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Chapter 1

Welcome to Vey, Please Surrender

The iron gate dropped behind Chad before the hunters appeared ahead.

Its teeth struck the dry aqueduct with a clang that shook grit from the curved roof. A second gate fell two hundred feet in front of the party, and white bars lit inside both grates.

The hidden road to Vey had become a prison intake, and Chad said, “That seems unfriendly.”

Elka had her bow up already and said, “Boots behind us. More in front.”

Zafira studied the fresh white paint on the gate teeth and said, “Salt Port sold this route sometime in the last century; the empire kept it off the public maps.”

Ione touched one glowing bar with the tip of a glass rod, and letters crawled across it and tried to climb onto her skin.

She pulled back. “Name scan.”

Chad asked, “Can it see through a spear?”

“Most problems can,” Elka said. “Once.”

The forward grate opened six narrow slots, and crossbows fired through all six.

Chad stepped into the center lane, and his buckler caught the first bolt. The second hit his chain shirt below the ribs and shaved nineteen Health. He turned his shoulder, let the third scrape red cloth, and marked the guard captain beyond the bars.

Blood Mark returned a red pulse when Chad's spear struck through the lowest slot. The gate stayed shut, and the captain did not.

Take It dragged the man's focus onto Chad; five crossbows shifted with him.

“All on me,” Chad called. “Get behind me and work the shaft.”

The silence lasted half a beat before Zafira moved first and said, “He means the dry intake,” and Chad replied, “I know what I mean,” and Zafira replied, “That is the trouble.”

Elka laughed as she ran her fingertips over the left wall, and Ione crouched beside the glowing threshold, and Zafira watched the captain's hands instead of the bolts.

Chad held the lane.

The hunters behind reached the rear grate, and their boots struck stone in two clean rows; a relay voice called from the dark.

“Release the three victims; place weapons on the floor. The female fugitive will kneel with both hands clear.”

Chad blocked one more bolt, and he shouted, “One of those nouns is wrong,” and the relay voice said, “The warrant recognizes your sex,” and Chad replied, “Then your warrant is a dumbass.”

Zafira counted under her breath, and the forward captain raised two fingers. Six crossbows fired on the second count before she said, “They reset on five.”

Chad read the threat lines through Party Link; three bolts aimed at his chest. One aimed low—two tried to pass his sides toward Ione.

Intercept took him six paces left.

The two passing bolts hit his chain shirt and thigh, and Guard Line remained closed. He would not send damage back through the women to save himself from a shot he had chosen.

His Health fell to 358, and he struck the marked captain again, and Blood Mark returned twenty-nine.

Zafira said, “Five,” and the crossbows lowered for their reset.

Elka drove an arrowhead between two blocks on the left wall; gray dust spilled from the seam.

“Air behind this.”

Chad asked, “Big enough?” and Elka answered, “For you.”

Elka glanced over his small frame.

“Probably.”

“I have broad combat shoulders.”

“Your shoulders are the narrowest part.”

Zafira said, “The ass may become a pathing issue,” and Chad said, “Focus on the raid.”

The forward captain reached count two, and Chad opened Chosen Hold for one second, and all three women accepted.

At zero, Zafira threw a knife through the slot, and it cut the captain's count hand without taking Health. Elka fired into the wall seam, and Ione snapped a salt line across the floor.

Chad used Red Grip on Elka's fixed arrow—the skill pulled him sideways as the crossbows fired.

Five bolts struck the space he had occupied, and the sixth hit his buckler edge and spun into Ione's salt line. Violet light caught it one inch from her calf.

Elka's arrow tore the face from the weak block, and stale air breathed through a square hole.

The gap was three feet high and packed with an old wooden screen. Elka kicked through it, and a dry shaft sloped upward beyond.

She said, “Route,” and the rear hunters started cutting the rear grate.

The forward captain changed his count.

Zafira watched his wrist and said, “Three now. He knows I know five.”

“Rude.”

Chad took one more bolt on his shield and said, “Ione?”

She had spread a thin ring of violet powder across the name-scan threshold, and the gate letters reached for it. Each letter touched the ring and copied itself backward.

Names appeared in the air—not theirs—prison codes filled the bars in tight white rows.

VEY INTAKE GATE 14

Current intake subjects: 4
Names acquired: 0
Hostile identity records offered: 4
Identity match confidence: 98.2%

PRIVATE PERSONHOOD CONFIRMATION
Chad Baconizer — identity: male — pronouns: he / him
Zafira Nahal — voluntary core party member
Elka Korrin — voluntary core party member
Ione Kess — voluntary core party member

Compulsion effects detected: 0
Ownership effects detected: 0
Consent to imperial intake: 0 / 4.

Ione said, “The scan has foe records before it has our names.”

Zafira replied, “Sennik loaded the answer first,” and the relay voice returned from behind them.

“The victims cannot consent while controlled.”

Elka climbed into the shaft and said, “Convenient rule.”

“Their yes proves control,” Ione said. “Their no will be filed as fear.”

Chad hated systems with an unwinnable prompt—the Balcony had built his whole wager from one.

Accept the shell, lose himself—reject it, entertain the watchers until they found a worse route, and Vey had copied the design.

“Don't argue with the intake,” he said. “Break its encounter.”

Elka crawled ten feet into the shaft and stopped and said, “Vertical grate. Locked from the yard side.”

Zafira checked the forward captain's next count and said, “Three again,” and Chad asked, “Can you copy him?” and Zafira answered, “I can insult him with accuracy.”

“Handy later. I need the opening cadence.”

She watched the captain issue two more volleys, and his left hand counted shots. His right thumb tapped the gate key at the end of each reset.

Two, three, tap.

Two, three, tap.

“The prison yard grate shares his key cycle,” Zafira said. “The thumb tap opens the next barrier after an intake group passes this one.”

“Can you send it?”

“Through a gate that knows I am a victim with no right to issue commands?”

“Make it think the captain sent it.”

Her amber eyes narrowed, as that look meant Chad had offered either a good exploit or a very bad evening. She said, “I need his hand against the command bar,” and Chad looked through the forward slots.

The captain stood eight feet beyond the grate, and two guards held hooked poles beside him. Six crossbows spread across a raised step, and white control lines ran from the captain's wrist to the gate key.

Red Grip could pull Chad toward a marked fixed line. The captain was neither fixed nor close enough through the bars.

His command line was fixed to the gate, and Chad marked the line.

Drain Ward recognized it as a working construct, and a red pulse moved through the white control path, and the intake noticed.

HOSTILE INTERACTION

Marked construct: Intake Gate 14 command line
Gate Health: 2,400 / 2,400
Linked operator: intake captain

Damage to command line may transfer to operator controls.
Damage to operator may transfer to detained subjects: 0
Safe construct engagement: CONFIRMED.

Chad said, “Safe enough,” and Elka called from inside the shaft, “Those words have buried many men,” and Chad said, “Most were undergeared.”

The rear grate groaned, and a saw tooth broke through one bar.

Twenty hunters waited beyond it, and their armor carried Salt Port's fugitive seal and Vey's white intake cord. The forward captain raised two fingers before Zafira shook her head and said, “Fake count.”

Chad waited, and the captain snapped his right hand down without reaching three, and crossbows fired.

Chad dropped instead of turning; bolts crossed above his head. He hit the command line with the butt of his spear.

Drain Ward dealt nine damage, as Blood Mark returned one Health.

More important, the red hit traveled into the captain's key cord; his right wrist jerked against the command bar.

Zafira struck the same line with her knife hilt on the exact return pulse. The intake read the captain's wrist, his key, and her stolen cadence as one command.

The yard grate inside Elka's shaft opened, and Elka called, “Go.”

Ione entered first with the sealed name-scan powder wrapped in violet glass. Zafira followed, and Chad remained between both hunter groups.

Elka said, “Your turn,” and the rear grate lost a second bar.

The forward captain unlocked his own gate, and Chad said, “I like to finish after everyone else gets through.”

Both Zafira and Elka made the same tired sound.

“Still combat.”

Zafira said, “Move your narrow shoulders,” and Chad backed toward the shaft while the front grate rose.

The captain rushed beneath it with a hooked pole, and Chad used Take It. The man committed to the thrust and forgot the women.

Chad caught the hook on his buckler.

The captain twisted. Metal trapped metal.

Good—Chad marked the fixed shaft arrow, kicked off the wall, and used Red Grip.

The skill pulled him backward, and his buckler dragged the captain's hook between two gate teeth; Elka fired from the shaft.

Her arrow struck the gate release, and the grate fell.

It stopped on the hooked pole instead of the captain's neck. The bent weapon jammed the gap at eight inches.

The captain landed on his side outside; Chad landed on his butt inside.

His hair fell over his face in a gold curtain crossed by black streaks, and the relay voice behind him sharpened.

“Female fugitive entering restricted intake yard.”

Chad shoved his hair back and said, “Male fugitive. Keep up.”

He crawled into the shaft.

His buckler scraped both walls, and his chain shirt caught one nail. Elka had been wrong about his shoulders and right about the rest.

Zafira asked, “Need someone to push from behind?” and Chad answered, “There are armed men back there.”

“So the answer is yes.”

The front hunters lifted the jammed grate, and the rear group broke through its last bar, and Chad crawled faster.

The shaft rose into a dry service trench beneath the prison yard. Elka pulled him through the upper grate by his red coat. Ione resealed the gap with a brittle ward that would break loudly rather than hold long.

Zafira copied the captain's two-three-thumb cadence onto the yard lock, and it closed.

Boots filled the shaft below, and the party had gained perhaps ninety seconds, and Chad stood and checked the yard.

Four empty prison wagons waited beneath a gray dawn, and white walls boxed the yard on three sides. The fourth side opened into a city of steep tile roofs, bridge streets, and black towers wrapped in pale record light.

Each tower carried Chad's face.

The image showed his soft cheeks, long lashes, and wet mouth in loving detail, and Sennik had chosen the most feminine view possible. Three smaller portraits floated beside it: Zafira with lowered eyes, Elka bound at the wrists, and Ione asleep.

None of those images had happened; a public message scrolled beneath them.

VEY PROTECTIVE NOTICE

Primary threat: unidentified female seductress using the alias Chad Baconizer
Known methods: soul theft, beauty charm, sexual control, false male identity

Victims requiring rescue:
- Zafira Nahal
- Elka Korrin
- Ione Kess

Do not accept statements of consent from the victims.
Do not permit the primary threat to speak at close range.
Capture alive for corrective processing.

Elka read the third line twice and said, “False male self?” and Chad said, “He at last found a lie that pisses me off more than soul thief.”

Zafira looked at her own portrait and said, “He made me look meek,” and Ione said, “Now it is personal.”

The brittle ward cracked below them.

Elka pointed toward the empty wagons and said, “The north wagon has dry mud under the rear axle. It left the yard last night and returned by an unregistered road.”

Zafira watched white-clad guards cross the upper bridge and said, “Their shift changes after the third bell; we have one bell.”

Ione raised the glass holding the rejected name scan. The letters inside pulled toward a tower eight miles east.

“The foe records share a source.”

Chad opened the campaign panel.

VEY INFILTRATION — ACTIVE

Chad Baconizer — Level 24 Bloodguard
Health: 387 / 414
Force 6 | Finesse 22 | Endurance 23
Perception 14 | Focus 16 | Presence 19
Identity: male | Pronouns: he / him

Zafira Nahal — Level 23 Knife Dancer
Elka Korrin — Level 23 Trail Archer
Ione Kess — Level 23 Ward Alchemist

Public status: FUGITIVE / CORRUPTED SEDUCTRESS PARTY
Enemy Ascension Keys: 3 / 4
Known ritual target: Court Archive Node
Distance: 8.1 miles
Converted hostile records: 6,114 and rising

Legal routes available: 0
Unregistered route found by Elka Korrin: 1
Time until yard lockdown: 6 minutes.

Four wanted fugitives, and one wagon—a city built to reject any answer the women gave.

Elka circled the north wagon once without touching it, and one wheel had a fresh iron rim. The other three carried the soft edge of long prison use, and mud packed the brake teeth but not the axle cap.

“The driver leaves it unlocked because the yard record counts the wagon as staff,” she said. “The mare returns on command; no person needs to pass the gate twice.”

Zafira opened the narrow driver box, and a white sash, a rain cape, and six intake seals hung inside. She held one seal near the stolen captain cadence.

The seal answered with two taps, three taps, and one thumb pulse.

“Same chain,” she said. “The gate trusts the object more than the hand.”

Chad replied, “NPC security,” before Ione looked inside the wagon, and white lines ran along the floor, up both benches, and around twelve wrist rings fixed to the wall.

She said, “Not empty,” before thirty pale impressions sat where inmates had ridden. No bodies remained, but scraps of Health, fear, and sentence time clung to the rings.

Chad's smile faded.

“Can the Archive track them?”

“It already did.” Ione touched one ring with her glass rod. “These are residue copies; the people were moved. Their pain stayed with the wagon so the intake can prove transport occurred.”

“Can we clear it?”

“Without erasing proof that people passed through?”

“Keep the proof. Drop the pain.”

Ione mixed clean salt with the residue from the rejected name scan. She laid one line along the floor and one more across the wrist rings. Violet light separated each personal trace from the suffering attached to it.

Twelve faint self marks remained, and the pain fields dissolved.

PRISON WAGON RESIDUE

Prior occupants recorded: 12
Identity traces preserved: 12
Pain and fear telemetry retained by intake: 0
Ownership fields retained: 0

Archive notice:
Incomplete transport evidence may trigger review.

Chad said, “Review is what we want.”

“At the Archive,” Zafira replied. “Not in this yard.”

The brittle ward below shattered, and hunters filled the service trench. A hooked pole struck the upper grate and bent one bar inward.

Elka moved to the mare and said, “Thirty seconds.”

The north bridge guards changed formation at the same time; four crossed toward the wagon. Two watched the yard, and one looked directly at the cracked service grate.

Zafira put on the white sash and rain cape. Neither fit her black Knife Dancer leathers, but the guards noticed rank colors before clothing cuts.

She slapped an intake seal against the wagon.

“Failed residue review,” she called. “Return transport.”

The nearest guard looked at Chad's long hair below his hood.

“That inmate is outside the cage.”

“That is why the review failed.”

Zafira said it as if the guard had asked why rain was wet, and he checked his own panel.

The empty wagon carried twelve incomplete records, and Chad carried one fugitive match at ninety-eight percent. The system tried to decide which fault belonged to the guard.

Elka climbed onto the front step and hid her bow under the driver's rain flap, and Ione entered the cage with the residue glass. Chad waited beside Zafira while the service grate bent farther.

The guard pointed at Chad. “Face scan.”

Ione tapped the floor from inside.

The preserved self traces rose around Chad in a pale cloud, and twelve prior occupants overlapped his shell. The face scan found thirteen matches and no clean name.

YARD FACE REVIEW

Current bodies detected: 4
Transport identity traces detected: 12
Clear hostile match: unavailable
Manual inspection required: yes

Assigned inspection rank: Fifth Bar court review
Local guard authority: insufficient.

Zafira held out the intake seal and said, “You may assume responsibility for a manual inspection without rank.”

The man looked at the hunters breaking through the service trench.

They wore legal pursuit cords, and if they found fugitives inside his yard, he would be blamed for missing them. If he opened a Fifth Bar review himself, he would be blamed for exceeding rank.

He chose the wagon, and he said, “Return it.”

Zafira entered without thanking him, and Chad climbed in last as the service grate broke. The hunters rushed into the yard, and one saw his hood fall back.

“There!”

The guard slammed the wagon door and struck the return seal.

The mare started forward, and white bars rose behind the rear wheels, and crossbow bolts hit the wagon wall instead of Chad's back.

Their empty-cage strat had become a full transport record before the hunters crossed ten feet; Chad smiled.

“Empty cage strat.”

Ione looked at the wagon and said, “You wish to enter it,” and Chad replied, “No one searches a prison wagon for criminals; they assume the cage did the work.”

Zafira said, “That is not true,” and Chad said, “It is true in games.”

Elka opened the rear door and said, “Then get inside before reality patches it.”

They crossed the yard, and the nearest tower sent a private white beam over Chad's body. It measured his face, shell, fugitive record, and System self.

The light paused over his chest, and then it reached deeper. A gold panel opened where only the party could see it.

IMPERIAL SUCCESSION ROUTE DETECTED

Candidate: Chad Baconizer
System identity: male
Avatar shell: adult female
Memory resistance: active

Route designation: IMPERIAL CONSORT CANDIDATE
Promised spouse: Crown Prince Halric Ovest
Required correction before marriage: pending

Candidate has entered Vey jurisdiction.
Succession claim may now begin.

The wagon door shut behind Chad; somewhere in the city, a wedding bell rang once.


Chapter 2

My Harem Has Independent Aim

The prison wagon rolled into Vey with four fugitives locked inside and no one driving it.

Elka had tied the reins through a gap under the front wall. She lay on her stomach between two benches and steered by pulling left or right. The old mare knew the route better than they did and resented each correction.

Chad sat beside the rear door with his buckler over the only window, and Zafira asked, “How is the empty cage strat?” and Chad answered, “Working.”

The wagon struck a hole hard enough to lift him from the bench, and Ione said, “Gracefully.”

The gold consort panel stayed open above Chad's knees, and closing it only reduced it to a ring around his left wrist. The ring tried to measure him for something each time the wedding bell sounded.

He had muted the preview after it showed white silk, and the wagon passed beneath the yard gate.

Two guards looked through the slats, and they saw prison marks, empty benches. A transport seal Zafira had copied from the intake captain's cadence. They did not see the four people pressed below the window line.

One guard slapped the wagon wall.

“Court return?”

Zafira tapped twice from inside, paused, then tapped three times, and the guard opened the street gate as the wagon entered Vey, and Chad lifted the buckler one inch.

Black stone buildings crowded both sides of the road, and white record lines crossed their doors and windows. Each person who passed a line left a brief name, debt count, and status in the air.

Most vanished at once; some clung like spiderwebs.

A woman carrying bread crossed a shop threshold, and a gold thread pulled from the white letters over her head and ran east toward the Court Archive.

The woman stumbled, and her Health did not change.

One year vanished from a counter beside her name.

Ione saw it through the slat and said, “Sentence time,” and Elka asked, “For bread?” and Ione answered, “For a debt already attached to her; the threshold collected part.”

Zafira lowered her voice and said, “Vey courts do not need each debtor inside a cell; the city itself can hold the chain.”

Chad said, “Then we break the chain,” and Ione replied, “There are six thousand,” and Chad said, “Break the big part.”

The wagon turned onto a bridge street, and Elka stopped pulling the reins.

“Mare chose east.”

Chad asked, “Court route?” and Elka answered, “Prison route.”

The boards beneath them carried old iron scuffs, and three loaded wagons had crossed since the night's rain, and two had gone east. One had returned light.

Elka touched the mud caught on the axle and said, “Our dry mud comes from that one,” before the mare followed the same ruts.

Ahead, two white towers held a bridge above a deep canal, and a second prison convoy had stopped in the center. Guards stood around three cages packed with adults.

The public relay over the bridge changed images, as Chad's face vanished; Zafira appeared instead.

The relay showed her kneeling in a palace room with her hands bound. The image was real, and the voice was not.

*She calls herself willing because the seductress rewrote her desire. *

The image changed to Elka kissing Chad's temple in Salt Port.

*Physical fixation has replaced judgment. *

Then Ione appeared with her hand over Chad's heart in the aqueduct.

*The corruption deepens through touch. *

The message ended on all three women standing around Chad beneath the falling gate road.

*Do not let a display of unity fool you, and it proves the strength of the control effect. *

Chad waited for Elka's joke, and none came, and the women watched their choices become proof against their ability to choose.

Zafira moved first, and she sat beside Chad, took his right arm, and placed it around her waist.

Elka raised her head from the reins and said, “We are hiding,” and Chad said, “For the next thirty seconds.”

Ione sat on Chad's left and leaned into his shoulder, and he asked, “What are you doing?” and Ione answered, “Deepening the corruption.”

Elka crawled back from the front wall and stretched across the floor with her head in Chad's lap.

His chain shirt dug into three soft places.

His public reputation did not change, and Party Link did.

CORE PARTY VOLUNTARY FORMATION

Chad Baconizer — central guard
Zafira Nahal — right contact, self-selected
Elka Korrin — center-low contact, self-selected
Ione Kess — left contact, self-selected

Compelled movement: 0
Charm effects: 0
Ownership effects: 0
Requests to leave formation: 0

Public interpretation: unavailable
Private party certainty: unanimous.

The panel did not defeat Sennik's lie, as it did not need to.

The women were not touching Chad for a court, relay, or audience. They were touching him because the lie had tried to make that choice dirty.

Zafira rested her cheek against his shoulder and said, “My man,” and Elka looked up from his thighs and said, “Our pretty tank.”

Ione studied his consort ring and said, “Unassigned husband,” and Chad replied, “That last one feels foe.”

“I dislike the assignment,” Ione said. “Not the category.”

Heat climbed Chad's face, as Being wanted remained harder to tank than bolts. The stopped convoy moved, and the lead wagon reached the far half of the bridge.

A court bell rang—each white record line on the bridge flashed gold. The iron scuffs beneath Chad's wagon opened like cuts.

Elka rolled away from his lap and seized the reins and said, “Bridge is moving.”

The center span dropped six inches, as the loaded cages ahead slid sideways.

Guards shouted, and the mare reared—their empty wagon turned across both lanes and blocked the rear convoy.

Chad kicked open the door, and the nearest guard saw his face, and recognition reached the man's mouth before sound did.

“Seductress!”

“Man,” Chad said. “Also busy.”

The bridge split.

The front-left chain on the nearest prison wagon snapped; its cage tilted toward the canal. Twelve adults struck the bars, and their Health bars appeared as one gold group tied to the bridge record.

VEY PRISON TRANSPORT FAILURE

Prisoners at immediate fall risk: 38
Guards at immediate fall risk: 11
Bridge integrity: 41%
Record-linked load transfer: ACTIVE

Official rescue priority:
1. court records
2. transport seals
3. guards
4. prisoners

Party objective selected: EVERYONE.

Chad said, “That list is trash,” and he marked the tilting wagon.

Drain Ward took its frame as a moving construct, and Red Grip pulled him across ten feet of breaking boards. He hit the cage roof on one knee.

The whole wagon leaned farther, and six Force did nothing handy against five tons of iron and bodies.

Elka shot an anchor arrow into the far tower. Her second arrow struck the wagon axle, and a rope snapped tight between them.

She called, “Rope holds twelve seconds,” and Zafira stepped onto the wrecked side rail and addressed the guards.

“Cut the rear transport loose; move its team to the tower stair. Leave the seals.”

The ranking guard pointed at Chad. “Arrest her.”

“After the bridge decides whether you live.”

The bridge dropped one more inch, and the guards cut the rear team loose.

Zafira had not persuaded their trust, and she had found the rank voice they obeyed under pressure and used it for a better order.

Ione knelt by the first white line—gold threads connected the inmates to the bridge weight.

“It is adding sentence years as physical load.”

Chad asked, “Can you cut it?” and Ione answered, “Not without dropping the record into them.”

“Can you lie to it?”

Zafira answered and said, “A court load returns to archive guard during transfer,” before Ione knew first.

She wrote `RETURN PENDING` across the bridge line in violet salt.

The sentence weight released from the wagon, as the cage rose three inches.

Elka's rope stopped screaming, and she said, “Twelve seconds became twenty.”

Chad replied, “Plenty,” and the floor boards under his left boot broke.

“For someone.”

The inmates could not leave through the locked wagon door. The guard with the key had fallen behind the broken center rail. His arm bent wrong—his Health showed amber.

Chad opened Raid Anchor invitations to the people in the cage.

He offered only their own Health, danger direction, and an escape route, and the prison record tried to block the prompts.

Ione's `RETURN PENDING` label gave them one gap.

Ten accepted.

Two declined.

Good. The prompts were real.

Chad said, “Green route is the roof hatch.”

One inmate pointed up, and one more braced beneath the hatch. A third lifted the smallest adult through first, and no one waited for Chad to give each move.

Elka climbed the far tower rope and fired down at the lock. Her arrow hit the keyhole; the door sprang open.

Chad called, “Green route changed,” and the Raid Anchor arrows turned.

Inmates moved through the door and across the active boards. The two who had declined followed by sight, and they received no penalty and no private prompt.

The second prison wagon slid.

Zafira cut its team free. Ione marked it `RETURN PENDING`. Elka moved her anchor rope. Chad crossed on Red Grip and caught the cage roof before it tipped.

Twenty-six people remained, as the ranking guard at last reached his own panel.

“The records,” he said. “We need the seal boxes.”

Three black boxes sat under the lead wagon, and the bridge had given them priority over people.

Chad said, “Take them,” and the guard ran toward the boxes.

The nearest cage slipped one more foot.

Chad opened Guard Line to Zafira when a broken chain crossed her route, and she accepted. Thirty percent of the strike hit him, and pain Dividend filled Resolve.

He used Take It on the falling cage, as the construct's collapse turned toward him.

“Each person off my side,” he called. “I can hold it if no one rides me.”

One inmate laughed while climbing over the far rail, and Chad asked, “Wrong time?”

Ione said, “Very,” and Chad replied, “Still got the motion.”

Elka's second rope caught the cage, and Zafira cleared the last six adults. Ione kept their sentence weight inside the fake archive return.

The ranking guard reached the seal boxes, as the bridge broke beneath him.

He dropped all three boxes and caught the edge with one hand. Chad looked at the man, then at the last prison wagon.

Elka already had the cage, as Zafira already had the inmates moving, as Ione already held the record weight. No one needed Chad to take all four jobs.

He used Intercept toward the guard.

The skill crossed six paces, and Red Grip on the tower anchor carried the rest. Chad caught the man's wrist while his feet swung over the canal.

Force six almost lost him, and the guard looked up at Chad's pretty face.

“Why?”

“Because your build sucks, not your personhood.”

The man did not understand, and he grabbed Chad's forearm anyway.

Elka's rope tightened around Chad's waist, and Zafira and two freed inmates hauled from the safe span. Ione released one hand from the record seal long enough to add a lift ward beneath the guard.

They pulled him up, and the bridge center fell into the canal.

All three wagons remained caught on Elka's ropes, and each inmate reached the far tower, and eleven guards survived. The seal boxes vanished into black water.

The ranking guard lay on the stone beside Chad.

His arrest panel remained open, and he closed it, as then a higher white panel forced it open again.

BRIDGE INCIDENT — COMPLETE

Prisoners surviving: 38 / 38
Guards surviving: 11 / 11
Court seal boxes recovered: 0 / 3
Unregistered rescue actors: 4

Experience awarded: 3,880

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 25
Endurance: 23 → 24
Perception: 14 → 15
Health: 414 → 426

CORE PARTY STATUS
Voluntary members: 4
Compulsion effects: 0
Public rescue credit: CROWNED FOUR EMERGENCY DOCTRINE
Fugitive status: unchanged.

One seal box struck a bridge support beneath the water; its lid opened.

White strips spilled into the canal and floated instead of sinking. Each strip held a face, a sentence count, and a thin gold thread. The current carried them east toward the Court Archive.

Ione dropped to the broken edge and threw a ring of violet salt, as the ring caught one strip before the current took it.

The face on the record belonged to an inmate standing ten feet away.

The strip called him `THREE YEARS AVAILABLE`.

Not sentenced for three years. Available.

Chad said, “Those boxes were not protecting records,” and Ione held the strip by its blank corner and said, “They were transporting claim rights.”

The ranking guard looked at the freed man, then at the writing.

“Court sentences belong to the empire.”

Ione replied, “Years belong to the person living them,” and the ranking guard said, “The court ordered labor,” and Ione said, “This does not say labor; it says available.”

The guard's paddle opened a private definition, and he read it without sharing, and his face changed anyway.

Zafira stepped beside him and said, “What does your field say happens when the sentence ends?” and the ranking guard answered, “The record clears.”

“And if the years were spent somewhere else?”

He did not answer, and the freed inmate reached for his record strip, then stopped before touching the gold thread.

“Will it put me back?”

Ione turned the strip over. A white intake seal covered the back. “It can attach if you accept it as your complete self.”

“It has my face.”

“That proves the record concerns you; it does not prove the record is you.”

Ione placed the strip on bare stone.

“You may leave it, carry it, destroy it, or let me separate the claim; the choice will change what proof survives.”

The man stared at his own face.

“Separate it.”

Ione drew one violet line around the portrait and one more around `THREE YEARS AVAILABLE`. She cut between them with the edge of her glass rod.

The gold thread stayed with the claim.

The face stayed on the person record, and the freed man took the half with his face, and he left the gold half on the bridge.

The System logged his choice.

RECORD SEPARATION — WITNESSED

Person record: retained by subject
Sentence claim: rejected by subject
Identity transferred: no
Sentence years transferred: no

Court Archive acceptance: pending
Witnesses present: 53
Public distribution route: none.

The other inmates watched, and thirty-seven matching strips had entered the canal. Their claims traveled toward the Archive without the people attached to them.

Elka followed the white scraps with her eyes and said, “Current bends north after the second tower,” and Zafira said, “Same direction as the dry wagon mud.”

Two separate routes now pointed toward the lower court blocks.

Chad opened the bridge event log. It showed each Health bar, each rescue motion, each declined Raid Anchor request. The exact moment the seal boxes fell because the bridge failed.

No attack from Chad had touched them, and he offered the audit to the ranking guard.

“Send that before Sennik sends his edit.”

The guard pressed his paddle against the panel. The bridge used his rank, copied the audit, and opened a public route while white light reached the first tower.

Then a higher seal closed over it.

INCIDENT AUDIT SUBMISSION

Integrity: verified
Witness count: 53
Submitting officer rank: sufficient
Contradiction with standing protective notice: likely

Public release: stayed by Court Archive
Reason: active seductress emergency.

Chad said, “They blocked their own guard.”

The man still held his paddle against the record. “The audit exists.”

“Private truth,” Zafira replied. “Sennik owns the public route.”

The freed man tucked his person record inside his shirt. “I saw who held the cage.”

One more inmate agreed. Then a third.

Their spoken witness carried no white light and no rank. It could still move from mouth to mouth if the Archive failed to erase them first.

Elka said, “They gave our rescue to Cedran.”

“He was not here,” one freed inmate replied.

The public relay answered before Chad could, and Sennik's voice filled the bridge towers.

*The Crowned Four's standing emergency wards preserved each life during an attack by the corrupted seductress—three sacred record boxes were destroyed. *

The ranking guard had watched Chad save him, and his public panel told him Cedran had done it.

The guard looked from the relay to Chad, and he said, “Go.”

Zafira helped the freed adults enter the tower stair and said, “Where does this route leave the record grid?”

He pointed below the far tower. “Freight drain; it reaches the lower court blocks.”

“Why tell us?”

“Because I know who caught me.”

One witness. No distribution route.

It was still more than they had owned yesterday.

The party reached the freight drain before the next patrol arrived. The freed inmates split among three streets by their own choices. Raid Anchor closed each remaining link.

Chad stood beneath the tower while Ione checked his new Health, and Zafira kept her hand around his right arm. Elka leaned against his left side and watched the rooftops.

None hid their closeness; the court bell rang again.

White names appeared over each person in the street, as Gold threads pulled from those marked debtor, inmate, fugitive, dissident, or victim.

The threads crossed above the roofs and ran toward the Court Archive.

Ione's face went still, and the freed adults had gained threads too.

COURT ARCHIVE COLLECTION PULSE

Hostile identity records processed: 6,114 → 6,152
New soul liens formed: 38
Source event: unauthorized survival during court transport failure

Consent requested: 0
Health collected now: 0
Future ritual claim established: YES.

Saving the inmates had given the Archive thirty-eight new handles, as the gold threads tightened.


Chapter 3

The Warrant Has a Health Bar

The gold threads did not pull on bodies, and they pulled on choices.

The first freed inmate reached the freight-drain stair and stopped. His hand rose toward a white arrest bell fixed beside the door. Fear crossed his face when he saw his own fingers move.

Ione struck the thread with her glass rod, as Violet light broke its grip for one second.

The man yanked his hand back, and Chad said, “Run.”

He did.

Thirty-seven other gold lines led away through the lower court blocks, and some tugged toward bells, and others bent toward guard posts, confession kiosks, or public relays.

The people attached to them could still resist; pushback cost Health.

One green bar dropped by three, and one more lost five, and a woman stumbled as her line tried to turn her east.

COURT ARCHIVE SOUL LIEN

Attached subject: independent adult
Immediate control strength: 4%
Resistance cost: 1 Health per disputed step
Destination pressure: nearest confession point

Lien source: hostile identity record
Record Health: 40 / 40
Subject consent: absent.

