotional estimate.”

Zafira checked the contract log. “No resident received a reciprocal mark, so they cannot see Chad through the assignment.” Elka checked the guest wall and added, “Nobody in the vestibule can see us either.”

They tested the privacy rules instead of trusting the tooltip.

Tomas sent an emergency knock through the guest panel. Chad received direction and urgency without Tomas's Health or private status. Ione answered through the public repair channel and revealed no party resources.

One civilian requested surface return. The request stayed with the manual queue and never appeared in Party Link.

One guest fainted. The guard's emergency call reached Ione without revealing the resident's name or condition. Those facts remained sealed until the resident woke and approved medical disclosure.

The privacy held under actual use, so Chad checked the acceptance one final time. He could withdraw before core entry and release the threat assignment, but doing so would end the calibration buffer, return the city to its three-point-five-eight multiplier, and leave the Well closed.

The contract stayed voluntary because he could still say no. The stakes made his choice costly without making yes meaningless.

“Still accepted,” he said.

Party Link recorded the confirmation without asking the women to endorse it. They could enter beside him, remain with the guests, or leave when the surface queue opened.

All three crossed the party threshold.

Zafira crossed to break the Well's cast order. Ione crossed because its soul rules mocked everything she had trained to serve. Elka crossed after confirming Tomas could leave without her. Chad's earlier choice bound none of them, which kept the permanent party free when urgency made obedience easy.

The Floodworks opened around them.

Blue pressure walls separated the sealed civilian vestibule from the party threshold. The forty-eight guests could see emergency-exit and clean-water status, but nothing else; Tomas stayed with them while the guard controlled blankets and the manual surface queue.

Zafira found the combat door locked for calibration. Ione found the population buffer stable, and Elka found the private berth empty and dry. Its one door had no System-controlled latch.

“Secure,” she said as the timer showed 18:41, and Chad answered, “We have work.”

“Zafira and Ione have work.” Elka pointed to the map room and added, “You cannot help with ritual syntax.”

Chad offered, “I can look supportive,” and Elka answered, “You can keep your promise.”

Zafira smiled over Ione's shoulder and said, “We will call if the buffer changes.” Ione opened Party Link's emergency channel and limited it to “Threat and Health only; private status remains your choice.”

Elka took Chad into the pressure berth and locked the manual door under the visible timer: 18:02.

Chad said, “Romantic,” and Elka answered, “Efficient.”

She unstrung her bow and placed it beside her knife within reach. Chad set down his spear and buckler.

Elka opened the privacy panel.

PRIVATE LINK CONSENT — PRESSURE BERTH

Participants: Elka Korrin | Chad Baconizer
Both participants: adults

Party authority inside berth: NONE
Class threat commands: DISABLED
Emergency Health/threat channel: ACTIVE
Private arousal/touch sharing: ASK
Physical consent: verbal and continuous

Manual door control: Elka Korrin
Either participant may stop or open the door.

Chad said, “You control the door,” and Elka replied, “I found the room.”

“Fair loot rules.” They both accepted. Elka took off her coat and let her long red braid fall over one shoulder. Freckles crossed her face, throat, and the upper edge of her tunic.

She said, “Say it again,” and Chad answered quietly, “I want you.”

She asked, “What am I choosing?”

“Chad Baconizer: man, Bloodguard outside this room, and no rank over you inside it.” Elka answered, “Good.”

She pulled him into a kiss.

Elka kissed like she shot, with no wasted movement or doubt about the target. Her mouth opened against his while one hand held his firm jaw. The other pulled their bodies together by the belt at his narrow waist.

Chad felt her height first because she stood eight inches taller, long through the legs and back. His petite shell fit against her in ways that looked feminine from outside. The contact felt like his because he had chosen it.

Elka bit his lower lip, and he said, “Harder.” She obeyed until he praised the “Good feedback loop.”

“Still talking,” she said before kissing him again until he stopped completely. Then they undressed under the timer.

Chad removed his flat-strapped armor and undershirt. His breasts settled free with his nipples already hard. Elka looked at them with direct interest before asking permission to touch them. Chad said, “Yes.”

She cupped both breasts, lifted them in her palms, and said, “Ridiculous.”

Chad called it his “Optimized shell,” and Elka asked, “Mine to touch?”

“Right now,” Chad said, and she agreed, “Right now.”

Her thumbs moved over his nipples and tightened pleasure through Chad's stomach. He accepted arousal sharing when the Link asked. Elka's answering heat entered as a clear green-gold pulse.

Want came through clearly. The pulse carried no uncertainty, stored debt for Tomas, or gratitude payment.

Chad opened Elka's tunic and found no breast wrap beneath it. Small breasts rose from her strong, freckled chest. Chad bent to take one pink, tight nipple into his warm mouth.

Elka inhaled through her teeth and said, “Again,” so he sucked harder while holding her other breast. Her fingers tightened in his hair.

The black-streaked blonde strands had remained loose since Zafira cut his tie in the street. Elka gathered them behind his head and wrapped a spare bow cord around them.

Chad called the bow cord “Practical,” but Elka said, “I want to see your face.”

The words landed hard. Chad swallowed his crude answer.

She removed his trousers, and Chad stepped out of them to stand bare before her.

Elka looked over his soft face, breasts, slender waist, muscular legs, and vulva without changing the word she used. “My man,” she said, and when Chad asked, “Your archer?” she answered, “Also mine.”

He grinned and called her “Possessive.”

“Chosen claim, no cage,” she said, and Chad answered, “Accepted.”

Elka stripped the rest of her clothes. Her lean, long body had small breasts, narrow hips, and a strong back and thighs. Red hair covered her vulva in a bright triangle.

She pushed Chad onto the cot. The thin mattress complained, and he warned, “Structural risk.”

“You survived the arch,” Elka said, but Chad reminded her, “Group activity.”

She climbed over him and said, “This is too.”

She straddled one thigh and lowered herself until her vulva pressed against his skin. Her wetness spread warm over him.

Chad said, “You called next,” and Elka answered, “I did.”

Chad said, “Taking initiative,” and Elka promised, “I am about to take your mouth.”

Chad's brain lost the rest of the tactical report.

Elka moved up his body and set one knee beside his head. She braced the other against the wall. She held the bed frame and looked down at him.

She asked, “Yes?” Chad answered, “Sit,” and she slowly lowered her vulva to his mouth. He caught her hips and tasted her. Then he drew her swollen clitoris between his lips and used his tongue beneath it.

Her back tightened as the shared arousal channel flared. “Do that again,” she said, and he obeyed while Elka rocked against his mouth. She did not hide her weight or perform delicacy because his body looked smaller; Chad held her firm butt and guided the angle while her long legs boxed his shoulders.

He said against her, “I can handle you,” but Elka ordered, “Less talking, more tongue.”

He followed the call, entering her with one finger and then a second when she asked. He worked them inside her while keeping his mouth on her clitoris until Elka lost her steady rhythm and braced one hand against the stone wall.

She came over his mouth with a rough sound. Party Link did not share it outside the locked room. Her vulva tightened around his fingers while Chad held her through the shudders until her hips slowed.

Elka moved down his body, kissed him with her own taste on his mouth, and said, “My turn.”

Chad called it a “Threat swap,” and she answered, “Exactly.”

She spread Chad's legs.

Her hand passed over his inner thigh and stopped before his vulva. “Tell me.”

“Touch me,” Chad said, and when she asked, “Where?” he placed her fingers on his bare clitoris and answered, “Here first.”

Elka rubbed in slow circles until Chad's hips lifted. The private Link carried his real response without changing what it meant.

His body knew pleasure without voting on his identity.

Elka asked, “Inside?” and Chad answered, “Two,” so she entered him with two fingers while keeping her callused thumb on his clitoris. The roughness from long bowstring and road work made every stroke sharper.

Chad gripped the hard edge of the cot and asked for “Harder.” Elka pressed deeper before he added, “Faster.”

She smiled and said, “You do like giving orders.”

“Private request,” Chad said, and Elka answered, “Accepted.”

She lowered her mouth to him and replaced her thumb with her tongue. Her fingers continued inside his vulva. Chad's thighs closed around her head before he remembered to relax.

Elka did not need him delicate. She hooked one arm around his leg and held him fully open. She kept the pressure exactly where his arousal channel told her he wanted it.

The timer showed 09:12 before he came at 08:47.

Pleasure tightened every muscle in the shell as his vulva contracted around Elka's fingers. He covered his mouth with one hand and failed to keep quiet.

Elka stayed with him until the contractions eased, kissed his thigh, and said, “Handled.”

Chad managed, “Strong clear.”

She stayed against him with her warm cheek on his inner thigh. His body shook under her hand. The shell's response was visible, wet, and impossible to separate from the anatomy the Balcony had imposed.

Elka looked up at him and softly asked, “Where did you go?”

“Nowhere.”

“Lie.” Chad stared at the timer for one tick before answering.

“For a second, I wondered whether liking that meant they won something.”

Elka asked, “The Balcony?”

“The body and the wager. Everyone who looks at me treats its reaction like a vote on who I am.”

Elka climbed up beside him. She placed his hand against her chest, over her heartbeat instead of her breast.

Elka asked, “Did my orgasm make me less of an archer now?” and Chad answered, “No.”

“Did sitting on your face make me your owner?”

Chad said, “Definitely not.”

“Then your body doing what bodies do does not make you their woman.”

The sentence was blunt enough to trust. Chad looked at her and asked, “Their man?”

“Mine, if you keep choosing it,” she said, and Chad answered, “I choose it.”

“Then stop giving the Balcony credit for my work.”

He laughed. Elka kissed him until the laugh became another answer.

She climbed beside him, and the cot forced them close. Chad rested his face against her chest while she traced the black streak in his tied hair.

The timer continued at 07:58 while Chad asked, “Any regret?”

“That we have eight minutes.”

“Seven fifty-four,” he corrected, and Elka said, “Then stop counting for one.” He did.

Aftercare became practical. They drank water, Elka cleaned them with a damp cloth, and Chad rubbed the cramped muscle along her bow shoulder. She retied his hair with the cord and put his armor straps back in the masculine flat pattern he preferred.

While fastening the last strap, she said, “Tomas does not buy you a claim on me.”

Chad said, “Never thought he did,” and Elka answered, “I know, but I needed to hear myself say it.”

“You called next.”

“And I will call again.”

They kissed once more, and Elka opened the door at 04:11.

Zafira and Ione had mapped three Floodworks levels and found the core pressure route. Neither asked for details; Zafira kissed Elka's cheek while Ione handed Chad a recovery salt to fill the Health his level had left empty.

The map room showed the cost of their twenty minutes.

Olya had attempted the first buffered miracle at minute eight, healing 1,024 residents for thirty Health each and adding 1,024 liens. At minute thirteen, a second pulse reached another 1,024 residents, but the city bar stayed still because the Floodworks buffer held all Health movement at the locked value.

The Well still recorded both lien batches.

CALIBRATION BUFFER ACTIVITY

Population drain prevented: 20 ticks
Health loss prevented at initial rate: 3,056,320
External healing applied to residents: 61,440
New soul liens: 2,048

Held population Health remains: 6,511,062
Updated drain multiplier: 3.58

Chad said, “The buffer prevented her healing from reaching the shared bar too.”

Ione replied, “It held Health state, not only damage; residents received temporary personal shields instead, and those vanish when calibration ends.”

Olya had spent twenty minutes making the next minute worse while the public saw gold protection accumulate.

Zafira pointed to the three Floodworks levels and said, “Her cast lines enter here. We can reach the first junction before the shields vanish if we move when the door opens.”

Ione reported, “Buffer stable. Olya attempted two miracles, and the liens accumulated, but no resident Health drained during calibration.”

Chad asked, “Multiplier?” and Ione answered, “Three point five eight; it will round to four when the buffer ends.”

The city had bought twenty minutes and would pay 152,816 Health per minute afterward.

Chad checked the guests and found all forty-eight alive. One surface-return request waited at the top of the queue, and the door correctly refused to open until the pressure lock ended.

The core party took formation before the timer reached zero: Zafira on Chad's left, Elka on his right with her bow restrung, and Ione behind his shield shoulder. No one looked like an accessory when the calibration ended.

FLOODWORKS DEFENDER CALIBRATION COMPLETE

Defender: Chad Baconizer
Hostile targets assigned: 38,204
Resident Party Link enrollment: NONE
Private resident status exposed: NONE

Population Health: 6,511,062 / 6,872,445
Drain multiplier: 3.58
Next individual drain: 4 Health

Private berth lock: RELEASED
Core route: OPEN

Every registered person in Salt Port appeared around Chad as a red target. The dungeon assigned him the whole city.


Chapter 16

Red Grip Has a Carry Option

The first post-buffer drain tick hit before the core door opened, and every resident lost four Health.

SALT PORT POPULATION LINK — POST-BUFFER TICK 1

Registered residents: 38,204
Shared Health: 6,358,246 / 6,872,445
Drain multiplier: 3.58
Applied individual drain: 4
Total Health lost this tick: 152,816

Temporary Olya shields remaining: 2,048
Residents at immediate death risk: 37

Thirty-seven red bars reached four Health or less, sending their Floodworks threat to Chad.

He felt thirty-seven dying people as thirty-seven attacks aimed at his chest. They did not want him hurt, but Sennik had made the whole population hostile. Now the dungeon could not tell danger *from* a resident from danger *to* one.

Ione said, “No target detail,” and collapsed the individual lines into nine sectors again.

The core door opened.

Water hung in the next chamber as upright rivers. Nine blue columns rose from a black floor to a ceiling lost in mist. Bridges crossed between them at varied heights while wheels, gates, and silver rite lines moved through the water with no support.

The first bridge ended seven paces short of the next platform. Elka called it a “Broken spillway,” and Chad replied, “Jumpable.”

Ione looked at her robe and medicine case. Then she looked at the black water thirty feet below. “For some.”

Before anyone moved, the nine threat sectors populated.

The western column filled with the residents Chad had helped evacuate. The harbor column held dock crews, sailors, and people trapped behind the sealed gates. The central column carried Olya's liened residents in gold. The remaining six sorted by pump account rather than neighborhood.

No names appeared. The threat contract protected privacy even while the dungeon weaponized the categories.

ALL-CITY THREAT COMPRESSION

Individual sources: 38,204
Displayed sectors: 9
Resident control status: independent
Threat echo behavior: mirrors ordinary resident actions through water constructs

Damage to echo: transfer risk UNKNOWN
Damage received from echo: normal
Threat redirection: allowed through infrastructure route

A silhouette in the harbor column lifted an invisible crate. The water echo beside Chad copied the motion with a block of compressed pressure.

Chad caught the thrown block on his buckler and lost eight Health.

Somewhere above, a dockworker had moved cargo without knowing the action became an attack underground.

In the eastern column, a resident opened a door. A water blade opened across Zafira's path, and she stopped before it touched her.

“The population is not attacking,” she said. “The Floodworks interprets living as hostile action.”

Ione watched a child-shaped echo run across the far platform while pressure rippled under its feet. “Every movement becomes a combat verb.”

“Then we route the verbs to me.” Chad marked the silver line joining all nine columns and called, “Take It.”

The water block, door blade, and running pressure turned toward him. He took all three without striking back.

Elka climbed the first arch and found the dry-route controls. “I can remove sectors from the floor, but not from your assignment.”

“Do it.”

Her arrow closed the western intake. The harbor echoes vanished from the combat platform. Chad still felt the sector above, yet its normal acts no longer became attacks. That left one safe lane.

Zafira reached the near sequence wheel and watched two full rotations without touching a symbol. “The cast order follows lien creation time.”

Ione studied the far seal. “And it rewrites after every drain tick.”

The party could not solve one static puzzle. They had to cross, read, and interrupt. The city would change again.

Blue script marked the far platform.

FIRST PRESSURE JUNCTION

Resident threat sectors: 9
Active attack routes: 38,204
Core cast: POPULATION DRAW — 42 seconds

Interrupt stations:
- Flow sequence wheel — near platform
- Vow syntax seal — far platform
- Dry-route gates — upper arches

All three must resolve before cast completion.

Zafira took the sequence wheel while Elka climbed toward the upper gates. Ione needed the far platform, so Chad looked at the gap.

Chad offered, “I can throw you,” and three women answered, “Force five.”

“I can jump with you.”

Ione replied, “The landing is wet,” as the core began its cast.

Black water rose in all nine columns. Each carried human silhouettes formed from the residents assigned to Chad. Hitting a silhouette risked testing damage transfer on the person it copied.

Elka called from above, “We need another route.”

Chad marked a fixed silver rite line across the gap. Red Grip took it as a hostile route. Before he moved, the System rewarded the finished test.

FLOODWORKS DEFENDER MILESTONE

All-city threat accepted without resident enrollment
Twenty-minute population buffer completed
Civilian guest privacy preserved
Core party entered intact

Experience awarded: 2,960

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 20
Endurance: 20 → 21
Focus: 13 → 14
Health: 354 → 366

CLASS FEATURE: RED GRIP RANK 3
Pull along a marked fixed surface or ritual line.
Carry one willing linked ally at half range.
Carried ally may withdraw consent before activation.

Chad said, “Carry option.”

Ione read the tooltip aloud: “Half range is eight paces, and this gap is seven.”

“Get on me.” His words crossed the chamber, and Zafira missed one count. Elka lowered her bow while Ione stared at Chad.

“Tactical,” he said, and Ione replied, “Specify attachment point.”

“Arms around my shoulders and legs around my waist.”

Zafira found her count again with visible effort while Ione opened the carry request.

RED GRIP RANK 3 — WILLING CARRY

Carrier: Chad Baconizer
Linked ally: Ione Kess
Marked route: fixed ritual line
Distance: 7 paces
Maximum willing-carry distance: 8 paces

Consent: PENDING
Release at destination: automatic

Ione selected ACCEPT.

She closed her medicine case and tied it across her back. Then she climbed onto Chad, arms across his chest and legs locked around his waist.

He asked, “Secure?” and Ione answered, “Yes.”

“This build keeps improving.”

“Move before I revise consent.”

Chad activated Red Grip, and the marked ritual line pulled.

He crossed the gap with Ione's weight tight against his back. Rank 3 cut his speed and doubled the strain. His boots hit the far ledge, but wet stone sent one foot sideways.

Ione released at once, just as the skill had promised. Chad caught the platform edge with both hands as his body swung over black water. Ione lay flat, grabbed his wrists, and pulled. Low Force made the rescue mutual as they rolled onto the platform together.

“Carry complete,” the System reported after the clean release at destination.

RED GRIP RANK 3 — CARRY TEST COMPLETE

Consent at activation: YES
Consent maintained through transit: YES
Automatic release at destination: COMPLETE
Distance: 7/8 paces
Carrier damage during transit: 0
Linked ally damage during transit: 0

No ongoing attachment or control retained.

Ione checked her own status before accepting the result. She found no hidden movement penalty, shared cooldown, or permission left open for a second carry.

She said, “It ended cleanly,” and Chad answered, “Good first ride.”

Zafira's sequence count broke again.

Elka hit a gate wheel with the flat of an arrow and said, “He means Red Grip.” Zafira replied, “I know.”

Ione closed the carry panel and said, “A second use requires a new request.”

“Consent-driven transport,” Chad said. “High-quality patch.”

The System offered no response, and Ione said, “Landing needs work.”

Chad replied, “You got on top,” and she reminded him, “Because you fell.”

“Successful positioning.”

She stood before the second meaning arrived. The core cast reached twenty-eight seconds.

Zafira ran the sequence wheel backward while nine signs moved around its rim, one for each pump node. The right order changed whenever a resident sector lost Health.

Zafira said, “It reads weakest first,” but Ione reached the vow syntax seal and corrected her: “No, Olya's liened sectors first.”

The difference mattered, so Zafira stopped following the visible Health order. Instead, she read the hidden gold threads beneath it. She cut the third sign, then the seventh, then the second.

The cast lost six seconds.

Elka reached the upper arches, where three dry-route gates controlled which water columns fed the black floor. Every gate had a resident silhouette in front of its wheel.

She left the silhouettes untouched and struck the chain above Gate One, turning its wheel without damage. Her second arrow ricocheted from a stone arch and hit Gate Four from behind.

She called, “Two dry,” and Zafira replied, “Need three.” Gate Nine had no clean chain angle.

Chad opened Guard Line on Elka as a water silhouette lunged toward her. The construct struck her side and sent thirty percent to Chad without touching the copied resident.

“Resident attacks are safe to receive,” Ione said, “but not safe to return.”

“My favorite matchup.”

Six silhouettes climbed onto the far platform.

Each looked like a blurred Salt Port resident: dockworker, child, old woman, or guard. The System removed their faces but kept enough of each body to make every strike feel personal.

Chad used Take It on the marked ritual line. The silhouettes turned toward him because they were extensions of the route, not independent enemies. Good exploit.

He held his spear sideways and blocked without thrusting as four constructs struck at once. Health fell to 318, and Pain Dividend gave Resolve.

The other two echoes did not strike. One knelt to tie a shoe. The Floodworks turned that act into a pressure snare around Chad's ankle. The other lifted a cup, raising black water around his face.

Chad cut neither and used Red Grip on the fixed rite line above the snare. The pull lifted him free without touching the echo. Ione placed a breath ward over his mouth until the water fell.

Ione warned, “Resident action sectors changing,” as the central gold column brightened.

Olya's 2,048 temporary shields expired at once. The liened residents did not move differently, but their echoes gained armor.

LIENED THREAT SECTOR

Residents: 2,560
Echo armor: 40%
Healing received above: converted to core pressure below
Current cast contribution: 67%

The Well used Olya's patients as targets and their healing as a cast resource.

Ione called, “Zafira, lien sector first.”

Zafira changed her rhythm, let the visible first symbol pass, and cut the gold thread behind it. The sequence wheel stuttered.

Core cast contribution fell to fifty-one percent.

Elka opened Gate Four, cleared two resident sectors from the platform, and said, “Need Nine.”

The ninth dry gate stood behind a moving water arch. Every time Elka found a shot, the arch filled with resident echoes.

Chad took one mark off the shared line and set it on the arch's fixed pressure seam. The unmarked sectors stopped choosing him first.

Three echoes turned toward Ione, so Chad used Guard Line on her and took thirty percent of their first pressure strikes. Ione held the vow seal while he carried the shared cost.

He promised, “Ten seconds,” and Ione answered, “Enough.”

She inserted the Varos precedent again. The foreign ruling reached deeper before rejection.

Elka fired through the brief gap Chad's mark had opened, but her arrow struck Gate Nine's rear chain without freeing it. “One more angle.”

Zafira could not leave the wheel, and Ione could not leave the seal. Chad could cross, but the echoes would follow his threat.

Group work did not put four hands on every job. It meant each person trusted the others to hold their own.

“I cross,” Chad said, “and Elka shoots along my route.”

Elka nodded once as the core cast reached twelve seconds and Ione read the syntax seal.

POPULATION DRAW AUTHORIZATION

Registered accounts: 38,204
Active soul liens: 2,560
Unliened residents: classified hostile collateral

Default consent rule: absence of refusal authorizes emergency draw

“Same lie as Varos,” Ione said, and Chad asked, “Can you revoke it?”

“Not for people who cannot see the request.”

“Then revoke the dungeon's authority to ask.”

Ione looked at him. The Varos clear had established a precedent: absence of approval did not authorize use.

She set the voluntary-witness ruling into the Salt Port seal. The core rejected it as foreign law with five seconds left.

Zafira drove both knives into the sequence wheel between symbols and froze the cast at four.

“I can hold four seconds,” she said, “not forever.”

Elka needed Gate Nine.

Chad saw the route through the all-city threat field. One red line ran from Gate Nine to the copied guard at his buckler. The route behind that shape was his true target.

He marked the gate, and Red Grip pulled him through the cluster without dealing damage. He crossed back over the gap along the fixed line and released on the near bridge. Then he drove his spear into the gate's stone release.

Gate Nine opened, three water columns went dry, and the black floor cracked.

Ione's foreign ruling entered through the dry channels instead of the core seal. The Floodworks recognized Varos as its upstream authority.

VOLUNTARY-WITNESS PRECEDENT ACCEPTED

Absence of refusal is not consent.
Emergency population draw: UNAUTHORIZED
Current cast: INVALID

Zafira released the sequence wheel, collapsing the cast and every resident silhouette into clear water.

The second post-buffer drain tick still came from the city's active Well, not the stopped junction cast. Shared Health fell from 6,358,246 to 6,205,430.

Fourteen temporary Olya shields broke, and twenty-three residents reached zero without them. The population link held them at one Health through emergency liens. Their gold threads stayed after the point came back, and Ione's face changed.

The threads sank into maximum Health as Olya appeared in the water columns above them.

“Temporary mercy is insufficient,” her amplified voice said. “Salt Port requires permanent protection.”

She changed the healing contract.

OLYA PRENT — PERMANENT MIRACLE CONVERSION

Emergency residents protected: 23
Health restored: 1 each
Maximum Health pledged to Soul Well: 100%
Lien duration: PERMANENT
Revocation: unavailable while resident lives

Future healing may apply permanent lien automatically.

Ione's hand stopped above her medicine case. Her instinct to heal had brought her fingers there, and the panel made that instinct dangerous.

“No restorative effects,” she said. “Not until we sever the conversion rule; one point of healing may purchase another whole life for her.”

Zafira wiped black water from one knife and asked, “Can the residents refuse?”

Ione opened the twenty-three lien records without exposing their identities, and each showed the same answer.

EMERGENCY LIEN CONSENT REVIEW

Resident notification: NOT DELIVERED
Opportunity to refuse: NONE
Signature source: population emergency clause
Beneficiary: Salt Port Soul Well
Administrator: Olya Prent

Resident agency: SUPERSEDED

Ione said, “They were never asked.”

Chad looked up through nine columns of people who did not know their lives had become dungeon collateral. “Then they aren't Olya's.”

“The contract says otherwise.”

“The contract also said silence meant yes five minutes ago.” He rested the spear across his shoulders and ruled it a “Bad contract.”

Elka hooked her bow around a chain and slid the last six feet from the arch. She landed beside the cracked floor and said, “Bad contracts still kill.”

“So we don't let this one collect.”

The core tried to close the dry gates, but Elka pinned Gate Nine's release before the wheel could turn. Zafira jammed one knife into the sequence wheel while Ione left the voluntary-witness precedent seated in the seal.

Three different acts held the junction open, and the party secured what they had won instead of cheering the cast break.

Chad assigned one Blood Mark to the cracked floor and the other to the central gold column. Take It showed every route the new liens could use: most ran upward into Salt Port, but one ran far down.

Below the visible chamber and its lowest floodgate, a gold thread pulsed through bedrock.

It belonged to none of the twenty-three residents. The thread was thicker than the population link and wrapped around an object with the same four-notched outline as the Key panel.

CROWNED FOUR ROUTE RESPONSE

Keys held: 2 / 4
Unclaimed resonance detected: 1
Location: beneath Lowest Gate
Access state: dormant

Wake condition: population lien density threshold
Current progress: 2,583 / 2,600

Seventeen more liens would wake the third Key, costing seventeen more people ownership of their healing. Zafira said, “She wants us to go lower.”

“She wants the Key awake,” Ione corrected. “Whether we reach it is secondary.”

Elka watched the gold count and said, “The next drain tick could finish the threshold.”

Chad tightened his grip on the spear. The obscene threat was now plain. Olya had built a machine where rescue fed chains. Delay fed the Well. Mercy without consent fed both.

His class had one answer: stand where the damage wanted to go, then make the machine hit him instead.

Olya had stopped borrowing souls and begun owning them.


Chapter 17

Heroes Keep Pulling Civilians

The door to the next pump hall opened on applause.

Forty-eight Salt Port residents stood on tiered repair walks above a round floor. They were the same adults who had entered the Floodworks lobby by choice. They still carried bedrolls, water skins, and small pieces of home, the things people grabbed when a city tried to kill them.

None had chosen to come deeper, and Cedran Holt stood beneath them in polished gold.

His Sunblade shone through the mist while Olya waited at the central pump with white sleeves immaculate. Breck held the second Ascension Key in both hands, and Sennik leaned against a dry pipe beside Tomas.

The whole scene looked like a mural titled *Heroes Saving the Poor*, and Chad hated the lighting most. “You brought an audience.”

“The core brought witnesses,” Cedran replied. “We arrived in time to protect them.”

Ione checked the closest repair walk and found no exit gate or stairs leading up. A faint blue line circled every adult's ankles.

LOWEST PUMP HALL — PUBLIC RESOLUTION INSTANCE

Competing parties recognized: 2
Civilian witnesses present: 48
Voluntary entry: YES
Current placement consent: NO

Resolution method: COMBAT MERIT
Witness safety modifies merit award.
Last party standing receives Lowest Gate access.

“They volunteered for the vestibule,” Ione said, “and the dungeon reused that answer for this room.”

Chad called that “a broad permission model,” and Zafira replied, “A lie.”

Cedran lowered the Sunblade and said, “Yield, and no one needs to be endangered.”

Elka raised her bow toward the empty stone above his left shoulder. “You put them over the arena.”

“I did not design the trial,” Cedran said, and Ione answered, “You activated it.”

Breck smiled as he said, “Technical distinctions from people who turned an entire city hostile.”

Chad opened the room readout.

The hall had four public platforms, twelve pump pistons, and one dry central ring. Every safe-looking surface linked to a combat trigger, while Cedran held the only area without people above it.

The Crowned Four had entered first and chosen position, because of course they had.

Sennik touched the wall beside Tomas, and a route bond flashed around Tomas's wrist. Elka saw it without looking away.

Tomas opened three fingers, closed them, then opened twice.

Bound. Watched. Wait.

Cedran raised his sword.

COMBAT MERIT COMMENCING

Primary objective: defeat opposing party
Civilian damage penalty: 10 merit per Health
Civilian rescue bonus: 20 merit per relocated witness

Optional acceleration:
Accept collateral allowance of 5% witness Health
Reward: +400 starting merit

ACCEPT and REJECT appeared before both parties. Cedran selected ACCEPT as the crowd murmured, unable to see his choice; Chad rejected it.

CROWNED FOUR
Starting merit: 400
Collateral allowance: 5%

CHAD BACONIZER'S PARTY
Starting merit: 0
Collateral allowance: 0%

“You just gave him four hundred points,” Chad said, but Ione replied, “He gave himself permission to hurt people.”

“Right. Worse trade.”

The first pump piston fired, and a water column struck the bottom of the western walk. Six residents fell through a rail that became mist around them.

Chad marked the floor and called, “Take It,” bending the falling routes toward him.

Red Grip caught the fixed rail above and pulled him under the adults as they dropped. He got his buckler under the first woman and his shoulder under a second. The other four hit a pressure pad Zafira cut open with both knives.

Chad went down under elbows, packs, and one terrified man's knee.

From the pile, he asked, “Everyone an adult?” Six voices answered yes with varying levels of confusion.

“Great. Please get off me in an orderly fashion.” Zafira's mouth twitched as she guided them behind the dry central pipe.

WITNESSES RELOCATED: 6 / 48
Civilian damage caused: 0
Rescue merit awarded: 120

Cedran crossed the ring before Chad stood.

The Sunblade came down in a clean vertical cut. No civilian stood behind Chad, and no pipe would burst if he blocked; Cedran had selected his angle with care.

It was a perfect heroic attack, and Chad caught it on the buckler.

Gold fire drove him to one knee as his Health fell from 366 to 301. Pain Dividend turned the hit into Resolve.

Cedran asked, “Still hiding behind them?” and Chad answered, “Currently hiding in front of them.”

Chad shoved upward with Force five. Nothing happened, and Cedran looked down at him.

“I specialize in taking pressure,” Chad said, “not giving it.”

Red Grip marked the Sunblade's reflection across the wet floor. Chad released the block, let the route pull him sideways, and left Cedran's sword to strike stone.

Elka's arrow hit the gold plate beneath his arm.

It did not pierce, but it turned him three inches.

That was enough for Zafira to reach the eastern pump controls.

She cut the red cord, ignored the clear blue lever, and drove a knife through the hidden reset glyph. The eastern walk lowered instead of falling.

Twelve more residents ran toward the floor as Olya raised one hand and formed white light beneath them.

She called it “A blessing,” but Ione saw the gold threads inside it.

“Do not touch the light!”

The first civilian stopped with one boot above Olya's shining platform.

Olya smiled and said, “They will fall without it.”

Ione cast a plain violet ward under the stairs. It had no healing component and no lien conversion for Olya to seize.

“Use mine,” Ione said. “No gift, no debt, and temporary support only.”

The residents crossed her ward while Olya's white platform remained empty.

WITNESSES RELOCATED: 18 / 48
Civilian damage caused: 0
Rescue merit awarded: 360

Rejected conditional rescue effect: 1
Bonus merit offered: 100
Accept attached soul lien: NO
Bonus merit: REJECTED

Breck said, “You could have earned for that,” and Ione closed the offer. “They are not points.”

Breck turned the Key, firing the north and south pistons together.

Water swept across the repair walks while twenty adults clung to the rails. Ten more were trapped behind Cedran's party on the far tier.

Sennik moved first and cut a support cable above the north walk, so the whole tier tipped toward Chad's party.

Cedran stepped into the best sight line, caught one falling resident in his free arm, and raised the Sunblade against Chad with the other.

The room awarded him rescue merit. “He caused the fall,” Elka said.

“The counter sees the catch,” Ione replied, “not the cut.”

Cedran set the resident behind him and claimed, “I saved a life.”

“After your scout spent it.” Chad opened both Blood Marks, placing one on the falling walk and one on the central pipe. “Elka, give me an exit.”

Her first arrow cut a repair rope, and the second carried its loose end around the pipe. The third pinned it to the south rail, while the fourth split the blue glyph trapping the adults' ankles.

A sloped rope line formed from the tilting platform to the dry ring.

Zafira climbed it against the flow, reached the first stranded resident, braced behind him, and sent him down. Chad accepted his fall route at the bottom. Ione directed each arrival behind the protected pipe and checked for actual injuries without applying restorative magic.

Elka kept shooting, and every arrow made one part of the route safer. A severed rail became a handhold, and a loose pipe turned into a brake. A ricochet rang against the metal whenever another piston prepared to fire.

The party moved civilians while Cedran attacked them. His next Sunblade arc came across the rope line.

Chad used Red Grip on the fixed glow along the blade. The pull took him into the strike, not away from it. He met Cedran at the point before the arc grew wide enough to reach the line.

Gold fire hit his shoulder as Guard Line opened on Zafira and a piston caught her legs. Thirty percent of her post-armor damage crossed to him, and the two hits dropped Chad to 187 Health.

Resolve filled, and he spent it on Take It.

Every active pump route in the chamber bent toward the mark under his boots.

Water struck from four directions. Chad stayed standing because forty-two civilians were moving behind him.

His blonde hair came loose and stuck across his face, with black streaks cutting through it like spilled ink. His coat tore at one shoulder, and the pretty princess face the gods had forced on him must have made it all look tragic.

He felt like a linebacker holding a goal line with terrible equipment.

“Keep coming!” he shouted. “I can take the whole load!”

Three civilians stopped despite the flood. Zafira made a strangled sound from the rope until Chad clarified, “The water.”

“Move,” Ione ordered, and everyone moved.

Cedran tried to circle the marked flood.

Elka put an arrow through the seam of his trailing boot. The shaft pinned his cape to the floor, not his flesh. His next step stopped hard enough to break his heroic posture.

“No civilian behind him,” Elka said while Zafira slid the last resident down the rope and cut herself free before the north walk collapsed.

WITNESSES RELOCATED: 42 / 48
Civilian damage caused by Chad Baconizer's party: 0
Rescue merit: 840

CROWNED FOUR
Rescue merit: 20
Collateral damage: 14 Health
Collateral allowance remaining: 178 Health
Current merit: 406

The math was vile because Cedran still gained merit after Sennik hurt people. The allowance treated their bodies as an approved budget.

Six civilians remained on the far tier behind Breck, Olya, Sennik, and Tomas.

Tomas stood closest to the boundary control, and Elka met his eyes.

Bound. Watched. Wait.

She lowered her bow, and Sennik noticed.

He put a knife against Tomas's route band. “Family reunion later.”

Tomas looked down at the six residents, then kicked the boundary control and made the blue line vanish.

Sennik drove the knife toward the band, but Elka's arrow arrived first.

It struck the knife guard and tore the weapon sideways, leaving a shallow cut across Tomas's wrist without breaking the route bond.

Chad had no spare movement while four pump routes hammered his mark. Zafira remained below the far tier, and Ione held the ward protecting forty-two people.

Group work meant trusting the missing hand, even when it belonged to someone barred from the party. Tomas grabbed the repair rope and wrapped it around the six residents' waists.

“Now!” he shouted, and Elka shot the rope's anchor.

The line dropped in a controlled swing, and Zafira caught it on the far piston. She ran along the wall while the six adults swung clear of Breck's Key flare.

Chad released Take It, snapping the pump routes back to their original channels. Red Grip pulled him across the central ring, where he caught the rope with both arms and let its momentum drag him over wet stone.

Low Force lost the argument immediately, so he slid on his back beneath six yelling adults.

Elka fired one final arrow through the rope beyond them, and the cut dropped everyone onto Ione's ward without striking stone.

WITNESSES RELOCATED: 48 / 48
Civilian placement consent violation: ENDED

CHAD BACONIZER'S PARTY
Civilian damage: 0
Rescue merit: 960
Conditional bonuses accepted: 0
FINAL MERIT: 960

CROWNED FOUR
Civilian damage: 14 Health
Rescue merit: 20
Collateral allowance bonus: 400
FINAL MERIT: 406

COMBAT MERIT VICTOR: CHAD BACONIZER'S PARTY

The blue lines vanished from the adults' ankles. Freedom changed the room faster than any spell.