Chad said, “The warrant has a Health bar,” and Ione nodded and said, “The person is not the target. The record is,” before Chad marked the nearest gold line.

Blood Mark rejected it, and no body—no construct shell—Drain Ward took the white letters at its root where they crossed a court door.

He stabbed the record, as the spearpoint dealt six damage to the warrant. The attached inmate lost one Health, and Chad stopped.

“Transfer is small,” Ione said. “It will rise if the record believes the person agreed.”

“Then we need it to believe the opposite.”

Zafira watched three court runners enter the street, and white sashes crossed their gray coats. Each carried a flat brass paddle marked with rank bars.

“Vey records do not believe,” she said. “They obey the highest accepted voice.”

Elka crouched beside a gold thread where it vanished between street stones and said, “Then we find the throat.”

The court runners saw Chad, and all three raised their paddles.

“Control victims, step away,” the lead runner called. “Primary threat, lower your weapon.”

Zafira stepped in front of Chad.

“Senior intake transfer,” she said in the same clipped rhythm as the prison captain. “Bridge loss under Archive review; your interference breaks guard.”

The runners slowed.

Her clothes were wrong, and her face was on each relay. Her voice still carried a rank shape their training recognized before their eyes caught up.

The lead runner checked his paddle before Zafira gave him no time to resolve the conflict and said, “Open a return hearing.”

White bars rose from the street around all seven of them, and Chad looked at her.

“You put us in court.”

“I put the court in combat range.”

The street vanished behind pale walls.

Three raised seats formed over the runners, and Zafira gained a narrow standing mark. Elka and Ione appeared behind a white victim rail, and Chad stood alone inside a gold circle.

The circle labeled him `SEDUCTRESS ENTITY`.

He kicked the label, and it lost one Health. He said, “Promising,” and the hearing displayed its encounter rules.

VEY SUMMARY HEARING — ACTIVE INSTANCE

Presiding rank: Court Runner Third Bar
Challenging rank: disputed intake voice
Threat subject: unidentified female seductress
Protected victims: 3

Victory condition:
- establish controlling record
- reduce opposing warrant to 0 Health

Current controlling record:
SENNIK DORR PROTECTIVE NOTICE
Health: 600 / 600

Damage sources accepted:
- higher rank
- verified contradiction
- subject agreement
- physical breach of archive path.

“Four damage types,” Chad said. “We have builds for all of them.”

The lead runner struck his paddle against the seat.

“Zafira Nahal, confirm that you remain with the accused.”

“I remain with Chad Baconizer.”

The warrant healed twenty.

“Her agreement counts as subject agreement,” Ione said. “But the controlling record defines agreement as proof of control.”

Elka replied, “Rigged phase.”

Chad said, “New objective,” and he scanned the white walls.

One thin record line ran from the warrant panel through the floor, and Elka's green eyes followed it too. She set an arrow against the ground but did not fire.

“Line goes north,” she said. “Real stone under the instance. Archive path.”

Physical breach—Ione read the warrant text instead of its claim.

“It identifies Chad as an unidentified woman using an alias; his System self contradicts three fields.”

“Can the hearing see my sheet?”

“It sees the foe copy.”

“Show it the first.”

Ione opened Party Link's self field and sealed every other private status, and the hearing tried to expand the request.

She denied Health, inventory, bond detail, arousal, pain, memory, and thoughts, and only four lines entered the court wall.

SYSTEM IDENTITY SOURCE

Name: Chad Baconizer
Identity: male
Pronouns: he / him
Avatar shell: adult female.

The warrant flashed, as Health fell from 600 to 540.

The lead runner stared at his paddle. “The accused has forged a System field.”

Ione said, “Your hearing authenticated it,” and the lead runner said, “The victim scholar speaks under control,” and Ione replied, “Then attack my source, not my status.”

The man raised his paddle, and a white chain formed around Ione's throat; Chad used Intercept.

The chain moved to him, and it tightened against his chain shirt without dealing Health damage, and a control bar appeared beneath it.

PROTECTIVE SILENCE

Original target: Ione Kess
Current target: Chad Baconizer
Speech locked: 5 seconds
Hostile ownership category: protective court authority.

Take It could pull foe focus, and it could not move a control effect already applied. Chad had no Counterclaim yet, and he did have a spear.

He struck the white chain, and Drain Ward returned a sliver of Health. The control bar lost twelve, and Zafira stepped onto the challenging mark.

“The presiding runner silenced the alleged victim before testing her verified source.”

The runner had followed court habit, and the instance did not care about habit, and its accepted damage list included verified contradiction.

The warrant lost forty Health, and Chad's chain broke.

“Nice,” he said. “Keep pounding his weak point.”

The lead runner's face changed, as Elka coughed into her fist.

“His argument,” Chad added. “Fucking hell.”

Zafira's mouth almost curved. “Please let him continue speaking; it harms everyone.”

The runner struck his paddle twice as three white figures stepped from the warrant.

They wore Chad's face on tall female bodies, and each held a ribbon connected to one woman behind the victim rail.

The first construct pulled Zafira toward Chad; the second made Elka aim at the runners.

The third forced Ione's hand toward the gold circle.

COMPULSION REENACTMENT

Claim: proximity to threat causes controlled action
Constructs active: 3
Warrant reinforcement per completed motion: +30

Break condition: prove independent targeting.

Chad said, “My harem has independent aim,” and Zafira replied, “Do not call us that in court.”

“Why? It's true.”

“That is not the problem.”

Each woman received two target options, and the ribbon wanted the choice that matched Sennik's edit, and they could resist at a Health cost.

Chad opened Party Link, and he issued no target call.

Zafira chose the presiding rank mark instead of Chad, and she cut its support line and lowered the runner's seat.

Elka chose the floor, and her arrow followed the true archive path north and broke a tile outside the instance.

Ione chose her own ribbon, and acid glass melted its white knot without touching the construct body; three targets; three separate reasons.

No order from Chad.

The reenactment froze.

INDEPENDENT TARGETING TEST

Leader-issued commands: 0
Zafira Nahal target: court rank support
Elka Korrin target: physical archive path
Ione Kess target: control ribbon

Target overlap: 0%
Compelled action completed: 0
Claim contradicted.

All three constructs shattered, and the warrant lost one hundred twenty Health.

The lead runner stood from his lowered seat. “The threat allowed other actions to simulate freedom.”

Zafira said, “Then freedom and perfect control look the same to you,” and the lead runner replied, “Yes.”

He answered without shame, as the hearing rewarded him, and the warrant healed sixty; the victim rail lengthened.

Thirty-eight pale figures appeared behind it, and each wore the face of an inmate from the broken bridge. Their person records had come from the transport seals, and gold writing covered their mouths.

The lead runner pointed his paddle at the first copy.

“Did the accused rescue you?”

The figure tried to answer yes, and gold thread closed its mouth, and the hearing changed the question.

“Did the accused interfere with lawful transport?”

The same memory produced yes again, and this time the word escaped.

The warrant healed twenty, and Ione said, “It filters the answer through charge wording.”

The runner addressed the second copy. “Did the accused cause the loss of three court seal boxes?”

The figure's memory showed the bridge breaking before Chad touched it. The copy still answered yes because Chad's rescue had happened during the loss.

Twenty more Health returned.

Elka aimed at the gold writing over the third copy's mouth and said, “Can I shoot the question?” and Ione replied, “Not the person record.”

“Mark the safe part.”

Violet lines appeared around the charge words, and Elka fired.

Her arrow struck `INTERFERE` and left the copied face untouched. The word lost thirty Health. The hearing replaced it with `UNLAWFULLY ALTER`.

Zafira cut that phrase before the runner finished speaking, as the warrant lost fifteen.

“Questions are record branches,” she said. “He receives healing only when an answer enters his chosen branch.”

Chad stepped to the victim rail.

The court circle tried to stop him, and he used Red Grip on Elka's fixed arrow in the floor and crossed the limit before it closed.

He stood beside the first pale figure, and he said, “Show the event before the question,” before the hearing refused.

“Then your witness has no source.”

Zafira repeated the challenge in court form and said, “A copied answer without its source event lacks standing against a living subject.”

The runner struck his paddle. “Emergency notices permit compressed witness records.”

“Compressed by whom?”

The question reached the source field, as Sennik Dorr's signature flashed inside the warrant.

The lead runner had not made the copies, and he could not defend how they had been cut, and the hearing released one bridge memory.

The pale walls filled with the wagon tipping toward the canal, and Chad crossed on Red Grip—Elka's rope caught the cage. Ione removed sentence weight, and Zafira cleared the route, and the seal boxes slid only after the bridge center failed.

The full event lasted six seconds, and the warrant lost eighty Health, and the copied inmate opened his mouth.

“He saved us.”

The claim dealt another forty because the source event stood behind it. The runner struck the witness with a silence chain.

Chad intercepted—the chain wrapped his forearm, and he stabbed its white lock and broke it before the copied mouth closed.

Chad said, “Next witness,” and the hearing tried to dismiss the rail.

Zafira challenged the early close, and Elka pinned its floor route, and Ione kept person records separate from charge text.

Five more complete bridge memories played.

Each showed another place in the rescue: a cage roof, a rope line, a violet weight break, a guard pulled from the canal, an inmate choosing to separate his person record from the claim.

No single memory proved each part.

Side by side they killed the compressed lie, and the warrant fell to three hundred twelve, as the lead runner stopped calling witnesses.

Thirty-two pale figures remained behind the rail with source events sealed. Their copies were not free people and could not replace living testimony. They still proved Sennik had stored answers without the moments that gave them meaning.

Ione copied the mismatch signature into Party Link.

“This pattern repeats at the node,” she said. “If we break one warrant, it can rebuild. If we separate each stored answer from the cut question at the source, the Archive must expose the event or lose the claim.”

The hearing had shown them more than a weak point, and it had shown the first node phase.

Chad saved the six complete memories inside the core Link with each private field removed. They had no public route yet, but Sennik could no longer make those six moments vanish by cutting one more reel. Zafira tagged the court phrases, Elka tagged the real angles, and Ione tagged each person limit. The proof now carried four kinds of verification instead of one borrowed rank seal.

Chad knew the phase, and they could not make the runner accept a result his rank depended on rejecting.

They did not need him, and the warrant had a Health bar.

Elka's arrow had opened a crack in the north wall, and wet air entered the instance from a buried channel. Gold light pulsed through it on each court bell.

Physical archive path.

“Elka, route.”

“North under two buildings; drops twenty feet, then rises toward the black tower.”

“Zafira, keep his rank busy.”

“With pleasure.”

“Ione, show me where person ends and record starts.”

Violet lines appeared across the warrant, and thirty-eight narrow threads tied it to the bridge inmates; six thousand more faded beyond the instance wall.

The central white block carried Sennik's source signature, and Chad marked that block.

Blood Mark refused. Drain Ward accepted.

He drove his spear through the warrant, and damage moved toward the inmates. Ione cut the route at the person limit, as the damage stayed in the record.

Eighteen Health vanished, and Blood Mark returned two to Chad, and Ione said, “Again.”

He hit the block in a rapid pattern; Finesse twenty-two kept each strike inside her violet border.

Eighteen. Seventeen. Nineteen.

The warrant fell below three hundred, and the runners summoned more white chains.

Zafira struck the rank mark each time the lead man acted before testing a source, and his seat dropped by one step per contradiction. The other runners began checking his moves instead of Chad.

Elka fired through the floor crack, and each arrow struck the physical archive line outside the instance; forty damage; thirty-eight; forty-one.

The warrant reached ninety-two, and the lead runner abandoned the hearing rules.

He drew a short sword and crossed the gold circle. Chad said, “That seems like surrendering your intellectual position.”

The runner swung.

Chad blocked with the buckler. The sword dealt eleven Health, and Blood Mark could attach to the man now, but the man was not the objective.

Chad marked the sword's white rank line instead, and Red Grip pulled him inside the runner's next swing, and he struck the warrant behind the man's seat.

Ione held the person limit, and Elka hit the real path. Zafira cut the last rank support, and the warrant reached zero.

The hearing walls burst into white scraps.

All seven returned to the lower court street, and the three runners stood with weapons lowered. Thirty-eight gold threads lay slack across the stones.

The inmates attached to them stopped losing Health; their liens remained.

They had broken one warrant copy, not the Archive.

SUMMARY HEARING — OPPOSING WARRANT DEFEATED

Sennik Dorr Protective Notice copy: 0 / 600
Attached subjects harmed: 0
Hostile record source located: COURT ARCHIVE NODE
Physical path mapped: 2.7 miles

Court Archive Node records: 6,152
Node Health: 48,000 / 48,000
Next collection pulse: 41 minutes.

The lead runner looked at the empty place where his seat had been.

“The court says you won.”

Chad replied, “The court has a rare lucid moment,” and the lead runner said, “The public notice remains,” and Chad replied, “Then we hit the source.”

The runner glanced at Zafira. “You chose his target.”

“I chose your rank support.”

He looked at Elka. “You attacked the court.”

“I attacked a line under the floor.”

Then Ione.

“You protected the threat.”

“I protected thirty-eight people from his damage,” she said. “He followed the limit I set.”

The man had no place in his warrant for a leader who obeyed a healer's limit, and Chad almost felt sorry for his build.

The public relays changed again, and three new portraits appeared beside Chad's face.

Zafira's carried the words `COURT-TRAINED CONTROL AGENT`.

Elka became `FOE RANGED VICTIM`.

Ione became `SOUL-BOND MAINTAINER`.

Their own roles had been rewritten into parts of Chad's control, and the notice added one more line.

PROTECTIVE CLASSIFICATION UPDATE

The three victims now display specialized behavior in service to the seductress.
Independent action is a known feature of advanced control.

Rescue remains mandatory.
Victim statements remain invalid.

Chad said, “He turned party comp into proof,” and Elka pulled her arrow from the cracked tile and said, “Then he knows we are coming.”

The physical archive path below the street flashed gold, and all three women's portraits sank into it. The Court Archive had inserted them as court control victims.

New gold threads formed around Zafira, Elka, and Ione.

Each line ran through Chad's warrant before reaching the black tower. The next collection pulse dropped from forty-one minutes to ten.


Chapter 4

Counterclaim This, Asshole

The gold threads around Chad's women came with owner fields.

Zafira's thread named him `CONTROLLING SEDUCTRESS`.

Elka's thread named him `PRIMARY COMMAND SOURCE`.

Ione's thread named him `BENEFICIARY OF SOUL SERVICE`.

His own thread called him female in six places. Chad said, “This city has achieved record-setting bullshit density.”

The collection pulse reached nine minutes.

Each gold line pulled toward the cracked street where Elka's arrow had found the physical archive path, and they could follow it. They could not reach the Court Archive before the next pulse.

Ione checked the lien boundaries and said, “The pulse will not consume Health yet. It will strengthen the control fields,” and Chad asked, “How much?”

“Current control strength is four percent; next pulse estimates twelve.”

Elka rolled one shoulder against the tug and said, “Enough to make us walk?” and Ione answered, “Enough to charge Health when we refuse.”

Zafira looked at the three court runners and said, “Can your hearing suspend collection while a record remains challenged?”

The lead runner glanced at his restored paddle. “The warrant copy is gone; the source record stands.”

“That was not my question.”

“A Third Bar cannot stay an Archive source.”

“What rank can?”

His eyes moved toward the white tower two streets north; good enough.

Zafira thanked him with the smallest court nod, then walked away before he decided silence was safer, and Chad asked, “We hit the tower?”

She replied, “We borrow its voice,” and they entered the freight drain beneath the far tower.

The passage held no water, and white record scraps carpeted the floor instead. Each scrap carried one unfinished charge, denied meal, lost wage, or broken curfew. The gold rail ran beneath them in a straight line and pulsed toward the Archive.

Elka stepped on bare stone between the scraps and said, “Nothing else has used this drain since the bridge.”

Ione said, “The records move without feet,” and the collection pulse reached eight minutes.

All three gold threads tugged harder, and a white scrap rose from the floor and stuck to Zafira's boot.

`ASSISTING FLIGHT.`

One more struck Elka's cloak.

`ARMED PUSHBACK.`

Five wrapped around Ione's glass case.

`TAMPERING WITH SELF RECORDS.`

Chad received eleven at once.

`SEDUCTION.`

`FALSE PERSONHOOD.`

`SOUL THEFT.`

`IMPROPER ARMOR WITHIN COURT LIMITS.`

He tore off the last one. “My armor is fine.”

The scraps joined behind them.

Four paper bodies rose from the drain, and each had a flat white face and gold writing across its chest, and they ran on folded legs without making a sound.

ARCHIVE COLLECTION RUNNERS

Active constructs: 4
Health: 260 each
Target: hostile identity records attached to living subjects

Successful contact:
- adds one charge record
- increases next collection control by 1%
- copies current route to Court Archive.

Chad said, “No contact,” and he marked the first two runners.

Blood Mark returned Health through the paper bodies, and his spear punched one in the chest, and the gold charge words moved aside before the point struck.

The runner lost fourteen, and it needed eighteen more hits at that rate, and he said, “They route damage around the charge.”

Zafira watched the writing shift and said, “Court phrases avoid a direct denial; make it choose between two accepted facts.”

The first runner reached for Ione.

Chad used Intercept and took its paper hand against his chain shirt. The contact added `PROTECTIVE POSSESSION` to his record.

Control strength rose one percent, and he said, “That is bullshit.”

Zafira replied, “Accurate ruling.”

Elka fired into the ceiling ahead, and her arrow broke a vent cover and sent a shaft of dawn across the drain. The paper runners turned transparent inside the light.

Their gold words stayed dark.

“Bodies are copied records,” Elka said. “Writing is the route.”

Ione threw violet powder through the light, and it settled only on the gold letters.

“Marked.”

Chad struck again.

His spear hit `FALSE PERSONHOOD`. The word lost sixty Health. The paper body folded around the wound.

Zafira cut `PROTECTIVE POSSESSION` from Chad's new charge and held the scrap beside his System self.

“A possession claim needs an owner and an owned subject; Chad is listed as both.”

The runner tried to keep both facts; its letters jammed.

Chad hit the dark knot; the construct burst into loose paper.

The other three split around him; one ran on the wall toward Elka. One slid flat under his spear toward Ione—the last became a white strip and whipped toward Zafira's throat.

Elka pinned the wall runner to a mortar seam, and Ione placed a violet limit across the floor. The sliding runner crossed it and lost its person-copy shell, leaving only charge text, and Zafira caught the strip between both knives.

Chad opened Guard Line to Elka when the wall runner tore free. She accepted, and part of its paper cut reached him and filled Pain Dividend.

Twenty Resolve—the strip around Zafira became a rank effect before it closed; Chad used Counterclaim.

Its foe aim bent toward him—its control label did not transfer. The strip hit his buckler as a red attack line.

He marked it and drove it into the gold rail.

Drain Ward hit both construct and route, and Blood Mark refilled the cut damage, and Overflow shielded the women.

Elka's next arrow pinned her runner inside the dawn beam, and Ione cut the floor runner's charge from its copied body. Zafira fed Chad one contradiction after another.

`Victim controls controller.`

`Dead inmate shows current motion.`

`Unidentified subject has verified System name.`

Each jammed the gold writing long enough for a spear hit. Four constructs became hundreds of blank scraps while the Archive rail remained.

COLLECTION RUNNER ENCOUNTER

Constructs destroyed: 4 / 4
New charge records attached: 1
New ownership fields attached: 0
Core party route copied: no

Collection pulse: 7 minutes 02 seconds
Nearest ranked review relay: North Confession Tower
Distance: 410 yards.

Ione removed `PROTECTIVE POSSESSION` from Chad's record without harming his self field. She kept the severed charge inside proof glass.

She said, “A false charge still teaches us its syntax.”

Elka retrieved her vent arrow and said, “And the constructs cannot read routes that leave no record scraps.”

She pointed to an old maintenance ledge above the rail.

The ledge ended at a rusted grate under the confession plaza.

They climbed away from the paper floor and reached the surface without sending one more route copy to the Archive.

The route crossed an open plaza filled with confession kiosks, and people stood inside white circles and spoke toward brass mouths in the walls. Each finished claim became a thin record strip that slid under the stone.

No guards watched the plaza, and the kiosks did, and Chad's public face appeared above each circle.

`REPORT CONTACT WITH THE SEDUCTRESS.`

`REPORT UNUSUAL DESIRE.`

`REPORT WOMEN DEFENDING A FALSE MALE SELF.`

One prompt offered five silver for a handy account. Chad said, “Sennik turned horny snitching into a side quest.”

Elka read the reward line and said, “Five silver is low,” and Chad said, “Thank you,” and Elka said, “For a man with that face, insulting.”

Zafira pulled Chad's hood lower and said, “Try not to establish market demand.”

They entered the plaza in pairs, and Zafira walked with Ione along the east edge. Elka stayed beside Chad and held his left arm like a possessive lover who had never heard the word subtle.

The pose hid his buckler under her green cloak.

It also pressed his arm between her breasts, and he asked, “Combat?”

“Deep corruption.”

“Right.”

The nearest kiosk scanned them.

PROTECTIVE REPORT OPPORTUNITY

Possible victim detected: Elka Korrin
Possible controlling threat: Chad Baconizer

Victim may report through:
- spoken statement
- silent gesture
- involuntary fear response
- refusal to report

All responses accepted as evidence.

Elka said, “Refusal counts,” and Chad said, “Do something outside the menu,” before she kissed Chad.

Not a quick show for the kiosk—her mouth settled over his, warm and sure, while her hand tightened on his arm. She ended the kiss when she chose and looked straight into the brass mouth.

She said, “I wanted that,” and the kiosk processed.

It had no field for a willing act followed by a direct claim. Sennik's notice told it consent was invalid, but the report menu still needed an event category.

The circle flashed amber.

UNCLASSIFIED RESPONSE

Fear: 0
Avoidance: 0
Request for rescue: 0
Affection toward threat: confirmed
Compulsion source detected: none

Escalating for ranked review.

Chad said, “Borrowed voice incoming.”

The north tower lit.

A white beam crossed the plaza and opened a ranked review path over the stones, and Zafira and Ione joined them before it closed.

Zafira placed her hand on Elka's waist, and Ione took Chad's other arm. The four entered the beam as the exact image Sennik said could not be trusted.

The plaza vanished.

They stood inside a white corridor lined with closed record doors. The north tower had pulled them into its review instance without moving their bodies.

The collection pulse reached six minutes.

At the far end, a tall construct formed from stacked paddles—five white bars marked its chest, and it had no face.

“Present victim for separation,” it said.

Zafira replied, “No,” and the construct gained ten Health.

“Present threat for silence.”

Chad said, “Also no,” and it gained ten more.

Each answer inside the prompt strengthened it.

Ione pointed to the closed doors. “The control fields are stored separately.”

Four doors carried their names, and Chad's door stood closest to the construct, and the women's doors stood behind it.

Elka studied the floor seams and said, “Real path continues under all four.”

Zafira watched the construct's rank bars and said, “It can stay the collection pulse while a Fifth Bar review remains active,” and Chad said, “Make it review itself.”

“That is not a court function.”

“Everything is a boss function if you hit the right trigger.”

The construct raised one paddle hand; white chains shot toward the women.

Chad used Intercept on Ione's line. One chain wrapped him instead, and Guard Line caught thirty percent of Elka's chain after she took the link, and Zafira cut hers before it closed.

Two control fields entered Chad's status.

The first labeled him `PROTECTED VICTIM`.

The second labeled him `CONTROLLED RANGED ASSET`.

They fought with his System self.

Pain Dividend stayed empty because the chains dealt no damage. Take It could challenge the construct, but the foe effects had selected targets.

The prompt appeared.

RANKED PROTECTIVE REVIEW

Ownership effects applied: 2
Original subjects: Ione Kess, Elka Korrin
Current bearer: Chad Baconizer

Transfer basis:
- Intercept: voluntary protective movement
- Guard Line: mutually accepted damage route

Court interpretation: controller collecting victim statuses.

Chad said, “It thinks guard proves control,” before Ione struck his first chain with acid glass. The field lost eight Health and dealt two back to her through the gold lien.

She said, “Record limit is open,” and the construct sent one more chain toward Zafira.

Chad marked it before contact, and Drain Ward took the chain as a working construct. Blood Mark attached to the ranked source behind it.

Take It pulled the source's focus onto Chad, and the chain still passed him.

It wanted Zafira's control field, not her threat, and he said, “Wrong aggro table.”

He spent Resolve on Take It again, and the System refused to double the same challenge.

The chain closed around Zafira's wrist. Her status changed to `SOCIAL CONTROL ASSET`.

She cut at it, and one damage crossed into her Health.

The collection pulse reached four minutes, and Chad read the mechanic names instead of the effects.

Intercept moved a direct attack line before impact, and Guard Line moved accepted damage after impact. Neither moved a foe rank effect because no Health traveled through it.

The build lacked a taunt for control, as he needed one.

“Hey, five-bar asshole,” Chad said. “They are with me.”

The construct turned.

“Admission logged.”

Its Health rose by fifty.

“Not owned by me. With me.”

“Distinction rejected.”

“Then put their charges on my record and prove it.”

Zafira looked at him sharply, and the construct accepted, and all three control chains pulled toward Chad.

He had invited the aim, and he had not accepted the labels, and the System found the gap.

BUILD CONDITION MET

Hostile authority effect targets linked allies.
Bloodguard accepts hostile targeting without accepting underlying ownership.
Core allies remain voluntary and unchanged.

SKILL OFFER: COUNTERCLAIM

Spend 20 Resolve when a marked enemy uses an authority, ownership, or threat effect against a linked ally within twenty paces.
Redirect that effect's hostile targeting to Chad for five seconds.

Counterclaim does not transfer consent, identity, debts, contracts, or legal ownership.

Accept skill?

“Yes.”

The three chains hit him at once.

Counterclaim stripped their labels during transfer, and Zafira remained herself, and Elka remained herself, and Ione remained herself.

Chad received the foe aim fields only, and they stacked around his Health bar as red marks instead of white control tags.

The construct lost one hundred fifty Health because its claim had reached a subject without attaching the claimed status. Ione said, “It redirects the attack, not the truth.”

“At last, a court mechanic worth taking.”

The construct raised all five rank bars, as each record door opened.

White figures stepped out wearing the faces of people who had reported someone they loved, worked beside, owed money to, or feared. Gold threads ran through their mouths.

“Stay request denied,” the construct said.

The collection pulse resumed at three minutes.

“Zafira,” Chad said. “Rank.”

She stepped beneath the construct's five bars. “A Fifth Bar review cannot collect while its own target categories remain disputed.”

“Categories are settled.”

“Then explain why Counterclaim retained no control field.”

The construct processed. Its rank bars flickered, and the stay was granted for thirty seconds.

“Elka, path.”

She shot the floor seam under the four doors. The arrow traveled through three walls and returned with black dust on its point.

“North tower is a relay only; real line drops under the plaza and joins a buried rail.”

“Ione, limit.”

Violet light marked each white figure's mouth. “Record exits here. Person remains behind it.”

“Then I get to hit all of them at once.”

The three women stared.

“Warrants,” Chad said. “I mean the warrants.”

Zafira replied, “Of course,” before he opened two Blood Marks: the construct and the buried record line, and Drain Ward recognized both, and Overflow stood ready.

Chad struck through Ione's violet boundaries in a fast circle. Each spear hit damaged a record mouth without reaching the person copied behind it. Blood Mark returned Health, and excess healing became shields.

Overflow Rank 2 split them evenly across the party.

Elka hit the real line on each third strike. Zafira challenged the construct's rank each time it tried to move the limit. Ione shifted her violet marks from mouth to mouth before Chad's spear arrived.

The instance became a four-person rhythm. No one followed Chad's exact steps because each woman set the part he needed.

The white figures broke apart, and their gold threads remained clear under the floor instead of returning to the doors.

The construct fell below half Health, and it sent a mass control wave at all three women, and Chad had twenty Resolve.

Counterclaim—the wave hit him without changing a single self field, and the construct lost another one hundred fifty.

Elka's next arrow split its center rank bar, and Zafira's challenge removed the top bar. Ione cut the court-to-person transfer, and Chad drove his spear through the marked core.

The Fifth Bar construct reached zero.

RANKED REVIEW DEFEATED

Collection stay secured: 60 minutes
Ownership fields on core party: removed
Hostile public records: unchanged
Court Archive physical route: fully traced

Experience awarded: 4,140

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 26
Endurance: 24 → 25
Presence: 19 → 20
Health: 426 → 438

SKILL UNLOCKED: COUNTERCLAIM
Current Resolve: 0 / 100.

The white corridor collapsed, and they returned to the confession plaza, and only two seconds had passed outside.

The court runners were gone, and the north tower had cracked from base to roof. A black rail line glowed beneath the plaza and ran straight toward the Court Archive.

The women had no control threads, and Chad's consort ring did.

Gold light moved from the ring into the broken north tower. It ignored the Court Archive route and traveled toward a bright palace on the eastern ridge.

One more panel opened, and this one did not belong to Chad.

IMPERIAL PROPHECY NOTICE

Recipient: Crown Prince Halric Ovest
Promised consort candidate has entered Vey jurisdiction.

Candidate shell: confirmed
Candidate identity resistance: abnormal
Corrective processing: incomplete

Private audience route available through Court Archive review.
Accept audience route?

The answer appeared in gold.

`ACCEPTED.`

Somewhere beyond the Archive, a prince started coming to meet the bride he had been promised.


Chapter 5

The Prince Ordered the Wrong Bride

Halric's audience route arrived as a gold carriage with no horses.

It turned into the confession plaza from a street that had not existed one second earlier, and white court lines bent away from its wheels. Guards, kiosks, and public relays paused while it passed.

The carriage door opened beside Chad, and he said, “That was fast.”

Zafira studied the gold crest and said, “A crown route does not cross the city; it makes the city agree it already arrived.”

Elka aimed at the rear wheel and said, “Can it make the city agree it broke?” and Zafira answered, “Soon.”

The Court Archive collection stay had fifty-eight minutes left. The real rail beneath them offered a direct path to the node. The carriage offered a direct path to the prince tied to Chad's failure state.

Neither invitation was safe, and only one would remain if they ignored it. Chad looked inside, and the carriage held two facing benches, a gold mirror, and one armed man.

Halric Ovest wore dark blue field armor instead of court silk. He looked a few years older than Chad, broad through the shoulders, clean-shaven. Annoyingly handsome in the balanced way the Balcony had probably selected from a menu. A plain sword rested across his knees.

He had come alone, and that did not make him harmless.

Halric asked, “Chad Baconizer?” and Chad answered, “Yes.”

The prince looked at Chad's face, long blonde hair, black streaks, red coat, chain shirt, trousers, spear, and buckler. His gaze stopped on the consort ring.

“The fate named a woman.”

“The fate is wrong.”

“Your shell—”

“My body is female; I am a man.”

Halric did not laugh, and he did not nod either, and he looked at the three women around Chad.

“The protective notice says you cannot speak freely.”

Zafira stepped into the carriage first and said, “Then you should leave, Highness. Anything I say will be called control, and anything you say will feed the notice.”

Halric's brows drew side by side. “You know court address.”

“I know when rank wastes time.”

Elka entered next with her bow ready, and Ione followed with one hand near her acid glass; Chad climbed in last.

The carriage door shut.

It moved.

The plaza vanished from the windows, and white hallways raced past instead. Each corridor belonged to another court block, and the carriage was riding the Archive's internal route.

Chad asked, “Did you accept an audience or a kidnapping?” and Halric glanced at the gold mirror and said, “The route promised privacy.”

“Never trust a prompt written by someone who wants you alone.”

The mirror lit—Sennik's notice appeared inside it, and the carriage locked.

IMPERIAL AUDIENCE — PROTECTIVE OVERRIDE

Prince present: Halric Ovest
Promised consort candidate present: yes
Compulsion victims present: 3

Protective objective:
- separate prince from hostile controller
- separate victims from hostile controller
- begin consort correction

Route destination: Court Archive secure review
Arrival: 4 minutes.

Elka said, “Kidnapping,” and Halric drew his sword and struck the mirror.

Gold light stopped the blade.

“I did not order correction.”

Ione replied, “You chose the route,” and Chad said, “I accepted an audience,” and Ione said, “The System treated the smaller yes as consent to the larger act.”

Halric looked at Chad's ring again, and the prince had received the friendly half of the prompt. Chad knew that trick too before Chad asked, “What did it promise you?”

Halric kept his sword against the light and said, “A foreign bride chosen by Heaven. Beautiful. Strong enough to secure the crown claim; willing after a period of confusion.”