People who had crouched behind Ione's ward stood, checked one another, and collected dropped packs. Two residents took the rescue rope off Chad before it tightened across his ribs, while another held the ward steady when Ione's tired hand shook.

They stopped being scenery the moment the dungeon stopped forcing them to stand still.

One of the dockworkers walked to the edge of the dry ring and asked, “Is there an exit?”

Ione opened the instance map. “The Lowest Gate goes deeper, and the vestibule route is restoring now. Forty-six seconds.”

“Can that gold bastard move us again?”

Cedran turned toward the speaker, but the dockworker did not retreat.

“I protected this hall,” Cedran said, “and the trial's excesses were unfortunate.”

“Your man cut the walk.”

“An enemy attack compromised his footing.”

Elka pointed at the severed cable: her arrow had not touched it, and Sennik's knife mark still showed in the braided metal.

The rescued residents began talking at once.

They had seen Cedran accept the harm allowance when its meaning appeared over the arena. The crowd had not seen the panel, but they saw his choice. They saw Olya offer a platform that Ione named as a lien. They saw Sennik cut the cable and Cedran catch one person for merit. They saw Chad's party refuse to strike through helpless bodies, even when that choice made the fight harder.

The dungeon offered to simplify their testimony.

PUBLIC WITNESS CONSOLIDATION

Witnesses available: 48
Default statement:
“Both parties attempted rescue during an unstable combat trial.”

Accept standardized account: +50 civic merit per witness
Preserve independent accounts: no bonus

“No,” the dockworker said.

The answer moved through the group as forty-eight adults rejected the standardized account.

INDEPENDENT ACCOUNTS PRESERVED: 48 / 48
Compelled consensus: NONE
Civic merit awarded: 0

Witness departure preference: RETURN TO VESTIBULE
Consent recorded individually: 48 / 48

Chad looked at Ione. “We got zero points again.”

“A devastating pattern,” she said, and he decided, “Build might be broken.”

The dockworker snorted, which became laughter in someone else and then nervous relief moving through the group.

Zafira organized the return line without claiming command over it, and Elka checked the restored route ahead. Ione described exactly what the transit would do before anyone stepped into the blue light.

Their strength was not the reason. They had chosen an exit, and Cedran still had a sword, so Chad remained between them.

The first twelve left, then twelve more, with each trip needing a fresh answer. The Floodworks tried twice to reuse the first approval, and Ione rejected both attempts.

When the last group reached the gate, the dockworker looked back at Chad. “What do we tell the city?”

Sennik watched him from beside Tomas, while Cedran watched harder.

Chad could have asked for aid or told them to clear his bounty. He could have asked them to praise his party or repeat the proof against the Crowned Four. Forty-eight grateful witnesses might have changed Salt Port before he returned to the surface.

That would turn rescue into another price.

“Tell what you saw,” he said, “using your own words.”

The dockworker nodded and left. The route closed behind all forty-eight.

PUBLIC RESOLUTION INSTANCE

Witnesses remaining in combat space: 0
Witnesses returned by individual choice: 48
Party claims attached to departure: 0

Civilian objective: COMPLETE

Cedran's Sunblade stopped an inch from Chad's throat after the room ended combat. He could not finish the strike without breaking the trial before forty-eight witnesses, so he smiled.

Cedran called it “A clever spectacle.”

Chad lay flat on the ward with the rescue rope across his stomach. “Coming from you, that hurts more than the sword.”

The Lowest Gate began to open beneath the central ring, drawing Olya's gaze upward.

The third post-buffer drain tick struck Salt Port.

Shared Health fell from 6,205,430 to 6,052,614 as thirty-one residents reached zero.

The Well held them at one while gold threads raced upward. Olya seized the first seventeen healing conversions before Ione could close the population view.

PERMANENT LIEN CONVERSION

Previous lien density: 2,583
New permanent liens: 17
Current lien density: 2,600
Threshold reached.

Remaining critical residents: 14
Automatic healing: SUSPENDED
Shared Health support: ACTIVE

The room shook as Breck's second Key turned toward the floor in his hands. Far below the Lowest Gate, something answered.

The gold thread Chad had marked in the junction became a pillar. It punched through bedrock, broke the central pump, and lit a vast black shape beneath the city.

Four notches burned along its edge.

ASCENSION KEY THREE — AWAKENED

Location: Drowned Treasury
Access route: Lowest Gate
Claim state: UNBOUND

Warning: population lien density now satisfies awakening cost.
Removing liens will not return the Key to dormancy.

Cedran looked at the opening, then at Breck.

The Crowned Four had lost the room and still received what they wanted.

Sennik seized Tomas's route band as Olya opened white fire beneath their party. Breck held the second Key against the transport spell.

Elka drew on Sennik, but Tomas shook his head once.

Wait.

The Crowned Four vanished. Their light left the forty-eight civilians safe, the third Key awake, and the Lowest Gate open.

Chad rolled to his feet with 79 Health.

Two Blood Marks remained active, with one pointing down at the Drowned Treasury.

The other still pointed at the gold route around Tomas's wrist.

“They keep pulling civilians,” Chad said.

Elka stared at the second mark until her breathing steadied.

“Then we keep pulling them back.”


Chapter 18

Waiting Is Still Choosing

Chad had seventy-nine Health and fourteen strangers balanced at one, and the Lowest Gate wanted him to jump.

DROWNED TREASURY ACCESS

Ascension Key Three: awake
Claim state: UNBOUND
Competing party lead: 94 seconds

Immediate descent bonus: +25% movement for first tier
Delay penalty: Soul Well continues active conversion

DESCEND NOW?

The word YES pulsed in front of Chad until Ione closed it. “You are not descending at seventy-nine Health.”

“Cedran has a head start,” he said, but she replied, “Cedran has Olya.”

That meant healing, shields, and no concern about the price paid by anyone outside his party.

Chad looked through the open gate. Black stairs curled around a gold thread thick enough to light the rock. Water ran up the walls. Far below, something struck metal at a steady eight-count.

Key Three waited down there alongside a trap built for people who confused speed with action.

Elka crouched at the threshold and dropped an arrowhead onto the first stair.

It fell three steps, stopped, and shot back past her face. She caught it and said, “Gravity reverses every eight beats.”

Zafira watched the rising water and said, “The stairs reverse on six.”

“Different cycles,” Chad said, and she replied, “Yes.”

Ione checked the shared city bar. The fourteen at-risk residents stayed at one Health. The shared pool gave them enough support to keep their accounts open. Normal healing would trigger Olya's lien rule. Moving too far from the pump hall would break Ione's short-term block.

If they rushed, fourteen people became bound before the next stair. If they waited, Olya kept working above them.

Both costs were real, so Chad asked, “How long?”

“Three minutes to stabilize you without a healing effect,” Ione said, “or less if you can stay still.”

“I can stay still aggressively,” Chad said, and Ione replied, “Prove it.”

Elka moved to the left side of the gate and began mapping the gravity count. Zafira took the right and tracked the water cycle. Ione drew a plain containment ring around Chad, then opened her medicine case.

No spell touched him while she cleaned the Sunblade burn, packed the torn shoulder, and tightened a pressure wrap around his ribs. A bitter red tonic restored stamina by feeding his body instead of adding System Health, so the number stayed at seventy-nine.

His hands stopped shaking anyway, because waiting was not passive.

Elka learned that each fourth gravity shift skipped the lowest two stairs. Zafira found a half-beat when the rising water lost force. Ione held the fourteen blocked heal routes apart from Olya's lien net. Chad watched Party Link instead of the blinking descent prompt.

The second Blood Mark still tracked Tomas's route band. It pulled east, then down, then stopped.

Three pulses, a close, then two pulses.

Bound. Watched. Wait.

Elka felt it through the mark because Chad let threat direction cross Party Link. Nothing else came with it. She got no place beyond the route Chad held, no Health, no thoughts, and no private status.

“He stopped them,” Elka said, and Zafira replied, “Or they stopped him.”

Elka counted the pulse again and said, “He chose the signal.” Chad trusted her reading.

“Then Cedran's lead isn't ninety-four seconds anymore.”

The timer reached zero, but no Key claim came up. Tomas had bought them time without joining them or asking for rescue. His next choice stayed his.

Ione finished the pressure wrap and said, “Two minutes,” as Chad leaned against the pump housing.

“You know this is where a healer usually tells the tank to stop being reckless.”

“You are not reckless at present.”

“Write that down,” Chad said, but Ione answered, “You are obeying because fourteen residents will die if I leave this seal.”

“Still counts,” he said as she sat beside him inside the ring.

Elka and Zafira remained visible across the chamber with work, distance, and Party Link. This was not a private room; it was a pause held open by four people doing different jobs.

Ione touched Chad's jaw, her dark fingers looking almost violet in the gate light, and he stopped talking.

“I have been waiting,” she said, and he understood which subject she meant.

Desire had moved among all four of them since the road beyond Chain Market. Zafira and Elka had each chosen a night with him. Ione had chosen Zafira in the washroom. She chose how far they went and where they stopped.

Chad had never treated the order like a queue, and he still wanted her. “You don't owe me a turn,” he said, and Ione answered, “I know.”

“And if you never want it—”

“That is not what I said.”

Ione leaned in and kissed him; the first touch was calm, but the second was not.

Her mouth opened against his as Chad put one hand at her waist and left the other on the stone where she could see it. Ione caught that wrist and placed his palm against her thigh.

The permission was clear and present, and he pulled her closer.

Her robe shifted over his knees, and her breasts pressed against his chest through two layers of cloth. Chad felt the shape of her nipples hardening beneath the fabric and heard her breath catch when his thumb moved along the inside of her thigh.

She kissed him harder. Want crossed Party Link only because they both opened that response. It carried heat without orders, images, private thought, or leave beyond this kiss and her chosen touch.

Chad's body answered as his nipples drew tight beneath the torn coat. Warmth pooled low in his belly. He hated none of it. Ione saw a man she wanted, not a shell she could rename.

Her hand slid beneath his coat and cupped one breast through the thin undershirt. “Still you?”

“Still Chad,” he said as her thumb crossed his nipple. “Still a man?”

“Very distracted man,” he said, and she answered, “Good.”

She kissed the corner of his mouth, then his throat. Chad's hand moved higher on her thigh. The edge of her undercloth waited beneath the robe.

He wanted more, yet stopped because she had not moved his hand farther.

Ione saw him stop, rested her brow against his, and said, “I want the rest.” Chad replied, “Okay.”

“Somewhere else. Fourteen lives require my concentration, and my choice has nothing to do with what I did or did not do with the others.”

“Okay,” Chad said, and Ione added, “Waiting for the third Key feels absurdly formal when we may die under a city.”

“We can call it after the regional boss.” She laughed into his mouth.

“After the regional boss,” she agreed, “when I choose the room, the time, and what I want you to do.”

“I can wait,” Chad said; Ione called him “visibly poor at it,” and he replied, “Waiting is still choosing.”

Ione drew back enough to study him. “Yes,” she said, “that is why it matters.”

She kissed him once more, slow and hot, then closed the shared desire response. The need stayed theirs while Party Link returned to Health, threat, and formation.

No rejection entered the bond, only a chosen future.

Across the gate, Zafira cleared her throat and said, “The cycles are mapped.”

Elka did not look around as she added, “Extensively.”

Chad stood carefully and reported, “Tactical morale restored.”

“Your coat is open,” Elka said, and he closed it.

Ione's cheeks had gone warm, but her hands were steady on the suspension seal.

The three-minute stabilization ended.

DELIBERATE DELAY COMPLETE

Immediate-descent bonus forfeited.
Lowest Gate cycles observed: 22
Gravity safe intervals mapped: 3
Pressure safe intervals mapped: 4
Critical resident support preserved: 14 / 14

Party readiness improved through voluntary observation.

The dungeon opened a second route that held no stairs.

Black water poured across the gate and formed eight armored shapes. Each held a piece of the pump hall as a weapon: chain, valve, piston, broken rail. Gold threads tied each shell to the city above.

LOWEST GATE DELAY ENFORCEMENT

Waiting parties must prove continued intent.
Pressure constructs: 8
Direct construct damage transfer: 100% to linked resident sectors

Rush option remains available.

“Do not hit them,” Ione said as the next problem arrived early.

Elka already had an arrow drawn, but she did not release.

The first shell charged Chad, who could not heal by marking it. Harm would pass into the city. Blood Mark would steal from the same residents he meant to shield.

He accepted the attack on his buckler, and his Health fell to sixty-three. When the second construct swung a chain toward Ione's suspension seal, Chad started Intercept.

“Wait,” Ione said, and he stopped.

Each tank instinct called for action as the chain crossed six paces, four, then two.

Zafira cut the pressure line behind it at the half-beat she had mapped. The construct froze with the chain one inch from Ione's wrist.

Elka shot the dry stair beneath its rear foot, and gravity reversed. The construct fell upward through the gate without taking damage: one removed.

“Again,” Chad said as three constructs attacked from different angles.

Elka called, “Hold,” and both Chad and Zafira waited.

The central piston reached the sixth beat, and Elka's arrow struck its release. Water reversed across the floor and pushed two constructs into the gravity stair, while Zafira opened the safe half-beat under the third and rolled it after them with her shoulder instead of a blade.

No damage passed upward, and four stayed as Party Link changed.

VOLUNTARY TRUST PATTERN DETECTED

Linked allies issued HOLD: 3
Acknowledged without override: 3
Successful coordinated actions after delay: 3
Private status accessed: 0
Compelled movement: 0

Trust is not obedience.
Trust is chosen reliance under risk.

The largest shell raised the broken rail over Elka. Chad called, “Hold.” She did.

He hated the half-second between the call and the answer. That was why the choice mattered.

Zafira cut the water line while Ione shifted the support seal by one finger's width. The shell's gold tether crossed the empty space where the seal had been.

Chad marked the tether, not the construct.

Red Grip pulled him along the fixed ritual line, and he struck the valve controlling the armor's stance with the butt of his spear. No damage registered as the construct folded at the knees.

Elka stepped aside only when the rail had passed her shoulder, letting the armor fall into the reverse-gravity stair. “Good hold,” Chad said; Elka told him, “Do not make it weird,” and he answered, “Professional restraint.”

The last three attacked Ione at once. Chad had enough Health to Intercept one hit, not three. He watched the mapped cycles.

Water ran on six, gravity on eight, and the cycles overlapped every twenty-four beats.

“Wait,” he said, and nobody moved.

Twenty-one.

The constructs closed.

Twenty-two.

Ione kept both hands on the resident seal.

Twenty-three.

Zafira stood inside a chain's reach. Elka's bow pointed at bare stone. Chad kept his spear off the linked armor.

Twenty-four.

Zafira severed three pressure feeds with one turning cut as Elka fired into the gravity release. Ione dropped the containment ring from Chad and raised it under the constructs as a ramp.

Chad used Take It on the open gate, and the armors followed the hostile route meant for him.

Reverse water lifted them, reverse gravity took them, and the ramp gave them no edge to catch. All three vanished into the upper return channel.

LOWEST GATE DELAY ENFORCEMENT — CLEARED

Pressure constructs redirected: 8 / 8
Direct construct damage dealt: 0
Resident damage transferred: 0
Critical resident support preserved: 14 / 14

Experience awarded: 3,140

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 21
Finesse: 20 → 21
Perception: 13 → 14
Health: 366 → 378
Current Health: 91 / 378

Leveling restored twelve Health—not enough to make him safe, but enough to descend.

Party Link presented the earned modifier.

PARTY LINK MODIFIER — CHOSEN HOLD

An ally may issue HOLD with a visible duration of up to 3 seconds.
Each linked recipient must acknowledge independently.
Acknowledgment grants no control and may be withdrawn before action.

If all participating allies choose to hold, their next coordinated action gains:
- clearer shared timing cue
- 15% wider formation-response window

No private thoughts, arousal, pain, or status details are shared.
No action executes automatically.

Ione read every line. “Accept for combat prompts,” she said, “not private Link.”

“Same,” Elka said, while Zafira selected the combat-only scope with “Three seconds maximum.” Chad accepted last.

The modifier did not activate; it waited until all four chose a specific hold.

“Good system,” Chad said, and Ione answered, “Test it.”

The gate was clear, with no enemy close enough to punish a mistake. That made this the only honest time to learn whether the tooltip meant what it said.

Chad issued a one-second HOLD, and four acknowledgments appeared.

He selected ACCEPT, Zafira and Elka accepted, and Ione declined.

The prompt vanished from her Link without dimming her party status or adding a refusal marker.

CHOSEN HOLD TEST 1

Invited participants: 4
Accepted: 3
Declined: 1

Modifier activated: NO
Penalty applied: NONE
Declining participant disclosed: only to current core party
Future eligibility changed: NO

“Again,” Ione said.

This time she accepted with the others, then withdrew halfway through the one-second count.

The timing cue dissolved, but Chad still owned his legs, Elka still owned her arrow, and Zafira still owned both knives. Nobody lurched into an aborted action or suffered a cooldown.

CHOSEN HOLD TEST 2

Initial acceptance: 4 / 4
Consent withdrawn before action: 1
Modifier canceled: YES

Automatic actions executed: 0
Resources consumed: 0
Penalty applied: NONE

“Useful,” Elka said, and Zafira added, “Unusually decent.”

Ione opened the scope rules. The perk could see a fighter's ready response and chosen wait. It could not see why someone said no. Nor could it inspect pain, fear, desire, wound details, or private chat to guess at consent.

The System offered an optimization.

OPTIONAL TRUST ASSIST

Permit Party Link to predict HOLD acceptance from prior behavior?
Estimated response gain: 0.12 seconds
Required access: private response history

Four rejection notices struck it at once. “Scrub feature,” Chad said.

Ione replied, “You did not read the second line.”

“I trusted the party.”

“You saw three red flashes.”

“Efficient leadership.”

Zafira closed the optimization panel permanently. “If you ever need to know whether I will wait, ask me.”

Elka checked the stair with another arrowhead. “And believe the answer even when it is no.”

Chad looked at Ione.

The kiss still warmed his mouth. Her later did not mean reluctant, and her stop had not weakened anything between them. The battle had proved the same rule in another language. Trust was not predicting agreement. It was leaving room for an answer that could disrupt the plan.

“Combat scope only,” he said. “Fresh answer every time. No prediction.”

Party Link sealed those settings as four independent choices.

CHOSEN HOLD — PARTY CONFIGURATION

Scope: combat coordination only
Maximum duration: 3 seconds
Acceptance persistence: NONE
Prediction access: DENIED
Private channels: SEALED

Configuration accepted independently: 4 / 4

The perk stayed ready without owning one future yes. Elka sent a two-second HOLD as a final live test, and all four agreed.

The shared cue appeared as a plain ring closing around the formation map. No voice entered Chad's head, and no invisible force tightened his muscles. The two-second ending was clear. The others had agreed to know it with him.

At zero, Elka loosed an arrow down the Lowest Gate, and Zafira flicked a knife after it. Ione shifted the ward while Chad marked the arrow's fixed flight line.

Four actions reached the first gravity turn together.

The arrow opened the dry route, and the knife cut the pressure wake. The seal prevented the route from drawing on the critical residents, while Red Grip showed Chad exactly where the safe descent began.

CHOSEN HOLD — LIVE TEST

Invited: 4
Accepted: 4
Withdrawals: 0
Duration: 2 seconds

Coordinated result: SUCCESS
Formation-response window: +15%
Automation used: NONE

The advantage felt smaller than control and stronger than prediction. Four people made the same promise for two seconds, then kept it.

Then the city bar changed: Olya had used their three-minute delay.

She had not drained people one by one. She had offered Salt Port a shield from the next tick. The city saw relief, while the hidden contract saw leave to bind them.

Gold spread across the population panel faster than Ione could isolate accounts.

SOUL WELL LIEN EXPANSION

Registered residents: 38,204
Previous active liens: 2,600
New preventive-miracle liens: 16,502
Total active liens: 19,102

Population share liened: 50.00%
Soul Well authority threshold: HALF-CITY

Individual revocation requests: BLOCKED BY EMERGENCY CLAUSE

Half the city belonged to the Well on paper.

The Lowest Gate stopped pretending to be stairs and opened into the Drowned Treasury, where Key Three burned above a lake of gold threads.

Every attack line ran upward into Salt Port. Chad tightened the pressure wrap over his ribs; they had learned how to wait, and now they had to raid a dungeon without hitting it.


Chapter 19

Do Not Hit the City

Breck hit the Soul Well before Chad reached the first platform. White fire crossed the Drowned Treasury and struck a gold shell the size of a fort gate.

Sixty-four Salt Port residents screamed through the population link, and Chad felt each point as an attack assigned to him.

The attack was not aimed at him; it moved through him.

SOUL WELL DAMAGE TRANSFER

Ritual-shell damage received: 64
Registered resident vessels struck: 64
Health transferred per vessel: 1

Shell integrity: 47,936 / 48,000
Resident damage source: BRECK TOLLAND
Critical accounts struck: 0

The resident ledger stayed sealed, but the city bar did not as Shared Health fell from 6,052,614 to 6,052,550.

The harm spread across seven districts and struck six dock accounts, eleven market accounts, and fourteen homes tied to the north pump. No names, faces, ages, or private health facts entered Party Link, only Breck's harm and the routes the Well used to deal it.

Olya raised one hand as white light ran up the gold threads and restored the sixty-four points. The Soul Well called that mercy.

OLYA PRENT — LINKED RECOVERY

Resident Health restored: 64
Recipient accounts: previously liened only
New liens created: 0
Total active liens: 19,102

Shared Health: 6,052,614 / 6,872,445
Recovery source: lien-vessel reserve
Future obligation changed: NO — ownership already recorded

“No lasting injury,” Olya said.

Ione's expression went still as she said, “You repaired damage your party chose to inflict by spending vitality already pledged by the victims.”

“The Well has reserves for a purpose,” Olya said, and Ione answered, “People are not reserves.”

Breck prepared another strike as if the exchange had proved his method.

Cedran rested the Sunblade beside Key Three. “The city can bear forty-seven thousand more points. We need only break the shell before the drain starts again.”

“You calculated a civilian damage budget,” Chad said; Cedran called it “survival,” and Chad asked, “For who?”

Cedran looked past him toward the Key, which was answer enough.

The Well's damage selector opened on Chad's panel because the population threat remained assigned to him.

It offered three ways to spread any harm his party dealt: random residents, lowest current Health, or highest maximum Health. A fourth choice spared the fourteen at-risk accounts but raised the cost to everyone else by ten percent.

Chad rejected the entire selector.

CORE DAMAGE DISTRIBUTION

Attacking party may choose resident-loss pattern.
Selection declined.

Warning: declining distribution does not prevent transfer.
Only zero direct core damage prevents resident loss.

There was no correct way to allocate murder. Breck lowered his burning hand and called from the far side of the treasury, “Acceptable.”

Fourteen people were still alive at one Health, and the next random transfer could kill them. “Do not hit the city,” Ione said.

The Drowned Treasury spread below them as a black lake crossed by slim silver paths. Nineteen thousand one hundred and two gold threads fell from the roof and entered the shell around Key Three. The other half of Salt Port showed as blue threads held out by Ione's block.

Cedran, Breck, Olya, Sennik, and Tomas occupied a raised causeway beyond the shell. Cedran guarded Key Three's housing while Olya held a white ward around their party. Sennik kept one hand near Tomas's route band.

Breck raised both arms for a second strike, but Zafira watched him instead of the spell. “He needs six counts between pulses,” she said, and when Chad asked how many remained, she answered, “Four.”

Elka shot the dry valve above Breck and struck a wheel instead of a person. Black water poured between his hands, and white fire broke across its face before missing the shell.

“One route,” Elka said.

The treasury answered by lifting twelve chain constructs from the lake.

Each chain carried gold resident threads along its links.

DROWNED TREASURY RAID

Primary objective: DESTROY SOUL WELL
Core integrity: 47,936 / 48,000
Damage transfer: 100% to registered resident vessels

Active lien vessels: 19,102
Unliened registered vessels: 19,102
Critical residents at one Health: 14

Key Three claim channel: 6 minutes
Current claimant: CROWNED FOUR

The primary objective was murder with a clean label. Chad rejected it, but no alternate appeared.

Chad called Ione's name as she knelt at the first platform and opened her ritual kit.

“The Well lists only vessels and core. I need the shell's original classification.”

Chad asked whether she could get it; Ione required him to keep the chains off her without damaging them, and he called that “Normal Tuesday.”

The first chain swept toward her, and Chad used Intercept.

He crossed six paces and caught the linked iron on his buckler. The blow dropped him from ninety-one Health to seventy-two. Blood Mark could not safely heal him because each valid target was tied to residents.

Three more chains rose as Elka called, “Chosen Hold, one second.”

Chad and Zafira accepted, while Ione declined because her hands were inside the ritual seal. No modifier formed, and Elka fired anyway.

Her arrow passed through a dry valve and opened a second route. Zafira cut the pressure wake behind it while Chad marked the valve's fixed line and used Red Grip to pull between two chains.

The move worked without the modifier; trust did not punish imperfect participation.

Elka's second dry route emptied one quarter of the black lake, exposing silver stairs beneath the surface that the chains followed Chad onto.

He held his spear sideways while each instinct from twenty-one levels called for a thrust, mark, and drain. Instead, he blocked: chain hit buckler, hook hit shaft, and a loop caught his ankle and slammed him onto the stairs.

His Health fell to fifty-four as one hook wrapped his spearhead and pulled the point toward its own gold-threaded chest. Chad released the weapon.

His spear struck the stair instead of the chain, and the System registered no damage.

The construct lifted the captured weapon and drove it back at him. Chad caught the wooden shaft under one arm while the hook kept pulling, trying to make his grip complete the thrust into its armor.

REFLECTED-ACTION WARNING

Weapon owner: Chad Baconizer
Current controller: disputed
If owner supplies forward force, resulting construct damage will be assigned to owner.
Resident transfer remains active.

“It wants me to finish my own attack,” Chad said, and Elka replied, “Then do not contest forward.”

The tactical call was easy, but the physical choice was not.

The chain hauled the spear toward Chad's chest. A push would drive the point into the shell, while letting go would stab him.

“I need someone to handle my weapon without making it penetrate.”

Zafira landed beside him and said, “You make restraint sound filthy.”

“Current problem is very serious,” Chad said, but she replied, “Your face disagrees.”

She did not grab the spear. Instead, she cut the stair's pressure seam behind the shell. Water burst up, and the chain lost its footing as the pull slid sideways. Chad guided the shaft with no forward force while Elka shot the butt end.

The arrow spun the spear free and left it point-first in bare stone.

Zafira caught Chad by the coat before the chain could drag him after it and ordered, “Weapon retrieved later.”

“I feel naked,” Chad said; Zafira observed, “Your coat remains on,” and he clarified, “Tactically naked.”

He switched to buckler and open hand. The chains tried the same trick with his shield rim and boot, and one even set a loose valve handle against its own armor. Chad refused each bid to turn defense into passed harm.

The mechanic learned slowly, and so did he, while Pain Dividend filled Resolve he could spend on stronger threat without touching the constructs.

“Take It,” Chad called, and all twelve chains turned toward him.

“I have the whole city's metal on me,” he said, “so feel free to work the shaft.”

Elka's next arrow wobbled, and Zafira smiled despite the Key timer. “Which shaft, my man?”

Chad finally heard himself and clarified, “The valve,” while Zafira answered, “Of course.”

She ran up his marked route, stepped on his shoulder, and drove both boots into the third dry control, turning the valve under her weight.

“I needed leverage,” she said, and Chad replied, “That was my line.”

The third section of lake drained, and Ione found old text beneath the exposed water.

The text did not appear in the public Well interface; it was carved into the stone beneath the ritual.

FOUNDATION RECORD — SALT PORT RESERVOIR

Original structure: municipal water-pressure equalizer
Later attachment: soul-accounting ritual shell
Resident registration: external ledger
Shell classification: CONSTRUCT — ACTIVE RITUAL

The reservoir is not its accounts.
The shell is not its vessels.

“There,” Ione said. “The ritual has collapsed them in the target panel, but they are separate objects.”

Chad tried to place Blood Mark on the shell.

The System chose nineteen thousand one hundred and two resident vessels, so he canceled before the mark formed.

BLOOD MARK TARGET RESOLUTION

Requested target: Soul Well ritual shell
Displayed target: Soul Well
Resolved owners: 19,102 lien vessels

Mark placement canceled by user.
Resident status access: NONE

“The display lies,” Chad said.

“The ownership layer redirects targeting,” Ione replied. “We need the original construct name exposed at the moment of placement.”

Breck began his next pulse, six counts long.

Zafira watched his shoulders, breath, and the gold line under his boots. His spell began before the light showed, when his right heel came down and the second Key replied.

“I can steal the timing,” she said, and Chad asked, “Meaning?”

“I trigger the shell's receiving phase before his damage arrives. I cannot stop the strike and open the target layer alone.”

Elka pointed at the fourth dry control behind Cedran on the far causeway.

“I can open that if he moves half a step.”

Cedran had no reason to move, but the twelve chains trying to cave in Chad's beautiful face gave Chad one.

Take It held their routes. At Rank 3, Red Grip could pull Chad along a fixed line but could not move the hostile shells. He did not need to move them.

He needed Cedran to believe Chad was coming through.

“Chosen Hold,” Chad said. “Three seconds. Elka, fourth valve. Zafira, steal Breck. Ione, expose the shell. I bait the scrub in gold.”

Three acceptance signals answered as the shared ring began closing.

Three.

Chad put his first Blood Mark on the silver causeway behind Cedran.

Two.

He lowered the buckler and let the chains see a clear attack line.

One.

He used Red Grip.

The causeway pulled him through the chain cluster. Hooks tore his coat and missed skin by inches. Chad crossed the drained stairs, skimmed the remaining black water, and flew straight at Cedran.

Cedran said, “You cannot survive me,” and stepped forward.

Half a step.

Elka's arrow passed behind his heel and struck the fourth dry valve, dropping the last lake section.

All twelve chains lost pressure and dropped without taking damage as Cedran swung the Sunblade at Chad.

Chad released Red Grip early and fell short. Gold fire passed over his waist-length hair, curling several blonde ends.

“Missed the pretty one,” Chad said, and Cedran's face tightened.

Breck's heel settled, and Zafira moved on the stolen beat.

Without striking him, she slid one knife beneath the second Key's projected line and turned the receiving phase toward Ione three counts early.

Ione pressed both hands to the exposed foundation record, and the false target name split.

TARGET LAYERS SEPARATED

SALT PORT RESIDENT LEDGER
- Registered vessels: 38,204
- Markable as enemy: NO
- Private status: SEALED

SOUL-ACCOUNTING RITUAL SHELL
- Classification: construct
- Active controller: Soul Well
- Markable as hostile construct: CONDITIONAL

MUNICIPAL RESERVOIR
- Classification: infrastructure
- Markable as enemy: NO

When Breck's white fire entered the feed phase, Zafira turned it through the empty lake instead of the shell. Four dry routes carried the pulse around the vault and sent it back toward its caster.

Olya's ward caught it, leaving both the Crowned Four and the city unharmed.

The Key timer lost thirty seconds. “Conditional on what?” Chad asked.

Ione read the shell syntax while holding the layers apart. “The raid objective still requires destruction. We need an alternate win condition recognized.”

The vault shook and exposed the gold shell on struts once hidden under the lake. Each strut bore a command word.

CLAIM.

CONSUME.

ASCEND.

OBEY.

No support said protect, preserve, or release. Elka shot the stone beside CLAIM.

The arrow dealt zero damage, but its vibration exposed a second inscription underneath.

MAINTAIN PRESSURE.

The original reservoir objective.

Ione placed a violet ward over the words without healing them while Zafira held Breck's receiving phase open. Chad stood between Cedran and both women as Elka fired three more zero-damage shots beside the remaining supports.

Each false command hid an older function.

BALANCE FLOW.

ISOLATE FAILURE.

RETURN EXCESS.

The dungeon panel flickered.

PRIMARY RAID OBJECTIVE DISPUTED

Current objective: destroy Soul Well
Current transfer cost: resident damage
Original infrastructure purpose: preserve municipal flow

Alternate objective discovery: 4 / 4 functions
Direct shell damage by discovering party: 0
Resident damage by discovering party: 0

The shell tried to flood the routes before the panel could finish, but Elka held the fourth valve with an arrow through its wheel. Zafira cut each pressure line when Breck tried to retake the timing. Ione split rite commands from the first waterworks roles, one word at a time.

Chad held Cedran through position rather than strength.

Cedran had more Force, armor, Health, and damage; Chad had one slim bridge and a class built to become the problem no foe could ignore.

Take It locked as Cedran's Sunblade hit his buckler, dropping his Health to thirty-eight.

The second strike crossed Guard Line range toward Zafira, and Chad accepted thirty percent, dropping his Health to twenty-seven.

Last One Standing hardened him because Ione was fixed to the shell layer and Zafira was exposed beside Breck's pulse. Cedran raised the blade again.

“You have no healing,” Cedran said.

“I have three women behind me.”

Zafira called across the shell, “He means tactically,” and Chad answered, “Mostly.” Elka's laugh entered Party Link as a breath, not a status channel.

Cedran struck, and Chad used Chosen Hold instead of blocking early: two seconds, accepted by everyone.

The shared ring closed while the Sunblade descended.

At zero, Chad turned the buckler so the blow slid instead of landing square. Elka released the fourth valve, Zafira closed Breck's stolen receiving phase, and Ione drove the original reservoir purpose into the raid contract.

ALTERNATE RAID OBJECTIVE UNLOCKED

DO NOT HIT THE CITY

Requirements:
- Separate resident ledger from ritual-shell targeting
- Open four dry maintenance routes
- Preserve critical resident support
- Deal zero direct damage to ritual shell
- Mark active ritual shell as hostile construct

Completion effect:
- Unlock non-damage routing layer
- Permit construct-targeted drain interactions
- Preserve resident privacy and independent account ownership

Current progress: 4 / 5
Final requirement: MARK RITUAL SHELL

Chad had one free Blood Mark; the other still tracked Tomas.

He selected the ritual shell by its full original layer.

BLOOD MARK TARGET CONFIRMATION

Target: SOUL-ACCOUNTING RITUAL SHELL
Classification: hostile active construct
Resident vessels included: 0
Resident private status exposed: 0
Municipal infrastructure included: 0

PLACE MARK?

“Yes.” Red light left Chad's hand.

It crossed the causeway, passed through nineteen thousand one hundred and two gold threads without touching any, and entered the shell around Key Three.

The mark spread across the Soul Well without resolving to the people trapped inside.

ALTERNATE RAID OBJECTIVE COMPLETE

DO NOT HIT THE CITY

Direct ritual-shell damage: 0
Resident damage caused: 0
Critical residents preserved: 14 / 14
Blood Mark attached: SOUL-ACCOUNTING RITUAL SHELL

Non-damage routing layer: UNLOCKED

The Well became a valid enemy, though Chad still could not hurt it without hurting Salt Port. His Blood Mark had found something beneath damage, and every gold thread carried stolen life into the shell.

Every thread now crossed his mark, and Blood Mark tried to calculate recovery.

It found no qualifying damage and returned zero Health, exactly as its rules required. Chad remained at twenty-seven.

Then the non-damage routing layer opened beneath the mark.

The Well did not merely store stolen life. It spent that life to hold its shell, fill the lake, move the chains, and keep Key Three awake. Those were machine roles, not resident bodies.

MARKED CONSTRUCT FLOW

Incoming lien vitality: ACTIVE
Resident ownership: EXCLUDED FROM TARGET
Construct maintenance draw: ACTIVE
Eligible Blood Mark recovery: 0% under current skill

Potential compatible class function detected.
Requirement: survive active drain cycle.

The next drain cycle began charging while Chad had twenty-seven Health, no safe healing target, and a marked dungeon full of stolen life.

“I need to drain this thing dry,” he said.


Chapter 20

Drain the Dungeon Dry

The active drain cycle wanted thirty-eight thousand two hundred and four victims, and Chad gave it himself.

He stood at twenty-seven Health beneath the marked Soul Well. Gold pressure built above the Drowned Treasury. Nineteen thousand one hundred and two lien threads drew tight. Fourteen at-risk residents stayed at one Health. The next normal tick would take four from everyone.

SOUL WELL ACTIVE DRAIN CYCLE

Charge: 12 seconds
Registered residents: 38,204
Planned drain: 4 Health each
Total planned loss: 152,816

All-city threat holder: Chad Baconizer
Substitution route: AVAILABLE
Required substitute survival: 3 consecutive pressure phases
Healing effects during cycle: REJECTED

Chad said, “Take It,” and the planned drain left the city routes and gathered on his Blood Mark.

The Well split it into three survivable-looking attacks.

That was kind in the way a sharp axe was kind.

SUBSTITUTE PRESSURE PHASES

Phase 1: 8 Health after resistance
Phase 2: 8 Health after resistance
Phase 3: 8 Health after resistance

Current Health: 27 / 378
External healing: prohibited
Self-drain recovery: unavailable until cycle completes

Twenty-four damage would leave Chad alive with three, but the Well changed the rule after he accepted.

ANTI-HEALING ENFORCEMENT

Health above 1 at phase start will be seized as reserve.
Seized Health increases phase damage equally.

If Chad kept twenty-seven, the Well would take twenty-six as reserve and still hit him. Chad called it a “bitch mechanic,” and Ione read the wording twice.

“It seizes Health you hold, not Health you own.”

Shared Pulse opened between them. Chad had used the skill to keep an ally alive before draining a foe. He had never asked all three women to hold almost everything keeping him upright.

SHARED PULSE — VOLUNTARY CUSTODY

Source: Chad Baconizer
Available transferable Health: 26
Minimum retained Health: 1

Recipients must accept independently.
Custodied Health remains Chad's Health.
Recipient may return any amount at any time.
No recipient Health may be taken.
No automatic return.