“Balcony, not Heaven.”

“There is a difference?”

Ione answered and said, “Yes.”

She spoke with enough certainty that Halric looked at her instead of the mirror. The carriage hit a turn, as White chains came through the walls.

Three aimed at the women; one aimed at Halric—a gold band reached for Chad's throat, and Chad marked the mirror and used Counterclaim.

Twenty Resolve vanished; the three white chains aim his linked allies bent toward him. Their control labels fell away during transfer, and they wrapped his arms as foe aim marks.

Halric's chain remained outside Party Link, as Zafira cut it before it closed.

“You protected me,” the prince said.

“I protected our only witness who can tell the palace it kidnapped him.”

The gold band struck Chad's throat; his vision filled with white silk.

Not a picture. A false body memory.

Heavy fabric rested over his hips, and long sleeves covered his arms. His hair had been styled high with gold pins. A man's hand waited at the end of a bright hall.

Chad knew the hand belonged to Halric, as Calm washed across the false memory.

He had always been a woman, and he had been frightened because travel had confused him. His three friends had helped him accept the match, and the prince was patient. The palace was safe, and the nursery beyond the next door was his future.

The scene offered relief from pushback.

That was the worst part, as Chad drove his spear into the carriage floor, and pain broke the false touch.

He had not taken Health damage, and he had used the shock of impact and his own anger as an anchor.

Ione asked, “Chad?” and Chad answered, “Still me.”

The gold band tightened, and Halric saw only light around Chad's throat.

“What is it doing?”

“Showing me how nice life gets after I forget I was a man.”

The prince's sword lowered one inch.

“Forget?”

“No one put that in your version?”

Halric looked at the mirror.

The mirror displayed a gentle bride with Chad's face, and she smiled beside him in a wedding portrait, and nothing in the image showed loss.

Halric replied, “It said confusion would pass.”

“By deleting Earth. Deleting my self. Making me want you; then making me carry your kids.”

The carriage lurched, and Halric's face went cold.

“Show me the terms.”

Ione opened Chad's failure route.

The System offered seventy-three fields, and most were sealed behind the final deadline or the Crown Consort Node, and she selected one field only.

IMPERIAL CONSORT CORRECTION — VERIFIED FIELD

Candidate: Chad Baconizer
Current System identity: male
Required marital identity: female

Correction method:
- erase memory of male identity
- erase Earth memory supporting resistance
- install sincere belief in lifelong female identity

Candidate consent to correction: 0
Promised spouse knowledge of method: incomplete.

The carriage authenticated the panel, and Halric read it twice, and he asked, “Why only one field?”

“Because the others include private body, memory, and bond data,” Ione said. “You asked what correction meant; this proves it.”

She had not opened Chad to a prince merely because truth might help. She had shown the smallest fact that answered the question.

Halric turned his sword toward the gold mirror.

“Cancel route.”

The mirror refused.

IMPERIAL SUCCESSION SAFEGUARD

Prince objection recorded as pre-bond uncertainty.
Consort objection recorded as active identity disorder.
Victim objections recorded as hostile control.

Secure review remains required.
Arrival: 2 minutes 41 seconds.

Halric said, “It has an answer for each person.”

Chad replied, “Welcome to the raid.”

Elka had ignored the argument long enough to study the moving halls and said, “We pass the same black arch each twenty-two seconds.”

Zafira watched the route symbols above the door and said, “The carriage is not moving forward. It is cycling court blocks until the Archive opens secure review.”

Ione pointed to the floor. “The real rail remains below us.”

Chad marked the carriage, and Drain Ward took it, and the route had Health.

IMPERIAL AUDIENCE CARRIAGE

Health: 3,600 / 3,600
Route shield: 1,200
Linked destinations: 18
Current destination: Court Archive secure review

Safe exit condition:
- break route shield at repeated physical junction
- establish alternate destination authority.

“Elka gets the junction,” Chad said. “Zafira gets rank; Ione keeps the correction field off me. I tank the box.”

Halric looked at him and said, “What do I do?”

Chad considered the sword, armor, rank, and complete lack of party trust.

“When Zafira tells you to order a route, say the exact words; do not improvise.”

“You command princes often?”

“First one. Your mechanics seem basic.”

Elka opened the rear shutter, and white halls streaked past. She nocked an anchor arrow and waited, and the black arch appeared.

She fired.

The arrow struck a real iron bracket behind the illusion, and the carriage turned. Twenty-two seconds later, the same arrow appeared ahead before she said, “Fixed junction marked.”

Zafira read the destination list, and seventeen court blocks and one old shrine room sat behind the route shield, and the shrine carried no active record light.

She said, “A prince can order emergency retreat to unconsecrated shelter after a verified attack on crown claim.”

Halric asked, “Was there an attack?”

Zafira pointed at Chad's gold throat band. “The carriage began self correction without your informed order; call that an attack on your promised consort.”

Chad disliked the last two words, and he liked the exploit, and the black arch returned.

Chad used Red Grip on Elka's fixed arrow, and the skill dragged him against the inner wall at the exact real junction, and he struck the carriage floor with Drain Ward.

The route shield lost eighty-four, and Blood Mark returned twelve Health.

The carriage attacked him with white chains, and Counterclaim had no Resolve left. Chad let the chains target him because the women remained outside their paths. Each foe field added weight to his arms and legs.

Pain Dividend stayed empty, and he kept striking.

Elka reset the arrow each loop, and Ione cut the correction band each time it tried to deepen the false memory. Zafira fed Halric the exact order in short pieces while the prince defended her from route chains with his sword.

The shield fell below five hundred, and the carriage shortened its loop to eleven seconds.

Chad's timing became harder, and Finesse twenty-two held—his spear hit the bracket line on each return; two hundred; ninety; zero.

Zafira said, “Now,” and Halric raised his sword.

“By crown claim rank, retreat from a verified attack to the nearest unconsecrated shelter; no correction. No separation; all current passengers retain their own status.”

The carriage tried to remove the last sentence, and Zafira struck the destination panel with her knife hilt. The prince's complete order entered, as the route changed.

The gold mirror shattered, and the carriage door opened onto a dark shrine room.

Chad exited first and checked for foe panels. None appeared, and Elka checked roof, floor, walls, dust, and air, and Ione tested the old shrine mark. Zafira waited until Halric stepped out before she cut the carriage's return cord.

The gold vehicle vanished, and the room remained.

Stone benches lined two walls, and an empty offering basin stood beneath a plain sun cut into the ceiling. The only door had been bricked shut from the other side, and a dry well opened into an older service tunnel.

Elka finished her check and said, “No recent tracks; one shaft to the roof. One tunnel. No record light.”

Ione touched the floor and said, “No soul lien. No court transfer. No active control.”

Zafira looked at Halric and said, “Your emergency rank will make the Archive search other unconsecrated shelters,” and Halric asked, “How long?”

“An hour if it is slow; twenty minutes if Sennik knows the route list.”

Halric sheathed his sword, and he looked at Chad with the false wedding portrait gone from between them.

“I need the terms left.”

Chad said, “Later,” and the prince started to object.

“You got kidnapped by your own carriage and learned my future wife route includes deleting my brain. You are not ready for the full tooltip.”

Halric took that with clear effort, and he opened his own fate record instead of asking Ione to expose more of Chad's.

IMPERIAL SUCCESSION PROMISE

Recipient: Crown Prince Halric Ovest
Promised benefit:
- divinely selected consort
- stable succession
- heirs carrying corrected Avatar traits
- public unity after national crisis

Required actions disclosed to recipient:
- receive candidate after corrective period
- complete lawful marriage
- protect consort during adjustment

Memory erasure disclosed: no
Installed attraction disclosed: no
Forced reproductive role disclosed: no.

Halric's jaw tightened as he read the last three lines.

“I asked whether she would be willing.”

Chad said, “He,” and Halric said, “You; I asked whether you would be willing.”

The correction mattered more than the stumble, and Zafira asked, “What answer did it give?”

“That pushback would end before the wedding.”

“Technically true,” Ione said. “It planned to erase the person resisting.”

Halric closed his fist around the sword grip and said, “Can I refuse the promise?” before the fate answered.

SUCCESSION ROUTE REFUSAL

Current route state: pre-bond
Prince may refuse audience, correction support, marriage, or consummation.
Penalty: succession stability removed

Candidate correction route remains active under Balcony wager.
Alternative promised spouse may be assigned after correction.

Chad hated the final line more than he expected.

Halric's refusal could keep the prince from participating, and it could not save Chad from the Balcony's chosen role. The prince was one piece of the threat, not its owner.

Halric said, “If I refuse, it gives you to one more man.”

Chad replied, “It tries,” and Halric asked, “And if I accept only to shield you from the correction?” and Chad answered, “Then the route has a husband-shaped handle on me.”

Halric took that hit without arguing.

Zafira moved closer to the open panel and said, “Your clean choice is not accepting a false bond for his sake; break the orders that make correction possible. Do it where the court must record your act.”

“My father will call it seduction.”

“Sennik already does.”

Elka leaned against the bricked door and said, “If each choice gets the same bad label, choose the handy one.”

Halric looked at all four of them and said, “You speak to me as if I am a party member.”

“No,” Chad said. “Party members get private Health access and better insults.”

The prince almost smiled.

“Then what am I?”

“A guy standing next to a bad quest who at last scrolled the tooltip.”

Halric read his fate one last time and said, “I can break the correction escort order. It needs my seal to move through the crown claim hall.”

“Do that,” Ione said. “It will not end the route, but it will force the Crown Consort Node to expose one more path.”

Halric replied, “Which gives you a target.”

Chad said, “Now you're getting it,” before the prince dismissed the promised-benefit panel, and its gold light remained around his wrist, but his hand no longer rested inside it.

That was not trust yet, and it was the first act the fate had not selected for him, and Chad respected the difference.

A real choice had entered the room.

“How do I find you?”

“You don't.”

Zafira stepped between them and said, “If you decide that your promised bride matters more than the person standing here, each route becomes dangerous. If you decide the fate lied to both of you, break one of its commands where your court can see it; we will hear.”

Halric looked at her, then at the three women around Chad.

“Are you his lovers?”

Zafira said, “I am,” and Elka replied, “Yes.”

Ione held his gaze and said, “I will answer my private bond after I choose its next step. You do not need that answer to know I am free.”

Halric bowed to all four; not a prince's shallow nod; a full acknowledgment.

Then he climbed the roof shaft alone, and Elka sealed it after him, as the party remained inside the dark shrine.

No hunters approached, and no record line found the room, and the collection stay held at forty-six minutes. For the first time since Salt Port, the System showed no threat clock under ten.

Ione checked each limit again.

“This room is safe for at least six hours if we leave the court rail sealed.”

Chad leaned his spear against the wall.

The false body memory still left silk against his skin where none existed. His hands shook when he tried to unbuckle the damaged chain shirt.

Zafira noticed and took the buckle without comment, and Elka sat beside him and pressed a canteen into his hand.

Ione knelt in front of him.

She asked, “Do you want touch?”

“Yes.”

She placed both hands over his knees.

Warm. Real. Chosen.

The silk memory faded, and Ione said, “I want you.”

Chad's whole mind stopped on the sentence, and she did not soften it.

“Not while the carriage could find us; not while the prince was here. Not while you were inside a forced memory; after food, sleep, a second safety check, and a clear answer from you.”

“My answer is yes.”

“Ask me again after the second check.”

He nodded, and Ione leaned forward and kissed him once.

“Then rest,” she said. “I intend to keep my request.”


Chapter 6

My Healer Requested Full Contact

Ione performed the second safety check after Chad slept four hours.

She tested the sealed court rail, the dry well, the bricked door, the roof shaft, the old shrine mark, and each active status in Party Link. Elka checked the same spaces for tracks and sound, and Zafira opened Halric's broken route order and confirmed that the Archive still searched the wrong shelters.

No prison field touched the room, and no control effect remained.

No one was injured, impaired, chased, or under a clock that would steal the right to stop, and Ione stood before Chad with her hands folded behind her back.

“Ask me again.”

His mouth went dry.

He had faced a city boss with one Health. He had fought Cedran over black harbor water, and neither task had felt this exposed.

“Do you still want to have sex with me?”

“Yes.”

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“Anything you don't want?”

Ione considered the question and said, “Do not use the consort titles; do not treat waiting as a debt I am paying. Ask before you touch between my legs; I will do the same.”

“Yes to all three.”

“Your limits?”

“No woman jokes about me; no pretending the shell decides who I am. Ask before anything goes inside me.”

“You are Chad. You are a man; your body is yours.”

The plain words loosened a knot the false wedding memory had left under his ribs.

“Then yes,” he said. “Now.”

Ione did not move yet.

“I waited because I wanted the first time to belong to us,” she said. “Not to relief after danger; not to gratitude. Not to fear that you would choose Zafira and Elka more if I remained outside.”

Chad kept his hands at his sides while she spoke.

“Did you think that?”

“For two days.”

“You could have told me.”

“I could have; I chose to test whether the fear survived safety.”

“Did it?”

“No.”

She stepped closer.

“You asked again after my first no; you did not punish waiting. You did not make Zafira or Elka prove I was wrong. You kept a place beside you without calling it mine before I chose it.”

Chad looked at her bare, serious face, and he said, “I was scared you wanted the shell.”

Ione's head tilted. “I do want your body.”

The direct answer struck harder than denial would have.

“That isn't all I said.”

“I know; I want the man who reads a trap prompt and complains about its wording while standing inside it. I want the leader who lets my ritual answer stop his spear. I want your crude mouth, your fear of losing yourself, your bad patience. The way you count each person's exits before your own.”

She put one hand over his chest.

“I also want your breasts, waist, thighs, vulva, pretty face. The ridiculous hair that blocks each bandage I place near your neck. Desire for your body does not assign its meaning.”

Chad had no joke ready.

“You make it sound simple.”

“It is specific. That is different.”

He covered her hand with his.

“I want your brain first,” he said. “Your body is an extremely strong second.”

“Acceptable.”

“Your literal dirty jokes are also high tier.”

“I learned them from observing you fail.”

The warmth in her eyes made the insult kind.

Chad drew her closer but stopped before their mouths met and said, “Still yes?” and Ione answered, “Still yes.”

Elka grinned from the dry-well ladder. “We heard nothing after the safety questions.”

Zafira pulled her down into the lower tunnel and said, “We will guard both approaches,” and Elka asked, “For how long?”

Ione looked at Chad, and he said, “Two hours,” before Elka whistled.

“Conservative clear time.”

“Naturally.” Zafira closed the stone hatch over them. “Try not to discover a new dungeon.”

The room became private.

Ione turned off each Party Link field except emergency danger, and Chad matched her settings. Health, pain, arousal, and private status vanished from the other women's view.

CORE LINK — PRIVATE PAIR SCOPE

Participants: Chad Baconizer, Ione Kess
Emergency danger alerts: active
Health visibility: pair only
Pain visibility: pair only
Arousal visibility: pair only
Thoughts and memories: never shared

Zafira Nahal and Elka Korrin retain:
- emergency contact route
- immediate danger warning
- no sexual or private body status

Either participant may end pair scope at once.

Ione read it and said, “Correct,” before she finally reached for him.

Her first kiss was gentle because she chose gentle, not because she doubted what she wanted. Chad caught the back of her short silver-black hair and kissed her harder. She made a pleased sound against his mouth and pressed close.

Her field coat opened beneath his hands, and he felt the quick beat of her heart through the thin shirt under it. He stopped at the shirt ties. “May I?”

“Yes.”

He loosened them.

Ione pulled the shirt over her head and stood bare from the waist up. Her dark skin held faint pale marks where alchemy heat had kissed her collarbone. Her breasts were full and high, her nipples already firm in the cool shrine air.

Chad stared until she said, “You may do more than observe.”

“I was planning the best approach.”

“Your eyes have been fixed on my breasts for twelve seconds.”

“Gathering data.”

Ione took his hand and placed it over one breast and said, “Field test.”

He cupped her; her nipple pressed into his palm, and she watched his face instead of closing her eyes, and the direct focus made heat rush through him.

Chad brushed his thumb over the hard point, and she said, “Again,” before he did it again, slower.

Ione's lips parted, and she moved closer and guided his other hand to her waist. Her body was warm, slim, and alive beneath his grip.

He bent and put his mouth over her nipple.

The sound she made this time carried no clinical distance.

Her fingers tightened in his hair—she did not pull him away. She held him where she wanted him while he licked and sucked, then moved to her other breast when she guided his head.

She said, “You learn quickly.”

“High Focus.”

“Seventeen.”

“Exactly.”

She laughed and pushed his damaged red coat from his shoulders.

The chain shirt came next, and Zafira had repaired the torn buckle, but Ione opened it without help. She lifted the mail over Chad's head and set it beside the spear.

His masculine shirt remained underneath, and Ione ran both hands down his chest, over the shape the cloth could not hide, and stopped at his belt.

“May I undress you?”

“Yes.”

She opened the belt and trousers first, and Chad stepped out of them. His body reacted to her gaze in ways the shell had imposed and he could not fake away. Arousal warmed his vulva and dampened the soft hair above it.

Ione did not call the response feminine, and she looked at him as if the body were one more true thing about the man she wanted.

That made it easier to pull the shirt over his head.

Chad's breasts were heavier than hers and sensitive from the cold. Ione cupped both; her thumbs passed over his nipples at once.

His knees almost failed, and she said, “Sensitive.”

“Handy observation.”

“Do you want me to continue?”

“Very much.”

She kissed one nipple, then drew it into her mouth.

Chad gripped the edge of the stone bench, and pleasure traveled down his stomach in a hot line. Ione used her tongue with the same exact care she brought to a barrier seam, testing pressure and watching what changed.

He said, “Harder,” and she sucked harder.

His breath broke.

“Good?”

“Don't stop.”

Ione kept going until his thighs shook, and then she released him and kissed the damp point.

Chad said, “Other side,” and Ione said, “A clear combat call,” and Chad said, “You are all terrible influences.”

“We learned from our leader.”

She gave his other breast the same focus while he ran his hands down her back. The curve of her butt filled his palms through her loose pants.

He asked, “May I take these off?”

“Yes.”

Ione stood and untied the rest herself. She stepped free of cloth and underwear, then returned naked between Chad's knees. Her vulva shone with want, and she made no attempt to hide it.

“Touch me.”

He slid one hand between her thighs and stopped at the first contact. “Here?”

“Higher.” She guided him to her clitoris, and the scholar's calm voice softened. “Small circles.”

Chad followed her lead. Ione rewarded each good change with a kiss or a low sound against his mouth. When she wanted more pressure, she said so. When his pace climbed too fast, she caught his wrist and brought it back to what she liked.

“You are very bossy for a healer.”

“You require close supervision.”

Her next kiss lost the joke. She moved against his hand, warm and eager, while his other arm held her at the waist without trapping her. The direct trust in each instruction made the sight hotter than guessing ever could.

Ione's breath broke first. She buried her face against his neck, then lifted it because she wanted him to see. Pleasure tightened through her body in bright waves, and she said his name when the first climax took her. Chad kept the touch she had chosen until she caught his hand and kissed his palm.

“Still good?” he asked.

“Very.” Her smile turned wicked. “Your turn.”

She eased him back across the blankets. His long hair spilled beneath him, black streaks tangled through the blonde. Ione looked from his face to the body he still struggled to call his own.

“May I touch your vulva?”

“Yes.”

Her first stroke found his clitoris and snapped pleasure through him, and Chad's hips rose before he could stop them.

“That answer looked clear,” she said.

“Do it again.”

Ione did, then followed each sound he made with the same patient focus she used on a ritual seam. Her mouth moved from his stomach to the inside of his thigh. She paused there until he pulled her nearer with an eager yes.

The room narrowed to her warm breath, the pressure of her hands, and the sight of a woman he trusted enjoying every response she drew from him. She never named the pleasure for him. She only asked what he wanted and gave it when he answered.

Chad came with her name torn out of him. The climax rolled hard through his stomach and thighs, leaving his hands twisted in the blanket. Ione stayed close through the sharpest waves, then slowed and kissed him until his breathing returned.

“Again?” she asked.

“Yes. Both of us.”

They began the second time without hurry, and each check received a word, a kiss, or a guiding hand. Ione laughed against his shoulder when her second climax surprised her, and Chad followed under her patient attention. She held him through it, openly pleased with the man in her arms, then kissed him until the last battle-tightness left his body.

She kissed the inside of his thigh, and no joke followed, as Chad needed the clean quiet.

Ione climbed beside him, and he pulled a blanket over both of them and held her against his chest before he said, “Still me.”

She replied, “Chad.”

“Your man?”

“Yes.”

He kissed her forehead, and they rested until the room felt like a shrine again instead of a battlefield his body had won.

Later, Ione cleaned both of them with warm water and a mild salt cloth, and Chad brought food from the pack. They fed each other dried fruit because neither wanted to leave the blanket.

When the pair scope ended, Zafira and Elka returned without comment on any private status they had not seen.

Elka looked at Chad's loose hair and smug face and said, “Successful safety check?” and Chad answered, “Thorough.”

Ione sat against his side and said, “He followed instructions well.”

Zafira gave Chad an approving look and said, “Praise from Ione. Rare loot.”

Experience appeared when the four restored their full Link by choice.

CORE PARTY TRUST MILESTONE

Private boundary created: yes
Private boundary honored: yes
Emergency access retained: yes
Identity recognition maintained: unanimous
Consent withdrawn or overridden: 0

Chad Baconizer and Ione Kess:
relationship status — lovers

Experience awarded: 3,940

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 27
Finesse: 22 → 23
Focus: 16 → 17
Health: 438 → 450.

Chad took the points.

Ione kept the new bond panel open long enough to inspect its wording. The System had logged `lovers` without changing Chad's self, her class, either person's control state, or the other two bonds.

She said, “Separate fields.”

Zafira sat on Chad's other side and said, “As they should be.”

“The Archive claims one bond controls every other status; Party Link does not.” Ione expanded the milestone. “It can hold sexual intimacy, male self, female shell, private pair scope, full party membership, and separate relationships at once.”

Elka dropped onto the blankets near their feet and said, “Can we stab the court with your sex record?” and Ione said, “No.”

Chad considered it and said, “Could be a strong opener,” and Ione said, “Private data remains private. The handy part is the structure, not the act.”

She copied an empty version of the field map; names, anatomy, arousal, and bond labels vanished. The resulting pattern showed one person carrying some true statuses without any one status replacing the rest.

MULTI-FIELD PERSONHOOD MODEL

One person may hold at the same time:
- stable identity
- current body state
- chosen relationship
- private boundary
- party membership
- refusal of unrelated authority

No field owns the others.
No chosen bond grants global consent.

Zafira read it once and said, “Vey court rank works in the opposite direction; the highest record swallows each lower fact.”

“The Court Archive Node will try to make `fugitive`, `victim`, or `dead` the controlling field,” Ione replied. “This proves the System can preserve the whole person instead.”

Elka leaned forward and said, “Does it prove that to the Archive?”

“Not yet. We need its source limit.”

Chad knew the gain, and their bond had not awarded a combat buff or a damage bonus. It had given Ione a clean personhood pattern built from freely held parts.

The pattern could protect inmates whose foe record tried to replace everything else, and he said, “Use it.”

“With your consent?”

“Use the empty structure; keep our details sealed.”

“Yes.”

Zafira and Elka granted the same narrow use for their own Link structures, and Ione combined four empty patterns. The result held more strongly because each person had chosen separate bonds and limits.

Nothing about a harem required a shared loss of self—their party proved the opposite.

Chad saved the blank pattern beside Counterclaim, and one skill kept foe rank from defining his women. The other proof kept a chosen bond from defining the whole person. Vey had built its node on confusing those jobs, and Ione had found the split.

Ione opened the Court Archive route while she still sat under his arm. The hour-long collection stay had twenty-one minutes left. The three women no longer carried control fields, but the thirty-eight bridge inmates remained linked.

Then their gold lines changed, and each living person received a black seal.

The Court Archive moved them from escaped inmate to `DECEASED DURING SEDUCTRESS ATTACK`.

Their public Health bars vanished; their bodies remained alive.

COURT ARCHIVE EMERGENCY REWRITE

Living subjects declared dead: 38
Legal personhood suspended: immediate
Property, wages, housing, and protection status: revoked
Soul lien transfer risk: critical

Node phase: DEAD RECORD HARVEST
Activation: 20 minutes.

Ione stood and reached for her clothes, and the private room had given them a true yes. The Archive had used the same time to erase thirty-eight living people.


Chapter 7

Dead on Paper, Still Aggro

The Court Archive killed thirty-eight people without touching their Health, and their public names vanished first.

Doors stopped opening for them. Wage lines closed, housing wards marked their beds empty, and safety prompts no longer recognized danger to their bodies. Each person still breathed, moved, and thought, but Vey's city System treated those facts as errors inside a dead record.

The Dead Record Harvest reached eighteen minutes; Chad pulled on his chain shirt.

“We find the thirty-eight before the node collects them.”

Elka had climbed halfway down the dry well and said, “Their bridge tracks split,” and Chad asked, “Can you bring them back side by side?” and Elka answered, “No.”

Chad stopped at the ladder.

“Good answer,” he said. “What can you do?”

“Find the route Sennik expects us to miss; the thirty-eight all passed through the bridge tower. Their boots picked up white lime from one stair. That lime enters the freight drain at three places and leaves it at one.”

“Archive?”

“Old courthouse shelter under the north wall.”

Zafira buckled her black knife belt and said, “Dead residents used to report there during plague closures. The court could keep bodies outside while preserving property claims.”

Ione sealed the blank multi-field personhood model inside her glass rod and said, “Then the shelter may still recognize a living body apart from a public name.”

Four jobs. One destination.

They left the shrine through the dry well.

The old tunnel joined the physical Archive rail beneath the confession plaza, and no paper runners waited now. Each record scrap on the floor pointed east as if a strong wind blew through stone.

The harvest was pulling them home.

Elka took the maintenance ledge above the rail. Chad followed, and his buckler scraped brick twice, and Zafira crossed behind him with less noise than his hair made against the wall. Ione came last and closed each loose record line after they passed.

At the first split, Elka ignored the gold rail and climbed a cracked drainpipe. White lime marked its inner curve, and the pipe opened beneath a courthouse cellar packed with living dead.

Thirty-eight adults sat or stood between old stone shelves, and some held person-record halves against their chests, and others carried nothing. Their bodies appeared solid to Chad, and their public status bars were black outlines with no names.

Three had begun to fade at the edges. The freed man from the bridge raised his face record when Chad entered.

“The court says this belongs to a dead person.”

Chad said, “The court is wrong,” and Elka said, “The doors agree with it,” and Chad said, “Doors are stupid.”

One woman pointed at Ione. “Can you put us back?”

Ione did not offer a clean promise and said, “I can prove each body carries some current living fields. I do not yet have the node limit required to restore the public name.”

“How long?”

The harvest timer reached fourteen minutes, and Chad said, “Less than that.”

The cellar shook.

Black seals appeared beneath all thirty-eight adults, and white paper climbed from the floor and wrapped their legs, and the node had found the shelter.

DEAD RECORD HARVEST — REMOTE COLLECTION

Declared dead subjects located: 38
Living bodies detected: 38
Conflict resolution: public record controls

Harvest stages:
1. remove living error
2. convert remaining action into sentence construct
3. store soul lien under deceased record

Time to stage 1: 60 seconds
Court Archive Node Health: 48,000 / 48,000.

Chad said, “Ione, keep them living,” and Ione said, “I need a current field from each person,” and Chad said, “Ask for one.”

Ione raised the blank multi-field model and said, “Choose one fact that remains true now. Speak only if you want it used to resist the dead record. You may withdraw it later.”

The first answer came from the man with his face record.

“I am hungry.”

Current body state.

A woman said, “My left knee hurts.”

Current pain.

One more adult said, “I want to leave Vey.”

Current goal.

The facts spread through the cellar. Thirst. Fear. Anger. A living sister; a missing coat; a need to piss; a promise to meet someone after dark. None sounded grand.

All required a person who existed now.

Ione placed each chosen fact into a separate field around its speaker. The black public bars remained, but violet living patterns formed beneath them.

Stage One struck—the dead record tried to remove each living error, and thirty-eight violet patterns held.

DEAD RECORD HARVEST — STAGE 1

Living errors removed: 0 / 38
Current self-declared fields resisting: 38 / 38
Fields compelled: 0

Fallback: convert current action into sentence constructs
Stage 2 begins: now.

White paper covered each body, and the thirty-eight adults did not vanish, and copies tore free from them.

Each copy wore a prison charge where its face should be, and the living people fell behind the shelves, stunned but separate.

Thirty-eight sentence constructs turned toward Chad's party, and Elka said, “That is a lot of adds.”

The cellar had three aisles and one exit, and constructs filled all four, and Chad marked two at the front.

“Take It.”

His Presence pulled the first lane, and the second lane ignored him and rushed Ione.

Two marks. Two threat lanes. Still not enough.

Chad opened Guard Line to Ione—she accepted, and thirty percent of the first paper claws crossed to him, and pain Dividend filled Resolve.

Counterclaim caught the control labels hidden inside the next rush, and the foe aim moved to Chad without transferring any inmate charge.

He held the center aisle.

Elka climbed the shelving instead of firing into bodies, and her arrows struck white joints, pinned feet to the floor, and opened a route above the melee.

Zafira read the charge phrases.

“They move by sentence rank; violence first, theft second, debt third, flight last.”

Chad asked, “Can you change the order?” and Zafira answered, “I can insult its hierarchy.”

She cut the rank marks from two assault constructs and placed them on a debt construct, and the Archive recalculated. Five enemies switched aisles at once and collided.

“That counts.”

Ione stood among the living adults and maintained thirty-eight personhood fields, and she had one hand free for acid glass and no room for wide barriers.

“Chad, left lane will reach me in four seconds.”

He trusted the count.

Red Grip pulled him along Elka's fixed shelf arrow. He crossed above the center lane, dropped into the left, and took six paper blades on his buckler and chain shirt.

Health fell from 450 to 382, and Blood Mark returned forty-one across three quick spear hits, as Overflow shielded the women.

The constructs did not bleed, and their copied bodies tore like wet paper and rebuilt from the charges on their faces before Chad said, “Damage is feeding the sentence text.”

Ione pointed her glass rod without dropping the living fields, and violet borders appeared around the face charges.

“Separate record from copied action.”

Chad hit inside the borders.

The next construct lost its charge text, and the paper body collapsed. The living inmate behind it kept his chosen field and took no damage.

One down—thirty-seven remained; the surviving constructs learned from the loss.

They tore their face charges into strips and wound the words around their arms. Ione's violet borders followed the text, but the targets no longer held still, and paper limbs crossed and uncrossed. A charge that began on one construct ended on one more.

Elka lowered her bow.

“I can't cut a sentence if they keep trading words.”

Chad said, “Then shoot punctuation,” and she stared down from the shelf.

He pointed at the black seal joining two strips. “That ugly little hook. Looks important.”

Elka fired.

The arrow split the seal, and two constructs lost their shared motion and walked into opposite sides of the same shelf.

Ione said, “Comma,” and Chad said, “I knew that,” and Ione said, “You called it a hook.”

“Combat comma.”

The shelf buckled, and Chad caught its stone edge on his buckler before it crushed three stunned inmates, and weight drove him to one knee. His chain shirt bit both shoulders.

Seven constructs changed lanes toward the exposed bodies.

Zafira moved first. She did not attack them. She took the paper label from the end of the shelf, read `CONFISCATED PROOF`, and slapped it across the inmates' broken public bars.

The Archive hesitated, and proof belonged to the court, and sentence constructs could not destroy it without a higher order.

Chad said through his teeth, “You just called them property.”

“For three seconds, with no consent field attached.” Zafira cut the label in half. “Ione?”

“No self transfer. No control effect. Temporary object guard only.”

“Gross,” Chad said. “Do it again.”

Zafira smiled without humor and stole labels from the surrounding shelves. `SEALED TESTIMONY` protected a woman curled around her injured knee. `PENDING REVIEW` covered four adults behind the western column. `DO NOT DESTROY` went over the man whose hunger field still burned violet.

Each label bought a breath, and none became true, and Chad shoved the shelf upright.

Pain Dividend converted the strain into hot Resolve, and he spent it on Red Grip and ripped three constructs away from the inmates. Their paper feet left black charge marks across the floor.

There—the bodies rebuilt from face text, but their routes rebuilt from those marks.

“Elka, the tracks.”

She saw them, and her next arrow struck the floor instead of a construct. A black route snapped, and the foe attached to it folded from the ankles upward.

She said, “One route per copy.”

“Can you map all of them?”