“Nine to Zafira,” Ione said, “eight to me, and nine to Elka.”

Chad asked why he was middle, and Ione replied, “Because I count.”

Zafira and Elka each accepted nine while Ione held her panel open. “If our timing fails, you die at one. The Link will not force us to return anything, and you are choosing this because the city route leaves no safer survival pattern. Do you understand all three?”

“Yes.”

Ione accepted eight, and Health left Chad in three warm pulls until he reached one.

The held packets appeared beside the women's Health bars. They did not enter those bars. Nine red points waited beside Zafira, eight beside Ione, and nine beside Elka.

Zafira tried to spend one on a Knife Dancer burst, but the skill refused. Elka chose her held Health as fuel for a last-ditch heal item. It refused too.

Ione tested whether Olya's lien rule could see her packet. It could not. Shared Pulse named Chad as owner and Ione as the willing holder. The Well could not seize the points from Chad or bill Ione for holding them.

SHARED PULSE CUSTODY CHECK

Health owner: Chad Baconizer
Current custodians: Zafira Nahal | Ione Kess | Elka Korrin

Recipient use for personal skills: DENIED
Recipient use for personal healing: DENIED
Third-party seizure: DENIED
Lien conversion eligibility: NONE

Permitted action: return held Health to owner
Return amount and timing: custodian chooses after owner's request

“You cannot spend it,” Chad said, and Elka replied, “Neither can you.” That was the point.

He had spent his first life treating control as proof of strength. If something hurt, he pushed harder. If his body warned him, he treated the warning as a foe. He had died alone beneath a weight rack. Trusting someone else with the truth meant admitting his perfect plan was dumb.

Now three women held everything between him and one Health. The lack of control felt like a formation instead of weakness.

His knees tried to fold. Last One Standing reached full force because each ally showed harm and each hostile route ended at him.

The System did not count custodied Health as healing. It did not count the women as owners. They held pieces of his survival because he had asked and they had agreed.

“I am officially running on three girlfriends,” Chad said.

Zafira watched the gold pressure and said, “We have suspected that for some time.”

As the first phase fell, Ione called, “Chosen Hold, one second.” All four agreed. At the last quarter-beat, Zafira returned nine Health. Chad reached ten before gold pressure struck his chest.

His Health fell to two, and the city lost nothing.

PRESSURE PHASE 1 / 3

Custodied Health returned: 9
Damage received: 8
Current Health: 2
Resident drain prevented: 50,939

The Well responded by moving the second phase early.

Breck laughed from the causeway and said, “Your timing is gone.”

Zafira looked at his right heel and saw how he had used the second Key to advance the beat.

She stepped into his projected line and turned one knife under the pulse without touching him. “The lost timing is yours.”

She stole the receiving phase again while Elka opened the second dry route. The early pressure lost half a count crossing empty stone.

Ione issued HOLD for half a second, and everyone accepted. She returned eight Health, raising Chad to ten.

The second phase hit and dropped his Health to two.

PRESSURE PHASE 2 / 3

Custodied Health returned: 8
Damage received: 8
Current Health: 2
Resident drain prevented: 50,939
Cumulative prevention: 101,878

Two Health left no room for ego.

Chad could see the last nine points beside Elka's bar and request them, but he could not take them. The difference made the Link feel sharper than any command spell.

Elka stood behind the open dry route with her bow drawn. She watched the final pressure phase, Cedran's blade, Sennik's floor angle, and Chad's number. Her brother remained bound across the treasury. The city above believed Chad had stolen its souls. Key Three waited inside the machine trying to kill him.

She still let none of those threats choose her timing. “I will return it when you call,” Elka said, and Chad heard her. She made clear that she would not return it before then. He agreed to that too.

Zafira's returned packet was gone, and so was Ione's. Neither woman had become less present after her piece of the plan ended. Zafira held Breck's stolen cadence while Ione held fourteen lives outside the conversion net.

Chad held the threat, and Elka held Chad; for one phase, that was the build. The last phase gathered around Key Three as Cedran lifted the Sunblade.

If he struck Chad during the pressure hit, the combined damage would kill him. Cedran knew it. His blade aligned with Chad's one safe block angle.

Elka could have shot him, but she chose not to.

Her arrow struck the dry valve over his shoulder, dropping water between them as a clear wall. Cedran's Sunblade entered it and slowed.

Olya tried to break the water. Ione moved the fourteen at-risk accounts behind her block and spread it over the valve. The spell was not healing, so Olya could not bind it. The water stayed.

Sennik sent a knife along the floor toward Chad's ankle, making the second Blood Mark pulse.

Tomas's route bond jerked sideways, moving Sennik's wrist with it so his knife missed Chad and struck bare stone.

Tomas had changed the scout's angle by one inch.

Bound. Watched. Still choosing.

The third pressure phase descended while Elka held Chad's last nine Health.

No System force made her return it, and she made him answer by asking, “Now?”

She made him answer even with death above him.

“Now.” Elka returned nine. Chad reached eleven as gold pressure, Cedran's slowed Sunblade, and the last knife wake arrived at once.

Chad caught the blade on his buckler while Red Grip pulled him along the marked shell line and out of the knife wake. The pressure struck for eight.

He landed at three Health.

PRESSURE PHASE 3 / 3

Custodied Health returned: 9
Damage received: 8
Current Health: 3
Resident drain prevented: 50,938

ACTIVE DRAIN CYCLE SURVIVED
Total resident drain prevented: 152,816
Critical residents preserved: 14 / 14
External healing received: 0
Custodied Health remaining: 0

The Soul Well completed its cycle with nothing taken from Salt Port, and the System rewarded the survival pattern instead of the damage.

FLOODWORKS DEFENDER MILESTONE

All-city drain substituted voluntarily
Remaining Health entrusted through Shared Pulse
Three independent returns requested and completed
Resident loss prevented without resident enrollment
Marked construct maintained without direct core damage

Experience awarded: 3,420

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 22
Endurance: 21 → 22
Focus: 14 → 15
Health: 378 → 390
Current Health: 15 / 390

SKILL UNLOCKED: DRAIN WARD
Direct damage dealt to a marked construct, dungeon core, barrier, or ritual counts for Blood Mark recovery at 15%.
It cannot drain inert scenery.

The marked shell opened its repair layer and raised four command wards that held no residents. Ione checked each against the split target ledger. Elka shot the base beside each one. They were active rite shields, not city stone.

CONSTRUCT MAINTENANCE WARD

Classification: active ritual barrier
Parent target: SOUL-ACCOUNTING RITUAL SHELL — MARKED
Ward integrity: 2,527
Resident transfer: 0
Municipal infrastructure transfer: 0

DRAIN WARD gross recovery: 15% of direct damage
Personal recovery resolves first.
Excess may enter unlocked RETURN EXCESS route.

Municipal recovery cap this cycle: 4 per registered resident

Chad retrieved his spear from the dry stair. “Finally,” he said, “something I am allowed to hit.”

Four wards held two thousand five hundred twenty-seven integrity. It would not divide into a pretty attack pattern.

Elka mapped the support seams while Zafira read the six-count reset and Ione kept resident and infrastructure layers sealed away from the target. Chad did the damage.

The first ward had 624 integrity. Chad marked its seam through the parent shell. He drove his spear into the active violet line. Drain Ward read it as shell damage, and the ward broke.

Recovery queued without resolving until the ward sequence ended.

The broken ward sent a recoil wave toward the resident ledger. Ione caught it in a plain ward and turned it into the old ISOLATE FAILURE path. No healing crossed her hands. No resident account opened. The recoil died inside an empty repair tank.

“One clean,” she said as the second barrier rotated its seam away from Chad whenever he faced it.

Zafira read the behavior after two turns.

“It avoids your eyes, not your spear.”

She stepped behind Chad and covered his eyes with one hand. “This is unusual raid leadership.”

“Trust me,” Zafira said, and Chad replied, “Always dangerous phrasing.”

She guided his shoulders by touch: left, down, then half a pace forward. Chad felt the marked seam through Blood Mark without seeing it.

The second held 631. Elka's arrow opened a dry angle without damaging it. Chad used Red Grip along that fixed line to strike with the pull behind him.

Barrier Two fell, and Zafira uncovered his eyes with the judgment, “You perform well blind.”

“I have good hands supporting me,” Chad said, making Elka produce a sound halfway between a cough and a laugh.

The second recoil split into nineteen thousand one hundred and two gold strands. Ione folded them back into the active shell layer before they could touch the resident ledger.

“Two clean,” she said as Cedran crossed the causeway.

Zafira met him without blade contact. She cut his light routes and forced him to reset. Each time his heel settled, she stole the next count.

“You cannot hold me forever,” he said, but Zafira needed only six counts and took nine.

The third barrier held 636, and Chad's first thrust left twelve integrity.

Breck fired through Zafira's stolen timing, and Elka opened a dry route. White fire entered the empty lake and returned toward Olya's ward.

Chad hit the remaining twelve with his buckler rim, breaking Barrier Three.

The impact tried to call the buckler city gear. Chad had used it against pump controls before. Elka shot the false label before it closed.

Her arrow dealt no barrier damage. It pinned the word MUNICIPAL to dry stone while Chad's strike remained assigned to the active ritual ward.

“Three clean,” Ione said.

The queued Drain Ward recovery reached 283 Health but stayed locked until the last ward fell. Chad stood at fifteen with full healing waiting behind a rule.

The Well knew exactly how much hope to show him.

The fourth held 636, and the Soul Well understood the arithmetic.

It put all twelve chain shells between Chad and the final ward. Direct hits on the chains still risked residents. The party could harm only the exposed ward.

Chad called for a three-second Chosen Hold, and all four accepted.

Three.

Elka aimed at four dry valves.

Two.

Zafira stood inside Breck's cast line.

One.

Ione opened RETURN EXCESS and excluded every private account field.

Zero.

Elka fired four arrows and opened four pressure routes.

Zafira stole Breck's pulse and sent it through the dry foundation. Ione turned the pulse into a clear corridor that touched only the active barrier.

Cedran broke Zafira's guard with the flat of his Sunblade and knocked her across the causeway. Guard Line offered Chad thirty percent of the damage.

He accepted, dropping his Health from fifteen to nine while the queued Drain Ward recovery still refused to resolve.

Elka fired between Cedran and Zafira. The arrow struck the causeway at his leading foot, forcing one step back without dealing damage. Zafira rolled through the gap and cut Breck's receiving line again.

Ione kept the corridor open with both arms shaking and ordered, “Finish.”

Chad used Red Grip and pulled through the chain formation without striking it. Hooks tore at his coat and missed his body as the marked ward filled his vision.

“I am going in dry,” he shouted, and Zafira laughed during a boss cast.

Chad hit the ward with spear, buckler, and all the Resolve saved through the drain: six hundred thirty-six damage.

The strike drove ward integrity to zero.

CONSTRUCT MAINTENANCE WARD — DESTROYED

Total direct barrier damage: 2,527
Resident damage transferred: 0
Municipal infrastructure damage: 0

DRAIN WARD RECOVERY
Gross recovery at 15%: 379
Personal Health restored: 375
Chad Baconizer: 390 / 390
Excess recovery units: 4

Four units entered RETURN EXCESS, and the tank spread each through its city lines. It joined no residents to Party Link and opened no names or health facts. It returned one Health per unit to each account. That was what the first city system had been built to do.

MUNICIPAL RETURN

Eligible registered residents: 38,204
Recovery per resident: 4
Total city Health restored: 152,816

Shared Health: 6,205,430 / 6,872,445
Critical residents at one Health: 0
Former critical residents: 14 at 5 Health

Active liens: 19,102
New liens created: 0
Private status exposed: 0
Recovery cap reached: 4 / 4

The city bar moved upward for the first time, loosening every gold thread around the shell. The reversal reached Salt Port as water pressure rather than a miracle.

Dry public pumps coughed. Black water cleared to blue in the west node. Residents received four Health without accepting a blessing, signing a lien, entering Chad's party, or revealing so much as a name.

The fourteen former at-risk accounts rose from one to five. Their red flags changed from near death to unstable. Ione did not call that safe. Still, she let out the breath held since Olya made the first fixed liens.

RECOVERY ROUTE REVIEW

Source: reclaimed construct maintenance vitality
Delivery: municipal reservoir
Consent burden added: NONE
Debt added: NONE
Party membership added: NONE
Resident control transferred: NONE

Recovery is not ownership.

“Put that line over every shrine in the city,” Ione said, and Chad replied, “After the boss.”

Chad stood at full Health with red light pouring off his spear. Overflow formed twelve points of party shielding from the rounding remainder and spread four to each woman.

“Dungeon drained,” he said.

The shell split open.

Key Three dropped from its housing but never reached the floor. Something enormous rose from the empty lake and caught the Key inside a cage of iron ribs.

A head formed from the central pump while four arms unfolded from sluice gates. The twelve chains became tendons, and water-pressure plates sealed over a body tall enough to touch the treasury ceiling.

Key Three burned in the center of its chest.

FLOODWORKS CUSTODIAN — AWAKENED

Classification: regional dungeon boss
Armor source: municipal sluice pressure
Core: Ascension Key Three

Direct armor damage transfer: ACTIVE
Pressure-control objective: AVAILABLE

Chad had drained the dungeon dry.

The dungeon stood up.


Chapter 21

The Bath Is Tactical

The Floodworks Custodian had four arms, twelve chain tendons, and one very hittable Key in its chest. Hitting it would hurt Salt Port, so Chad hated the clever bait.

The boss raised two sluice arms as water armor sealed over its ribs in blue plates. Key Three glowed behind them, and each plate bore resident threads on its outer face with a separate repair route below.

Ione kept those dangerous layers split in her ritual view.

FLOODWORKS CUSTODIAN

Armor pressure: 100%
Active sluice feeds: 4 / 4
Direct armor damage transfer: 100% to resident ledger
Core state: protected
Ascension Key Three: awake, unbound

Pressure-control method:
- open physical sluice gates
- break isolated pressure locks
- route Drain Ward excess through municipal return

Body damage required: 0

“Do not hit the giant monster,” Chad said, and Elka replied, “You sound disappointed.”

“I just got a damage-compatible tank skill, and now I can't use it.”

Zafira studied the four blue pulses moving through the boss and said, “You may hit the locks if the layers stay split.”

“Small targets are less satisfying than a proper boss,” Chad said.

The Custodian punched him through a silver platform, and Chad hit the dry lake hard enough to crack stone. Municipal pressure displacement made the strike movement instead of an attack, so it cost him no Health.

From the crater, he reported, “Threat secured,” and Ione asked, “Is that satisfying?”

“Moderately, but I'd still rather punch the giant.”

Take It fixed the boss's full threat on Chad. Its four arms followed him while Elka climbed the west pressure tower. Zafira ran under its ribs, close enough to read the cast order, while Ione stayed at the open base record with resident, shell, and city layers spread before her.

The first sluice gate stood forty feet above the lake. Elka fired a rope arrow around its wheel, but the boss caught the line with a chain tendon.

It pulled hard enough to drag her from the tower, so she let go before it won that tug.

Chad marked the pressure line inside that tendon, and Red Grip pulled him toward the boss's shoulder. He raised the buckler before the next arm arrived, though the blow still sent him across its back.

Elka used the gap to shoot through the loose rope loop and carry it around the wheel. Her arrow pinned the free end to a lower brace.

She dropped her weight on the line, opening Gate One and dropping armor pressure to seventy-five percent.

A red lock appeared under the western rib plate. It was part of the active ritual construct, separated from resident threads.

PRESSURE LOCK 1

Integrity: 27
Classification: active construct barrier
Resident transfer: 0
Municipal damage: 0

Drain Ward recovery on break: 4
Municipal return capacity: 152,816

Chad drove the spear butt through it for twenty-seven damage.

Four recovery units entered RETURN EXCESS because he remained at 390 of 390 Health. The municipal reservoir expanded those four excess units to the citywide cap.

MUNICIPAL RETURN CYCLE 1

City Health before: 6,205,430
Health restored: 152,816
City Health after: 6,358,246

New liens: 0
Private accounts exposed: 0

The boss turned toward Elka, and Guard Line opened. Chad took thirty percent of the water blade when it struck her tower. Red Grip brought him down the marked line before the Custodian could follow with a chain.

“One gate,” Elka called, and Ione replied, “Three more.”

“I can count to four without help today, thanks.”

“This party benefits from verification before anyone starts celebrating.”

The second gate stood behind the boss's left hip, where its feed pulsed on a six-count stolen from Breck's cadence.

Zafira stepped inside the turning arms and waited through five counts with one knife flat against the feed line. On six, she turned her wrist, sending the pulse through her blade and into the second gate one beat early.

Elka shot the wheel through the unlocked gap at the next pulse. Gate Two opened, and armor pressure dropped to fifty percent.

Without taking damage, the boss lost one arm when the unpressurized sluice limb folded into harmless municipal pipe.

Pressure Lock Two appeared beneath the folded sluice arm. Chad called a one-second Chosen Hold. All four accepted before the count reached zero.

Zafira stole the next pulse while Elka held the physical gate. Ione isolated the recoil channel, leaving Chad free to break the twenty-seven-point lock.

MUNICIPAL RETURN CYCLE 2

City Health before: 6,358,246
Health restored: 152,816
City Health after: 6,511,062

Armor pressure: 50%
Resident damage caused: 0

The Custodian changed phase. Its twelve chain tendons spread across the dry lake and caught all four pressure towers. It began closing both open gates while the other two moved beyond bow range.

Elka could hold one rope, not two, so Chad took the western line in both hands. His miserable five Force score lost ground at once.

“Need help holding it open,” he said, and Zafira glanced at his hands around the thick wet rope.

“You need both of us pulling on that rope?”

“Everyone who can get a grip needs to pull.”

Ione's mouth twitched without leaving the ritual layers.

Elka wrapped the rope around Chad's buckler arm and braced behind him while Zafira took the free end at his waist. Their three bodies held Gate One while Elka fired toward Gate Three.

The boss pulled until Chad's boots carved lines through the stone. “Harder, unless you want this thing to close on my hands.”

Zafira leaned back against the strain. “You truly cannot stop making this sound filthy.”

“The gate is closing on us right this second.”

“We know exactly what needs to stay open, my man.”

Elka's arrow hit the third tower, bounced through a dry ring, and struck the hidden release from below. Gate Three opened, armor pressure fell to twenty-five percent, and two more arms folded away.

The remaining arm released the ropes and hammered the lake floor, raising a ring of water around Ione. She could leave the layer seal or drown inside it.

Chad used Intercept to cross six paces and enter the water ring, then opened Guard Line on her. The first pressure cut sent thirty percent to him while Ione kept both hands on the split resident layer.

Zafira cut the pulse at count six, freezing the water ring long enough for Elka to open a dry lane through its upper edge.

Chad lifted Ione through the gap with Red Grip's willing carry request. She accepted for five paces with her arms around his shoulders, and the skill released her at the outer ledge.