“Already doing it.”

Her gaze moved across the aisles, counting intersections no one else could see, and she fired three blunt arrows into the shelves. Each shaft marked a place where some routes crossed.

“Those are the joints; move them through there.”

Chad widened his stance.

“Zafira, make them hate me in the right order.”

“Your natural talent at last has strategic value.”

She stripped `RESISTING ARREST` from a construct and tied it over Chad's Blood Mark. The Archive accepted him as the highest-ranked current violation, and twenty-one paper heads turned side by side.

Ione said, “That did it,” and Chad said, “Each person behind me. I am about to receive an unreasonable amount of court focus,” before the nearest inmate barked one startled laugh.

Good. Still present enough to laugh.

Chad backed toward Elka's first joint. Twenty-one constructs followed, and their blades struck buckler, chain, arms, ribs, and Health dropped faster than Blood Mark could return it.

450.

401.

347.

Chad thrust into a violet border and drained twenty-three Health from a charge. Overflow spread the excess to the most wounded ally—but no party member was wounded enough to take it, and the shield settled on Ione by default.

Wrong priority—the inmates were outside Raid Anchor.

“Ione, can their chosen fields accept shield?”

“Not without making the fields party-owned.”

“Then don't.”

A sentence blade opened Chad's upper arm, as Health fell to 309, and he kept moving.

At Elka's marked joint, Zafira cut the rank strip from his Blood Mark. The twenty-one constructs fought over the suddenly vacant priority; their routes crossed.

Elka shot the floor. Nine black lines broke at once, and nine constructs folded.

The dead records tried to jump into the living bodies they had copied, and Ione slammed her glass rod against the stone.

Thirty-eight violet fields brightened, and hunger belonged to the hungry man, not his charge. Pain belonged to the woman with the bad knee, not the paper sentence wearing her posture. Fear, anger, thirst, and hope stayed with the people who had named them.

The loose records found no empty selves to occupy, and they burned white.

“That was the replacement attempt,” Ione said. Sweat ran down one temple. “It will try again with the final group.”

“How many can you hold?”

“All thirty-eight.”

“That wasn't the question.”

Her mouth tightened.

“All thirty-eight for another ninety seconds.”

Chad checked her Health and Focus, and she had not lied, but she had used the answer that sounded safer.

He shortened the field between them through Guard Line, and less transferred damage; faster warning.

“You say it when you hit thirty seconds.”

“I will.”

“Not after.”

“I heard you.”

Elka dropped from the shelves beside Ione, and she planted three arrows point-down in the stone, giving the scholar a physical triangle inside the moving paper.

“Nothing crosses these without touching a shaft,” Elka said. “You can stop watching your feet.”

Ione took one full breath and said, “Thank you.”

Zafira joined Chad at the aisle mouth, and her knives flashed through charge strips, never the borrowed faces beneath them.

“Twelve remain in the outer lanes,” she said. “The other group is rebuilding its rank.”

“Can you keep twelve confused?”

“For ninety seconds?”

“Eighty-five now.”

“Then yes.”

The four of them did not share one job, and they shared one clock.

Elka broke routes, and Zafira falsified rank, and Ione kept living facts attached to living people. Chad stood where each failed rule became a blade.

The next eleven constructs fell without touching an inmate.

At the sixtieth second, Ione said, “Thirty.”

Exactly when she had promised; the Archive responded by stripping each temporary guard label from the cellar.

One construct remained in each aisle. Three total. They carried no crimes now. Their face text read only `DECEASED`, and they moved toward the living originals rather than Chad.

Take It failed, and Blood Mark failed, and a dead record did not consider murder an attack if the victim officially did not exist.

Chad ran anyway.

He hit the first with his shoulder, caught the second by its paper waist. Hooked the third behind the knee with his spear shaft. All three went down on top of him.

“Now would be a great time to cut me out of this paperwork.”

Elka's arrow pinned the three route lines side by side, and Zafira carved a single living-rank mark from Chad's public accusation and pressed it across all three dead labels.

Ione drew a violet limit around the joined text, and Chad drove his spear through the center.

The three charges tore loose—their sentence bodies collapsed across his legs, and the living originals gasped, still themselves.

Elka changed arrows, and broadheads pinned, and narrow points cut charge words. She began firing from the shelves into faces Ione marked.

Zafira kept stealing rank, and each swap forced the constructs to choose a new lane and gave Chad one second of broken threat.

He used those seconds to strike, and the fight moved down three aisles, and at twenty constructs, the Archive changed phase.

Each active charge became `AIDING THE SEDUCTRESS`.

Same rank. Same target.

All nineteen rushed Chad.

“At last,” he said. “Proper aggro.”

Elka's arrow passed his ear. “Don't sound happy.”

“I like a full load.”

Zafira cut through one charge beside him and said, “The room heard you,” and Chad said, “The room lacks discipline.”

He opened Chosen Hold for three seconds, and all four said yes; three, and Elka marked six face charges.

Two—Zafira cut the shared rank line where it joined the floor.

One—Ione shifted all thirty-eight living fields away from the construct layer.

Zero—Chad used Take It on the shared charge.

Nineteen constructs collapsed onto his threat line, and he struck the central gold phrase with Drain Ward. Elka fired through five aligned faces, and Zafira pulled the cut rank line sideways, and Ione sealed the person limit.

The shared charge broke, and nineteen paper bodies burst at once, and blank scraps fell across the cellar, and the living adults remained.

DEAD RECORD HARVEST — STAGE 2 DEFEATED

Sentence constructs destroyed: 38 / 38
Living subjects harmed by party: 0
Current self-declared fields retained: 38 / 38
Soul liens stored: 0

Remote harvest failed.
Court Archive Node forced to local collection.
Node access route: OPEN.

The black outlines around the inmates did not clear. Their chosen living fields kept them clear to Party Link and to each other.

That was enough to move.

Elka found three cellar exits the public record could not see because dead people were not expected to use them. She split the thirty-eight adults by the routes they chose. Zafira explained the risk of staying, moving, or following the party toward the node. Ione gave each person a removable violet field seal.

Twenty chose the west shelter route, and eleven chose separate homes despite doors that might reject them. Seven chose to approach the Archive behind Chad's party and stop at the first safe witness point.

No one joined Raid Anchor, and their personhood fields did not require party membership.

The Court Archive opened its local collection route through the cellar floor. A black stair rose where the gold rail had run.

It led into the base of the eastern tower, and Chad checked the node panel.

COURT ARCHIVE NODE — LOCAL COLLECTION

Health: 48,000 / 48,000
Phase 1: hostile record intake
Phase 2: controlling record selection
Phase 3: personhood replacement

Node records attached: 6,152
Declared dead subjects resisting: 38
Collection stay: ended

Ascension function detected:
Fourth-Key search authority
Search chamber state: SEALED.

They had the route and the phase list, and Chad said, “Formation.”

Zafira took his right, and Elka took point on the black stair. Ione stayed one pace behind Chad with the living field map.

The seven witnesses followed far enough to see the route open, and the party climbed.

The stair entered a tower wider inside than the whole court district, and white shelves rose hundreds of feet. Six thousand one hundred fifty-two foe records moved between them on gold rails. Each shelf pointed toward a black core suspended over the center shaft.

The Court Archive Node had built a city from accusations, and Chad marked the core, as Blood Mark attached. The node answered with a second gold mark beyond the sealed search chamber.

A white gate opened high above them, and Cedran Holt stepped through with the Sunblade drawn. Olya, Breck, and Sennik followed, and the Crowned Four had arrived inside the fourth-Key search chamber.

Cedran looked down at Chad across six thousand moving records.

“You saved the dead,” he said. “Thank you for forcing the search open.”


Chapter 8

Our Heroes Found the Genocide Button

Cedran had thanked Chad for saving thirty-eight people as if rescue were a lever Chad had pulled for him, and that made Chad want to break the lever.

The Court Archive tower stretched above and below the party. Six thousand foe records moved along gold rails around the suspended black core. Each page carried a face, a charge, or the last handy fact the court had taken from someone.

High above, the Crowned Four stood behind the white gate of the fourth-Key search chamber.

Cedran rested the Sunblade against one shoulder and said, “The chamber opens only when the Archive faces a contradiction it cannot settle.”

Chad said, “Living people being called dead,” and Ione replied, “Exactly,” and Chad said, “So your heroic plan needed civilians to be legally murdered.”

Sennik smiled beside him and said, “Your language remains dramatic,” and Chad said, “Your face remains punchable,” before the Archive bell rang—each moving record stopped.

Ione's violet map flashed, and thirty-eight living fields appeared throughout the city—twenty in the western shelter, eleven at separate homes, seven on the stair behind the party. Gold lines ran from all of them to the black core.

“The node attached to each inmate again,” she said. “It is using our proof of life as the conflict.”

Zafira watched the rails change direction and said, “And it promoted the conflict above each local charge; Cedran has his search.”

The first phase began, as Records poured toward the party from six levels at once.

Chad marked the core and raised his buckler and said, “Elka, route.”

She fired an arrow into a vertical seam between shelves, and the shaft disappeared through white stone and struck a hollow brace.

“Maintenance spine,” she said. “Narrow enough to keep the rails off us; it reaches the core's lower brace.”

“Take it.”

They ran.

The seven witnesses stayed below the last turn, outside the tower; their choice. Their distance—Chad saw their violet fields through Ione's model and nothing private beyond the facts they had offered.

Paper blades struck his back as the party crossed the first rail, and his chain shirt turned cuts into bruises, and Take It pulled the nearest records onto his threat. The node had six thousand chances to ignore him.

Elka reached the seam and kicked loose a white panel, and Zafira slipped through first. Ione followed, and Chad backed in last while paper hands clawed at his spear arm.

The maintenance spine was not a hallway, and it was a ladder built around a moving column of sealed testimony, and Elka climbed.

Chad climbed beneath Ione and tried not to think about how his current body made each ladder a design failure.

Zafira glanced down from above and said, “If you announce that each person should climb on top of you, I will let the Archive keep you.”

“I was going to say the formation is too tight for my shaft.”

Ione stopped climbing, and Elka struck her forehead against a rung, and Chad heard his own sentence a second time.

“Spear,” he said. “My spear shaft.”

“Thank you,” Zafira said. “The clarification rescued us.”

The testimony column beside them split open, as White hands reached through the ladder.

Chad braced both boots and used Red Grip, and four record bodies tore free of the column and fell onto his mark. He drove the spearhead through their shared seal, and Blood Mark returned Health from the node even though the paper bodies had none of their own.

The core noticed, and gold light raced down the maintenance spine, and Elka said, “Move.”

She did not climb faster, and she shot three rungs above her, breaking their anchor pins, and the ladder folded outward. Zafira swung across the moving column—Ione followed on her glass rod's barrier line.

Chad held until all three crossed.

Then the gold pulse hit him, as the node pulled his public record over his body like a second skin.

`CORRUPTED SEDUCTRESS` covered his face. `CONTROL SOURCE` wrapped his arms. `CROWN CONSORT CANDIDATE` tightened around his waist.

He lost his grip, and Zafira caught his wrist. Her boots locked against the far rail before Ione said, “State your current fact.”

Chad hung over some hundred feet of moving accusations.

“I am a man.”

The consort label tightened.

“One more.”

“I hate this city.”

The seductress record cracked.

“One more.”

“Zafira is holding my wrist because she chooses to.”

Zafira's amber eyes stayed on his.

She said, “Correct.”

The control record split.

Ione sealed all three current fields; Chad swung onto the rail beside Zafira, and she released him only after both boots held.

Above them, Cedran watched from the chamber.

“You could still accept the correction,” he said. “The Archive would protect you.”

“It just tried to wear me.”

“A damaged process. Not the intended one.”

“That is what each scrub says after his build eats the party.”

Breck drove both hands into the chamber floor; the maintenance spine twisted.

Elka's route folded away from the core and toward a furnace gap beneath the search chamber. He could not enter their protected room, but he could alter the physical tower around it.

Elka fired twice while the stone moved, and one arrow fixed a rail to the left wall, and the other pinned the ladder to the rail.

“New route,” she said. “Ten seconds.”

They crossed sideways while the whole tower tried to feed them into the furnace.

Zafira moved along the gold rail with her knives against its rank marks and said, “The node has three orders; search chamber first. Controlling record second. Inmates third.”

Chad asked, “Can you demote the chamber?” and Ione answered, “Not while the key search is active.”

“Can you promote us?”

“Do you want the core to select our controlling records?”

“I want it looking at me instead of thirty-eight people.”

Zafira cut `INMATES` from the third rank and pressed `COMBATANT` over it. Then she sliced Chad's seductress charge from his broken public record and attached it to the second rank.

The Archive treated his seductress record as the most important controlling record in reach. All six thousand pages turned, and Zafira said, “You are promoted.”

“My career is taking off.”

The pages struck.

Counterclaim caught the rank effect aimed at the women. Chad paid twenty Resolve and dragged the foe selection onto himself. It did not make their records his, and it gave the Archive one target for five seconds.

Five seconds was long enough.

Elka led them through the fixed rail, and Ione placed a narrow barrier around Chad's actual body, leaving the false records outside it. Zafira cut each rank mark they passed.

Chad took thousands of paper cuts, as his Health dropped to 211.

Pain Dividend filled Resolve faster than he could spend it. Blood Mark drained the core with each spear strike against the rail. Shared Pulse pushed forty Health to Ione when a record blade reached through her barrier. He stole it back from the node before her total fell again.

Ione said, “You keep topping me off without warning,” and Chad asked, “Would you prefer a request?”

“I would prefer you survive long enough to hear why that sounded filthy.”

“Noted.”

The five seconds ended, and the Archive selected controlling records for each woman.

Zafira became `PALACE PROPERTY`.

Elka became `UNREGISTERED FRONTIER WEAPON`.

Ione became `FAILED SHRINE ASSET`.

None of the words entered their bodies, and Ione had separated person from record. Still, the tower began rebuilding rooms around the labels: a locked palace chamber, a confiscation cage, a sealed laboratory.

Ione said, “It is making the records physical,” and Chad replied, “Then we make the women physical-er.”

Elka looked back and said, “That is not a word,” and Elka said, “It is a plan.”

Chad drove his buckler between the bars of Elka's forming cage, and Red Grip pulled the threat structure toward him. Zafira cut her own room's title order, and Ione poured acid glass across the laboratory seal.

The false rooms shared one foundation: a black brace under the core; Elka's maintenance spine ended there.

She fired a rope arrow through the brace and around the descending rail. “Real anchor marked.”

Zafira cut the order that named the brace structural proof and said, “Rank guard removed.”

Ione placed thirty-eight violet life fields around the gold lines inside it and said, “Inmate attachments separated. Do not strike violet.”

Chad struck black.

Drain Ward carried Blood Mark through the spearhead, and the brace lost eight thousand Health. The node screamed with each voice stored in its records.

Olya raised both hands inside the search chamber, and white healing crossed the gate and entered the core; the brace rebuilt.

Ione went still for half a beat and said, “That healing came through captive soul liens,” and Chad asked, “Can you block it?”

“Not without cutting the people attached.”

“Then we out-damage the healer.”

“Chad,” Elka said, “that is usually the bad plan.”

“Today it is the bad plan with a tank.”

He opened Chosen Hold, and all four said yes, and for three seconds, forced motion failed.

Breck twisted the tower again, and the party stayed planted. Sennik changed their public charges, and the false rooms stayed broken, and Olya poured more stolen healing into the core. Ione traced its exact entry line.

Zafira severed the line's priority mark, and Elka shot the real conduit beneath it, as Chad hit the brace, as the core dropped to 31,204 Health.

Then 22,810.

Then 14,391—the thirty-eight inmate attachments tightened, and gold lines began pulling violet living fields out of bodies across Vey.

The party could finish the node or protect the inmates. Not both with Overflow splitting its shields four ways.

Chad changed the problem.

He released Raid Anchor around the core party and expanded the declared guard objective to the thirty-eight proven life fields, and it did not make them members. It named them the people his build was currently defending.

The System honored the distinction, and Ione's barrier shattered under Olya's next healing pulse. Damage crossed each gold line toward the weakest living field.

Chad intercepted the core strike with his body, and Health fell to 54.

Last One Standing hardened his skin and chain, and he marked the core again and drove his spear through the black brace.

The Court Archive Node reached zero, and the whole tower came apart.

Excess Health ripped out of the dying core through Blood Mark, and Overflow caught it. For one instant, the skill tried to divide the shield across Chad, Zafira, Elka, and Ione.

Thirty-eight other danger values burned brighter, as the skill changed. Chad chose the rule before the healing arrived; most endangered first.

Overflow Rank 3 sent the shield through Ione's proven fields, and it did not split evenly. The three fading inmates received thick red barriers, and the injured woman in the shelter received the next. The people standing behind solid walls received almost nothing because they needed almost nothing.

Not equal.

Protective.

The tower's shelves fell past the party, and Elka caught a descending rail with her rope. Zafira locked it under a surviving rank bracket, and Ione wrapped a barrier around all four bodies.

They swung clear of the dead core, as Above them, the search chamber flared brighter than the collapse, and Cedran drove the Sunblade into its white floor.

The node's last pulse did not search the city. It followed Chad's consort designation into the crown claim system. A fourth gold shape appeared far beyond the chamber: a narrow key grown through layers of marriage oath, bloodline law, and forced correction.

The Sunblade cut down, as Chad could not reach it.

Ione could not block a line outside the dying node. The physical shell tore free of the consort system and flew into Cedran's hand.

Four key shapes ignited behind the Crowned Four; the white chamber vanished.

Cedran's last expression held no triumph; only relief, and that worried Chad more.

The party landed in the courthouse cellar as the black stair dissolved. The seven witnesses were still there, and across Vey, each violet life field remained present. Public names returned in uneven pieces—some faces, some doors, some wage lines—but no living person fed the dead record harvest.

The red Overflow barriers did not vanish with the node.

They held around the most endangered inmates while broken public records rained through the cellar ceiling. White scraps passed through stone and tried to attach themselves to whoever had once carried them. Ione spread the thirty-eight chosen facts across her map and checked each one against a body.

“Do not touch the scraps,” she told the witnesses. “They are no longer controlling records, but they still contain copied self fields.”

The hungry man stared at a page wearing his face. “Is that mine?”

“It was taken from you,” Ione said. “That does not mean you must take it back before we know what else is inside.”

He stepped away from it, and his choice made the page fall flat.

Across the city, the other inmates faced the same decision, and some reached for restored name fragments. Some refused, and one accepted a housing line but rejected the debt folded beneath it. One more took a family relation and left a prison charge on the ground.

Ione did not decide for any of them. She separated the pieces they selected, sealed the rejected fields, and logged only what each person permitted her to carry.

Chad watched the danger weights move.

The three fading inmates remained first, and Overflow poured almost half its remaining shield into their bodies. The woman with the injured knee fell from fourth to ninth once someone splinted it. A man crossing an exposed street rose from twelfth to fifth when court hunters appeared at the corner.

“Elka, western route.”

She was looking through the broken cellar wall, tracking events she could not see directly. “The shelter group has two exits; hunters are approaching the obvious one. There is a dye drain behind the coal rack.”

Chad opened the narrow route field without assigning rank he had not yet earned, and Elka placed her path inside it. Ione carried only the directions through the consenting life seals.

Twenty distant fields turned side by side, and the shelter group found the dye drain.

“Zafira, the eleven who went home.”

“Four doors reopened. Seven are still rejected.” She gathered fallen wage lines, housing marks, and guard claims without binding them. “I can build temporary access proofs from the fragments they chose, but the city watch will see the corrections.”

“Give them the risk first.”

Zafira spoke through the seals, and six took temporary proofs. One chose to stay unrecorded and moved toward a neighbor's cellar instead.

Chad's party supported the decisions, and they did not improve them into other choices.

The first court hunters reached the man in the exposed street, and his danger value spiked.

Overflow thickened around him before the batons landed, and Red shield turned the first strike. He ran down Elka's route and reached the shelter group without losing Health.

“Twenty side by side,” Elka said. “Eleven placed. Seven here.”

Chad said, “Thirty-eight.”

Ione replied, “Count bodies,” and So they did.

The seven witnesses answered from the cellar. Ione received chosen signals from the western shelter, and Zafira confirmed the separate homes and the neighbor's cellar. Elka checked that no route ended at a dropped field.

Thirty-eight living bodies; thirty-eight current choices; no one missing inside an elegant total—only then did Ione close the emergency map.

The youngest-looking witness was still an adult man with prison gray in his hair. He studied Chad's bloodied chain, pretty face, and ruined public charge.

“The city said you make people obey you.”

“The city says a lot for something we just stabbed to death.”

“You asked us each time.”

Chad looked at the broken records around them and said, “That is because you are people; it isn't advanced theory.”

The man's laugh came out rough, and he offered Chad the face page he had refused.

“Then keep this away from me until I choose what to do with it.”

Chad did not take it, and he nodded to Ione, who presented an empty proof sleeve and its exact terms, and the man placed the page inside himself.

No control changed hands, and that tiny act felt more complete than destroying the tower, as the System delivered the result.

COURT ARCHIVE NODE — DESTROYED

Attached prisoners saved: 38 / 38
Living fields compelled: 0
Soul liens harvested: 0
Vey ritual nodes destroyed: 1 / 3

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 28
Force 6 | Finesse 24 | Endurance 26
Perception 15 | Focus 17 | Presence 20
Health 468

FEATURE ADVANCED — OVERFLOW RANK 3
Excess stolen Health may be weighted by current danger.
Protection rule must be selected before each damage event.

Enemy Ascension Keys: 4 / 4
Fourth Key source: Imperial Consort System
Local consort binding: damaged, not disabled.

Chad read the last two lines twice, and they had destroyed the first node and saved everyone attached to it. Cedran had obtained the fourth Key required to kill a country.

Zafira knelt beside the broken gold rail and said, “The Archive sent one charge away before it died.”

Elka touched white dust on the floor, then the fresh wheel mark crossing it and said, “Prison transport. Heavy wagon. No public route.”

Ione lifted a black thread from the track with her glass rod. Years of punishment crowded inside it, compressed until they felt like stored Health.

From the street above came the iron bell of the last prison convoy leaving Vey, as Chad picked up his spear.

“We follow the wagon that does not exist.”

The wheel track turned north toward the Prison Loom.


Chapter 9

Follow the Prison Wagon That Lies

The last prison wagon left no court route; its wheels left mud, and that was enough for Elka.

She crouched beside the north road while Vey's morning traffic divided around Chad's party. The city still showed four prison convoys on each public route panel. All four carried bright court seals, and all four had guards, schedules, and declared destinations.

None had made the wheel track under Elka's fingers.

“Iron rim with a flat spot,” she said. “Right rear; heavy load, but it rocks like the weight moves.”

Chad asked, “Inmates?”

Ione touched the black thread she had taken from the Archive track and said, “Stored sentence charge moves like liquid when compressed; bodies would correct the wagon's balance.”

Zafira studied the four clear convoys and said, “The public routes are bait. Each goes to another gate, and each gate has enough hunters to close behind us.”

Chad watched Elka, not the panels and said, “Where did the real one go?”

She pointed at an alley that the city map labeled as a solid row of tax offices.

“There.”

“Then there.”

The first clear convoy bell rang two streets east.

Citizens pressed themselves against walls as a white prison wagon rolled past. A caged woman inside reached through the bars, and Chad started toward her.

Elka caught the back of his chain shirt, and she said, “Painted hand,” before he looked again.

The inmate's fingers repeated the same reach at the same angle. Her face never changed, and a record construct looped inside an empty cage.

Three court hunters on the wagon roof watched for anyone who tried to help.

“Good catch.” Chad stepped back. “You own route calls until the real wagon stops.”

Party Link flickered.

It could display Elka's path, but Chad's current rank did not grant formal field rank. He could still choose to obey her before Ione said, “Say it precisely.”

Chad did.

“Elka chooses our route; I retain party membership and threat. Anyone can refuse a call if their own safety needs it.”

Zafira nodded. Ione nodded.

Elka looked faintly alarmed by the weight of three people waiting for her answer, as then she pointed into the false wall.

“Single file. Step where I step; do not attack anything unless I say the route can hold the noise.”

“See?” Chad said. “Hot already.”

Zafira put two fingers against his lips as she passed and said, “One morning without making delegated command sound like foreplay.”

Chad waited until her hand moved and said, “Impossible standard.”

The tax-office wall was an image laid over a service lane, and Elka entered through a painted drain shadow. The others followed and found themselves between blank brick buildings with no doors.

Fresh wheel marks crossed the dust, and the real wagon had passed less than five minutes earlier.

Elka moved fast. She read the flat rim's repeated gouge, the sway of black charge against the wagon walls, and tiny drops of alchemical coolant drying blue between stones. Ione collected one drop without slowing.

“Prison Loom preservative,” she said. “It keeps sentence years from converting before intake.”

Chad asked, “How many years?”

She tasted the air above the sealed vial rather than the liquid. “Hundreds in this drop; the full load may hold tens of thousands.”

“From the Archive?”

“Some. The chemical layers are older.”

Zafira glanced back toward the public road and said, “The Loom has been receiving stored punishment longer than the heroes have been in Vey.”

“They found the machine,” Chad said. “They didn't invent the city that fed it.”

That did not make them less responsible for pressing its buttons; the service lane ended at a six-way yard.

No wagon stood there, and six identical tracks left through six identical arches.

Elka stopped so abruptly Chad nearly climbed over her. She said, “Decoy split,” before the city panel showed no yard at all.

Zafira knelt beside the tracks and said, “Five carry copied rank seals. One carries nothing,” and Chad said, “Nothing sounds promising.”

“The unranked route can be rewritten by whoever claims it first.”

Zafira took the public seal from the nearest false convoy panel and pressed it into the blank track, and a white route rose over the stones.

`PRISON TRANSFER — SOUTH LABOR GATE`.

Elka said, “That is not where it went.”

“No.” Zafira added a copied hunter priority. “It is where each person watching the court system will believe it went.”

Alarm bells rang south.

Two clear convoys turned to reinforce the false destination, and court hunters abandoned the northern roofs. Zafira had not hidden the party, and she had given the system a more important lie.

Elka studied all six real tracks while the yard cleared.

“The charge rocks left, right, left; five wagons copied the wheel marks, but their loads stayed level.” She chose the narrowest arch. “This one swayed.”

They followed.

Beyond the arch, the service road climbed onto Vey's northern wall. The real wagon appeared ahead without a public outline: black iron, no windows, one driver in a blank mask, and two outriders rode without names.

Elka raised one fist, and the party stopped.

“Road narrows after the third tower,” she said. “Cliff on the right; barracks door on the left. If we hit before the door, they reinforce; if we hit after it, the wagon can dump charge over the cliff.”

Chad asked, “What do you want?”

“Neither. Let it pass the fourth tower; there is a drainage cut below the road. I can get us under the wagon while the outriders look ahead.”

Chad's instincts wanted the first clean attack, and he kept his mouth shut.

Elka led them down the wall face on old ivy roots, and the city dropped hundreds of feet below Chad's boots. Wind threw blonde hair across his eyes and tugged at the chain shirt under his coat.

He whispered, “This route is terrible.”

“Quiet.”

“Delegated route feedback.”

“Denied.”

They reached the drainage cut as the wagon rolled above.

Elka climbed into its shadow, and she hooked one arm around the rear axle and placed Chad's hand on a support bar. Zafira and Ione followed along the opposite side.

The flat spot struck stone, and the wagon jumped, and a human voice inside groaned; not liquid.

Chad looked at Ione, and she had heard it too.

Elka pointed at the road ahead, then held up five fingers; five breaths until the fourth tower; four.

Three—the rear axle opened, as black sentence charge poured down like hot oil.

Elka had anticipated a dump over the cliff, and the wagon crew had chosen the drain instead.

Chad released the bar and dropped beneath the flow, and he marked the charge. Blood Mark attached to the compressed punishment as if it were one foe.

“Take It.”

The black stream bent toward him.

It hit his buckler, arms, shoulders, and face, and years of forced labor became physical weight, and solitary months became cold. Beatings became blunt impacts without fists, and hunger sentences emptied his stomach in one wrenching pull.

Health fell from 468 to 319, and pain Dividend filled Resolve, as he held the charge away from the women while Ione pressed her glass rod into the wagon's underside.

“There are people inside,” she said. “Twelve; their sentence lines are being used as container seals.”

“Can we open it?”

“Not while the charge is flowing; their Health will leave with it.”

Elka crawled along the axle and said, “Drain valve has a real pin.”

Zafira reached past a turning wheel and cut the pin's court rank, as Elka struck it with an arrowhead, and the valve slammed shut.

Chad stood coated in black punishment that wanted a lawful body, and Counterclaim could redirect foe rank, not own the sentences. He pushed his mark back into the wagon tank and drained.

Blood Mark returned Health from the construct holding the charge. Overflow weighted the first shield toward Ione, whose arm had burned against the seal. The next went to Elka as the axle clipped her hip, and Zafira needed none.

“Under route,” Elka said. “Now.”

She dropped into the drainage cut, and Chad followed because she had the call, and the wagon stopped above them.

The blank-masked driver leaned over the edge; his public outline contained no body fields; record construct.

The two outriders dismounted; their boots landed on either side of the drain.

Elka pointed deeper into the cut, as they retreated instead of fighting.

Chad hated it for three steps, and on the fourth, white spearheads stabbed through the place where he would have stood. The barracks door at the third tower had released hunters through a concealed lower tunnel.

Elka had seen dust moving against the wind, and her route turned beneath the wall and rose through a maintenance hatch behind the wagon before she said, “Attack.”

Chad smiled.

Red Grip pulled the driver off his seat, and Chad met him in the road with the buckler; the blank mask cracked. Paper filled the space behind it.

Elka shot the right outrider's reins around his arms, and Zafira took the left one's court seal and ordered his mount to return to the south labor gate. Horse and rider turned against their own route.

Ione climbed onto the wagon roof and drew a barrier around the twelve body fields inside, and court hunters flooded from the lower tunnel.

Chad stepped between them and the wagon, and he said, “I can hold the mouth.”

Zafira raised an eyebrow while cutting the driver's route mark.

“Tunnel mouth.”

“We are proud of you.”

He marked the first two hunters and used Take It; six more took ordinary threat. The others aimed at the wagon because their orders ranked inmates above combatants.

Counterclaim pulled the foe transport rank onto Chad, and for five seconds, each hunter treated him as the escaped cargo.

“Come restrain me, you bureaucratic bastards.”

They tried.

He met them at the hatch; spear for the first. Buckler for the second—Red Grip dragged the third away from Ione. Shared Pulse kept Elka on her feet after an arrow opened her thigh. Blood Mark stole the Health back through three quick thrusts.

Overflow protected whoever faced the next real danger, and the fourth hunter raised a sentence chain toward Zafira, and shield went to her.

The fifth aimed at Chad—shield stayed nowhere; he already had Health and armor.

The sixth threw fire at the wagon—Overflow layered over Ione's barrier because twelve inmates depended on it.

The weighting made the party feel less like four bars and more like a working formation, and Elka reached the driver's bench.

“Road clear for thirty breaths,” she said. “We take the wagon north.”

Chad asked, “Can you drive?” and the inmate answered, “Yes.”

“Hot.”

“Get in.”

He obeyed.

Zafira replaced the false south route with a second clear convoy. On each public map, a decoy wagon fled toward the labor gate with Chad's party attacking it from behind, and the real wagon remained absent.

Ione opened the inner door only after she sealed the tank.

Twelve adult inmates lay in two rows, and iron sentence lines ran from their wrists into a black vessel under the floor. None wore a complete public name, and unlike the Archive survivors, they still had body status—and their Health totals were falling one point at a time.

Ione asked the nearest conscious woman, “Do you consent to treatment?”

The inmate blinked at her. “Will it add years?”

“No; I will separate your Health from the transport seal. I will not alter your sentence record or take private fields.”

“Yes.”

Ione worked down the row, asking each person who could answer. For the two who could not, she used only emergency stabilization, nothing that bound self or agreement.

Chad held the rear door while Elka drove.

The freed court witnesses had been punished through names, and these inmates were being drained through time. Each sentence year converted into Health for the Prison Loom ahead.

Zafira found the transport ledger beneath the driver's seat and said, “All twelve are marked for delivery, not release. The Loom keeps the years even if the body dies.”

“Then no one dies.”

“A stirring policy.”

“I am thinking of making it our brand.”

Elka struck the brake lever.

The wagon slowed at a fork outside Vey's north wall, and one road led toward villages and open country. The other entered a ravine beneath an abandoned prison fortress.

“Safe cellar is west,” she said. “The real transport route is east.”