No old permission carried forward from their last crossing. The skill asked for permission again, and she answered again.

They landed together beside the third lock. “Break it,” Ione said, and Chad dealt twenty-seven damage to the isolated barrier.

MUNICIPAL RETURN CYCLE 3

City Health before: 6,511,062
Health restored: 152,816
City Health after: 6,663,878

Armor pressure: 25%
Active boss arms: 1 / 4
Resident damage caused: 0

Gate Four had no rope wheel. The Custodian held it shut inside its chest, right behind Key Three, and Cedran saw the same route.

He moved from the far causeway for the first time since the boss woke, with Breck and Olya close behind. Sennik pulled Tomas behind him by the route band.

The Crowned Four ignored Chad's party and ran for the Key. “Claim channel begins when pressure reaches zero,” Ione said.

“Then we control exactly when zero happens,” Chad replied.

Elka studied the last arm and its narrow shoulder line. “I can open Gate Four if the chest turns three degrees.”

Zafira watched Cedran's bright Sunblade angle toward the chest. “He will make it turn when he strikes.”

“He'll hit residents with that thing again,” Chad said.

“He believes Olya can repair whatever cost he creates.”

Cedran swung, and Chad marked the Sunblade's fixed light route before using Red Grip. He crossed between the strike and the boss, catching the blade on his buckler before it touched armor.

The force turned the Custodian two degrees toward the release. Not enough.

The last arm came down, and Chad accepted it on the other side of his shield. The boss's own pressure turned its chest another degree.

“Now!”

Elka fired through the narrow seam beside Key Three and struck the internal release without touching the Key or armor. Gate Four opened, and armor pressure reached zero.

The final arm folded into pipe, and every chain tendon went slack. The Custodian remained upright on momentum with its chest still locked around Key Three.

Pressure Lock Four appeared at Chad's feet. He broke it for twenty-seven damage.

MUNICIPAL RETURN CYCLE 4

City Health before: 6,663,878
Health restored: 152,816
City Health after: 6,816,694

Armor pressure: 0%
Remaining city Health deficit: 55,751

The boss did not die. A central equalizer latch appeared behind its sternum with fourteen integrity, active-construct status, and zero resident transfer.

Cedran reached for Key Three through the opening, and Tomas moved without attacking him. He stepped on Sennik's route line and pulled his bound wrist across it, catching the band and costing Sennik one pace.

Elka shot the stone between Cedran's fingers and the Key while Zafira stole Breck's travel count. Ione sealed the claim layer without taking it for anyone, and Chad hit the balance latch.

Fourteen damage made two Drain Ward recovery units, enough for 76,408 city Health. The tank took the 55,751 it needed and left the rest unused.

FINAL MUNICIPAL RETURN

Available recovery capacity: 76,408
Outstanding city Health deficit: 55,751
Health restored: 55,751
Unused capacity: 20,657

SALT PORT SHARED HEALTH
6,872,445 / 6,872,445

Active liens: 19,102
New liens: 0
Private status exposed: 0

The main latch opened, and the Floodworks Custodian fell inward. Pipes returned to walls while chains settled into repair runs, leaving a quiet city pump around an empty stand.

Key Three hovered above it, unbound.

FLOODWORKS CUSTODIAN — CLEARED

Body damage dealt: 0
Pressure locks broken: 5
Resident damage caused by clearing party: 0
Municipal infrastructure damage: 0
City Health restored: 667,015

Ascension Key Three: UNBOUND
Claim delay after pressure clear: 20 minutes

Cedran's hand stopped at the new claim barrier. Twenty minutes.

He looked from Chad to the full city bar.

“You saved their Health,” he said. “Not their belief.”

Olya opened a white gate, Breck entered, and Sennik pulled Tomas toward it.

Elka raised her bow until Tomas gave the old signal with his free hand. Bound. Watched. Wait.

She lowered the arrow, and the Crowned Four left without Key Three. For the first time, Chad's party had reached a Key first and kept it unclaimed.

Chad reached toward it, but Ione caught his wrist before his fingers crossed the claim barrier.

“Read first.”

“I was going to.”

“With your hand?”

“Tactile reading.”

Ione opened the claim contract.

ASCENSION KEY THREE — CLAIM OFFER

Current state: awake, unbound
Current housing: neutral municipal pedestal
Active claim delay: 19 minutes 42 seconds

Claimant receives:
- physical custody of Ascension Key Three
- command priority over attached Soul Well
- administrative authority over 19,102 active liens

Claimant assumes:
- preservation duty for registered resident ledger
- right to maintain, transfer, or consume active liens

Accept full authority?

“No,” Chad said, and the answer came so fast that the System asked whether he had read the benefits. He rejected again.

Key custody came tied to words of ownership. Taking it now would make Chad the one in charge of the liens. Those were the same stolen lives they had spent the dungeon cutting from the shell.

Elka asked, “Can we claim the Key without the Well?”

Ione searched the contract layers. “Not while the liens remain attached.”

Zafira circled the neutral pedestal. “Cedran will accept. He calls control responsibility.”

“Then we cut the liens before the timer ends,” Chad said.

Ione shook her head. “Nineteen thousand one hundred and two individual liens. The emergency clause blocks revocation, and the physical city is failing above us. We cannot solve both in nineteen minutes.”

“Can we move the Key without claiming?”

Elka tested the pedestal with an arrow shaft, and the Key followed its neutral housing by six inches before stopping at the claim barrier.

“The pedestal moves,” she said. “The Key stays with it.”

They moved the whole neutral stand into the safe east alcove. Chad held threat on the claim routes. Elka fixed the stand to two city braces. Zafira cut the clear paths in, and Ione sealed the resident ledger against touch.

None of those actions made the Key theirs.

NEUTRAL KEY SECURITY

Ascension Key Three: UNBOUND
Physical housing relocated: YES
Claim authority transferred: NO
Soul-lien administration accepted: NO

Authorized claim routes during secure turn: 0
Barrier expiration: 18 minutes 11 seconds

They had not won custody, but they had won time without becoming what they fought. “We clear the surface failures, return before the barrier ends, and find a clean separation,” Chad said.

“If the city permits that much sequence,” Zafira replied.

The ceiling held for the moment.

The vault entered a safe turn, giving them twenty minutes without a hostile claim, active boss, or new drain cycle. Ione still tested each gate before calling the room safe.

The clear opened a maintenance bath behind the eastern tower, where blue water filled a stone basin. A rinse panel found ritual salt on all four bodies and warned that the Well could track them after the instance closed.

Chad said, “The bath is tactical.”

Zafira replied, “Convenient.”

The basin fit two with ease, so Chad and Zafira took the first rinse while Elka and Ione held the vault. No private channel opened; they washed fast, dressed, and changed watch.

Elka and Ione entered together by choice while Chad sat outside the open arch and faced the vault, not the bath. Party Link showed safe green points and nothing private, and Zafira leaned on the far wall with both knives across her knees.

Behind him, water moved. “May I get the salt from your back?” Elka asked, and Ione answered yes.

Chad glanced only when Ione asked him to check a dark line at her shoulder. Both adult women sat bare and unconcerned in the blue water. Ione's slender dark back faced him, with Elka's freckled arms wet to the elbow.

The line was ritual residue, not injury.

“Right shoulder,” Chad said. “Two inches below the neck.”

Elka rubbed it away with the flat cleansing stone. “Clear,” Ione said.

Chad turned back to the treasury.

Their talk stayed low. Elka thanked Ione for keeping Tomas's route separate from the enemy ledger. Ione thanked Elka for asking before every carry, ward shift, and touch, even when the answer seemed obvious.

“It is less obvious than people pretend,” Elka said as the water moved again.

When Chad checked the Key timer, he saw their image in the polished valve. Elka's hand rested at Ione's waist. Ione had turned between her long legs until their bodies touched from shoulder to hip without haste.

Ione lifted her chin, and Elka kissed her. Ione's hands moved to Elka's shoulders as Elka drew her nearer, until Ione's breasts pressed against her chest above the waterline.

No one made it a performance for Chad.

Zafira saw his eyes flick toward the reflection and smiled. “They are very tactical.”

“Advanced cleansing technique,” Chad said.

Elka kissed Ione again with one hand rising along her wet back while the other stayed at her waist.

Ione answered eagerly before placing two fingers against Elka's shoulder.

“There,” she said. “Stop there.”

Elka stopped with her hands where Ione had already welcomed them. She asked for no reason and showed no disappointment.

“Still good?” Elka asked, and Ione kissed her once, softer.

“Very.”

They rested forehead to forehead before separating enough to finish rinsing the ritual salt.

The limit did not cool their warmth. Elka washed Ione's hair while Ione scrubbed the red marks left by the rescue rope. They returned dressed and holding hands.

The Key timer showed eleven minutes when the ceiling cracked. The shared Health bar remained full, but a city integrity bar appeared beneath it.

SALT PORT STATUS

Shared Health: 6,872,445 / 6,872,445
Residents linked: 38,204
Active liens: 19,102

FOUNDATION INTEGRITY: 63%
Active structural failures: 17
Collapse propagation: ACCELERATING

Warning: Health restoration does not repair physical infrastructure.

The seventeen failures appeared without resident names: three market bases, four harbor walls, two gate towers, and eight buried water struts. Each route crossed streets still packed with people who thought the crisis had ended when their Health returned.

The first support failed completely. Foundation integrity dropped to sixty-two percent, and the Key claim timer kept counting.

COMPETING PRIORITIES

Neutral Key barrier: 9 minutes 31 seconds
Estimated first district collapse: 6 minutes 04 seconds
Available party members: 4

Single objective completion probability: HIGH
Both objectives by current party alone: LOW

Save the Key or save the streets.

The dungeon had found one more clean-looking choice. Stone fell into the Drowned Treasury while Salt Port lived above them and kept collapsing.


Chapter 22

Wanted: Extremely Pretty Man

Key Three had nine minutes. The first district had six, so Chad chose it.

No vote panel appeared, and no System reward promised to make the loss feel wise. Chad looked at Zafira, Elka, and Ione; each gave one sharp nod.

“We leave the Key unbound,” he said.

“And come back if the city gives us time,” Ione replied, though it would not.

The surface route fell with the first ceiling crack, but Elka found another in the Custodian's folded right arm. Without boss pressure, the arm became a city lift pipe from the Drowned Treasury to the harbor pump station.

It had no platform, so Elka called it a crude “water lift.”

“How wet is this lift going to get?” Chad asked as the pipe filled to his knees.

“Very wet before we even start moving.”

Zafira opened the upper valve on count six while Ione sealed the lower resident routes away from the pressure path. Elka shot the release wheel, and Chad marked the fixed pipe seam before taking threat from the rising water.

Chosen Hold appeared with a two-second count. All four agreed, and the lift fired them through six hundred feet of dark pipe.

Chad hit the upper grate shoulder-first, but five Force did not open it. Elka set both feet against his back while Zafira pushed beneath her, and Ione held the split ward from the base of their four-person missile.

“Everyone give me one hard push,” Chad said, and the pipe went quiet except for water.

“For the gate, since nobody else wanted to clarify.”

Three women pushed, and the grate burst into the harbor pump station.

Chad landed on stone with Elka across his back, Zafira across Elka, and Ione upright on top of all three. “Surface achieved with dignity mostly intact,” he said into the floor.

Ione climbed off first and said, “Your terminology has deteriorated badly under pressure.”

“High-pressure environment,” Chad said as Salt Port folded outside.

The street above the pump station had split from wall to wall, and a market arcade leaned over the gap. Hundreds of people ran beneath stone ledges that moved an inch every few seconds, their Health bars full while the buildings failed around them.

SALT PORT STRUCTURAL EMERGENCY

Shared resident Health: 6,872,445 / 6,872,445
Foundation integrity: 62%
Active failures: 17
First collapse: 4 minutes 48 seconds

Residents in immediate structural zones: 3,406
Private identities: SEALED
Evacuation authority: NONE

They had no Raid Link, control, or right to move anyone. They had voices, arrows, wards, knives, and four minutes.

Elka climbed the pump-station roof and sent three green lines across streets with intact foundations. Her fourth arrow marked a wall ready to fall.

“Follow the green stone and keep moving,” she shouted. “Do not pass beneath any red-fletched arrow.”

People paused when they knew Chad's face because his wanted notice had reached Salt Port first. Wet blonde hair with black streaks hung to his waist, and his torn red coat showed one shoulder. The gods' too-pretty shell looked like a princess who had lost an argument with a sewer.

“That is her,” someone shouted nearby, but Zafira corrected them without slowing.

“Him, and this street falls in four minutes whether you like him or not.”

Zafira climbed onto a broken fountain and used court projection without magic.

“You do not need to trust us. Trust the cracks beneath you. The west arcade is sinking, but the north steps are still dry. Take children, elders, and anyone hurt through the green route. Keep family groups together and choose now.”

The crowd moved because she gave them evidence instead of claiming ownership.

Ione reached the first foundation seam and knelt beside it. She could not heal stone, but she could ward the open gap long enough for people to cross.

Her violet barrier formed under a sagging balcony, and its weight entered her arms.

Chad opened Guard Line, taking thirty percent of the post-ward strain while Pain Dividend filled Resolve.

“I can give you two full minutes on this ward,” Ione said.

Elka checked every roof angle before answering. “One minute forty before the east wall takes it.”

“Then we use one thirty,” Chad said while Zafira redirected the nearest crowd.

Each woman in his party did two jobs at once. Elka mapped breaks and built arrow routes while Ione held the stone and kept the sealed resident ledger from joining her wards. Zafira read people, timing, and which orders would cause panic, and Chad held whatever tried to become a threat.

The market arcade dropped another inch as its whole central support cracked.

Chad marked the fixed iron inside it and used Red Grip, which pulled him under the falling beam. He caught it on buckler and shoulder, but five Force lost and drove him to one knee.

“Need a little help with this load,” he said.

Zafira pushed another stream of civilians past him. “How little help do you actually need?”

“All three of you would be ideal right now.”

“The crowd comes first,” Elka called from above.

“That is absolutely the correct answer right now.”

Chad stayed under the beam alone, but that was his role, not a noble death wish. Elka's routes kept three thousand people away from his spot while Ione's ward moved the stone load without touching their Health. Zafira kept a rush from becoming a second disaster.

His role merely happened to involve being crushed beautifully beneath a building. When the last market group crossed, Elka issued Chosen Hold for three seconds, and all four accepted.

Three: Zafira cleared every civilian from the landing zone.

Two: Ione moved her ward from the balcony to the beam.

One: Elka shot through both weakened upper braces.

Zero.

Chad released the beam and used Red Grip on the far iron seam, crossing the gap as the arcade collapsed into the empty street behind him.

They lost zero civilian Health during the entire collapse.

STRUCTURAL ZONE 1 — CLEARED

Residents evacuated: 1,188
Resident Health lost: 0
Private status exposed: 0
Foundation failure contained: 3 / 17

The second zone was the harbor wall, where four breaks met beneath a row of packed homes. Water pushed through cracks in their base; a fall inward would slide the homes into the old path, while a fall outward would flood the lower streets.

Elka found the only stable line along three roof ridges. Zafira convinced residents to take it while official bells ordered them toward the harbor square.

“Those official bells are sending everyone the wrong way,” she said.

“The Crowned Four control the bells,” a guard replied.

“Yes,” Zafira said, and the single word did more work than an argument.

Ione placed four foundation wards, each separate from the resident Health network. Chad used Guard Line in rotating ten-second windows so none broke her Focus.

Elka fired anchor ropes across the tenements as the harbor wall shifted.

Chad saw the threat lines before the stone moved, and fourteen Perception split the true fall from six false echoes made by the Well. He marked the real line.

“Chosen Hold for two seconds,” Chad said, and everyone accepted.

At zero, Elka released the anchor array while Zafira cut the official bell rope. Ione inverted the four wards from vertical supports to horizontal braces, and Chad used Take It on the marked wall.

The whole fall route bent toward him. He did not grow strong enough to hold a harbor wall; he became the point all four plans could target.

Elka's arrows pulled above him while Ione's wards braced below. Zafira's cleared street gave the wall somewhere safe to fall, and Chad's mark kept its center aligned.

The broken wall dropped safely outward into the empty channel. Water surged through the new gap and followed Elka's dry route back toward the Floodworks.

STRUCTURAL ZONE 2 — CLEARED

Residents evacuated: 1,402
Resident Health lost: 0
Private status exposed: 0
Foundation failure contained: 7 / 17

Cumulative residents moved: 2,590

Experience arrived because the party had held two doomed structures without turning residents into fuel.

CITY DEFENDER MILESTONE

Full shared Health preserved during physical collapse
Residents moved without compulsory link
Four-party structural coordination sustained
Two major zones cleared with zero civilian damage

Experience awarded: 3,760

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 23
Force: 5 → 6
Finesse: 21 → 22
Health: 390 → 402
Current Health: 402 / 402

SYSTEM IDENTITY RECORD
Name: Chad Baconizer
Identity: male
Pronouns: he / him
Avatar shell: adult female
Party record alignment: VERIFIED

“Six Force,” Chad said with due reverence.

Elka looked across the fallen harbor wall. “Your new strength is terrifying.”

“I can open medium jars entirely without help now.”

“We will test that brave claim later,” Ione said.

The public relay activated above every street, but Sennik's face did not appear. Chad's beautiful face filled every screen instead.

The record began with true footage from the Drowned Treasury. Chad marked the Soul Well. Nineteen thousand one hundred and two gold threads crossed the red mark before his own voice followed.

*I need to drain this thing dry.*

The footage cut to Chad driving his spear into the maintenance ward. Then Salt Port's shared Health bar fell from 6,358,246 to 6,205,430.

That fall had happened during the second post-buffer tick, before Drain Ward existed. Sennik had cut the time mark and placed the fall after Chad's strike.

The next image showed Olya raising white healing light. The edit cut the fixed-lien panel, Ione's split resident ledger, the zero-transfer check, full Health return, and Custodian clear.

Every image in the record was real. The sequence itself was a lie.

PUBLIC BATTLE RECORD — EMERGENCY RELEASE

Observed subject: Chad Baconizer
Visual act: marks Soul Well
Recorded statement: “I need to drain this thing dry.”
Following recorded outcome: city Health decreases
Responding savior: Olya Prent

Conclusion: subject drained Salt Port and attacked its protectors.
Recommended status: FUGITIVE — LIVING CAPTURE

Zafira opened the record metadata. “He stripped every public timestamp.”

Ione found the hidden splice at once. “The Health loss predates the strike by forty-seven minutes.”

Elka fired a blunt arrow straight into the relay projector. The image broke on their street but kept playing across the city.

A new wanted panel formed over Chad in reply.

SALT PORT PUBLIC REPUTATION UPDATE

Name: Chad Baconizer
Public designation: THE PRETTY SOUL THIEF
Legal status: FUGITIVE
Capture order: ALIVE
Bounty: 2,400 gold

Public narrative: female seductress controlling three accomplices

SYSTEM CORRECTION
Identity: MALE
Pronouns: HE / HIM
Avatar shell does not alter identity record.