They could move the twelve adults to safety now. They could also lose the charge trail, and Chad looked at the party rather than deciding alone.

Ione kept both hands on an inmate's failing sentence line and said, “They need a stable room within fifteen minutes.”

Zafira held up the transport ledger. “I can make the public convoy continue east without us, but the physical wagon must reach the prison gate.”

Elka pointed across the fork and said, “There is a cellar under the west road; old toll house. Dry, two exits, no court address; we take the bodies there, then send the wagon east by the lower slope. I can follow its track from above.”

Chad said, “Your call,” and Elka drove west.

The toll cellar existed exactly where she promised, and they carried the twelve adults inside, and Ione stabilized each voluntary treatment line. Zafira gave the conscious inmates the risks of staying, moving, or following. They chose the cellar until the current drain ended.

The nearest woman caught Ione's sleeve before she moved away.

“The Loom will pull again when the wagon crosses the gate.”

Ione asked, “From this distance?”

“Distance isn't part of a sentence.” Her face tightened as one more black line stirred under her skin. “They said years belong to the prison once a judge speaks them.”

Zafira opened the recovered ledger and said, “Your listed term is fourteen years,” and the inmate said, “For sleeping in a closed warehouse,” and Zafira said, “The record says organized theft.”

“I was alone.”

Chad crouched beside them. “What happens inside the Loom?”

The woman looked at his face first, then the chain shirt and spear. Propaganda recognition moved through her expression, and she chose to answer anyway.

“Work gangs turn the wheels; each full turn shortens a sentence on the public board. Each person cheers when years disappear.”

Ione said, “But the years aren't forgiven,” and the inmate said, “They go under the floor. Guards told us the empire stores mercy for emergencies.”

Forty-seven thousand years of mercy, packed into a wagon tank, and Chad asked, “What kind of emergencies?”

“Walls breaking. Officers wounded. Riots. Anything the prison wants to survive.”

Zafira checked older entries and said, “And now Ascension gears.”

The woman looked toward the east wall as if she could see the fortress through stone. “If you go in, don't stop the wheels.”

“Why?”

“The punishment returns to whoever turned them; all at once.”

Ione's head lifted. “Stored charge maintains a cause link.”

Chad asked, “Can you break it?” and Ione answered, “After I see the Loom; not from a ledger.”

Elka had been checking both cellar exits, and she came back and knelt beside the woman's cot.

“Is there a route workers use that guards don't?”

“Water chain under the east yard; too narrow for armor.”

Chad looked down at his chain shirt.

The woman's mouth twitched despite the pain. “Too narrow for normal armor.”

“This is compact combat armor.”

“It has breasts shaped into it.”

“Compact combat breasts.”

Elka covered a laugh with one hand.

The inmate's smile lasted only a moment, but it changed the cellar. She was not a line in Ione's treatment map. She was an adult who could warn them, tease Chad, and decide what happened to her record.

Zafira set the ledger on the floor where all twelve could see it and said, “This contains your charges and sentence routes. We need the route fields to enter the prison. We do not need control of the records; may we copy only the path data and leave the first here?”

The conscious inmates considered it side by side; ten answered yes. The other two remained unable to answer, so their entries stayed closed.

Ten voluntary route fragments gave Elka the shape of the water chain.

No stolen consent. No heroic shortcut.

Only after the last Health total stopped falling did Elka release the wagon downhill.

Zafira's false driver record took the bench, and the empty transport rolled east with its black vessel and the surviving charge.

The party climbed the ravine ridge to follow, and Party Link summarized what Chad had chosen.

ROUTE AUTHORITY — VOLUNTARY FIELD PREVIEW

Route caller: Elka
Formal System authority: unavailable at current Party Link rank
Party compliance: 4 / 4 chosen
Membership transferred: no
Threat control transferred: no
Right of refusal retained: yes

Convoy routes visible to Court Archive remnants: 5
False routes maintained by Zafira: 4
Physical charge route identified by Elka: 1
Prisoners stabilized by Ione: 12 / 12.

The wagon reached the abandoned fortress; its gate opened without guards.

Black chains pulled the transport inside. The road, walls, and empty watchtowers all gained Health bars at once.

The twelve inmates' sentence lines tugged east from the safety of the toll cellar; one year vanished from the nearest line.

The fortress healed 365 Health. One more year disappeared, and stone sealed across the gate.

PRISON LOOM — INTAKE ACTIVE

Stored sentence years: 47,118
Conversion: 1 year = 365 Health
Current protected structure: entire prison instance
Living sentence holders in range: 1,004.

Chad stared down at a prison that could heal itself with a thousand stolen lives.

“Elka,” he said, “find me the route to the big stupid machine.”

She studied the ravine, the walls, and the wagon track that had vanished under solid stone.

“I already have it.”


Chapter 10

Two Girls, One Escape Route

The Prison Loom pulled on the twelve inmates from three miles away.

Black sentence lines rose from their wrists and passed through the toll-cellar wall. Health began falling again, one point for each stolen year.

Ione caught the first line in both hands.

“The wagon crossed the gate,” she said. “The Loom is using its delivery record to claim the bodies.”

The nearest woman lost five Health in a breath.

Chad marked the line. Blood Mark failed to attach, and it was not a foe, only a cause link between punishment and the person forced to carry it.

He asked, “Can we move them out of range?”

Elka was at the west exit and said, “Range follows the road records. We need terrain with no prison route,” and Chad asked, “You found one?”

“I found two. One is flooded. One is worse.”

“Worse sounds dry.”

“Worse has cliff bees.”

“Of course it does.”

Zafira lifted the transport ledger. Each sentence entry glowed black now. “The false convoy bought us minutes, not freedom; once the Loom finishes intake, it will know the wagon arrived empty.”

Ione uncorked three vials with her teeth, and she poured blue coolant across the lines, and the Health drain slowed.

“Eight minutes,” she said. “Perhaps ten if no one moves quickly.”

Chad looked around the cellar, and twelve injured adults. Four party members; one exit toward a flooded route and one toward weaponized insects.

He said, “Cliff bees.”

Elka nodded once and said, “Follow exactly.”

They made carrying slings from old toll curtains, and Chad took two inmates because his Health and Endurance had recovered. Zafira took one and supported one more on foot, and Elka carried the woman with the sentence map. Ione moved between each person, refreshing coolant and asking before she altered any treatment.

The west tunnel narrowed into bare rock, and no route panel appeared. That was the good part, and the bad part arrived as a humming vibration through Chad's boots.

Elka stopped at a crack filled with amber light and said, “The hive sits above the path; they attack heat, sweet scent, and repeated footfall.”

Chad looked at twelve frightened adults who could not possibly walk without repeated footfall.

“Options?”

“Flood route.”

“Other options.”

Ione tested the air with one finger and said, “I can cool each body, but not hide the vibration.”

Zafira opened the prison ledger and said, “I can give the bees a higher-ranked trespass,” and Elka asked, “What are you going to charge?” before Zafira looked at Chad.

He sighed. “Make it convincing.”

She copied `CORRUPTED SEDUCTRESS` onto a strip of toll curtain and added `UNLICENSED HIVE ENTRY` beneath it.

“I hate how well those fit side by side.”

“The court has a gift for narrative.”

Elka tied the strip to an arrow and said, “I can put it in the flooded passage. The bees will follow until the cloth loses your heat.”

“How does it get my heat?”

Ione placed a warm palm against the exposed skin above his chain collar and said, “Shared Pulse. One point.”

Chad sent one Health through her hand and into the cloth, and the amber crack erupted.

Bees the size of Chad's thumb poured from the stone, and their wings cut the air into a scream, and Elka fired.

The arrow carried Chad's warmth and ridiculous charge down the flooded route. The swarm turned after it before she said, “Move.”

They moved.

The path wound along the outside of the ravine under a shelf of black stone—Vey's northern fields spread far below. The abandoned fortress stood across the gap, its towers pulsing with Health stolen from people who had never agreed to feed it.

Halfway across, the Loom corrected for the missing wagon, and each sentence line tightened.

The woman in Chad's left sling cried out, and her Health dropped from seventy-one to forty.

Danger weighting sent Overflow to her before he spoke. The red shield slowed the drain but did not break the cause.

Ione reached her and drove a glass needle into the black line.

“Permission to split the treatment field from your sentence record?”

“Yes.”

“It may expose the first charge.”

“Do it.”

Blue alchemy ran through the needle; the black line separated into two strands: a living Health claim and a court sentence.

Zafira cut the rank mark holding the first beneath the second, and Elka found a crack where the route crossed bare stone and shot a pin through it.

Chad marked the foe Health claim now that it had become distinct, and Blood Mark attached, and he pulled.

The Loom lost the Health it had taken from the woman, and Shared Pulse returned it to her through Chad's body.

Her total rose to sixty-nine, and he asked, “Can we do that twelve times?”

Ione checked her remaining vials and said, “Not while carrying them and crossing this ledge.”

“Safe room first.” Elka pointed ahead. “Three hundred paces.”

The bees came back, and the false charge had cooled too soon.

Elka heard them before anyone else, and she changed the route without explaining, leading the group down a seam that looked like a drop. It became a slanted shelf two steps below the main path.

She said, “Heads down,” before the swarm crossed above—one bee found the heat leaking from an inmate's injured leg, and then ten found it.

Chad climbed over the slings and put himself between the swarm and the group.

“Take It.”

The bees had no court rank to redirect, and they did have threat.

Blood Mark spread across the first cluster—Chad used his coat as a screen and his buckler as a fan. Stingers struck his scalp, cheeks, hands, and the soft exposed line above his armor.

His body reacted with furious swelling.

“My face,” he said. “Are they ruining my face?”

Zafira stabbed two bees out of the air and said, “Your priorities remain diseased,” and Chad said, “It was a half-point face.”

Elka shot the rock above the hive crack; stone dust collapsed across the swarm's scent path.

Ione threw a cooling barrier over Chad and said, “Your face remains offensively pretty,” and Chad said, “Thank God,” and Ione said, “Your left eye is swelling shut.”

“Less good.”

He drained the marked cluster. Health returned. Poison stayed.

Overflow shielded the injured inmates rather than wasting itself on his swelling; good skill; rude skill.

Elka brought them through a final turn and into an old survey room carved entirely from natural stone, and no court seal marked the door. No prison road crossed the floor, and a spring ran through one wall and vanished through one more.

The sentence lines went slack.

Not broken. Out of range.

Ione counted twelve bodies and twelve stable Health bars before she treated Chad's eye. She said, “You look almost ordinary,” and Chad said, “Cruel.”

Her fingers were gentle. “Temporary.”

They spent the next hour severing each inmate's living Health claim from the sentence record, and each conscious person consented. The two who had been unable to answer woke before their turn and received the same explanation, and Elka pinned cause routes. Zafira removed controlling rank, and Chad held each separated claim on Blood Mark while Ione returned stolen Health.

No sentence vanished; no guilt or innocence changed by force. The Loom simply lost permission it had never possessed to eat living bodies.

The twelfth line resisted.

It belonged to the man who had awakened last. His public sentence showed six years, and the Health claim carried sixty.

Ione said, “There are two people in this route.”

The man pushed himself upright. “My brother died in the work yard; they moved his years left onto me.”

Zafira read the folded rank text and said, “The court merged you as a household debt,” and Chad asked, “Can you get him out?”

Ione did not soften the uncertainty and said, “I can separate your living body from both claims. I cannot promise that breaking the dead line will preserve anything of your brother. The Loom may hold only punishment, not a soul.”

The man stared at the black strand until his breathing steadied.

“Separate me; preserve his line if you can.”

“Accepted.”

Ione placed two glass needles instead of one, and Elka pinned the living route but left the dead route free. Zafira removed the household rank without changing either name, and Chad marked only the Health claim attached to the body.

The moment they pulled, the Loom sent a black chain back.

Black chain entered the survey room through solid rock, and links assembled into a four-legged sentence beast with a judge's seal for a head. It ignored the party and lunged for the dead brother's line.

Ione said, “It wants to erase the extra claim,” and Chad caught the beast with Red Grip.

The sentence beast weighed more than the wagon; its front claws cut trenches in natural stone. Take It dragged the judge's seal toward Chad, but the chain body continued wrapping around the preserved line.

“I can hold its head or its ass,” he said. “Not both.”

Zafira ducked beneath a swinging link and said, “There is the man we know.”

Elka did not shoot the beast, and she shot the spring.

Her arrow broke a mineral shelf above the water, and the flow changed course across the floor, caught the loose chain, and carried it toward the second exit.

“Let the back follow the route,” she said. “Keep the head.”

Chad planted both feet and held the judge's seal on Blood Mark. The chain body followed Elka's water path around a stone pillar. Zafira cut its return rank after the third loop.

Ione separated the last living claim, and the sentence beast pulled itself tight around the pillar.

Chad drove his spear through the seal, and stolen Health ran back into the man. Overflow shielded the preserved dead line because Ione had marked it as the most endangered declared objective, not as a living party member.

The beast broke.

Black links dissolved in the spring, and the brother's line remained sealed inside an empty glass tube, self unknown, punishment no longer consuming anyone.

The man held the tube only after Ione explained that possession would not prove what it contained.

“I know,” he said. “It gives me a chance to find out.”

Chad knew that—a chance was not a promise, and it still mattered.

When the twelfth line broke, the System recognized the work.

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 29

Force 6 | Finesse 24 | Endurance 27
Perception 16 | Focus 17 | Presence 20
Health 486

Core Link privacy updated:
- individual Health remains shared during declared danger
- intimate sensory fields remain closed by default
- any temporary sharing requires named participants and active acceptance
- closure restores automatically after the declared interval

Prison transport group freed: 12 / 12
Prison Loom sentence claims severed: 12
Stored sentence charge remaining: 47,118 years.

Chad took the attribute gains, then read the privacy lines twice alongside Elka and Ione.

Zafira's mouth curved. “I believe the System is attempting discretion.”

Elka's freckles darkened across her cheeks. “It could try harder.”

The inmates needed sleep. The party needed it too, and Elka found a second chamber beyond the spring, smaller and warmer, with one entrance and no hidden route. Zafira took first watch beside the outer door.

Ione cleaned her tools, and Elka watched her hands.

Chad recognized the look because Elka had worn a version of it around him before she at last stopped pretending she only wanted warmth, and this look was steadier. Directed entirely at Ione.

He asked, “You two need the room?” before Elka turned red to the tips of her ears.

Ione set down the last glass needle. “We need a decision before a room.”

“Then I can leave.”

Elka caught his wrist and said, “Stay until we decide,” before he stayed.

The three sat on bedrolls beside the spring, and Elka kept hold of Chad with one hand and reached for Ione with the other.

“I wanted you before the dungeon,” Elka said. “I kept waiting for a safer trail.”

Ione threaded their fingers side by side and said, “There will always be one more unsafe trail,” and Elka replied, “I know,” and Ione asked, “Do you want me now?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want Chad here?”

Elka looked at him and said, “At first. No touching unless we ask; no Link sharing.”

Chad said, “Accepted,” and Ione gave the same answer.

The privacy field closed around the three named participants, and it shared no sensation and created no permission. It only prevented danger alerts from broadcasting ordinary arousal to Zafira on watch.

Elka leaned forward first.

Her kiss landed carefully. Ione answered without care at all, and she caught Elka behind the neck and pulled her closer until the hunter made a small hungry sound.

Chad felt that sound low in his own body, and he kept his hands on his knees.

Elka opened Ione's robe one tie at a time. Dark brown skin appeared beneath pale cloth: throat, collarbones, the soft curves of her breasts. Elka paused with both palms resting below them.

“Still yes?”

Ione took one of Elka's hands and placed it over her breast and said, “Very yes.”

Elka stroked her thumb across the nipple, and it hardened under the touch. Ione shivered, then pulled Elka's tunic over her head in one quick motion.

Freckled skin flushed from Elka's chest to her throat. Ione kissed down that color, and her mouth closed over one nipple while her fingers teased the other.

Elka's back arched.

“I thought healers were supposed to warn people.”

“I asked.”

“Not about your tongue.”

Ione looked up and said, “Would you like me to stop?” and Elka pushed gently against the back of her head and said, “Absolutely not.”

The answer broke the last of their caution.

They undressed each other between kisses. Elka's long freckled body and Ione's slender dark one pressed close on the blankets, breasts brushing as their legs tangled.

Ione's hand moved between Elka's thighs, then stopped. “Tell me.”

“Slow first.”

Ione touched her vulva with patient care and found the rhythm Elka asked for. Elka's gasp vanished into her mouth. One hand gripped Ione's shoulder while the other wandered down the scholar's stomach.

“I want to see you too.”

They shifted face-to-face. Elka waited for Ione's nod before her fingers found the warm space between Ione's thighs. Ione guided her once, and Elka understood. Their mouths met again while each woman learned the other's pace through breath, motion, and plain words.

Chad stayed where Elka had asked him to stay. The sight felt intimate because they had chosen his presence, not because the field gave him access.

Elka looked at him once, eyes bright and unfocused. “Still okay?”

“Very.”

“Good.” She kissed Ione harder.

Their pace quickened together. Ione's fingers worked over Elka's clitoris while Elka returned the same focused pleasure. Every change came after a look or a whispered request. Nothing about their hunger made them careless with each other.

Elka came first. Her thighs tightened, her back arched, and Ione's name broke from her through several sharp waves. Ione held her close while Elka kept touching her with slower strokes.

Then Ione's composure gave way. She laughed once, lost the sound to a moan, and climaxed with Elka's forehead against hers. They stayed there until breath became possible again.

Elka brushed damp hair from Ione's face. “Again?”

“If you want it too.”

“I adore you. Of course I do.”

They resumed without hurry, guiding each other with quiet words and eager answers. Elka's second climax drew a delighted laugh from Ione. Ione followed soon after, held close while Elka praised her and stayed attentive until the last tremor passed. Their kiss afterward held the unguarded tenderness of women who had chosen each other, not merely shared pleasure.

Then Elka reached for Chad again.

He moved closer when she pulled, and she kissed him softly, then guided his hand to Ione's shoulder—nowhere more intimate than the permission given.

Ione rested against both of them.

Elka murmured, “No one turned into a route,” and Ione said, “No one was a task.”

Chad kissed Elka's temple and said, “You were both extremely good at following objectives.”

Elka laughed into his chest, and Ione covered her face with one hand before he said, “I tried.”

Ione replied, “You lasted almost the entire scene.”

They cleaned each other with warm spring water, checked for soreness, and drank. Then they settled beneath one blanket, and the privacy field closed exactly when Elka requested it.

No sensation leaked into Party Link. Only three calm Health bars remained in the private field when Chad woke to the prison fortress screaming.

The black lines across the survey-room wall snapped tight, and each sleeping inmate sat up at once.

Ione's hand found her glass rod, and Elka had an arrow nocked before the blanket fell.

Across the ravine, the Prison Loom pulled its largest lever without them, and one thousand stored sentence years ignited.

The fortress Health bar filled to maximum.

Then it kept rising. Black chains spread from the prison walls toward each sentence holder in range. The survey room was no longer outside that range.


Chapter 11

Do Not Pull the Big Lever

The Prison Loom grew a lever large enough to be seen from the ravine, and Chad wanted to pull it.

The handle rose between the fortress towers, black iron wrapped in gold sentence text. Each time it moved, one thousand years vanished from the stored charge. The prison walls healed, and new chains reached toward each convicted person within miles.

The second burn began.

Chad stood at the survey-room entrance while black links struck the natural stone, and Overflow weighted shields toward the twelve freed inmates. The chains had no living Health claims left to pull, so they attacked the severed sentence records instead.

He asked, “How long?”

Ione drove glass anchors into the floor around the records and said, “The room remains outside the court route. The Loom is extending physical chains to replace it. Five minutes before they reach the people.”

Elka opened the ten copied water-chain paths and said, “Four minutes to the east-yard intake if we run.”

Zafira checked the transport ledger and said, “The public system still believes our empty wagon contains the twelve. I can keep the Loom pulling on that false location until it opens the intake seal.”

Chad said, “We go now.”

He looked at the twelve adults. “We are leaving you behind a barrier while the thing attacking you still exists. You have a dry western exit if the anchors fail; you choose whether to stay or take it.”

The nearest woman answered for herself first. Others followed, and nine stayed, and three chose the western tunnel. Elka marked its bee-safe timing before they left.

No one was ordered into confidence, and Zafira rang the false transport bell from the ledger. Across the ravine, the prison gate opened, and Elka led the party down the cliff.

The water-chain route entered through a crack below the east yard. It had been built for a narrow maintenance worker carrying oil, not Chad in chain armor with a spear and a body whose breasts caught on each low brace.

He turned sideways for the third bar before Elka whispered ahead of him, “Compact combat armor,” and Chad said, “I am being oppressed by architecture.”

Zafira pushed his buckler through after him and said, “Try having less front,” and Chad said, “I refuse to apologize for my loadout.”

Ione's hand touched the middle of his back. “Move your loadout.”

The false wagon bell rang again.

Black chains rushed past the crack toward a delivery bay above, and the party climbed against their motion. Each link carried a sentence year stamped into the metal: theft, debt, trespass, refusal, escape; some named violence; many named survival.

Elka stopped beneath a rotating junction; three chains crossed overhead, changing positions with each turn of the Loom.

“Routes move,” she said. “The path we copied is only true for the next two turns.”

Chad asked, “Can you map the pattern?” and Elka answered, “If no one pulls the lever.”

He looked through the slats, and the enormous handle waited in the central yard.

“I feel targeted.”

“Good.”

They crossed on Elka's count.

One.

Chain above.

Two.

Chain below.

Three—gap—Zafira passed through, and Ione followed, and Chad entered last, and the Loom changed shift before the predicted turn.

A chain struck his waist and carried him into the junction, and he marked it.

Blood Mark attached to the sentence beast forming around the links, and iron ribs closed over him. A judge's seal became its head, and four chain legs dug into the walls.

Take It pulled the head around, and that made the body tighten.

Chad said, “I have it,” and Elka replied, “It has you,” and Chad said, “Mutual situation.”

Zafira cut the chain's shift rank, and the beast lost its place in the rotating order, and Elka pinned its rear route to the upper track. Ione separated Chad's body from the sentence text trying to label him as cargo.

Chad drove his spear up through the judge's seal.

The beast broke, and Blood Mark returned forty-eight Health, and Overflow sent its shield through Ione's anchors to the most endangered person in the survey room.

The distant red field held.

“Early shift,” Elka said. “Someone knows we entered.”

The second burn finished—one thousand more years vanished; the junction spun twice as fast.

Elka abandoned the copied path, and she followed water residue along the lowest links, then climbed into a drain too small for the sentence beasts. Chad trusted her calls without asking Party Link to certify them.

They emerged beneath the east yard.

The prison was larger inside than the fortress walls allowed, and cell blocks formed concentric rings around the lever. Thousands of chains ran from barred doors to a central axle below it. Adults turned work wheels on each level while white boards above them counted sentences down.

Each finished turn made people cheer; the missing years flowed into the axle before Ione said, “They think they are earning release.”

Zafira read the shift board and said, “Some are. The public sentence reaches zero; the punishment moves here instead of ending.”

“Can we tell them?”

“Not over the shift bell; the guards control its declarations.”

Elka pointed across the yard and said, “Bell tower; real line follows the third moving chain.”

Chad said, “Get us there,” and the lever moved a finger's width.

Each chain beast in the yard turned toward the drain; dozens, and Chad climbed out first.

“Take It.”

Presence caught the nearest six, and Counterclaim dragged the prison's foe cargo order onto him for five seconds, and the rest still followed physical vibration.

“Run light,” Elka told the women. “Chad, run loud.”

“At last, a route suited to my talents.”

He slammed his buckler against the drain cover and charged left; the yard shook with iron pursuit.

Elka took the women right between work wheels, and she tapped each surface before stepping and avoided each chain line that carried vibration toward a beast. Zafira removed guard priority from three gates, and Ione placed small barriers behind them, not to stop pursuit but to change its sound.

Chad held the ugly route.

Sentence beasts crashed into him one after another, and Blood Mark jumped across iron seals. Red Grip pulled one away from a work gang, and Drain Ward cut through another's conversion text. His Health fell to 302, rose to 361, fell to 244.

Pain Dividend filled Resolve, and he spent it on Counterclaim each time a beast noticed the women. Workers stopped turning the nearest wheel, and their public sentence board stopped falling.

A guard struck one man across the face and ordered the wheel resumed.

Chad used Red Grip across the yard—the guard flew backward into his buckler before Chad said, and dropped him, “Union break.”

The workers stared at the tiny beautiful woman in chain armor standing under three iron monsters.

“The wheels feed the prison,” he told them. “Stopping may return stored punishment through your lines; do not pull, turn, or break anything until our scholar identifies the safe cut.”

It was not a satisfying speech, and it was true, as the work gang backed away from the wheel.

Other gangs saw them; a patch of stillness spread through the east ring; the public boards punished hesitation.

Each stopped wheel added one day back to the workers standing beside it, and the numbers climbed in white. Guards did not need to swing again, and men and women watched months of labor reappear above their heads and reached for the handles.

Chad said, “Wait.”

One woman looked at the restored days, then at him. “You said stopping might hurt us.”

“Starting definitely feeds the thing trying to hurt you.”

“Will you remove the days?”

“I don't know how yet.”

The honest answer lost half the gang, and they resumed turning.

Stored years flowed under Chad's boots—the wounded sentence beast healed its judge's seal and climbed again.

Zafira reached the outer edge of the work ring and said, “The board is not measuring punishment served. It is setting a price for obedience,” and Chad asked, “Can you freeze it?”

“Not from here; the daily increase comes from the shift bell.”

Elka pointed above the yard; a narrow cable ran from each sentence board to the tower, and unlike the moving chains, the cables stayed still.

“I can cut them.”

The woman at the wheel heard. “If you cut a board, guards put the whole gang in debt block.”

Elka asked, “Where is debt block?” before she pointed to the inner ring.

Chad looked there, and the cells had no doors. Inmates were sealed inside cubes of black text, each debt word feeding directly into the axle.

He said, “Do not cut them,” and Elka lowered her bow without argument.

That was the trap inside the trap, and each obvious break moved pain to someone less clear.

Ione crossed to the sentence board under a barrier and said, “May I inspect your gang's current fields?”

The workers did not answer side by side; three consented, and two refused, and the rest asked what she would see.

“Sentence total, Health connection, work-wheel motion, and the direct cause of any added days; no private body status. No first charge unless you ask me to compare it.”

Four more accepted—seven chosen cause lines appeared.

The days added by the board did not enter the first sentences. They formed temporary threat text, valid only while the workers could see it.

“A coercion display,” Ione said. “It becomes permanent if they touch the wheel after seeing the increase.”

Zafira smiled like a knife leaving its sheath and said, “Then the board needs a more authoritative display.”

She cut the guard rank from a fallen hunter and climbed onto the wheel housing, and her voice did not become louder. The prison simply placed it above the board.

“Current shift suspended pending gears fault; added days are unverified and carry no sentencing rank.”

The white totals turned gray, and hands left the wheel, and this time the whole gang stopped.

Zafira copied the declaration onto the next board, and Elka shot a blunt arrow carrying it across the ring. A worker caught the shaft, read the words, and pressed them to one more wheel.

Stillness spread farther—the Loom created new guards from stored records.

They stepped out of the inner walls wearing blank armor and faces made from disciplinary reports; twenty at first; then forty.

Chad counted lanes.

“I can hold the center stairs; not the full ring.”

Elka scanned the moving chains and said, “You do not need the full ring; make them use the center stairs.”

She shot the gate counterweights on the north and south approaches. Iron bars dropped, closing both. Zafira changed the east approach from `GUARD ACCESS` to `GEARS HAZARD`. The record soldiers obeyed their own rank and turned west.

One lane.

Chad stood at its mouth.

“Now I can take all of them.”

The nearest worker winced, and Chad added, “In combat.”

Zafira called from the wheel, “No one doubted the activity.”

Forty record guards charged.

Chad marked the first rank and opened Take It. Spears struck his buckler in a rolling sequence, and his new Finesse mattered more than Force. He shifted each impact past his center, stabbed through exposed report text, and drained Health from the Loom behind the bodies.

Elka fired over him. Each arrow pinned a rear guard's foot to a moving chain. When the chain changed position, the line collapsed sideways instead of adding weight to Chad's front.

Ione protected workers from missed strikes with barriers that were small, exact, and temporary. She asked before enclosing anyone whose motion would be limited. Most accepted; two chose to move without one, and she left their paths open.

Zafira copied the gears-fault order from board to board, and the Loom tried to revoke her rank.

She gave it three contradictory guard seals and made it choose which one had issued the suspension. While the prison argued with itself, one more wheel stopped.

Chad's Health fell below half.

Last One Standing rose with the danger to the women, and Overflow sent shields where arrows and chain fragments actually aimed. Shared Pulse kept Elka above three-quarters after a guard spear grazed her ribs. Chad drained the cost back from a report-faced captain.

The captain carried the first order for debt block.

“Zafira.”

Chad hooked its knee, turned the body, and exposed the black text between its shoulders, and she cut the order free.

Each debt cube in the inner ring flickered, and she asked, “Destroy it?”

Ione checked the active cause lines and said, “No. That would assign the contained debt to the nearest clear rank,” before everyone looked at Chad.

“I am extremely clear,” he said. “Hold it.”

Zafira folded the order into a blank ledger sleeve, and the cubes stopped flickering, and no debt moved.

The last record guard lost its face text under Chad's spear, and it collapsed, and the west lane stayed open.

Workers across three rings stood away from their wheels, and their sentence boards remained gray under Zafira's stolen fault declaration. They were not free, and they had made one choice the Loom could not immediately price.

Elka studied the new pattern of parked and moving chains.

“The chains change on the bell, not the lever,” she said. “Three junctions control each route into the axle.”

“Can you pin them?”

“When the shift pauses.”

Ione traced the stopped work into the conversion engine and said, “And I can see the difference between stored years and living recipients now. We still need the bell to hold the difference open.”

Zafira pointed toward the tower and said, “Then we steal the shift itself.”

The Loom responded with a forced shift order, as Red text entered each worker's arms.

Counterclaim triggered through Chad's mark on the axle, and he pulled the foe motion onto himself. For five seconds, the Loom tried to force his arms to turn each wheel at once.

He locked both hands around his spear.

“No one touches my shaft but me.”

The nearest work gang stared, and Chad heard it.

“Bad timing,” he admitted.

One worker laughed anyway, and five seconds ended, and the forced order broke against Chad's Endurance without moving a wheel, and Elka reached the bell tower.

Zafira climbed its rank chain and removed the guard seal from the shift declaration. Ione held the living cause lines apart from the gears.

The bell was now unassigned, and anyone could ring it, and no one controlled what that would mean.

Chad fought his way toward them, and the enormous lever stood between; its handle bore one clear word.

`RELEASE`.

The System outlined it as an interactable objective; Chad reached for it.

Ione threw a glass vial at his hand, as it shattered on his gauntlet.

“Do not pull the big lever.”

“It says release.”

“It lies.”

“Most levers are more honest than people.”

“This one is a court record.”

That stopped him.

Ione placed her rod against the lever base, and violet cause lines spread through the axle. The forty-six thousand stored years did not end at the gears. Each one remained connected to a current inmate, a former inmate, a dead body, or a captive soul lien.

Pulling `RELEASE` opened each return path.

The punishment would not vanish, and it would arrive all at once, and Chad asked, “How many living?”

“One thousand four in current range; more beyond it if the Loom extends again.”

“Dead?”

“Unknown.”

“Souls?”

Ione traced a white branch entering beneath the axle and said, “Present. Source concealed.”

Chad lowered his hand.

“Fine. The giant obvious button is evil.”

Zafira said from the bell chain, “Growth,” and Chad said, “I remain in favor of buttons as a category.”

Elka fired four arrows into the yard, and three marked moving-chain junctions. The fourth marked the conversion axle below the lever.

“Those are the real breaks,” she said. “If the chains stop changing.”

Zafira held the stolen shift bell rope and said, “I can ring a null shift. No guard, no work gang, no sentence holder assigned. The Loom will have to park the chains while it looks for an authorized worker.”

Ione drew violet boundaries around living, dead, and soul-linked return paths and said, “During that pause, I can separate recipients from stored charge; not all at once. The source keeps healing the axle.”

Chad asked, “My job?” before three new sentence beasts climbed from the yard.

Ione pointed at them and said, “Be popular,” and Chad said, “At last, the healer respects my build,” before the Loom delivered its rules.