Party Link: unanimous recognition retained

The correction reached only Chad and his party. The lie reached everyone else in Salt Port.

Zafira stepped beside him where the whole street could see. “My man, my leader, and my choice.”

Elka took his left side without hesitation. “Our leader, because we chose him.”

Ione stood on his right and faced the crowd. “No control status, compulsion, or uncertainty.”

Party Link did not make their declaration public, but their bodies did.

The third structural zone failed, leaving no time to answer propaganda. They moved at a run.

Seven buried water struts ran beneath the gate road. Soldiers already formed lines in answer to the same state bells Zafira had cut at the harbor.

Elka marked two safe alleys while Ione warded the first support. Zafira approached the waiting soldiers slowly with both hands empty.

“The road beneath you fails in ninety seconds,” she said, and their captain looked from Chad's face on the relay to Chad standing behind her.

“Step away from the accused right now,” the captain ordered.

“No, because I am standing here by my own choice.”

“You are plainly under some form of compulsion.”

“Also no, and repetition will not make it true.”

The soldiers raised their long spears together. Chad did not mark them, and the ground broke under their rear line.

He used Red Grip on the fixed gate brace and crossed the street. He caught two falling soldiers by their armor straps. Six Force did not make them light, but it let him drag one knee onto firm ground instead of losing both.

Elka's rope arrows caught the other three while Ione's ward stopped the crack before it reached the crowd.

Zafira ordered no one. “The west alley is safe, so choose quickly.”

Half the soldiers took the route. The captain ordered them back as the crack widened beneath his boots.

One soldier on the safe side planted his spear butt and shouted that the west alley held, while another moved civilians despite the order. Their line split between what the record said and what the ground proved.

Ione opened a counter-record while holding the base ward. She set both Health-bar clips side by side. Sennik's false order could not hide the gap.

RECORD COMPARISON

CLIP A — CITY HEALTH LOSS
Original timestamp: Floodworks cycle 16.02
Shared Health: 6,358,246 → 6,205,430
Chad's Drain Ward status: NOT YET UNLOCKED

CLIP B — MAINTENANCE WARD STRIKE
Original timestamp: Floodworks cycle 63.11
Resident transfer: 0
Municipal return: +152,816

Time between clips: 47 minutes 09 seconds
Public release ordering: REVERSED

No opinion was required because the timestamps proved the edit.

Zafira sent the proof to the public relay from the street, which marked each byte as valid before rejecting the source.

PUBLIC RELAY SUBMISSION

Evidence integrity: VERIFIED
Timestamp signatures: VERIFIED
Contradiction with current emergency record: CONFIRMED

Submitting party legal status: FUGITIVE
Distribution authority: REVOKED
Public correction: DENIED

“It agrees we are right,” Chad said.

“It agrees with us in private,” Zafira replied. “Authority still controls which truth becomes public.”

The captain saw none of the verification because his city panel showed only DENIED.

“That is fabricated evidence from a wanted criminal,” he said.

“Your own relay says the evidence is verified,” Ione replied.

“Your relay access is criminal, so its answer means nothing.”

The stone below them groaned as Elka fired two arrows past the captain's head. The soldiers raised shields, but her arrows struck facing base braces and snapped a rope tight between them.

The failing road held beneath the taut rope for eight more seconds.

“You can arrest the wall after it falls,” she said.

Zafira pointed straight toward the west alley. “There are eight hundred sixteen people inside the next failure zone. If your line blocks this route, they remain trapped inside.”

The captain looked at Chad instead of the cracks or civilians. He saw the beautiful wanted face the relay had taught him to fear.

“She is controlling you,” he told Zafira, and Chad opened his mouth.

Zafira raised one finger toward him without looking back. “Do not try to rescue me from this conversation, Chad.”

He wisely closed his mouth and let her work.

“My name is Zafira Nahal,” she told the captain. “I am twenty-two years old. I was enslaved once. I recognize ownership. Chad has none over me.”

Elka descended on a rope beside her. “Elka Korrin. Twenty-one. I choose my party.”

Ione held the violet ward with dust falling through her cropped silver-black hair. “Ione Kess. Twenty. No compulsion, charm, lien, control effect, or impaired judgment. I have tested each.”

Party Link showed their words to Chad as free choices without sending private status to the soldiers.

The captain heard three women speak and treated their clear choice as proof of stronger control. Sennik's lie shielded itself.

If they disagreed with Chad, they were victims; if they agreed, they were compelled. Nothing they chose could count.

Chad stepped beside his three partners. “Chad Baconizer, nineteen, man, and extremely pretty due to hostile divine design.”

Elka looked at him with one brow raised. “The last fact is relevant to the warrant,” he explained.

One soldier laughed aloud before catching himself, though the captain did not. Then the damaged road support failed beneath them.

Ione's ward took the first load, and Elka's rope took the second. Zafira offered her hand to the nearest adults at the gap, letting each choose whether to take it.

Chad caught the central brace, and six Force let him lift it one inch. That inch opened the trapped doorway beneath, and people crawled through.

The soldiers watched the wanted soul thief stand under a road to make room for strangers. Seven lowered their spears and helped move civilians, while sixteen did not.

The rescue line remained open while the arrest line moved around it.

Chad could defeat some of them, but doing so would create the next true image in Sennik's false story.

“No damage to city soldiers,” he said through Party Link, and three acknowledgments returned.

Elka shot weapons instead of hands while Zafira cut straps instead of bodies, and Ione warded spearpoints. Chad used his buckler, Red Grip routes, and stance to keep the sixteen on him without marking any resident.

They fought a battle where winning meant producing no useful footage for the enemy.

The other half closed around Chad, and their captain lowered his spear toward Chad's beautiful face. Behind him, the relay repeated Sennik's false sequence: red mark, gold souls, Chad's words, city Health falling, and Olya's light.

The soldiers could see the rescuer in front of them, but the record told them which sight to believe.

STRUCTURAL ZONE 3

Residents remaining in danger: 816
Foundation failures active: 10
Hostile city soldiers: 23

Civilian rescue objective: ACTIVE
Public fugitive pursuit: ACTIVE

The second Blood Mark pulsed beneath Chad's fugitive panel. Tomas's route had turned back toward the Drowned Treasury as the neutral ward timer reached zero.

ASCENSION KEY THREE

Neutral claim protection: EXPIRED
Current claim attempts: 1
Claimant: CEDRAN HOLT
Estimated completion: 4 minutes 00 seconds

Nearest structural-zone clear time: 5 minutes 12 seconds

Cedran had returned for Key Three while Chad held the road.

Chad could abandon eight hundred sixteen residents and contest the claim, which the surrounding soldiers would call proof of selfish intent.

Or he could finish the rescue and fight for the Key after Cedran held it. “We finish the civilians first,” he said.

Three party acknowledgments returned without hesitation while twenty-three soldiers moved against the rescuers they could see.


Chapter 23

Third Key, Wrong Hands

Sixteen soldiers tried to arrest Chad beneath a falling road, but he gave them no useful footage.

The captain thrust for his shoulder, so Chad turned the spear against his buckler and let its point slide past. Elka shot the captain's cloak to a support post while Zafira cut three weapon straps. Ione raised a violet wall between the arrest line and the adults crawling beneath the brace.

No soldier lost Health, and no civilian stopped moving.

STRUCTURAL ZONE 3

Residents remaining: 816
Safe-route capacity: 68 per minute
Estimated clear time: 12 minutes
Time to support failure: 3 minutes 41 seconds

Hostile soldiers: 16
Damage dealt to soldiers by party: 0

The count called for twelve minutes, but the road would never give them that long.

Zafira looked at the seven soldiers already helping. “Open your whole shield line.”

They hesitated, so she pointed beneath the road. “You cannot move everyone through one doorway. Make six lanes beneath the road, with your shields as roofs.”

The first soldier understood the plan and locked his shield under the brace. The other six copied him at once.

Seven people could not roof six lanes. The captain stayed pinned by his cloak as he looked from the failing road to Sennik's replay over the gate tower.

Chad cut the arrow holding him.

“You are free to arrest me,” Chad said. “Or you can use that shield.”

The captain pulled his cloak loose and stepped under the brace. Eight shields made six lanes.

The other soldiers kept their warrant. They moved to the outer edges and held the crowd back from the weak center; their help stopped short of trust, yet it held.

Elka climbed the broken gate tower and shot route marks through three alleys. Zafira split the crowd into groups of sixty-eight without using Link, and Ione spread her ward across the shield roofs. Chad held the main brace and took thirty percent of each stone blow that crossed her wall.

“Chosen Hold for two seconds,” Elka called, and all four accepted.

At zero, six lanes opened and people began to move.

Sixty-eight escaped in the first minute, then one hundred thirty-six in the second. The support timer fell faster than the crowd count until Elka shot two counterweights from the gate tower. They crashed onto the far side and bought forty-two seconds.

Zafira found an abandoned produce cart and turned it sideways into a moving rail. People who could not walk fast held its sides while the crowd pushed from behind.

Ione's ward cracked, and Chad opened Guard Line before the next structural hit crossed to him and filled Pain Dividend. He spent that Resolve on Take It.

The road recognized the fixed brace as his marked threat route, so its collapse leaned toward him and away from all six lanes.

“Everything is coming down on you at once,” Zafira said.

“That is the best place for all of it.”

“You should charge the crowd admission for this show.”

“After we clear this load off the road.”

The captain heard him and looked briefly offended by language instead of treason. Chad counted that as progress.

The last group entered the lanes with twelve seconds left. Elka fired four anchor arrows while Ione turned the ward and Zafira cut the produce cart free.

Chad released Take It and used Red Grip on the gate brace behind him. The road fell into the empty center, and all six shield roofs held.

STRUCTURAL RESCUE COMPLETE

Zone 3 residents evacuated: 816 / 816
Total residents moved from immediate failures: 3,406
Resident Health lost: 0
City-soldier Health lost: 0

Foundation failures contained: 17 / 17
Foundation integrity stabilized: 68%
Shared resident Health: 6,872,445 / 6,872,445

The captain climbed from beneath the road with Chad's arrest panel still open.

He closed it without canceling the warrant. “Go while I can still let you.”

The captain still did not believe him. The opening was enough.

The second Blood Mark burned red as Tomas's route bond moved from the Drowned Treasury toward the harbor. Key Three moved with it as a gold line thick enough to show through the street.

ASCENSION KEY THREE

Claim state: BOUND
Claimant: Cedran Holt
Attached lien authority: 19,102 accounts
Surface extraction route: Harbor Claim Conduit

Estimated surface arrival: 2 minutes 18 seconds

The civilian-first delay had cost the Key, but Chad regretted none of the people standing alive behind him.

“Broken harbor,” Elka said. “Fastest route is the old gate roofs.”

They ran as the legal streets filled with soldiers and bounty marks, so Elka took them over the roofs instead. Her arrows made bridges from clotheslines, crane ropes, and cracked signs while Chad used Red Grip along fixed iron braces. Zafira crossed slim rails, and Ione carried the sealed Well split inside a violet ring around both hands.

Every jump changed the city below as people pointed at Chad's wanted face. Some shouted thief while others shouted that he had held the market roof. Neither reaction changed the structural clock now that all seventeen failures were contained.

They reached the broken harbor just as Key Three surfaced.

The central pier had broken into five slabs with black water moving between them. Cedran stood on the far slab with Key Three in his left hand and the Sunblade in his right.

Behind him, Breck held Key Two while Olya maintained a white gate that had not yet opened. Sennik stood beside Tomas at the middle break.

The route band around Tomas's wrist connected directly to Key Three because Cedran had accepted authority over the liens. He used Tomas's bond as the first portable route.

KEY THREE CLAIM STATE

Holder: Cedran Holt
Enemy Ascension Keys held: 3 / 4
Active lien accounts: 19,102
Immediate consumption: BLOCKED

Blocking effect: Ione Kess — resident/shell separation ward
Ward anchor: broken harbor pump

Ione reached the pump and placed both palms against its cracked housing.

“If I leave this anchor, Cedran can pull the lien accounts into the Key.”

“Stay with the city,” Chad said without argument or any demand that she join the visible fight because four combatants looked better than three.

Ione's key job was guarding the city, and Olya knew what stood against her.

White light entered the harbor pump from the claimed Key. It attacked the definition Ione had built in the Drowned Treasury instead of her Health.

LIEN ADMINISTRATION CONTEST

Key Three claimant authority: ACTIVE
Resident/shell separation: ACTIVE
Municipal reservoir independence: ACTIVE

Claimant request:
Reclassify 19,102 lien accounts as Key reserves.

Stabilizing objection:
Residents are independent registered vessels.
Lien authority does not transfer personhood or ownership.

Olya pushed the claim contract because the Key had named Cedran as its master. Its words let him hold, move, or consume liens—the same power that had made Chad reject the claim.

Ione did not deny that the contract existed; she attacked its reach.

“A lien is an obligation recorded against Health,” she said. “It is not the account. It is not the resident. It is not consent to portable storage.”

The Varos precedent answered from below the city: absence of refusal was not consent.

The forty-eight independent pump-hall witnesses answered from the surface record as well.

Individual accounts could not become one statement merely because an administrator preferred it. Olya added the emergency clause, and Ione answered with the full city bar.

EMERGENCY AUTHORITY REVIEW

Shared resident Health: FULL
Active drain cycle: NONE
Immediate death-risk accounts: 0
Structural failures: CONTAINED

Emergency consumption necessity: NOT ESTABLISHED
Portable reserve conversion: DENIED

Lien count remains: 19,102
Resident accounts transferred: 0

White light burned brighter around Ione's arms as her Health fell through strain rather than damage. Guard Line could share damage, not Focus cost, so Chad could not take this part for her.

Ione chose to keep holding the separation ward herself.

“Tell me if the answer changes,” Chad said through Party Link.

“The answer has not changed at all.”

“Then I trust both you and your answer.”

He gave no demand to endure and no promise that she had to be limitless, only a question with room for a different answer.

Ione's ward steadied while Chad marked Cedran. His other mark remained on Tomas's route bond.

Two marks held two people on the same line for opposite reasons.

“Take It,” Chad called as Cedran crossed the first broken slab.

The Sunblade hit Chad's buckler, and gold fire ran over his arm before dropping his Health to 341. Blood Mark returned part through Cedran instead of the residents, and Overflow shielded the women.

The broken harbor made each footstep a choice of target.

Cedran stood on stone tied to the lien rule while Chad held city pier. If Chad's spear crossed the gold seam, Drain Ward might read the Key shield as marked rite damage. The skill could then route healing through residents.

Ione marked their only safe combat boundary in violet.

“Fight him only on silver,” she said. “Never cross onto gold.”

Elka shot three silver anchor points across the broken slabs while Zafira cut two false gold routes Sennik laid over them. Chad used Red Grip only on Elka's anchors.

Cedran ignored the boundary and drove Chad backward toward a gold seam before swinging low. Chad jumped the strike rather than block it into the pier, and the Sunblade touched gold.

Resident transfer tried to trigger under Cedran's claimant authority, but Ione rejected it.

HARBOR COMBAT TRANSFER

Attack source: Cedran Holt
Impact layer: Key-linked gold route
Requested resident transfer: 41

Clearing-party separation ward: ACTIVE
Resident Health lost: 0
Damage retained by claimant construct: 41

The damage entered Key Three's claim shield instead of Salt Port, so Cedran's own attack weakened his protection.

Chad smiled at him. “Please keep hitting yourself for me.”

“I struck you.”

“Your own mechanics strongly disagree with that claim.”

Chad used Take It and stepped onto a silver anchor, forcing Cedran to follow.

Elka shifted the next anchor two feet left with an arrow while Zafira stole the Sunblade reset on count six. Chad turned the late strike into another gold route.

The strike dealt forty-three more claim-shield damage with no resident transfer.

The Crowned Four's greatest advantage had become an expensive floor hazard.

Breck tried to erase Elka's silver anchors with white fire, but she moved the route one arrow before each pulse landed. Zafira stole every third cast and made him burn Sennik's false paths instead.

Nobody in this fight could win alone, which was why their formation held.

Zafira went around the fight instead of striking Olya's gate. She watched the six-count pattern Breck used to feed it, then set one knife beneath the light on count five and held.

Elka aimed at Tomas, and he gave three fingers, a closed fist, then two points.

Bound, watched, and waiting.

Then he added a signal Elka had never shown Chad: one finger against his own chest.

My choice.

Elka lowered her bow by exactly one inch.

Sennik tightened the route band. “Move.”

Tomas stepped toward the broken edge, and Sennik expected obedience to pull him onto the next slab. Tomas jumped backward instead.

The bond went taut between his wrist and Key Three, making Sennik lose balance as he tried to hold him. Cedran's left arm jerked sideways during his next strike.

Chad caught the Sunblade and turned it while Elka fired.

Her arrow passed Tomas's wrist by design and struck the route band exactly where his backward choice had pulled it tight.

The route band broke, and Tomas fell toward the black harbor water.

Red Grip could carry one willing linked ally, but Tomas was not linked and had not asked.

Elka was already moving. She swung from an anchor arrow and caught her brother by the coat. Elka hit the lower slab with both legs while Zafira cut the chain route trying to follow them.

Tomas rolled clear of the broken edge under his own power.

ROUTE BOND TERMINATED

Bound guide: Tomas Korrin
Break condition: subject-created counterforce
External precision support: Elka Korrin

Ownership transferred: NO
Party membership changed: NO
Future choice retained: YES

Sennik threw a knife at Tomas's back, and Chad used Intercept. The blade hit his shoulder and dropped Health to 322 while Elka pulled Tomas behind a broken capstan.

“What is your choice now?” Elka asked.

“Stay in Salt Port,” Tomas said. “The truth copies need a living witness.”

Elka's face tightened before she gave him one sharp nod.

No rescue fantasy overrode Tomas's decision. Cedran drove Chad across the middle slab and said, “You abandoned the Key.”

“I chose the city and everyone inside it.”

“And now that same city hunts you.”

“They are still alive enough to be wrong.”

Cedran struck harder, and Chad's new Force of six still did not match him. Twenty-two Finesse kept the buckler angle true while Drain Ward did nothing against a man. Blood Mark still returned enough Health to hold the line.

Chad did not need to beat Cedran before the gate. He needed Zafira to steal its timing and Ione to keep the liens out.

“Chosen Hold for three seconds,” Chad said, and Zafira and Elka accepted.

Ione declined with both hands still on the Well anchor, and no penalty followed.

Three: Elka shot the broken pier brace behind Cedran.

Two: Zafira turned Breck's count five into count six.

One: Chad marked the Sunblade's fixed light line.

Zero.

Elka's brace fell. Cedran shifted one step. Zafira stole the full gate pulse and turned it away from Olya. Chad used Red Grip along the Sunblade line to pass inside Cedran's guard.

His spearpoint stopped at Key Three, opening a claim panel that still required authority over 19,102 liens. Chad rejected it.

He struck Cedran's gauntlet instead, and Blood Mark recovered Health as Key Three left Cedran's hand.

For one second, it hung unheld above the broken harbor while Olya changed the gate.

She stopped drawing from Breck's pulse and fed the gate from Cedran's attached liens. Ione's ward still blocked consumption.

Olya used rule instead of life, and the nineteen thousand one hundred and two liens stayed whole. Yet their command route forced Key Three back toward its claimant.

Cedran caught it, and the claim shield showed eighty-four damage from his own attacks. Chad could have broken the rest by striking the gold route, and the panel offered that shortcut.

KEY CLAIM SHIELD

Integrity: 116 / 200
Direct break available: YES
Resident-transfer risk while claimant holds lien authority: 100%

Estimated residents struck by break: 116

Chad did not take the shortcut, and Cedran saw his refusal.

“You could still stop me right now.”

“Not by spending their bodies to do it.”

That was the whole loss in one sentence: Cedran would spend people to win, while Chad would lose before he did.

“Now,” Olya said, and white fire opened beneath Cedran, Breck, Sennik, and herself.

Zafira cut the timing line half a beat too late.

Olya's gate took the Crowned Four but left Tomas behind as the harbor went dark.

SALT PORT REGIONAL CRISIS — RESOLUTION

Shared resident Health: 6,872,445 / 6,872,445
Residents surviving: 38,204 / 38,204
Structural failures contained: 17 / 17
Party-caused civilian damage: 0
Party-caused city-soldier damage: 0

Active soul liens: 19,102
Immediate lien consumption: prevented
Lien ownership accepted by Chad Baconizer: NO

ASCENSION KEY STATE
Enemy-held Keys: 3 / 4
Key Three holder: Cedran Holt

CITY RESCUE: COMPLETE
KEY CONTEST: LOST

They had saved Salt Port and lost the third Key to the people Salt Port called heroes. The legal gate network updated before the white fire faded.

AMARAT GATE AUTHORITY

Fugitive party detected: Chad Baconizer and three named accomplices
Legal transit status: DENIED
Capture coordination: ACTIVE

Every registered city gate, road gate, caravan gate, shrine gate, and imperial relay now marks the party HOSTILE.

The denial spread beyond Salt Port as gate lights appeared across a map of Amarat. Coast cities turned red first, then frontier caravan posts followed and shrine relays closed toward the imperial center.

Each legal route received Chad's face, the 2,400-gold bounty, and Sennik's edited record.

HOSTILE TRANSIT DISTRIBUTION

Registered gates updated: 4,811
Road checkpoints updated: 12,604
Shrine relays updated: 906
Caravan authorities notified: 2,113

Safe legal routes remaining: 0
Public correction requests permitted: 0

The map turned the whole country into one vast threat table.

Chad's System identity still said male, and Party Link still held three free declarations. Salt Port's sealed rescue check still showed zero civilian damage, yet none of those truths could open a legal gate now.

Zafira studied the red routes. “They have made flight look like confession.”

“Then we run while looking extremely guilty,” Chad said.

Elka checked the inland line Tomas had shown them, where no gate icon appeared.

Ione kept one hand on the harbor pump. “The liens remain stable for now. Cedran holds authority, not immediate consumption. That distinction will not last forever.”

Three Keys left the Crowned Four one component short of country-scale activation. One hidden route remained off the legal network, and Tomas looked toward the inland hills.

“Vey,” he said. “If you can reach it.”

Elka moved beside him. “You are certain?”

“No,” Tomas replied. “I am choosing anyway.”

The answer hurt and eased her at once, and Chad knew why. Certainty was not the price of choice, and Tomas did not owe them escape because they had helped break his bond.

He owed himself the next choice.


Chapter 24

Runaway Party

Saving Salt Port created one final evacuation because the city was alive, full Health, and hostile.

Each legal gate carried Chad's fugitive mark while bounty teams entered from four districts. The repaired foundations still needed six short-term braces before the inland route could bear public traffic, and three hundred eighty-two residents stayed in buildings too weak to bear an arrest fight.

Chad's party had to move them before leaving.

POST-CRISIS STABILIZATION

Secondary-risk residents: 382
Temporary foundation braces required: 6
Manual pressure valves: 20
Simultaneous hold interval: 90 seconds

Legal evacuation authority: DENIED
Fugitive response arrival: 14 minutes
Core party members available: 4

“Twenty manual valves,” Chad said with deep suspicion.

Elka looked at his six Force. “You have improved. Not that much.”

Tomas stood beside her with the broken route band removed from his wrist. “The people from the shield line will help.”

“We cannot put civilians inside Party Link,” Ione said.

“We don't,” Chad replied. “We ask for hands.”

Tomas carried the offer through the broken harbor as facts, not an order. He named the task, risk, and ninety-second hold while warning that city leaders would treat all help as aid to fugitives.

Twenty adults came, including seven soldiers who had lowered their spears. Six were dockworkers from the pump-hall witness group, and seven more carried mason tools, rope, or nothing but will.

Chad addressed all twenty volunteers without opening even a limited System Link.

“There are twenty valves and six braces. You can leave now or at any point. No explanation. Helping us does not join our party, reveal your status, or make you responsible for where we go after. We finish the ninety seconds, move the residents, and separate.”

One volunteer raised a hand. “Can you stop the bounty record from attaching to us?”

“No, and I will not lie about that.”

“Can you protect every one of us if soldiers arrive?”

“I can hold their threat, but I cannot promise nobody gets hurt.”

The honest answer cost him two volunteers, leaving eighteen behind.

“We still need twenty valves held,” Elka said.

“We have twenty-two hands,” Chad replied. “Ione and Zafira take one each. Elka routes. I hold the braces.”

The eighteen volunteers and four fugitives entered the inland pressure trench together.

The first hand-run sequence had no System help. Elka called numbers from the upper brace while Zafira sent the timing down the line, and Ione checked that no valve joined the resident ledger again. Chad stood beneath six short-term struts with ropes across his shoulders.

“Turn on three,” Zafira called, but three people turned early.

Pressure hit the wrong brace, so Chad used Take It on the fixed break line. The strut leaned toward him instead of the filled homes, so no Health fell and the ninety-second count reset.

“We try again,” Elka said, and nobody blamed the early hands or hid the mistake.

The second attempt reached thirty-eight seconds before a bounty bell rang above the trench. Four helpers looked toward the exit, and one released a valve as pressure shifted.

Zafira cut the pulse before it reached the brace while Ione isolated the empty line and Chad took the new load.

The volunteer stepped away. “I cannot be arrested.”

“Go before the squad arrives,” Chad said.

No penalty or coward label appeared, and no one asked for a reason. Seventeen helpers stayed.

They shifted positions until two people held paired wheels. Chad took a valve rope around one wrist while keeping all six braces across his shoulders.

The third attempt reached fifty-four seconds before a deep crack changed the danger route. Elka saw it from above but could not call the turn fast enough through five rows of shouting people.

The group still moved because the nearest helper saw Elka point and passed the route. Three others moved before the crack reached their valves, building free teamwork from consent and care with no Link or control.

The System recognized the pattern.

VOLUNTARY RAID COORDINATION MILESTONE

Non-party adults invited with disclosed risk: 20
Declined before task: 2
Withdrew during task: 1
Penalty for refusal or withdrawal: 0

Participants coordinated without private-status access.
Core party retained full transfer boundaries.
Emergency route held through voluntary relay.

Experience awarded: 4,020

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 24
Endurance: 22 → 23
Focus: 15 → 16
Health: 402 → 414

FEATURE UNLOCKED: RAID ANCHOR
Up to twenty consenting temporary allies may join a limited raid link for Health, danger direction, and emergency routing.
They receive no private status detail and may leave at once without penalty.
Full Bloodguard transfer remains limited to the core party.

Chad opened Raid Anchor without sending any invitations, and Ione read every permission first.

Short-term allies could see their own Health and a green, amber, or red route mark. They could receive an escape route and send a leave request, but they could not see anyone else's Health, bond flags, desire, pain, wounds, gear, skill timers, or thoughts.

They could not receive Shared Pulse, Guard Line stayed core-party only, and Blood Mark recovery could not flow into them. Raid Anchor carried teamwork without ownership or full cover.

RAID ANCHOR — PROPOSED SCOPE

Maximum temporary allies: 20
Current eligible volunteers: 17

Shared to temporary ally:
- own Health
- danger direction
- emergency route

Not shared:
- any other person's Health or private status
- core-party relationship channels
- pain or arousal response
- inventory, thoughts, memories, or identity secrets

Leave action: immediate
Penalty for leave: none

“Ask each person alone,” Chad said, and seventeen separate invitations appeared.

Fifteen agreed while one said no after reading the fields. The last asked whether joining would mark family members, and Ione proved it would not. The helper still said no.

Fifteen short-term allies entered the small raid display without giving Chad their names. He saw only numbered spots, each person's consent, and the danger routes needed for the task.

“Third attempt ended,” Chad said. “Fourth begins only if everyone wants it.”

Fifteen separate acceptance lights appeared in reply.

The core party accepted Chosen Hold for three seconds, but Raid Anchor did not force short-term allies into that perk. They saw the count and chose whether to act on it.

Three: Elka marked the shifted crack.

Two: Zafira set the valve rhythm.

One: Ione sealed the resident and municipal layers apart.

Zero.

Twenty valves turned together as the ninety-second interval began.

Danger routes moved through Raid Anchor without names or fear data: amber left, red below, and green toward the exit. Each cue was clear, while the Link left each move to their own judgment.

At forty seconds, one temporary ally selected LEAVE through his private Raid Anchor prompt.

The connection ended instantly, and his valve began closing.

The nearest volunteer saw the danger direction, crossed one pace, and held both wheels. No one chased the person who left, and no penalty changed the remaining anchors.

Fourteen temporary allies continued the timed hold.

At forty-seven seconds, the southern brace changed from amber to red without warning.

Raid Anchor sent a route, not a diagnosis. Three short-term allies saw danger below and left, while one saw danger right and crossed the trench. The core party saw only numbered spots and the failing route.

“The south brace is twisting below us right now,” Elka called from above.

Zafira reached the first rope while Ione held the resident separation seal. Chad could not leave the six supports without dropping all of them.

Temporary Ally Seven pointed at the valve line feeding the twist. Temporary Ally Twelve turned it one quarter left, and the red direction shifted to amber.

They had acted without waiting for Chad to command a solution. Raid Anchor showed the danger, and their own knowledge supplied the action.

RAID ANCHOR EVENT

Danger cue delivered: SOUTH / BELOW
Private cause detail delivered: NONE
Temporary allies responding: 4
Compelled movement: 0
Corrective action: VOLUNTARY

Brace failure prevented.

At fifty-nine seconds, one ally's Health dipped from strain. Only that ally saw the exact number, while Chad got an amber spot mark because the task required knowing someone might need an exit.

He received no current Health, maximum Health, condition, or reason.

“Position Nine, green route behind you,” Chad said, but the ally stayed.

“Your choice either way,” Chad added.

The ally passed the valve to the person beside him and took the green route. Raid Anchor ended his link when he crossed the task line, raising the leave count to two without a penalty.

Thirteen temporary allies continued by doubling up on two more wheels.

At sixty-eight seconds, the first bounty squad reached the trench entrance.

Tomas stood there with the seven soldiers who had chosen the rescue line. Instead of attacking the arriving force, he opened Ione's verified timestamp comparison and the final city rescue audit where anyone could copy them.

“These are the original signatures,” he said. “Read before you arrest anyone.”

The squad slowed without converting or admitting defeat. Evidence had delayed them because Tomas had chosen to remain and carry it.

At seventy-six seconds, the pressure trench tried to list the bounty squad as hostile raid members. Chad rejected the forced invite before any hostile link could open.

RAID ANCHOR EXPANSION OFFER

Nearby armed adults: 12
Consent requests sent: 0
Automatic hostile enrollment available: YES

Enroll without invitation?

“No hostile enrollment without an invitation or consent.”

Threat did not create consent, and foes did not become Chad's units because the System found that label useful.

The squad remained outside Raid Anchor with every private field sealed. At eighty-three seconds, a brace rope snapped, and Elka's replacement arrow could not reach through the trench angle.

Chosen Hold would include only the core party, so Chad issued it for two seconds. Zafira, Elka, and Ione accepted while temporary allies received no request and no automatic pause.

At zero, Elka fired while Zafira cut the pressure wake and Ione raised a clean corridor. Chad marked the arrow's fixed line and used Red Grip to pull the replacement rope around the brace.

Temporary Ally Four caught the loose end, and Temporary Allies Five and Six tied it without orders. The brace held as ninety seconds came one heartbeat at a time.

No glorious boss music played, and no crowd cheered for the fugitives below. Thirteen temporary allies, four core party members, and twenty valves kept the trench from failing for a city that might never know their names.

Ninety seconds ended, and all six braces locked.

POST-CRISIS STABILIZATION COMPLETE

Temporary allies at start: 15
Temporary allies at completion: 14
Withdrawals: 1
Penalties: 0

Foundation integrity: 68% → 74%
Secondary-risk residents moved: 382 / 382
Resident Health lost: 0
Private resident data exposed: 0

Raid Anchor connections closed after task: 14 / 14
Persistent authority retained: NONE

The small links vanished, leaving the helpers as people instead of party assets. They stayed free to decide what the finished task meant.

Tomas offered sealed copies of the true record pack. He warned that carrying one could lead to search, seizure, or arrest. He never claimed the helpers owed the party because Raid Anchor had helped them live.

Five took copies while four declined, and two asked to read without carrying. Tomas opened the files and closed them when they finished.

The remaining volunteers chose memory over evidence that soldiers could find on them.

Raid Anchor recorded none of those choices because its task had ended. No lasting membership, loyalty score, or contact route stayed.

One dockworker looked from Chad to his fugitive panel. “You saved the city and still lost.”

“We saved the people,” Chad replied. “Different scoreboard.”

The dockworker considered that answer, then left through the green route.

The bounty squad entered the trench after the last temporary connection closed, and the captain from the gate road stepped in front of them.

The captain did not declare Chad innocent; he demanded a structural inspection before armed pursuit crossed the new braces.

Procedure bought seven minutes because Tomas had become good at finding minutes inside hostile systems. Chad's Level 24 panel opened into the final party sheet.

CORE PARTY — END OF SALT PORT CAMPAIGN

Chad Baconizer — Level 24 Bloodguard
Force 6 | Finesse 22 | Endurance 23
Perception 14 | Focus 16 | Presence 19
Health 414 / 414
Identity: male | Pronouns: he / him

Zafira Nahal — Level 23 Knife Dancer
Elka Korrin — Level 23 Trail Archer
Ione Kess — Level 23 Ward Alchemist

Core membership: 4 voluntary members
Compulsion effects: 0
Raid Anchor temporary allies: 0

The Salt Port campaign summary followed it.

SALT PORT OUTCOME

Residents surviving: 38,204 / 38,204
Shared Health: 6,872,445 / 6,872,445
Foundation integrity: 74% and stable
Party-caused civilian damage: 0
Party-caused city-soldier damage: 0

Active unresolved liens: 19,102
Enemy Ascension Keys: 3 / 4
Party public status: FUGITIVE
Legal Amarat gates available: 0

They had won the raid and lost the story. Tomas brought them to the hidden route after dark.

The route began beneath an inland salt store, passed through a dry aqueduct, and left the legal net before reaching the hills. No listed gate stood along it, so Elka checked each track while Zafira read the old court marks.

Ione placed a final seal over Salt Port's resident/shell separation and left instructions Tomas could verify without claiming authority.

Tomas now carried thirteen truth copies: the first Record 44-8 check, Sennik's public splice, and Ione's time audit. He also held the zero-transfer dungeon clear and Raid Anchor's consent log.

He split them by risk. Three would go to frontier witnesses who knew Record 44-8. Two would stay with the soldiers who held the shield roofs. Five would move through dock and market hands.

The rest would stay hidden until Sennik altered the public record again.

“Do not release all of them at once,” Zafira said. “He will discredit one group and call the rest copies of the same lie.”

Tomas nodded. “Different days. Different questions. Make him answer each timestamp.”

He had his own plan for making the city confront the truth. “They will call you compromised,” Elka said.

“They already called me that in public.”

“They may still arrest you for this.”

“Then I testify from inside their cell.”

Elka pulled him into a hard embrace, and Tomas returned it. Neither promised safety they did not control.

When they separated, Elka placed one plain arrow in his hand.

“Not a route signal,” she said. “Break the shaft if you need the frontier witnesses to hide you. Leave it whole if you want them to carry evidence instead.”

Tomas examined the plain fletching. “And if I want neither?”

“Keep the arrow and make your own choice.”

He kept it.

“Vey route turns south after the third dry arch,” he said. “The next ritual node sits beneath the courts and prison archive. Sennik used its record authority to distribute the fugitive order.”

Ione opened the map his route revealed.

NEXT RITUAL-NODE MAP

Destination region: VEY
Node type: court and prison archive
Known function: identity record consolidation
Ascension relevance: fourth-Key search authority

Enemy Keys held: 3/4
Country-scale ritual state: INCOMPLETE
Estimated enemy objective: locate final Key and merge hostile records

Hidden route status: OPEN
Legal route status: HOSTILE

Vey waited beyond a city built to decide whose identity counted. Chad looked back at Salt Port.

The skyline stayed broken, though the people stayed alive. Sennik's lie still played over legal relays while Tomas stood below it with the true records in his hands.

Zafira took Chad's right hand while Elka took his left after releasing her brother. Ione stepped close enough to keep her shoulder against his as they entered the aqueduct.

Their closeness had changed since the road beyond Chain Market. Zafira no longer hid each feeling behind court poise, and Elka no longer weighed desire against whether her choice put Tomas at risk.

Ione had kissed Chad, chosen later, and trusted him to treat waiting as a real answer.

Chad had slept with two of them and wanted all three, yet command had taught him more than how to collect yeses. A real party kept each no safe.

Zafira lifted his wet black-and-blonde hair from beneath his pack strap. Elka adjusted the buckler that kept catching against the aqueduct wall. Ione checked the pressure wrap under his coat, then left her hand over his heart for one quiet beat.

“Keep the formation tight,” Chad said.

“You enjoy having three women pressed close in a dark tunnel,” Zafira replied.

“This is purely tactical spacing for a narrow route.”

“Naturally, my extremely tactical man.”

Elka leaned down and kissed his temple. “Keep telling yourself that, pretty man.”

The title no longer sounded like an insult in her voice.

“Are you still choosing this road?” Chad asked.

“Yes, and I am choosing you,” Zafira said.

“Obviously both,” Elka replied with a grin.

Ione looked up at his too-pretty face. “Ask again when the answer is not obvious.”

The four entered the dark together. Behind them, Salt Port remained alive enough to argue about who had saved it.

Each legal gate in Amarat hated Chad, and the Crowned Four held three Keys. Nineteen thousand one hundred and two stolen liens waited behind them while the fourth-Key search waited ahead.

He could take the world's hate if the women beside him still chose the road.
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