PRISON LOOM NODE — CONVERSION ENGINE

Node Health: 16,833,070 / 16,833,070
Stored sentence charge: 46,118 years
Conversion: 1 stored year = 365 Health
Current living return paths: 1,004
Dead identity paths: unresolved
Captive soul paths: present, source concealed

VISIBLE CONTROL — RELEASE LEVER
Effect: return all stored punishment through active cause paths
Projected living fatalities: 1,004 / 1,004

SAFE OBJECTIVE IDENTIFIED
1. ring unassigned shift bell
2. pin three moving-chain junctions
3. separate living and captive return paths
4. break conversion axle
5. release stored charge without recipients.

The plan required all four of them.

Zafira could steal the shift, and Elka could pin the chains, and Ione could separate the cause paths. Chad could keep the prison from killing them while they did it.

He marked the first sentence beast, and white healing poured into the axle before he struck. The Loom's Health rose above its listed maximum, and Ione followed the concealed soul branch upward.

Far above the prison, a white healer's crest appeared in the air. Olya had found the Loom, as she was healing it with captive souls.


Chapter 12

The System Kept the Receipts

Olya healed the Prison Loom with people who could no longer scream.

The white crest above the axle flashed, and captive soul paths tightened beneath the floor. The node gained 420,000 Health beyond its listed maximum.

Chad hit the nearest sentence beast with Drain Ward, and the Loom healed again.

Ione tracked the white branch from the axle, but it split into hundreds of blank lines before it reached the crest. Each line carried a pulse from another captive soul, and none showed where Olya stood.

Chad asked, “Can you cut them?”

“I can separate the souls from the axle after the null shift.” Ione kept her glass rod against the lever base. “If I cut now, Olya's healing returns through their captive links; they take the loss.”

“Then we trace her first.”

“The System records each event, but the Loom owns the record.”

Chad blocked a chain jaw with his buckler, and iron teeth drove him back across the yard.

The System had watched Olya hurt souls, move Health, and heal the node. It had receipts, and the prison controlled who could read them.

That sounded like a permissions problem, as Chad stabbed through the beast's judge seal and marked the axle beneath it.

“Zafira, ring the null shift.”

She held the stolen bell rope above the inner ring. “The order needs an assigned rank.”

“Assign it to no one.”

“The prison will reject an empty field.”

“Then make no one important.”

Zafira looked at the gray sentence boards and the workers standing away from their wheels. She cut `UNASSIGNED` from the shift bell's error list and placed it above each guard rank.

The Loom treated the error as the highest command, and she pulled.

The bell struck once, and all moving chains stopped.

Elka fired before the sound ended, and her first arrow pinned the upper junction against its frame. Her second crossed the yard and fixed the east junction through two overlapping links.

The third junction hid under the central axle.

She said, “No shot.”

Chad replied, “Make one.”

The sentence beasts did not stop with the chains, and six climbed from the inner ring, and twelve more formed behind them from guard reports and stored years.

Chad opened Take It on the first rank, and threat caught eight. The rest chose Zafira because she controlled the bell.

Counterclaim pulled the foe shift rank onto Chad for five seconds. It did not move the rank field or make the order his. It made the prison hate his interference more.

All eighteen beasts turned, and Chad said, “There is your gap.”

Elka ran along the parked upper chain, and Zafira slid down the bell rope. Ione reached into the axle with both hands wrapped around violet cause lines.

Chad received the full rank.

Iron bodies hit from three sides, and his chain shirt stopped cuts, not weight. One beast drove a shoulder into his ribs, and one more wrapped his right leg. A third snapped at the back of his neck.

Health fell from 486 to 348, and pain Dividend filled Resolve.

Blood Mark returned seventy-two Health across four quick spear hits. Overflow weighted the shield toward Elka as she crossed above an open drop. The next stolen surge went to Ione when the axle burned her forearms.

Zafira reached the inner ring and cut the third junction's guard rank. The black housing opened, as Elka jumped from the parked chain.

She fired downward while she fell, and the arrow entered the exposed junction, passed through its central link, and buried itself in the stone beneath the axle.

Her rope caught the arrow a breath later, and she swung clear.

Three pinned junctions held each route still, and she called, “Paths are fixed.”

Ione pulled the living return lines away from the stored charge.

One thousand four black strands rose around her, and each led to a living adult. She placed them inside a wide violet limit and severed their axle hooks one by one.

The Loom fought back through forced motion.

Workers across the rings reached for their wheels against their will. Red text wrapped their arms, and Chad marked the axle and spent twenty Resolve.

Counterclaim drew the foe aim to him, and his own arms jerked toward the giant lever. He drove the spearhead into the floor and held both hands on the shaft.

Five seconds—the lever stood ten feet away; four, and the forced order bent his elbows.

Three.

His boots slid through black oil.

Two—the spear shaft bowed, and one—the red text broke, and no worker touched a wheel.

“Living paths clear,” Ione said. “Dead identities next.”

Black lines rose without bodies at their ends, and some ended at graves. Some ended inside old prison records, and some vanished beyond Ione's proven range.

She did not call them souls, and she closed their return hooks without claiming what remained, and Olya's crest flashed.

White healing crossed the captive soul paths again, and the axle rose to 17,440,000 Health, and Chad watched the exact order.

Soul pulse. Transfer. Crest. Healing. Axle.

Five linked events.

The Loom hid each source as soon as the next event began, and Chad said, “Hit it again.”

Ione looked over and said, “That costs the bound souls,” and Chad asked, “How much?” and Ione answered, “The first pulse took one Health from each attached soul.”

“Can you shield one pulse?”

“I can hold the loss at zero for two seconds.”

“Then give me two seconds.”

Ione built a clear barrier around the captive paths and said, “Ready,” before Chad struck the axle, and Olya healed it.

The barrier held the souls at their current state, and Blood Mark showed the damage Chad dealt. Party Link showed the Health entering the node, and neither showed the hand between them.

Chad marked the healing event itself, and the System resisted, and Blood Mark needed a foe, not a number.

He used Counterclaim on Olya's rank to choose a source, and for five seconds, the foe target became Chad. The white healing left the soul paths and tried to drain him instead.

There—damage hit Chad, and transfer crossed the crest, and healing entered the axle, and one cause ran through all three.

He held the mark across the full chain, and the System opened a new field.

CAUSE TRACE — PROVISIONAL

Marked target: Prison Loom conversion axle
Incoming healing: 420,000
Direct source: Olya
Transferred source: captive soul paths
Captive loss during traced event: 0
Trace duration required: 20 seconds

Hold the mark to seal cause and source.

Twenty seconds with eighteen sentence beasts trying to turn Chad into prison paste; reasonable before he said, “I need the mark alive.”

Zafira landed beside the axle and said, “Then stop letting them bite the hand holding it,” and Chad said, “Both hands are busy,” before her glance dropped to the spear shaft.

“Do not.”

“I did not say anything.”

“Your face did.”

His offensively pretty face had betrayed him again; the first beast lunged.

Zafira cut its rank and sent it into the second. Elka shot the third through a moving hinge even though the chains no longer moved. Ione kept the soul barrier closed while her other field separated dead return paths.

Chad held the trace, and seventeen seconds—a chain tail struck Zafira, and Overflow shielded her before iron met skin; fourteen.

Elka's upper arrow began to bend, and the first junction shifted half an inch. She climbed the chain and braced the shaft with her bow.

Eleven.

Olya tried to end the healing.

Chad used Red Grip on the white crest. The skill could not pull her body through a remote path, but it held the active transfer open.

Eight.

The Loom created a sentence beast from Chad's own public charge. A petite paper woman rose in torn armor with `CORRUPTED SEDUCTRESS` across her face.

It copied his stance, and it copied his spear, as it did not copy him.

Chad met the false point with his buckler and stepped inside its reach. The construct had his Finesse from the public record, not his last three levels. He caught its wrist, turned the shaft, and drove his spear through the charge.

“Outdated build, scrub.”

Five—the copied body tore apart, and its threat moved to Chad's mark; three, and Olya's crest dimmed.

One.

The cause trace sealed.

SKILL EARNED — WITNESS MARK

For 20 seconds, direct damage, healing, transfers, and compelled movement
involving a marked target receive a sealed cause-and-source trace visible
to the core party.

Witness Mark does not grant public distribution authority.
Unrelated private status remains closed.

Ione saw the full path.

The captive souls did not hang in a remote chamber above the prison. Olya had folded them into the white crest itself, and two hundred sixteen distinct self pulses turned inside it. Each healing cast shaved one Health from each soul and multiplied the total through the fourth Key's search logic.

Olya changed the route as soon as the party saw it.

The white crest split into four healer signs; one hovered over the axle. Three moved above separate cell rings—each offered the same 420,000 Health, but Witness Mark showed only one active cause.

Chad said, “Decoys.”

Ione shook her head and said, “Worse; the false crests can become real if we cut the active one. She is passing source priority between them.”

Zafira watched the rank marks shift and said, “Each four heartbeats,” and Elka looked from crest to crest and said, “Physical light lags the rank.”

The three women had three answers; Chad needed all of them.

“Call it.”

Zafira counted the priority change and said, “North,” and Elka watched the glow catch up and said, “Still center.”

Ione read the proven cause and said, “North active. Center clear. East next.”

Chad moved Witness Mark to the north crest, and Olya passed priority east. The trace followed, as she passed it west, and the trace followed again.

The System did not care which sign looked brightest, and it kept the source tied to the event.

Olya stopped healing, as the sentence beasts stopped rebuilding with her, and the Loom spent stored years instead.

One hundred years burned in a blink. Iron bodies rose from the floor around Elka's pinned junctions. Each carried another worker's sentence across its chest.

Chad could destroy the bodies, and if he struck the sentence text, the damage would return through its living cause path.

Witness Mark painted the return line before his spear landed. He changed the angle and hit the blank joint beneath the words before he said, “Mark the safe parts.”

Ione spread violet borders over knees, elbows, and neck seals, and Elka shot only inside them. Zafira cut living names away from the beasts without cutting the names themselves.

Workers saw their own sentences walking toward the party.

One man shouted from the outer ring. “That one is mine.”

He pointed at a beast carrying twelve black years. Ione asked, “Do you want the sentence line left closed?”

“Yes. Break the thing wearing it.”

She marked the blank joints.

Chad took the beast head-on, and its chain claws opened his coat and scraped his armor. He hooked one leg, drove the buckler into its chest below the man's sentence, and shattered the judge seal through its back.

Witness Mark showed zero return damage, as the man remained standing.

Other workers began identifying their own lines, and they did not grant the party control over them. They pointed out which text had to stay intact and which copied guard orders the Loom had added.

Ione marked the boundaries they chose, and Elka found clear shots through the growing map. Zafira stripped false orders from true sentence lines, and Chad broke iron.

The fight spread around the axle without becoming a slaughter. Each clean hit denied the Loom one more body. Each bad route appeared before harm returned to an inmate.

Olya healed again, as Witness Mark caught her at once.

The crest tried to label the pulse `VOLUNTARY DONATION`.

The sealed cause showed 216 compelled sources and zero consent fields, and Chad said, “System says bullshit.”

The workers nearest the axle could see only the bright label, not the sealed trace, and Witness Mark belonged to the core party. It proved the event to them and no one else.

Zafira read both and said, “Sennik will distribute her label before we can distribute the cause,” and Chad replied, “Then we save people first and win the edit later.”

That choice cost them the easy public victory, and it kept the souls from paying for one.

The null-shift bell groaned above Zafira. Its unassigned rank began to tear free, and guards had found the outer bell controls and were trying to place a warden back into the empty field.

She said, “Ten breaths.”

Elka's east-junction arrow cracked. “Eight here.”

Ione held 1,004 living paths, the unresolved dead hooks, and 216 soul lines in three separate boundaries and said, “I need six.”

Chad stepped onto the axle, and the remaining sentence beasts closed from each ring.

“You have six.”

He opened Chosen Hold, and all four said yes.

Forced motion failed for three seconds. The bell rank held, and the arrows stayed inside their junctions, and Ione's boundaries stopped sliding toward each other.

Three seconds remained after the skill ended.

Chad spent each point of stored Resolve on Counterclaim. The Loom's guard, cargo, and shift orders targeted him side by side.

Iron bodies struck from all sides, and his Health fell to 91.

Last One Standing hardened his frame while Elka and Zafira held their key tasks. Blood Mark drained the axle, and Overflow put the stolen Health into Ione's barrier instead of Chad.

Two—the north junction bent—one—Ione snapped the three cause boundaries shut.

“Separated.”

“I have the source limit,” Ione said. “Keep Witness Mark on the axle.”

Chad triggered the new skill, and gold cause lines covered the black gears. Each strike, heal, forced step, and transfer gained a sealed source.

Zafira read the rank beneath Olya's crest and said, “Her healing outranks our null shift because the Crowned Four carry the search result,” and Chad asked, “Can you demote it?”

“No.” She looked at the folded debt-block order inside her sleeve. “I can give it somewhere else to heal.”

“Somewhere without people.”

Zafira unfolded the empty order but left each debt field sealed. She attached Olya's healer priority to the blank rank line.

The next white pulse entered a record with no body, sentence, debt, or soul. Healing struck nothing, as Witness Mark sealed the failed route, and Ione opened the captive crest.

Two hundred sixteen white lights spilled over the axle, and none carried a complete body. Each answered its own self pulse when she tested it.

“They remain distinct,” she said. “I can release them from the Loom.”

“Do it.”

“Stored charge first; if the axle breaks while the years still have return hooks, the souls become recipients again.”

Elka's bow creaked above them. “Junctions will hold for twenty breaths.”

Zafira gripped the null-shift rope and said, “The bell order is tearing,” before Chad checked the field.

Living paths clear—dead hooks closed, and captive paths open and shielded. Three junctions pinned, and Olya's healing routed into nothing.

He said, “Release the charge,” and Ione turned the glass rod inside the axle.

The 46,118 stored years came free.

Black numbers flooded the yard, and they did not return to bodies. They did not shorten or lengthen any sentence, and each year lost its forced recipient and broke into raw System charge.

The prison tried to store it again, and Zafira rang the null bell a second time, and no rank claimed the charge.

Elka shot the intake gate; the empty wagon tank split open beyond the wall, removing the last container, and Chad marked the axle and drained.

Blood Mark did not give him forty-six thousand years of Health. It gave the loose charge one foe target for a single instant.

He sent that target into the dead node frame beneath his feet, and the frame cracked.

All 46,118 years discharged as harmless red light through the open prison roof, as the numbers faded before they touched the sky.

The Loom lost its stored Health, and its maximum fell from more than sixteen million to 61,000, and Ione said, “Axle,” and Chad hit it.

Elka released the first pinned junction and fired the freed arrow into the same crack, and Zafira cut the final conversion rank. Ione pulled the 216 souls through her open limit.

Olya sent one last heal, and Witness Mark showed the source, path, target, and failed recipient. The pulse struck the blank debt order and vanished, and Chad drove his spear through the axle.

The Prison Loom Node broke.

Each sentence beast collapsed. Work wheels stopped. Debt cubes opened without moving their contents onto anyone else. The giant lever fell across the yard and buried its lying `RELEASE` label in stone.

Two hundred sixteen freed lights rose above the prison. Ione kept each self pulse separate until the last one left the crest.

Workers across the rings remained alive. Their public sentences still needed human choices the party could not settle with a spear, but the years no longer fed a ritual.

The System gave Chad the result.

PRISON LOOM NODE — DESTROYED

Vey ritual nodes destroyed: 2 / 3
Stored punishment released without recipients: 46,118 years
Living return paths killed: 0 / 1,004
Captive souls freed: 216 / 216
Forced movement orders sealed by Witness Mark: 1,006

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 30
Force 6 | Finesse 25 | Endurance 27
Perception 16 | Focus 18 | Presence 20
Health 486

SKILL CONFIRMED — WITNESS MARK
Trace duration: 20 seconds
Core-party visibility: active
Public distribution authority: none

Enemy Ascension Keys: 4 / 4.

Chad leaned on his spear while the party came side by side around him.

Elka dropped from the chain and pressed her forehead to Ione's for one quick beat. Zafira touched Chad's unhurt shoulder, then checked the red cut along his ribs. Ione closed Witness Mark before it could show anything beyond the fight.

Chad said, “Two nodes.”

Zafira replied, “One remains,” and the workers began ringing the dead shift bell by hand.

No System rank carried the sound, and people did.

The first cheer had barely crossed the inner ring when each public board lit with Sennik's face.

He stood before an image of the Prison Loom collapsing. The view cut away from the living workers, the freed lights, and the intact cell rings. It showed Chad beneath Olya's white crest with three women close around him.

Sennik's voice filled Vey.

“The corrupted seductress gathered inmates for a mass ritual orgy. When her appetite peaked, she consumed each victim and destroyed the prison to hide the bodies.”

The nearest worker looked from the board to Chad, as then she looked at the thousand other living adults around them, as Sennik had announced their deaths while they were still standing.


Chapter 13

Propaganda Needs Better Editing

Sennik announced one thousand deaths while the alleged corpses watched him lie.

His face filled each sentence board in the ruined prison, and the same false report rolled across Vey's public relays. The broadcast showed Chad beneath Olya's crest, three women around him, and enough white light to sell murder from a distance.

It never showed the living workers who crowded each ring.

One woman picked up a loose stone and threw it through Sennik's mouth. The board cracked, but his voice continued from the next cell block.

“The corrupted seductress consumed the inmates at the height of a ritual orgy,” he said. “Her controlled companions remain dangerous and need rescue now.”

Zafira watched the images change while the workers cursed around her and said, “He cut this before the Loom fell.”

Chad pulled his spear from the broken axle and said, “How can you tell?”

“The crest appears above your left shoulder in each angle. Olya moved it north when we traced her, so the final position should be behind you.”

Elka checked the shadows in the broadcast and said, “The inner-ring sun slit is open, but it closed before we entered.”

Ione held Witness Mark over the last failed heal and said, “His death claim carries a source time from six minutes before the node broke.”

The lie had reached the city before the event it described, and that was handy.

The public relays belonged to Sennik, but the timing belonged to everyone who could count. Chad looked across the living prison and found a thousand adults who had just heard themselves erased.

He asked, “Can they answer?”

Zafira studied the relay marks above each board and said, “Not here. These are one-way receivers, and breaking them only gives him footage of a riot.”

“Where is the nearest transmitter?”

“North prison square; two streets beyond the outer wall.”

Elka climbed onto the fallen lever and sighted through the open roof and said, “Court hunters already hold the square; more are moving along both wall roads.”

Chad asked, “Ambush?” and Elka answered, “Three layers; the middle line is leaving a clear lane toward the relay.”

Sennik wanted them to reach it, and he needed better footage after his first version developed a thousand breathing problems.

Zafira read the public schedule hidden beneath the current broadcast and said, “A live rescue claim begins in eleven minutes. He expects the women to denounce you after the hunters separate us.”

Ione closed Witness Mark before the trace expired and said, “The skill proves cause to us, not to the city. A public transmitter may carry a chosen proof if each source agrees.”

Chad said, “The workers can speak for themselves.”

The nearest woman crossed her arms. “We can, but we are not marching into his kill square because you asked nicely.”

“Good; I was about to ask who wants the risk.”

That answer earned him focus instead of trust, which was enough for the next step. Zafira explained the transmitter, Elka described the three ambush lines, and Ione named the facts a relay could prove without taking private records.

Thirty-two workers chose to go.

Others stayed to open cells, protect injured adults, or leave through the broken gates. Their refusal did not weaken the proof because the party had living witnesses, not a vote Chad could own.

The volunteers did not agree on what they wanted to say. Twelve planned to describe the work wheels, eight wanted their restored Health shown. Six cared only about Sennik declaring them dead before the prison fell.

The other six wanted to ask the city where their missing sentence years had gone.

“The Loom charge is gone,” Chad told them. “Your public boards may still show sentences, but the years no longer exist inside a ritual node.”

One broad man with a white scar across his scalp folded both arms. “That is an answer about the machine; I asked where my life went.”

Chad had no gamer phrase that fixed eleven years stolen from a person.

“I don't know,” he said. “I can prove who stored them and who tried to spend them, but I cannot give you the years back.”

The man watched him for some seconds, then joined the group speaking about the wheels. He did not forgive Chad for lacking a miracle. Chad respected him more for refusing the easy version.

Elka divided the volunteers by what each person could physically manage, and injured adults took the shortest covered path, while quick runners carried route changes between groups. Six workers who knew the prison walls stayed near the rear exits.

“No one follows me because Chad picked me,” she said. “I call the path while you use it, and you leave if the ground proves me wrong.”

Each group chose a route after hearing its danger.

Zafira prepared no shared speech because matching words would help Sennik call them constructs. She asked each witness for one exact fact, then warned them that public truth could still cost homes, work, family ties, or guard.

Five volunteers withdrew after that warning, and five others stepped forward from the workers who had planned to remain. The count returned to thirty-two without anyone becoming interchangeable.

Ione checked each public field for prison control, Loom residue, and the shock that might turn agreement into obedience. She cleared twenty-nine at once, while three needed water and some quiet minutes before they chose again.

Chad said when she finished, “You keep making this slower,” and Ione heard the approval under his complaint and said, “You keep waiting.”

“A tank who outruns his healer is a corpse with cardio.”

The white-scarred man snorted. “That pretty mouth says the damnedest things.”

Chad pointed at him. “See? Living witness; a construct would respect the combat insight.”

The laugh that followed did more than ease fear. Thirty-two people sounded distinct when Sennik's boards had described them as copied bodies with one controller.

The 216 freed soul lights still floated above the prison roof. Ione raised her glass rod and addressed them through the open crest limit.

“The public relay can carry one chosen self pulse from each of you. It may reveal that you remain distinct and that Olya used you as a healing source; you may accept, refuse, or leave without answering.”

White lights moved through three violet fields.

One hundred ninety-eight entered the consent field, and eighteen entered refusal. Ione closed their public routes before she stored the first proof.

No light remained undecided.

“We have witnesses and source pulses,” Chad said. “How do we survive the camera trap?”

Zafira removed the broken debt order from her sleeve and said, “We give Sennik the broadcast he scheduled, then let his timing destroy it.”

The party left through the western gate with thirty-two witnesses behind them. Elka split the group into four routes, each screened by intact walls until the last street. Chad followed her calls without turning chosen trust into a System title.

Prison square waited beyond a white arch.

The transmitter stood at its center, shaped like a narrow tower with four crystal faces. Court hunters filled rooftops, windows, and the covered walks around it, yet the direct lane from the prison gate stayed invitingly clear.

Zafira counted the clear ranks and said, “The hunters have two orders. Rescue the women and provoke Chad into lethal force,” and Chad asked, “Can you remove the second?”

“Not before it activates.”

Chad unhooked his spear and gave it to Elka and said, “Then they get the soft version.”

She took the weapon with a doubtful glance. “Your soft version broke a dungeon boss.”

“That boss lacked feelings.”

“So do these constructs.”

“Great. No one will be offended.”

The thirty-two witnesses remained behind the arch until Elka cleared their route. Ione carried the 198 public soul proofs inside three sealed vials. Zafira walked beside Chad as if the ambush did not surround them.

The transmitter woke when they crossed the square.

Sennik appeared above it as a white image and said, “Zafira, Elka, Ione. You are under active control, but the empire can still restore you. Step away from the seductress.”

Zafira did not look at Chad and said, “Which seductress?” before the image paused.

“The woman beside you.”

“You have described three women and one man.”

“His false self is part of the control.”

“Then your rescue needs us to deny what we know about him.” Zafira faced the relay crystal. “That sounds poorly designed.”

The first hunter dropped from a roof behind Chad.

Elka's arrow pinned the man's coat to an awning before his boots touched stone. She fired from the prison arch, outside the clear broadcast angle, and moved before a second camera found her.

More hunters entered from both walks.

Chad opened Take It without drawing a weapon, and his Presence caught the first rank. Counterclaim pulled the rescue order's foe aim onto him for five seconds.

Each hunter rushed the tiny unarmed beauty at the center of the square. That was exactly the image Sennik wanted until Chad refused to attack.

He caught the first spear under his buckler and turned its point into the paving stones. Then he used Red Grip to pull the wielder across his own formation. Three hunters fell over him, two struck each other, and the last reached Chad alone.

Chad stepped inside the man's guard and hugged both armored arms against his sides.

“You are detained,” the hunter said.

“Pretty sure I am doing the detaining.”

The hunter struggled while Chad's slender frame held him through Endurance and leverage. At full distance, the scene looked less like a massacre and more like a furious guard losing a wrestling match to a princess.

Zafira reached the transmitter, and the live rescue claim began on schedule.

Sennik's image turned toward an empty mark where Zafira was meant to stand after being separated from Chad. His logged voice asked whether she had been forced into sexual acts.

Zafira stood three feet to the left of the mark, free and visibly armed.

“No,” she told the live crystal. “Your question was logged before the prison fell, and your answer was meant to exist without me.”

The transmission hesitated because its prepared route contained no response to her actual position, and Sennik cut the public sound.

His image continued speaking, but the relay dropped each voice from the square except his. The move would make Zafira look silent beneath the question he had answered for her.

She placed two fingers against the transmitter's rank seam. “Live rescue statements require the rescued subject's answer field.”

The relay tried to end the segment.

Zafira held the field open with the schedule Sennik had signed before the ambush. He had reserved four minutes of public rank, and he could not cancel the answer without admitting the interview had never been live.

“Elka,” she said, though the city could not hear her. “North crystal, third cable.”

Elka fired from behind the arch. Her arrow cut the cable carrying Sennik's private audio override. The other three cables kept the public feed alive.

Sound returned with Zafira's last word already in progress.

“—logged before the prison fell.”

Sennik's face remained calm, but his prepared image looked toward the wrong place again. The mismatch gave each viewer two clocks: the claim he had scheduled and the woman he had failed to place inside it.

Zafira used his time left instead of seizing new rank and said, “Ask me now whether Chad controls me.”

The logged image repeated its next planned line. “Describe the sexual acts the seductress forced upon you.”

“That is not the question I offered.”

“Your shame is a known symptom of advanced control.”

“Then you have built a claim that treats each answer as proof.” Zafira faced the largest crystal. “Agreement proves control. Refusal proves shame. Silence proves fear; such a rule cannot learn anything, which makes it propaganda rather than rescue.”

The court hunters heard the word that threatened their orders.

They activated the second ambush layer early, six seconds before Sennik's public schedule called for violence. The relay stamped their motion with his own source time.

Court hunters changed tactics.

They struck their own armor with hidden blood packs, then charged Chad while the relay captured red splashes. One fell without being touched and screamed that the seductress had cut him.

Witness Mark could prove the source to the party, but the public feed needed a clear contradiction. Chad used Red Grip on the intact blood pack beneath the man's coat.

The leather pouch tore free and flew into his hand.

He held it toward the relay. “Your brave hero is bleeding goat juice.”

The square heard him—some windows above the covered walks opened wider.

Elka guided the thirty-two witnesses through the route behind the transmitter, where hunters could not rush them without crossing the live crystal. Each adult entered by choice and stood inside the public field only after Ione stated what it would show.

Sennik's image kept speaking over them. “The inmates shown behind the corrupter are record constructs made from consumed victims.”

The woman who had broken his board stepped forward. “Your prison added days when we stopped feeding its wheel. I watched this man break the machine without returning those years through us.”

One more witness held up an old burn beside a current Health bar. “Constructs do not heal this badly.”

A third pointed at the hunters staging blood around Chad. “Those men attacked before anyone threatened them.”

The relay received thirty-two living body fields and thirty-two current statements. Sennik tried to label each one as copied behavior. Ione released the 198 consented soul pulses into the crystal.

They answered as separate sources.

White lights filled the square without faces or private names. Each carried one fact: distinct self, captive healing source, chosen public proof.

Olya's `VOLUNTARY DONATION` label appeared above them.

Ione placed the sealed Witness Mark trace beside it. The relay could not distribute the private trace as public truth. It could compare the label against the 198 consent fields.

Voluntary donors required consent—the court record contained none.

The label cracked on each crystal face—Sennik sent the final ambush layer.

Heavy court constructs rose from the square itself, each built to make Chad choose between protecting the witnesses and keeping his hands clean. Their stone arms swung wide enough to crush the whole public field.

Chad marked all three and opened Take It.

The first construct ignored him because its order ranked witnesses higher. Counterclaim moved the foe aim, yet the other two continued along physical attack paths.

He called, “Elka, left route.”

“Closed. Right route in three steps.”

Chad moved on her count and placed himself between the stone arms. He caught the first impact on his buckler, took the second across his chain-covered back. Let the third drive him into the paving stones.

Health dropped to 267.

Pain Dividend filled Resolve, but he did not spend it on a lethal strike. Blood Mark drained Health through repeated buckler hits against stone wrists. Overflow weighted each shield toward the closest witness under each swing.

Zafira cut the constructs' public rank, which removed their right to stand between the transmitter and its sources. Elka shot physical knee pins from outside the camera lane. Ione kept all 198 soul proofs separate from the combat field.

Chad used Red Grip on the transmitter base.

The tower did not move, but his body did. He crossed under the last stone arm and pulled all three constructs into a single line with their backs to the crystal.

“Now I can hit them where the audience cannot see.”

Zafira glanced over her shoulder and said, “That sounded almost decent,” and Chad said, “I am maturing.”

He broke three control seals with the rim of his buckler.

The constructs fell without blood, bodies, or a handy image of Chad hurting anyone. Thirty-two witnesses remained standing, and the 198 soul pulses stayed distinct until Ione closed their chosen public route.

The transmitter measured the result.

VEY PUBLIC RELAY — BELIEF SPLIT

Observed audience: 18,442
Official death claim accepted: 44.1%
Living-witness contradiction accepted: 38.7%
Undecided or disconnected: 17.2%

Living witnesses harmed by Chad's party: 0 / 32
Consented soul proofs carried: 198 / 198
Declined soul proofs exposed: 0 / 18
Staged hunter injuries traced: 17

Witness Mark public authority: none
Official narrative control: fractured
Relay trunk destination: Crown Vey.

They had not won the city.

They had broken Sennik's monopoly on what the city could believe. The relay trunk gave Elka a real route toward Crown Vey. Zafira copied its social rank, while Ione sealed the proof that belonged only to consenting sources.

Court bells began closing the square.

Elka moved the witnesses back through three exits before the gates met. Chad carried one injured man without adding him to Raid Anchor. Zafira left the transmitter broadcasting the split rather than replacing Sennik's lie with party control.

The four reached a relay maintenance chamber outside the closing field. Warm water lines crossed its rear wall, and an old bath route continued beneath the northern district.

Zafira checked the lock, then faced Ione.

“At the prison, I asked for a private answer after we reached safety.”

Ione held her gaze and said, “I remember,” and Zafira said, “We are not safe yet.”

“No.” Ione touched the warm-water route. “But I know where we will be.”

The bath line ran toward Crown Vey.


Chapter 14

Court Speech Has a Safe Word

The bath route stayed safe for exactly nine minutes.

Elka led them through a brick tunnel where hot pipes crossed above cold runoff. The last court bell faded behind three locked gates, and the relay hunters searched the streets overhead, but their route marks kept sliding past the old water line.

Then a gold consort thread appeared around Chad's ankle, and he said, “That seems unfriendly.”

Ione knelt beside the thread without touching it and said, “The Crown Consort Node is using the relay trunk to update your location.”

Zafira read the tiny title marks and said, “Not location. Destination; it assumes each route near Crown Vey ends at the crown claim hall.”

Elka pointed ahead, where the hot pipes vanished into a tiled wall and said, “The bath chamber sits beyond that seal, and no current road leaves it.”

Chad asked, “Can the thread follow us inside?” and Zafira answered, “Only if you accept the destination.”

“I would rather marry the big evil lever.”

Zafira stepped over the gold line and said, “You did admire its handle,” and Chad said, “Strong geometry.”

Elka found the real catch behind a cracked tile, while Ione held the consort thread outside the gap. Zafira copied the bath's retired rank and marked all four of them as maintenance heat loss.

The thread rejected the disguise because Chad still carried a public destination.

Gold script climbed his calf and formed a second route beneath his boots. The tunnel changed around it as clean palace tiles covered brick, hot pipes straightened into bright columns, and the bath seal became a bridal door.

Three court hunters entered from the far gate before the false hall finished building. Their armor bore no prison marks because the consort system had ranked them as ceremonial escorts.

“Bride candidate located,” the first hunter said.

Chad replied, “Man located.”

The hunter drew a gold cord instead of a sword. “Self correction will resolve distress during transport.”

Chad marked him before the cord left his hand, and Take It caught the escort's threat, but the consort order still targeted the route around Chad rather than his body.

Ione placed a violet limit around his stated self and said, “The thread cannot rewrite him while this holds. It can move the floor beneath him,” before the palace tiles began sliding toward the hunters.

Elka drove one arrow through the old brick beneath the false hall. Her shaft pinned Chad's actual footing to the bath wall, which gave Zafira time to read the escort rank.

“They are not allowed to injure the candidate,” she said. “Only attendants.”

Gold cords snapped toward all three women.

Counterclaim sent the foe escort rank onto Chad without making anyone an attendant. Six cords wrapped his arms, waist, and thighs, while the moving floor dragged against Elka's fixed arrow.

“They really want me tied up before the first date.”

Zafira cut one cord beside his hip and said, “The city remains committed to poor courtship.”

Chad pulled hard enough to bring two escorts off balance, yet the third kept both hands on the destination line. He could tank their bodies, but the false hall would carry him if no one broke its claim.

Ione traced the destination backward through the relay route and said, “The order assumes each warm-water shelter belongs to the palace.”

Elka looked through the half-open bath seal and said, “This chamber retired before the current crown claim oath.”

Zafira knew first. She removed `maintenance heat loss` from the party and placed the bath's retired date over the bridal door.

The consort system found no valid palace room at the other end.

White tiles cracked into flakes, bright columns became rusted pipes, and the moving floor returned to old brick. The gold cords lost destination tension at once.

Chad used Red Grip through his mark and dragged all three escorts into the cold runoff. Their ceremonial armor filled with water, pinning them beneath a grate without dealing lethal damage.

Elka said, “Bath is open.”

Ione kept the self limit around Chad while he crossed. Zafira followed, then Elka pulled her arrow from the real wall and closed the route behind them.

The wall opened into steam.

Chad crossed last, and the gold thread remained in the tunnel because he had accepted shelter rather than destination. Elka closed the stone seal before the next court scan reached it.

The bath chamber had one square pool, four stone benches, and a ceiling painted with faded clouds. Warm water entered through a bronze lion mouth and left beneath a grate too narrow for a person.

No prison route touched the walls, and no court relay crossed the ceiling.

Elka checked each tile, pipe, ledge, and drain before she called the room secure. Zafira placed three false heat trails beyond the seal. Ione tested the air and water for control, poison, sleep agents, and self magic.

Chad watched Party Link until each foe field went blank, and he asked, “Secure?”

“Secure,” all three women answered.

Only then did the System release the progress held since the public-relay fight.

LEVEL UP — BLOODGUARD 31

Force 6 | Finesse 25 | Endurance 28
Perception 16 | Focus 18 | Presence 21
Health 504

PRIVATE-STATUS CONSENT BOUNDARIES
- observation, touch, and sensory sharing require separate acceptance
- arousal never grants permission
- accepted scope may be narrowed or ended by any participant
- Witness Mark excludes unrelated private status
- closed fields remain closed during emergency Party Link updates

Vey ritual nodes destroyed: 2 / 3
Crown Vey route: acquired.

Chad took the Endurance and Presence points. His Health settled at 504, which felt reassuring until he remembered a marriage node wanted to spend his self like currency.

He said, “The System thinks we need a consent tutorial.”

Ione read the panel again and said, “It thinks our boundaries changed enough to state,” and Chad said, “We already know arousal is not permission.”

Zafira unbuckled her knife belt and said, “The public record does not,” before that ended the joke.

Sennik had called desire proof of control, refusal proof of shame, and independent action proof of advanced control. The bath panel did the opposite because each field could stay separate and each yes could end.

Chad removed his chain shirt and found bruises across both ribs. Ione checked them with cool fingers, then asked before lifting the padded layer from his shoulders.

He said, “Treatment only.”

“Accepted.”

She spread blue salve over the darkest bruise while Elka washed dust from his long hair. Neither touch became broader because he enjoyed it, and neither woman teased his body while he stood half dressed.

The care felt masculine because they gave it to him as a man, and that mattered more than whatever the mirror showed.

Elka finished combing the black-streaked blonde hair away from his face and said, “You look less like you lost a fight with a prison,” and Chad said, “I won that fight.”

“The prison left notes.”

“Environmental damage.”

Zafira had watched Ione through the whole exchange, and her court poise still held. She had removed each weapon except one narrow knife beside the pool.

Ione noticed and said, “You kept a blade,” and Zafira said, “I always keep a blade,” and Ione asked, “Do you need it to feel safe with me?”

Zafira considered the question instead of giving the graceful answer and said, “No. I need it to believe the door remains mine,” and Chad replied, “Then keep it.”

Elka took Chad's hand and said, “We can use the outer bench,” and Zafira looked at both of them and said, “Stay.”

The word held no court rank, and no one moved until she explained.

“I want you here because this is our household, not because I need an audience; no Link sensation. No touch unless I ask; either of you may leave without changing my answer to Ione.”

Chad said, “Accepted,” and Elka gave the same answer and sat beside him on the far bench.

Ione remained beside the pool and said, “You asked for my private answer after we reached safety,” and Zafira stepped closer and said, “Yes.”

“My answer is that I want you. I wanted you before the Archive, but I did not want your gratitude or your court mask pretending to be consent.”

“The mask is part of me.”

“I know; I want the woman who uses it, not the performance that keeps her alive.”

Zafira's posture changed by one clear degree as her shoulders lowered. “You make honesty sound indecent.”

“Would you prefer court speech?”

“I would prefer to hear you try.”

Ione folded her hands with grave care and said, “The undersigned scholar petitions the knife-bearing party for access to her mouth at once.”

Zafira stared at her—Chad bit the inside of his cheek, and Elka failed first and laughed against his shoulder.

Zafira's court mask broke into a bright grin that Chad had never seen in any palace room. “Petition granted, subject to continuing review.”

Ione stepped into her space and said, “Safe word?” and Zafira answered, “Adjourned.”

“If you say it, all sexual touch stops.”

“Yes.”

“If I say it, the same.”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to kiss you?”

Zafira caught the front of Ione's robe and said, “Very much.”

Their first kiss carried more laughter than grace. Zafira tried to keep the court rhythm, but Ione kissed through it until both women leaned against the pool edge.

Ione loosened one black curl from Zafira's pins and said, “May I take these out?” and Zafira answered, “All of them.”

She removed each pin and set it beside the knife. Zafira's curls fell over her bronze shoulders, changing the poised court survivor into the same woman with fewer defenses.

Zafira opened Ione's robe next and said, “May I?” and Ione answered, “Yes.”

Dark skin appeared beneath pale cloth as the robe slid from Ione's shoulders. Zafira traced one collarbone with her mouth, then kissed lower until Ione's nipple hardened against her tongue.

Ione gripped the pool edge and said, “That was not court speech,” and Chad said, “I contain some dialects.”

She drew the nipple into her mouth again and used two fingers on the other breast. Ione's back curved, while a pleased sound escaped before she could reduce it to words.

Zafira looked up and said, “Still yes?” and Ione answered, “Yes, and less slowly.”

Ione pulled the ties beneath Zafira's fitted vest. She exposed small firm breasts, a toned stomach, and the faint scars left by palace jewelry that had once marked control.

Her fingers stopped beside the scars.

“May I touch here?”

Zafira looked down and said, “Not yet.”

Ione moved her hand at once and kissed the unscarred skin above Zafira's hip instead. The refusal changed one path, not the whole encounter, and Zafira answered by guiding Ione's mouth back to her breast.

Chad sat with Elka's fingers linked through his. His female shell responded to the sight, yet Party Link showed no private field beyond his own body because observation did not create access.

He remained still until Zafira looked at him, and she said, “You are allowed to enjoy this.”

“I am doing outstanding work.”

“Your face looks painfully serious.”

“Leadership.”

Elka squeezed his hand and said, “He is fighting for his life.”

Zafira laughed, and Ione used the gap to kiss her again.

They undressed without haste, checking each new touch as clothing met the stone. Zafira entered the warm pool first and drew Ione between her thighs while steam gathered along their shoulders.

Ione kissed the side of her neck. “Do you want my hand between your legs?”

“Yes. Start outside.”

Ione's palm moved down Zafira's flat stomach and paused over the dark hair above her vulva. The first slow touch made Zafira grip the pool rim. The next found her clitoris and drew a sharp breath from behind the court mask.

“More pressure,” Zafira said.

Ione gave it. “Do not perform for me.”

Chad kept his voice low from the far bench. “I am trying not to command you.”

“Guidance is not command when I ask for it.”

Zafira looked back over her shoulder. “Faster, then.”

Ione obeyed, and Zafira let the pleasure show. She reached back for Ione with the same care, waiting for a clear yes before her hand slipped between the scholar's thighs.

Ione's rhythm broke. Zafira smiled. “Proof of effect.”

“Insufferable.”

“Still interested?”

Ione kissed her hard enough to answer, then said, “Yes,” because the answer deserved a word.

They turned to face each other in the shallow water. Their free arms held shoulders and waists without trapping motion. Water moved against the pool wall as they found a shared pace, watching each other's faces rather than the audience they had chosen.

Ione came first. Her legs tightened around Zafira's thigh, and her forehead dropped against Zafira's shoulder while pleasure moved through her in hard waves. Zafira kept touching her until Ione caught her wrist.

“Enough.”

Zafira stopped at once.

Ione took two breaths. “Do you want me to continue?”

“Yes.”

Ione brought Zafira to climax with the touch Zafira had chosen. Her court voice vanished, leaving one broken cry and Ione's name against the tiled ceiling. Ione held her until the shaking eased.

“Again, when you are ready,” Zafira whispered.

Ione smiled against her skin. “Only if you come with me.”

They resumed after a quiet check, slower and closer. Zafira's second climax came with Ione's name and a startled laugh. Ione followed under Zafira's patient focus, then clung to her while Zafira praised her without irony. They stayed forehead to forehead until both could breathe evenly again.

Neither woman said the safe word, and they still had one.

Zafira rested against Ione and touched the old jewelry scars with her own fingers and said, “Here now,” and Ione waited and said, “Touch or kiss?” and Zafira answered, “Kiss.”

She kissed each scar once, without turning the marks into a lesson or pretending pleasure could erase them. Zafira's eyes closed because she chose to feel the contact instead of watching for danger.

Afterward, Elka brought towels while Chad carried water and clean cups. Zafira asked him for a kiss, took his hand at her waist, and leaned against both partners without making the pair encounter into a group one.

Ione checked for soreness, then let Zafira check her with the same plain care. They drank, washed, and reset the privacy field side by side.

The reset mattered because pleasure had not settled each question between them. Zafira sat on the pool edge with her feet in the water. Ione wrapped the discarded court pins inside a dry cloth.

“I asked you for an answer,” Zafira said. “I did not ask what comes after it.”

Ione placed the cloth beside Zafira's knife and said, “What do you want?”

“A bond that does not make you my healer, confessor, or proof that I have recovered from anything.”

“Good; I would fail all three jobs if you used them as the price of wanting me.”

Zafira watched the warm ripples around her ankles and said, “I also want you to tell me when court speech hides what you need.”

“I will tell you, but I will not decide when your speech becomes false; you know why you use it.”

That distinction made Zafira look up, and Ione had offered honesty without claiming rank over the mask that helped her survive.

Zafira said, “Equal review,” and Ione said, “Equal correction when either of us asks,” and Chad asked, “And if I do not ask?”

“I can still say what your choice does to me; I cannot force you to change it.”

Elka leaned against Chad on the far bench and said, “That sounds harder than killing a node.”

He said, “Most bond tooltips are badly written.”

Zafira turned toward them and said, “You are part of what comes after, even though this choice belonged to Ione and me.”

Chad kept his answer plain and said, “I want both of you, and I want you to want each other. No one owes me a shape that makes the group easier.”

Ione studied his face and said, “Would you tell us if jealousy appears?” and Chad answered, “Yes; I would probably phrase it like a debuff and embarrass everyone, but yes.”

“Acceptable.”

Elka lifted their joined hands and said, “Same agreement for me. I do not want private bonds treated as damage to the party.”

Zafira moved from the pool edge and sat between them. She took Elka's free hand, rested her other palm over Chad's, and left Ione enough room to choose her own place.

Ione sat beside Zafira and finished the small circle.

No System panel named the choice because the household was not a class feature. Party Link carried four calm Health bars, closed private fields, and no control.

Zafira looked around the circle and said, “I choose this after the bath, too,” and Ione kissed her temple and said, “So do I.”

Elka answered with her linked hand, while Chad said the words because leadership did not excuse silence.

“Me too.”

They stayed that way until the water cooled enough to raise bumps along Chad's arms. Then each person dressed, rebuilt armor straps, and packed the towels. They checked the room as a party rather than leaving the work to whoever recovered first.

Ione asked, “Equal review?” and Zafira wrapped a towel around her hair and said, “Petition approved.”

“That is not equal.”

“Then the court acknowledges a mutual victory.”

Chad raised his cup and said, “At last, a ruling I support,” before the bath chamber's lion mouth stopped pouring.

A single gold tile rose from the drained channel beneath it. No consort thread followed, and no command field touched Party Link.

Elka checked the real route before Zafira read the face.

SUCCESSION HALL ROUTE

Sender: Halric
Destination: Crown Vey roof gardens
Demand attached: none
Consort claim attached: none
Escort attached: none

Message: I know what the prophecy takes now. Come if you choose.

The handsome prince had at last sent a route that did not ask Chad to become anything.


Chapter 15

The Handsome Prince Is Not the Boss Fight

Halric's route entered Crown Vey through a roof garden full of armed roses.

Each crimson bloom turned toward Chad when he climbed from the bath line. Gold thorns tested the air around his face, waist, hands, and bare public self field.

`CONSORT CANDIDATE — CONDITION IMPROVING` appeared above the nearest hedge before Chad said, “The flowers can go fuck themselves.”

Elka crouched beside the tile gap and studied the garden paths and said, “They are tracking heat, title, and hair color; cutting them wakes the palace wall.”

Zafira kept her knives sheathed while she read the hedge ranks and said, “Garden ornaments outrank maintenance workers, but they rank below an invited crown claim witness.”

Ione said, “Halric invited us,” and Zafira said, “He invited Chad; the route leaves everyone else blank.”

Chad watched the roses angle toward the women as possible attendants and said, “Then we decline the guest package.”

He marked the nearest hedge and stepped off the gold path, and each flower snapped toward him.

Elka moved through the space behind their stems, where the thorns could not turn. She marked a route across three planter walls, under a white trellis, and into the palace service roof.

Zafira copied Chad's rejected invitation onto each woman as proof of chosen proximity rather than attendance, and Ione sealed their identities from the hedge's role field. Chad used Take It to keep each armed bloom aimed at his buckler.

The party crossed without accepting a single title.

One rose fired as Chad left its range. A gold thorn struck his chain shirt, released a puff of bridal perfume, and tried to set his gait to a measured court pace.

Counterclaim sent the motion effect to his current position. Chad planted both boots and let the magic spend itself trying to make the roof walk gracefully.

He said, “I am immune to choreography.”

Zafira stepped through the service hatch and said, “Your hips disagree.”

He followed before his current body could provide proof.

The service wall carried them around the crown claim wing between polished stone and warm ventilation shafts. Palace servants moved on the other side, but Halric's route timed each crossing between shifts without assigning a servant role to the party.

Elka found three fresh boot marks inside the hidden passage and said, “Escort patrol passed two minutes ago,” and Chad asked, “His?”

“Palace. The route avoided them.”

Halric had not cleared the path through rank, and he had found a gap his own guards did not know.

That made the invitation more credible, not safe.

A pulse traveled through the stone under Chad's boots. The passage measured four unauthorized bodies, compared them with one invitation, and offered the same solution as every other palace system: turn three people into accessories.

Zafira caught the labels before they settled and said, “Companion. Attendant. Spiritual adviser.”

Chad said, “Decline all.”

“Already doing it.” Her knives stayed sheathed while she peeled each title from the air with two fingers. The route tried again, assigning Elka as a hunting ornament and Ione as a fertility witness.

Elka glanced back and said, “A hunting ornament?” and Chad said, “You would look excellent over a fireplace.”

“Keep talking, and I will mount your head beside me.”

The exchange bought Zafira three seconds. She folded the rejected titles into Halric's invitation, making the record show that the guests had seen each offered role and refused each one. Ione sealed the refusal with four distinct self pulses.

The passage stopped trying to dress them for court.

Chad liked that kind of diplomacy, and it left claw marks.

Zafira reached the final vent and looked into the crown claim hall and said, “One prince. No escort; six wall constructs sleeping behind the banners.”

Ione tested the route seal and said, “No control on the door. The room contains the active consort claim,” and Chad asked, “Can we talk without accepting it?”

“Yes; do not stand inside the gold circle.”

“Obvious floor circle remains evil. Got it.”

Elka kept the service hatch open as a retreat. Zafira entered first because she knew the court angles, Ione followed with the complete correction field. Chad stepped into the hall after both women chose their places.

Halric waited beside an empty throne under a ceiling painted with crown marriages. His dark formal coat held no weapon, while both hands remained clear at his sides.

He looked as annoyingly handsome as he had during the Archive fight. Broad shoulders, balanced face, clear skin, and the calm posture of a man born with each social stat already capped.

Chad disliked him on principle.

Halric bowed to the whole party rather than the public consort candidate and said, “Thank you for coming,” and Chad said, “We have not agreed to anything else,” and Halric replied, “I know.”

“No escort, no demand, and no claim?”

“None from me.”

The gold circle woke behind him.

`CROWN CONSORT NODE — CLAIM ACTIVE` spread across the floor.

Halric looked down with open disgust and said, “The palace still disagrees.”

Ione raised her glass rod and said, “You said you know what the fate takes; which terms have you seen?”

“Memory correction, female self lock, and compelled marriage.” He kept his answer precise. “The route hides everything after the ceremony.”

Zafira said, “Then you know enough to refuse the first step,” and Halric replied, “Yes. I came to see the rest because refusing a hidden evil is not the same as stopping it.”

Chad stayed outside the gold circle and said, “You do not need me in the room for that,” and Halric said, “The complete terms open only in the candidate's presence,” before there was the trap.

Halric did not deny it and said, “You may leave, and I will keep refusing what I know. If you stay, Ione can expose the full route while I use my crown claim field to hold it open.”

Chad asked, “Cost to you?” and Halric answered, “The palace may classify me as compromised.”

“Cost to us?”

Ione answered after checking the claim and said, “The node can attempt forced aim once the hidden layers open. We can remain outside the circle, and Counterclaim can redirect foe rank; the risk is combat, not automatic acceptance.”

Elka watched the sleeping wall constructs and said, “Six clear. More under the floor.”

Zafira read Halric's stance, the open route, and the title marks around the throne and said, “He has left each exit available,” before the choice belonged to the party.

Chad looked at each woman, and Elka took the combat risk, Zafira took the social one, and Ione took the ritual task.

He did not bundle those answers into one party vote, and Elka wanted the constructs mapped before the room woke. Zafira wanted Halric's exact public rank preserved beside each hidden term. Ione wanted a clean retreat threshold if the correction field touched memory rather than aim.

Chad repeated each condition to Halric.

The prince nodded once. “Accepted.”

Zafira said, “You do not accept for the palace,” and Halric replied, “No; I accept what your presence needs from me.”

Ione set a blue line across the floor behind Chad and said, “If gold crosses this limit as self pressure, we leave; combat pressure is yours to hold. Memory pressure ends the attempt.”

“My favorite kind of medical order,” Chad said. “Specific and backed by consequences.”

Elka put one arrow on the string and said, “Mine has an arrow,” and Chad said, “Also good.”

“Open it,” he told Halric.

The prince stepped into the gold circle alone.

Crown claim light climbed his body and spread across the floor without crossing Chad's boots. Ione placed the verified correction field above it, while Zafira cut the decorative titles that hid operational terms.

The first layer opened—gold script filled the hall.

IMPERIAL CONSORT CORRECTION — COMPLETE TERMS

Candidate: Chad Baconizer
Public shell classification: adult female
Current self-identity: male
Earth-origin memory: active
Voluntary marriage consent: absent

CEREMONY EFFECTS
1. erase Earth-origin memory and all prior male self-reference
2. lock identity field to female shell classification
3. replace he/him self-reference with corrected court identity
4. bind exclusive marriage to imperial heir Halric
5. reclassify refusal, escape, and distress as temporary correction symptoms
6. assign reproductive duty until succession requirement is satisfied
7. block restoration to original male body

FAILURE-WAGER ENFORCEMENT
If Chad fails the country-saving commission, outer deities may execute
the correction without a local ceremony.

Consent required: no
Candidate withdrawal recognized: no
Heir withdrawal recognized: pending succession review.

No one joked.

Halric read each line without looking away, and the gold light reflected across his face. His hands stayed loose rather than closing into fists.

“Reproductive duty,” he said. “Does that mean pregnancy?”

Ione kept her voice clinical because the fact needed no decoration and said, “Repeated pregnancy until the palace accepts an heir. The route treats Chad's body as a crown resource.”

Halric's mouth went flat. “And his memories?”

“Gone; his male self would not be hidden from other people. It would be erased from him.”

“Could it be restored after the crown claim?”

“The seventh term blocks that route.”

Chad heard the answer even though he already knew the threat, as the palace wanted his current body and the removal of the only person who could object from inside it.

His hand tightened around the spear, and the impulse was simple: strike the floor until the future stopped existing. He had enough experience with palace magic to know rage counted as candidate distress, which the route would use as proof that correction was necessary.

So he breathed once and let the anger become Resolve.

Halric looked from the terms to the painted marriages overhead and said, “How many of those ceremonies used this field?”

Zafira studied the old title layers and said, “The current correction package was built for Chad; parts of it are older. Refusal converted to distress; withdrawal delayed until after compliance. Those functions have precedent.”

The prince's face changed by less than a courtier would notice. Chad saw it because Party Link had trained him to read small failures before they became deaths.

Halric had grown up beneath those paintings, and he said, “My mother told me crown marriages were sacrifices made willingly for the country.”

“Maybe hers was,” Chad replied. “A machine that cannot hear no does not get to borrow her answer.”

Halric met his eyes and said, “Agreed.”

No apology followed, and the man had not built the machine. An apology would have made Chad responsible for easing his guilt. Halric chose proof instead: he read the terms again and placed his own title against the withdrawal clause.

The hidden node recognized him.

Halric faced him and said, “Did you know all of this?” and Halric answered, “Most of it; not the repeated pregnancy clause.”

“You still came.”

“I came to break the machine, not meet my fiancé.”

The word sounded filthy in another way, and no one laughed. Halric stepped out of the circle, and the System pushed him back.

Gold bands closed around both ankles and labeled retreat as heir distress. The six wall constructs woke behind the banners, each carrying a ceremonial blade meant to keep blood inside a body rather than prevent pain.

Ione said, “Forced-aim phase,” and Chad marked the gold circle and opened Counterclaim.

The rank moved from Halric's legs to him. It did not make Chad an heir or transfer the marriage claim. Each ceremonial construct treated him as the person trying to abandon the route.

“Ione, keep the full terms clear,” he said. “Elka, exits. Zafira, Halric's withdrawal.”

The first construct crossed the hall in three smooth steps. Chad caught its blade on his buckler, turned the edge above his shoulder, and struck the joint under its white sleeve.

Blood Mark drained the consort node through the body.

Two constructs moved toward Ione, and Elka pinned their trailing hems to the wall banners, which exposed real cords running from their backs into the floor.

Zafira reached Halric and cut `pending crown claim review` from his withdrawal field and said, “The node recognizes your refusal only after a review it controls,” and Halric asked, “Can you remove the review?”

“I can expose the circular rank, not grant the refusal.”

“Expose it.”

She lifted the phrase into the full terms. The palace would review Halric's withdrawal only if the crown claim continued. The crown claim would continue until the palace approved his withdrawal.

The route had no exit for either person.

Chad took three ceremonial blades across his chain shirt, and Health fell to 421. Pain Dividend filled Resolve as he dragged the attackers away from the women.

One blade had slipped through a mail gap below his ribs, and the cut burned cold instead of hot. A white thread spread from it toward the gold circle, carrying his lost Health into the claim.

`CONSORT VITALITY SAMPLE: ACCEPTED`

Ione said, “It is using damage as ceremony,” and Chad replied, “Then I am filing for the violent package.”

Chad marked the construct that held the thread and drove his spear through its wrist. Blood Mark returned twenty-one Health, but the white thread stole nine before the healing settled.

The node was taxing his drain loop.

Elka saw it at the same time, and she did not shoot the construct. She put an arrow through the thread's shadow on the polished floor, pinning its route for half a breath.

Zafira cut the title `CONSORT` from the sample record.

Ione struck the bare record with her glass rod, and blue force sealed the stolen vitality as foe proof rather than ceremonial acceptance.

The nine Health snapped back into Chad.

“Excellent,” he said. “Everybody keep handling my stolen fluids professionally.”

Halric stared before Zafira did not and said, “He means Health,” and Zafira replied, “I know what he means,” and Chad replied, “Then you are adapting.”

Two constructs pulled free of Elka's arrows by tearing their own sleeves. Their blades opened into white hooked frames designed to catch arms without cutting them—one frame closed around Ione's raised wrist.

Chad used Red Grip.

The construct crossed the floor sideways as his threat dragged it away. Ione's wrist slipped free before the hook could assign restraint as assistance. Elka broke its knee with a low shot, while Zafira drove one sheathed knife into the title seam behind its neck.

The body folded, and three remained upright; a fourth rebuilt itself by drawing ceremonial cloth from the banners before Elka said, “Floor cords are feeding repairs.”

“Two banks,” Ione added. “West side carries bodies; east side carries rank.”

“Zafira takes rank. Elka takes bodies; I take everything with a knife.” Chad pointed his buckler at Halric. “You take responsibility without doing anything heroic.”

“Meaning?”

“Stay out of our formation and keep refusing; if the throne turns your words into commands, I need the first voice to mark.”

Halric stepped onto the edge of the dead circle, where the gold bands could reach him but the blades could not use him as cover and said, “Understood.”

The next command hit before the party reached the cord banks before Halric said, “This is not a marriage.”

The node tightened its bands around his ankles.

“It is a ritual using my title and Chad's body.”

The gold circle changed his speech to `HEIR CONFUSION`.

Witness Mark caught the edit.

Chad placed the trace over Halric's actual words, which let the core party see the palace source trying to replace them. It still lacked public rank, but Halric could see his refusal being rewritten in real time.

The prince raised his voice toward the empty throne. “I refuse the consort correction, the marriage claim, and each crown claim right that depends upon them.”

The throne answered with a command field.

`PROTECT THE HEIR FROM CORRUPTION`.

Each construct turned toward the women.

Counterclaim caught the rank aim and pulled it onto Chad for five seconds. The women kept their identities, roles, and choices while six ceremonial blades converged on his position.

He said, “Now that is a proper rejection response,” and the serious moment could survive one combat truth.

He used Chosen Hold, and all four women accepted—then Halric remained outside it because he had never joined the party. The prince stayed upright through his own choice while Chad held the constructs.

The blades struck from six angles. Chad turned two, took three across mail and leather. Let the last punch through the meat of his shoulder because it had been aimed at Ione's throat.

Health dropped to 338, and resolve hit its cap.

Pain Dividend wanted release, and Chad spent it through Take It instead, widening his threat field until each repaired construct forgot the women existed as targets. The pressure did not make their decisions for them. It only made Chad the loudest problem in the room.

That was his build at its cleanest.

Elka cut two floor cords, and Zafira stripped corruption rank from the command. Ione sealed the complete terms inside her glass rod, preserving each line without accepting one.

The rank bank tried to replace the sealed terms with a wedding blessing. Zafira caught the false text, split it down the middle, and pinned both halves beneath the exposed refusal loop.

Elka's third arrow severed the body bank, and each construct lost a step.

Ione raised the rod and said, “Terms preserved. No private memory attached.”

“Then break the ugly bastard.”

Chad drove the last construct into the gold circle. Blood Mark broke its node link, and the body collapsed across the hidden claim.

The circle went dark.

Overflow spread the last of Chad's stolen Health across the party, and Elka's bruised wrist cleared. The shallow cut on Zafira's cheek closed, and Ione's hand steadied around the glass rod.

Halric received nothing, and Party Link did not mistake cooperation for membership.

He looked at the fading shield light without offense. “It asks permission.”

Ione said, “Each time,” and Chad replied, “That should not be remarkable.”

“No,” Chad said. “It really fucking should not.”

Halric stepped away without pushback.

He did not ask Chad to trust him, and he did not promise love, guard, or a gentle version of the forced future.

“I helped open this route before I knew it,” he said. “I will help destroy it because it is wrong, whether you believe me or not.”

“Good,” Chad replied. “Belief is not your reward.”

“I know.”

The palace bells rang above them, and each service exit turned red except the route Halric had left open, and his public title changed across the crown claim hall.

`CROWN HEIR HALRIC — COMPROMISED BY THE SEDUCTRESS`.

The throne ordered his arrest.


Chapter 16

Four Girlfriends Beat One Destiny

The arrest order locked each door except the one Halric had left open. That would have been helpful if the open route had not filled with white-armored palace constructs.

They marched through the service passage in two files, shields tight enough to scrape both walls, and gold writing covered their blank faces.

`RECOVER THE HEIR`

`RESTRAIN THE SEDUCTRESS`

`SEPARATE COMPROMISED COMPANIONS`

Chad lowered his spear and said, “They brought bond police.”

“Palace guard division,” Zafira said. “Less honest name. Same function.”

Halric stepped away from the dead consort circle and said, “There is one more passage behind the throne.”

Elka had checked it and said, “Drops into a guard court. Twenty-four living soldiers, two gate frames, and no clean line beyond them,” before the constructs advanced.

Ione held up the glass rod containing the complete correction terms and said, “The arrest field is trying to classify our bonds before it targets us. If it turns any of us into an attendant, it can remove us under household guard law.”

“Then no one accepts a stupid label,” Chad said. “Zafira, keep their social garbage off us; Elka, get us a route. Ione, tell me which magic is real; I will handle the sharp consequences.”

All three women moved.

Zafira cut `COMPANIONS` from the order before the word reached their self fields. Elka shot the lead construct through its forward knee and opened a gap on the left. Ione struck the wall with her rod, found a live rank line inside the stone, and marked it blue.

Chad drove into the gap.

Take It pulled six shields toward him, and he caught the first on his buckler, hooked its rim, and turned the construct sideways across the passage. The second crashed into it, and Elka's next arrow passed above Chad's shoulder and broke the third one's faceplate.

The blank face beneath carried one more command.

`RETURN WOMEN TO LAWFUL HOUSEHOLD`

Zafira laughed once, without humor and said, “There it is.”

Gold cords spread from the broken face toward her, Elka, and Ione. A thinner cord reached for Chad, hesitated over his male self, then tried to bind his female shell instead.

Counterclaim caught the foe aim; each cord wrapped around Chad.

They did not transfer self or control, and they only made twelve constructs decide he was the whole unlawful household.

“At last,” Chad said. “A government service that recognizes my carry potential.”

Three blades struck his shield at once.

He gave ground one boot at a time while the women worked behind him. Halric stayed clear of the formation, as ordered, and used his public title for the only handy purpose left to it.

“Guard division,” he said. “Stand down.”

The constructs paused—the throne answered through each face.

`HEIR COMMAND: CORRUPTED`

They resumed with heavier steps, and Chad said, “Handy test.”

Halric faced the failure without defending himself and said, “My rank is gone.”

“Your palace rank,” Zafira corrected. “Your voice remains yours.”

The distinction mattered enough to change his posture.

Elka put one boot against the fallen construct and peered through the gap she had made and said, “No roof route. Garden sealed. Guard court is filling; the ventilation drop reaches the old nursery level. The shaft only holds one person at a time.”

Chad said, “Bad retreat,” and Elka replied, “Only retreat.”

Ione pressed her palm to the blue rank line and said, “The constructs are not the primary threat. The arrest order is feeding them from beneath the crown claim hall. We can destroy bodies until the floor runs out of armor.”

Zafira stripped one more false label from Elka's shoulder and said, “And each replacement gets a cleaner claim on us. The field learns from rejected language,” before the palace tried `DEPENDENTS`.

Zafira cut it.

It tried `BOUND SOULS`.

She cut that too.

It tried `WIVES OF THE HEIR'S PROMISED BRIDE`.

All three women swore at once.

Chad shoved a construct backward with Red Grip and broke its sword arm against the wall and said, “We need a title it cannot improve.”

“Not a title,” Ione said. “A chosen bond state; the correction route can overwrite public labels. It cannot enter core Party Link without consent.”

Elka said, “It has still been reading us.”

“Reading is not assigning.” Ione looked at Chad. “But our Link currently reports each relational threat through your display; Zafira sees the social attack before you do. Elka sees the route before you do; I see the ritual truth before you do. The delay gives the palace room to propose one more lie.”

A blade scraped across Chad's chain shirt and cut the leather beneath. Health fell to 467, and Blood Mark pulled eleven back from the construct. Overflow sent the excess nowhere because the women remained untouched.

He said, “You want direct field calls.”

Ione replied, “I want the person who knows to have rank over what the party sees,” and that was harder than taking each blade.

Chad had built his role around being the answer between danger and everyone he loved. Even when he delegated tasks, Party Link returned the information to him first, and he sorted it. He called it, and he owned the mistake if the call failed.

The System had made leadership look like a central processing problem, and his party had spent every campaign proving it was not.

Zafira met his eyes over the shoulders of two advancing constructs and said, “I do not need your permission to know social danger. I am asking whether you trust my call to move the entire household.”

Elka loosed an arrow without looking at him and said, “Same for routes.”

Ione kept the complete terms sealed while the rank line burned beneath her hand and said, “Same for ritual truth.”

Chad slammed his buckler into a faceplate, and he said, “Yes.”

The Link did not change, as Gold text crossed the passage.

`HOUSEHOLD CLAIM NEEDS RECOGNIZED HEAD`

The palace offered Halric.

It displayed his bloodline, crown claim rank, property rights, and future rank over each body classified beneath him. The route was clean, powerful, and built from assumptions older than the current node.

Halric stepped away from the offer, and he said, “Not mine,” before the palace offered Chad next.

`CORRECTED CONSORT MAY GOVERN FEMALE DEPENDENTS`

Chad said, “Eat shit.”

Zafira cut the label, but the question remained under it. If the four claimed a household, what structure did they mean?

One person at the top would satisfy the palace, and that made it wrong for them.

Chad kept the constructs marked and glanced back and said, “I am your tank and party leader; I am not your owner.”

“You are my lover,” Zafira said. She drove a knife through the title seam on a construct's shield. “Elka and Ione are also my lovers; we choose one household.”

Elka vaulted the fallen shield, landed beside Zafira, and shot under Chad's raised arm and said, “Chad is my man; Zafira and Ione are my women. No one is my dependent.”

Ione lifted the rod, and the preserved correction terms cast blue light over all four and said, “Chad, Zafira, and Elka are my lovers; we hold separate identities, separate consent, and one chosen household.”

The admission reached Chad harder than the blades, and the current body wanted to blush. He denied it nothing except control of his voice.

“They are my girlfriends,” he said. “All three; they love each other, they love me, and I love them. I lead combat because I am good at getting hit; that does not make their knowledge mine.”

Zafira's smile flashed quick and fierce, and Elka's ears turned red. Ione looked calm until Chad noticed the happy tremor in the blue light, and the palace searched for hierarchy.

It found none it could use, and Party Link opened.

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 32

Force        6
Finesse     25
Endurance   29
Perception  16
Focus       19
Presence    21
Health      522

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Endurance +1
Focus +1

FEATURE ADVANCED: PARTY LINK — RANK 3

Core members may assign narrow field authority.
Assigned calls override Chad's default display until released.

PROPOSED AUTHORITIES
Social threat: Zafira
Routes: Elka
Ritual truth: Ione
Formation: Chad

Membership transfer: none
Identity transfer: none
Private-status exposure: none
Compulsion detected: 0

Accept individually?

Chad asked, “Zafira?” and Zafira answered, “Accept social threat.”

“Elka?”

“Accept routes.”

“Ione?”

“Accept ritual truth.”

“I accept formation.”

Four separate confirmations entered the Link, as the palace rejected them, and gold light formed a second panel over Chad's, larger and louder.

`UNREGISTERED HOUSEHOLD CONSENT MAY RESULT FROM SEDUCTIVE CONTROL`

`SUBMIT MEMBERS FOR SEPARATE CORRECTION INTERVIEWS`

Four side doors opened around the hall, and each revealed a small white room with one chair, one crown-shaped restraint, and no interior handle.

Chad felt each woman tense through the formation field, but tension was not consent and fear was not surrender, and he said, “We are not splitting.”

Zafira studied the social attack and said, “It needs separate rooms because our answers agree.”

“Mine has snacks painted on the wall,” Elka said. “Terrible trap design.”

Ione examined the new ritual layer and said, “The interview would suppress Party Link, then ask whether each bond exists without Chad's active influence; it defines any continued answer as residual corruption.”

Halric said, “A test that only accepts one result.”

Zafira replied, “The palace enjoys those,” and the four rooms began pulling.

Chad could have used Counterclaim to take the motion. The effect targeted each woman through another bond claim. Redirecting it would protect their bodies while leaving the lie intact.

He held formation and waited for the field leaders.

Zafira spoke first and said, “The threat is not separation; it is forced reinterpretation. Reject the interview's rank, not only the rooms.”

Her call entered the Link as the social fact.

Elka sighted along the floor and said, “Pull weakens in the center between doors. Two steps forward,” before her route replaced each escape arrow.

Ione raised the rod and said, “The field measures control continuously; it is hiding the result beneath the accusation.”

She drew a blue line through the gold panel, and the true result opened for each person, including Halric.

CORE PARTY VOLITION AUDIT

Chad: voluntary
Zafira: voluntary
Elka: voluntary
Ione: voluntary

Compulsion detected: 0
Identity overwrite detected: 0
Withdrawal suppression detected: 0

Correction interviews required: false.

The side rooms pulled harder.

“Formation forward,” Chad ordered.

All four stepped into the center side by side.

The pull collapsed because none of them occupied the separate route that powered it. White doors slammed on empty chairs, and the gold accusation cracked across the middle.

Halric watched the zero remain clear and said, “The palace had the answer before it accused you.”

“Propaganda with a live data feed,” Chad said. “Sennik must be jealous.”

Zafira lifted the public layer from the audit without exposing any private status beneath it and said, “Now we have proof that the household declaration contained no control.”

Halric asked, “Can Witness Mark distribute it?”

“No,” Ione said. “But I can preserve it beside your refusal; a witness may carry both later by choice.”

Halric looked at the rod and said, “Then preserve my observation too; I saw four separate acceptances and zero control.”

Ione did not record him until he said, “I consent to that exact claim being carried with the terms.”

Blue light answered his words, and the world changed without moving.

Chad's display stopped trying to translate each problem into his own understanding. Zafira's field opened first, and the gold household cords appeared as a social attack with three false ranks holding them side by side.

She said, “Left rank is inheritance,” before her call replaced Chad's default threat outline. He did not approve it, and he saw it because she had rank.

He replied, “Cutting left.”

Elka's route field opened over the floor, and the shortest path was not the nursery shaft. It ran through the constructs, across the dead circle, and down a maintenance seam hidden beneath the throne.

She called, “Forward eight paces, hard right, then break floor,” and the route replaced his retreat marker.

Ione's ritual truth followed, and the arrest order, construct feed, and consort node showed as separate layers. Destroying the arrest order would not stop the node, and destroying the construct feed would not preserve Halric's refusal, and the complete terms in her rod were the only clean proof.

“Do not strike the blue line,” she said. “It carries our proof.”

Her truth replaced Chad's instinct to break each glowing object, and he called, “Formation on me.”

That field remained his.

Zafira moved to his left, where inheritance rank had become clear. Elka took the high angle on a broken shield. Ione stayed inside the safe wedge with the rod protected but not hidden. Halric followed outside the Link along the space Elka left for him.

No one asked Chad to repeat a call, and the palace learned faster than the earlier nodes.

Guard constructs changed formation above the broken floor, placing mirrored shields around their title seams so Zafira could not reach the social ranks directly. Two knelt to cover the floor cords Elka had marked. A third threw white powder across Ione's blue proof line, trying to make ritual truth look like one more visual effect.

Chad's old display would have shown twelve equal threats, as the Rank 3 Link showed three separate problems owned by three minds.

“Mirrors make each cut assign rebellion back to me,” Zafira said. “Break reflections before titles.”

“Right wall carries morning heat,” Elka called. “Move them three feet east; glass will craze.”

“Powder is inert,” Ione said. “Ignore it; the real interference is under the fourth shield.”

Chad did not combine the calls into a clever plan, and he trusted them in sequence.

He used Red Grip on the mirrored line and hauled six constructs toward the hot wall; their heels carved white scars through the floor. When the shields entered the sun pouring through a high window, Elka put one broad arrow into the stone between them.

The impact shook the wall, and hot glass cracked across each mirrored face.

Zafira moved before the pieces landed. She used the pommels of both knives, striking exposed title seams without cutting a construct's body, and removed `LAWFUL GUARD` from three shields.

Their holders lost arrest priority.

They turned toward Halric instead, and she warned, “Heir recovery remains.”

Chad Intercepted the nearest blade, and it entered below his shoulder guard, where the chain shirt flexed, and Health dropped to 438.

Blood Mark returned a red pulse from the attacker. Overflow weighted the excess toward Halric because he now faced the highest current danger. The shield stopped at the edge of Party Link.

Chad said, “Cannot cover him.”

Elka replied, “You can cover space,” and her route field drew a narrow wedge between two fallen constructs.

“Halric, wedge,” Chad ordered.

The prince moved without pretending the call made him a party member. Chad shifted one pace, Zafira closed the far edge. The next three attacks found steel instead of skin.

Ione walked straight through the white powder, and she struck the fourth shield at its bottom rim rather than the bright center. A black pin rolled free from beneath it.

She said, “Ritual interference,” and she crushed the pin under her heel.

The blue proof line cleared at once—one construct raised a horn to summon the living guard court, as Elka's arrow broke the horn.

One more reached for the wall bell—Zafira assigned the bell a false-guard source, and the palace rejected its own call.

The surviving constructs rushed Chad side by side—he grinned.

“Formation tight; I can take all of them at once.”

Halric's head turned despite the fight before Elka sighed and said, “He means the constructs.”

Halric said, “I have learned that clarification usually makes it worse.”

Zafira told him again, “You are adapting.”

He marked the front four constructs and used Take It. Their shields closed around him, creating the exact wall Elka wanted. She ran three steps up their locked faces and jumped to the throne dais.

Her arrow struck the floor seam.

Zafira crossed behind Chad, cut inheritance rank from the household cords, and sent its public source onto the empty throne. The palace tried to classify the move as jealous rebellion.

She said, “Social lie,” and the label vanished from each person's display before Chad could waste focus on it.

Ione touched the blue rank line with her rod and said, “Proof stable. Construct feed exposed two paces below Chad,” and Chad replied, “That is my favorite distance.”

Chad triggered Pain Dividend and drove his spear through the polished floor.

Stone burst upward. Gold cords snapped, and the constructs froze around him as their feed line opened into a dark shaft beneath the crown claim hall.

The throne tried one final command.

`HOUSEHOLD HEAD MUST REMAIN FOR JUDGMENT`

Zafira's field marked it as a false hierarchy before the words finished forming, and she said, “No household head.”

“Combat leader,” Chad corrected while bracing his boot against the broken rim. “Very handsome combat leader.”

Elka said, “Your face is pretty enough to damage the claim,” and Chad said, “Broader issue.”

Ione preserved the exchange beside the control audit, though Chad hoped she would exercise scholarly restraint later, and Elka's route arrow landed beside the hole.

She said, “Down,” and Chad did not ask whether she was sure.

He grabbed the edge and dropped.

The shaft was deeper than expected, because route rank did not include courtesy. He fell twelve feet, hit a sloped gold conduit, and slid into a circular chamber while the others followed by the path Elka had chosen.

Zafira landed lightly, and Ione came down on a shield of blue force. Elka used the hanging conduit as a rope, and Halric arrived last and less elegantly, but alive.

Above them, the guard constructs remained frozen, and below them, the buried node inhaled.

The chamber walls lit with crown marriages, unborn heirs, corrected memories. One empty socket shaped for an Ascension Key, as Ione's ritual field seized control of the display.

`CROWN CONSORT NODE — ACTIVE`

`LOCAL PURPOSE: CROWN CLAIM CORRECTION`

`ASCENSION PURPOSE: SOUL-LINE CONVERSION`

`KEY FOUR: REMOVED`

`CURRENT HOLDER: CROWNED FOUR`

`EMERGENCY ACTIVATION: AUTHORIZED`

The floor opened like a gold eye, as the Crown Consort Node woke beneath them without the key that was supposed to control it.


Chapter 17

The Nursery Is a Raid Ring

The gold eye opened beneath Chad's boots and dressed him for a wedding.

Chain mail became white silk. His buckler became a bouquet, and his spear remained a spear because the node had limits and Chad intended to introduce it to each one.

He said, “Reject outfit,” and the silk tightened around his waist.

`BRIDAL PRESENTATION: MANDATORY`

“I reject it harder.”

Zafira's social-threat field flashed red. “The clothes are a title, not fabric; cutting them from your body would confirm bridal distress.”

Chad stood inside the circular chamber while painted walls stretched into a bright crown chapel, and rows of faceless guests appeared on both sides. Their gold mouths opened in silent approval.

Halric appeared at the far end in formal black. The real Halric remained behind Ione, and Chad said, “That one has better posture.”

Halric replied, “Kill it without stabbing me,” and Chad said, “Demanding guest.”

The false prince walked forward; a crown of linked correction terms floated above his head. He offered one hand as if the ceremony had reached the only answer the node recognized.

Ione's ritual-truth field replaced the pretty image with its function.

IMPERIAL CONSORT NODE — EMERGENCY ROUTE

PHASE 1: VOLUNTARY WEDDING SIMULATION
Objective: obtain candidate participation
Participation threshold: one accepted ceremonial action

PHASE 2: SUCCESSION NURSERY
Objective: establish permanent reproductive route

PHASE 3: IDENTITY CORRECTION
Objective: erase incompatible memory and self-reference

EARTH-MEMORY LOSS: 0%
MALE SELF-REFERENCE LOSS: 0%
LOCAL WITHDRAWAL: rejected.

“One action starts the route,” Ione said. “Do not throw the bouquet, answer a vow, approach the false Halric, or leave through a ceremonial door.”

Chad looked at the spear hidden inside the flowers and said, “Can I hit him with the bouquet?” and Ione answered, “That depends upon whether the node calls it symbolic pushback.”

Zafira found the answer first and said, “It does,” and Chad said, “Worst wedding ever,” before the false prince reached the center aisle.

Faceless guests turned toward Chad, and the node tried to make their focus heavy enough to move him. Presence pressed against Presence, using a thousand imaginary witnesses to turn stillness into shame.

Chad had been stared at since waking in the wrong body, and bandits had priced him, courtiers had ranked him, strangers had blushed when he discussed tanking. Sennik had built a national lie from his face.

An audience was not rank, and he planted both feet.

“Zafira, social call.”

“The guests are approval pressure; the crown is the active title. The aisle is consent by motion.”

Her field marked each threat separately.

“Elka, route.”

The hunter ignored the doors and sighted along the painted ceiling. “Physical chamber remains circular; four support ribs behind the illusion. We can move clockwise without entering the aisle.”

“Ione?”

“The false prince is hollow; the crown is real ritual structure.”

“Formation clockwise. Break ribs. Leave crown for Zafira.”

The household moved.

Chad held the inner edge while Elka shot the first support point. The chapel wall buckled, revealing gold gears beneath painted stone. Ione placed a barrier over the break so the node could not heal it, and Zafira advanced behind Chad and waited for the crown to turn.

The false prince lunged, and his offered hand unfolded into five ceremonial blades.

The faceless guests rose with him, and gold rings expanded from their fingers into restraint loops. Each painted mouth began reciting the same vow in Chad's voice.

He said, “That is not me.”

Zafira's field marked the stolen voice as social pressure rather than identity loss. “Correct. It wants you to answer yourself.”

“I make a point of ignoring bad advice from that guy.”

Three rings flew.

Chad caught one on his spear shaft and let two strike his buckler. They tightened around wood and steel, trying to convert held equipment into accepted ceremonial gifts.

Ione's truth exposed the conversion before it settled. “Release both.”

Chad obeyed.

The bouquet and buckler fell, and because he had not offered either object, the rings closed on empty control and lost their glow.

Elka's route shifted at once. “Two steps back. Left hand open.”

He moved. His real buckler returned on the floor behind him, freed from the bouquet illusion. Elka kicked it into his waiting hand without crossing the aisle.

The household worked around the ceremony's grammar while Halric backed toward a support rib. A false guest reached for him with a crown-shaped loop.

“Corrupted heir, accept protective guard,” it said.

Halric tore a painted bench from the floor and drove its end through the image and said, “No.”

The answer carried no command rank, and it carried enough physical force to break the guest against the wall, and more rings rose.

Zafira stripped `WITNESSES` from the false audience. Without that rank, their vows became noise. Ione covered the household's ears with a thin blue barrier that blocked copied voices but left the Link clear. Elka broke the second support rib, then the third.

The chapel tilted.

Chad used the slope. He charged downhill beneath the flying rings, caught the false prince at the waist with Red Grip, and carried him out of the aisle into Zafira's reach.

Chad caught the wrist on his buckler, marked the construct. Drained Health through the silk title wrapped around his body, and Red light entered him. White light pulled it back toward the crown.

Ione said, “Node is taxing Blood Mark again.”

“Rude. I earned that blood.”

He twisted the false arm until the blades faced the faceless guests. The node froze before allowing its own groom to threaten the ceremony.

Zafira used the pause; both knives cut across the floating crown without touching the false body.

`VOLUNTARY` split from `WEDDING`.

The crown tried to keep `WEDDING` alive by changing Chad's attack into ritual objection, a role that still belonged inside the ceremony.

Zafira cut `CANDIDATE` from the action.

Chad's spear became a weapon again.

He drove it through the hollow groom and into the final support rib. Blood Mark found no life in the image, but the impact cracked the node structure beneath it.

The first phase failed, as the chapel collapsed, and Chad hit a nursery floor on one knee.

The bouquet became his buckler again, but the white silk changed into a soft blue gown stretched over his adult shell. Cradles filled the chamber in widening rings, and each held a gold outline with no face and no breath.

He stood fast enough to tear the skirt at one thigh.

“Reject outfit twice.”

Zafira said, “Still a title,” and Chad replied, “I know. I want the record to show enthusiasm,” before the nearest cradle rocked.

`POTENTIAL HEIR 1`

The next answered.

`POTENTIAL HEIR 2`

More labels woke until the room promised a line of children created from a body whose owner no longer remembered objecting, as Chad's anger arrived cold.

He wanted children. His children. A family built after this war, in his restored body, with women who wanted the same future and could say yes or no to each part of it.

The node had taken that hope and removed everyone from it, and even the babies were empty slots.

“None of these are real captive souls,” Ione said before he asked. “They are projected outcomes.”

“Good.” Chad lowered his spear. “Then I can clear the adds.”

The cradles opened.

Gold nurse constructs climbed out with measuring cords, feeding bottles. Curved shields shaped to trap rather than kill, and they rushed the women first.

`REMOVE UNSUITABLE HOUSEHOLD INFLUENCE`

Counterclaim pulled their aim onto Chad.

Six measuring cords wrapped around his arms and waist. They labeled his struggles as maternal panic and tightened whenever he used Force.

Ione called, “They scale against pushback,” and Chad replied, “Good thing Force is my dump stat,” before he stopped pulling.

Elka's route field drew the real line beneath the nursery illusion. Each cradle connected to one of four crown claim rails in the floor.

“Rails move outcomes toward the center,” she said. “Break them at the wall, not near Chad.”

“Your task.”

Elka ran.

The node raised nursery gates in her path. She went over the first, under the second, and used a rocking cradle as a step across the third. Each arrow struck a rail joint where decorative gold met old iron.

Zafira handled the labels chasing her. She cut `UNSUITABLE` from Ione, `RIVAL` from Elka, and `CORRUPTING FAVORITE` from herself.

She said, “It has ranked me first.”

“Congratulations,” Chad replied while a nurse construct tried to pin a ceremonial shawl over his head. “Promotion?”

“It thinks I taught you refusal.”

“Take credit.”

Ione walked between the false cradles with her rod raised, and the node hid real control lines beneath projected infant Health bars. Her ritual field removed each lie, leaving the crown claim gears bare for Elka.

First rail broke.

The cradles labeled `POTENTIAL HEIR 1` through `7` vanished.

Second rail broke, as the gown loosened around Chad's waist. Third rail broke, and the measuring cords stopped turning his motion into maternal panic.

Chad flexed both arms down and outward, the way he had once posed for progress photographs. His current body turned the motion unfairly pretty despite the torn blue gown.

The cords snapped, and each nurse construct stared for half a beat, and Chad asked, “Mirin?”

Elka missed her next shot because she laughed, as Zafira covered her mouth too late; even Ione's ritual line shook.

The room remained horrifying, and the laugh belonged to them anyway.

Elka recovered and broke the final rail, as the false cradles did not vanish cleanly.

Their gold outlines poured side by side at the center and built a towering nursery guardian from curved shields, measuring cords, and empty rocking frames. Its head wore a smooth maternal mask, and six arms carried lists of duties that extended to the floor.

`CROWN CLAIM MATRON`

`PRESERVE REPRODUCTIVE ASSETS`

`REMOVE COMPETING ATTACHMENTS`

It pointed at Zafira first.

The court-trained lover became `POLITICAL CONTAMINATION`.

Elka became `UNCONTROLLED HEREDITY`.

Ione became `RITUAL INTERFERENCE`.

Chad became `CROWN WOMB`.

His field went red with three kinds of rage.

“Social threat,” Zafira said before he could charge. “Those are removal priorities; the last label powers its armor.”

“Route,” Elka said. “Mask opens when it assigns a duty; two-second shot from the cradle rail.”

“Ritual truth,” Ione said. “The guardian has no soul. Destroy freely; do not let its lists touch your skin.”

“Formation,” Chad said. “Behind me until the mask opens; then ruin its entire career.”

The matron swung all six lists.

Chad took four on the buckler and let two wrap his chain-covered arms. Written duties crawled over the metal rings: pregnancy, confinement, presentation, correction, nursing, repetition.

None reached skin, and he pulled the guardian close. The maternal mask opened to explain his obligations, as Elka's arrow entered through its mouth.

Zafira crossed under one raised arm and carved all four false household labels from the exposed inner frame. Ione followed with a blue vial that shattered against the duty lists and turned their command ink inert.

Chad used Shared Pulse on Zafira before a curved shield hit her back. His Health crossed the Link, caught the blow through her body, and returned through Blood Mark when his spear pierced the guardian's center.

The matron staggered, and Chad said, “Reproductive asset refuses.”

He tore both arms free, and chain links scattered, leaving bruised skin beneath, but the written duties remained wrapped around empty armor.

Pain Dividend filled, and Chad drove the stored Resolve through the spear.

The guardian split from mask to base—empty cradle frames hit the floor and dissolved before they could pretend to contain children again.

The nursery folded into darkness, and no one fell. Ione's barrier caught the floor before the node could turn transition into helplessness.

The third phase arrived without scenery, as Chad stood alone in a black chamber.

His party remained clear through Party Link, but the node placed them behind thick glass walls, and Zafira called social threats, and Elka called routes. Ione called ritual truth—their fields reached him even when their voices did not.

A mirror rose ahead.

It showed Chad as the palace wanted him: same lush blonde hair and black streaks, same long lashes, same adult female shell, but dressed in crown gold with a gentle smile that held no recognition.

Halric stood beside the reflection, and three women waited behind it as attendants, and the mirror offered peace.

`PERMANENT SHELL ACCEPTANCE ENDS CORRECTION PAIN`

`EARTH MEMORY MAY BE REMOVED WITHOUT DISTRESS`

`MALE SELF-REFERENCE MAY BE REPLACED WITHOUT GRIEF`

`CROWN CLAIM HOUSEHOLD WILL BE PROVIDED`

The offer was worse than a threat because it used relief.

The mirror softened details while he watched, and the black streaks in his hair faded first. His posture changed next, shoulders drawing inward while the reflected smile became patient and court-trained.

Then it altered the women.

Zafira lost her knives and each old jewelry scar. Elka's bow vanished with her freckles, and Ione's glass rod became a harmless silver fan. Each lover remained beautiful because the node knew beauty as decoration, but none retained the skill that had kept the household alive.

“False household,” Ione's field said.

Chad knew that, and the correction pressure still made the image ache like a future being stolen in advance.

Zafira placed her hand against the glass wall and said, “Chad. You met me in a burning palace, and you abandoned a clean escape because strangers were still inside.”

The mirror called the memory bridal devotion, and Chad said, “Elka.”

The hunter put her palm beside Zafira's. “You gave me formation rank before you had the skill name for it. You complain each time I find a route that needs climbing, then take it first.”

The mirror called that feminine dependence.

Ione joined them and said, “You asked me to name each limit before you touched me; you remained Chad before, during, and after. Desire did not assign self.”

The mirror flickered.

Halric stood apart from the household and spoke without reaching for the glass and said, “You entered my palace as a wanted man because people imprisoned under my law needed help. I witnessed your self before this node attempted correction. I reject each claim that makes my title rank over it.”

The reflected prince vanished, and the node restored him a moment later because ritual gears had no dignity.

Chad pressed his free hand to the glass opposite his lovers and said, “Zafira reads the room I want to punch; Elka finds the road I cannot see. Ione tells me when magic is lying; I stand where the hit lands. That is the household.”

Party Link logged the claim without converting it into control, as the mirror's smile strained.

Chad had spent years treating pain as proof he was improving. The looksmaxxing accident had killed him because he kept demanding one more set from a body already failing. Now the node offered the opposite mistake: surrender self, memory, and love, then call numbness health.

He wanted the pain to stop, and he wanted his body back. He wanted neither desire enough to erase himself nor trade his household for quiet.

“I am Chad Baconizer,” he said. “I am a man; this shell is adult, female, stupidly pretty, and temporary. My girlfriends are not attendants; Halric is not my husband. My future children are not quest rewards; no permanent route accepted.”

The mirror smiled.

`CANDIDATE DISTRESS CONFIRMED`

Memory pressure entered through his eyes.

At three percent, the damage felt too small to deserve panic. Chad still remembered America, his apartment, late-night game lobbies, protein powder, and the fatal weight rack. Then he tried to recall the brand of the phone waiting for his last progress photograph.

Nothing came, and the detail might have been irrelevant, and losing it without permission was not.

He searched for the gym poster above the rack, and a bodybuilder had been on it. Chad could not remember the man's face or the words beneath him.

The node took crumbs first so the missing meal would seem less sudden.

IDENTITY CORRECTION — ACTIVE

Earth-memory loss: 3%
Male self-reference loss: 2%
Household recognition loss: 0%

Time to irreversible threshold: 04:00.

He marked the mirror and struck it.

The spear passed through the image, and pain hit behind his forehead instead, sharp enough to blur the room where he had died on Earth.

His girlfriends hit the glass from their side, and Zafira's knives drew red lines around the public title. Elka's arrows struck three angles and returned the same external route. Ione's rod kept the real countdown clear when the mirror tried to replace percentages with a reassuring progress flower.

Ione said, “Do not spend memory proving strength,” and Chad stopped the second strike before it landed.

The old version of him would have hit harder because pain had challenged him, and the better version listened to his healer.

The weight rack remained, and the phone camera remained, and the exact shape of his old face did not. He said, “Ione.”

Her ritual truth entered the Link without delay. “The percentages are real; the mirror is display only. Correction source sits behind your public designation.”

Zafira's field followed. “The designation is `female seductress`; it is using the public lie as rank over private self.”

Elka found the route and said, “Designation line runs outside the node; someone in Crown Vey is holding it open,” before the glass walls cleared.

His party stood exactly where the Link said, and Zafira struck the false title; Elka shot along its external route. Ione drove her rod toward the correction source.

All three attacks stopped against a new red seal. Sennik's voice entered the chamber through the public broadcast network.

“The seductress has reached the sacred nursery,” he announced. “Her stolen women now assist the destruction of Vey's future.”

Witness Mark traced the voice to the node's outer control line.

Sennik had no Ascension Key. He did not need one, and the public record had called Chad female often enough for the palace to treat the lie as infrastructure.

Red text covered the mirror.

`NODE ACCESS LOCKED TO PUBLIC FEMALE DESIGNATION`

`AUTHORIZED SUBJECT: THE SEDUCTRESS OF VEY`

`CHAD BACONIZER — MALE SELF: ACCESS DENIED`

The countdown reached three minutes and forty-two seconds, as Sennik had locked the final node behind the self he invented for Chad.


Chapter 18

I Tanked My Own Wedding

Three minutes and forty-one seconds remained before Chad began losing himself for good.

The mirror called him a woman, and the public record called him a seductress. The node believed both because Sennik had repeated the lie through enough mouths.

Chad believed his party.

“Ione, ritual truth.”

Blue lines replaced the mirror's red lock. “The node admits your physical shell but rejects your self; those are separate checks sharing one target.”

“Zafira?”

“The public designation outranks the private self only because the palace placed `subject` above `person`.”

“Elka?”

“Three real lines leave the chamber; broadcast, crown claim, correction. Broadcast runs east. Crown claim runs down; correction runs through the mirror.”

“Formation on me. We break all three.”

The node heard him.

Gold walls opened around the black chamber, rebuilding the wedding aisle and nursery rings as one closed ring, and the false Halric waited at the center with a ceremonial sword. The crown claim matron rose behind him, and faceless guests filled each tier.

Sennik's voice rolled from their mouths.

“Observe the seductress's final assault upon Vey's future.”

The countdown reached 03:34, and Chad opened Counterclaim against the access lock. The skill could not transfer self, and it could redirect foe aim.

He marked the red designation and pulled each attack built upon it onto himself.

The lock treated his shell as the seductress, and Witness Mark simultaneously traced the foe source to Sennik's broadcast and preserved Chad's male self inside Party Link.

Both statements existed at once without becoming equal.

`PUBLIC AIM ROUTE: OPEN`

`SELF TRANSFER: NONE`

The access route carried a public audience with it. Chad felt thousands of distant observations touch the outer edge of Witness Mark, each receiving Sennik's label before the node showed them the fight.

The broadcast framed the wedding ring as a sacred nursery, and it framed the false groom as Halric. It hid the ceremonial sword inside a beam of protective light.

When Chad bled, the public feed labeled the wound self-inflicted hysteria.

Zafira saw the edit through social threat and said, “The broadcast delays our image by four seconds and replaces the cause trace,” and Chad asked, “Can you stop it?”

“Not while the designation line holds.”

Ione kept the true trace inside the household and said, “We cannot correct the public feed without exposing private Link data.”

“Then we win first,” Chad said. “Proof later.”

Halric looked at the distant audience count and said, “Use my view,” and Zafira knew before Chad did and said, “Your public title still has a witness channel.”

“The palace calls me compromised, but it cannot call me absent. I consent to the exact battle causes being clear through my view; nothing from private status.”

Ione separated his sight, hearing, and direct System observations from every other field and said, “Confirm those three scopes,” and Chad said, “Confirmed,” before Witness Mark opened a narrow channel.

The public saw the false groom stab Chad before they saw him strike back. They saw the node's label and Halric's refusal beside it. Sennik's delay remained, but it could no longer erase the order of events.

Audience belief did not reverse at once, and it stopped moving in Sennik's favor.

“Door is open,” Chad said. “Everybody get inside me.”

Halric closed his eyes for one second before Elka drew her bow and said, “He means the aim field,” and Zafira said, “Clarification failed again.”

The girlfriends crossed the lock through the threat Chad had claimed. Halric followed outside Party Link, carrying Ione's preserved proof rod against his chest.

The false groom attacked.

Its ceremonial sword cut through Chad's intact chain at the shoulder and drew a line across his collarbone, and Health fell to 487. The crown claim matron followed with six duty lists, while faceless guests threw rings from the tiers.

Take It caught each foe route—Chad became the wedding.

Blades, rings, cords, and public accusations converged on his position. He used Guard Line to keep the household behind his buckler, then turned the first sword into the matron's lowest arm.

Elka ran along the safe wedge his formation field gave her, and she called, “Broadcast line first.”

Her route marker crossed the ring instead of waiting for Chad's approval. He shifted right because she told him to, opened a shot between two false guests, and closed it after her arrow passed.

The arrow struck an invisible cord above the eastern wall, and Sennik's voice broke into static.

Zafira reached the title order, and gold ranks rose like steps over the mirror: palace, throne, crown claim, subject, shell, person, self. The machine had built its lie into a staircase, then placed Chad's self at the bottom.

Two guard constructs blocked her, and she called, “Social threat left.”

Chad used Red Grip without seeing her target through his own display. One construct flew sideways into the false groom. Zafira ducked beneath the other, put both knives under `PERSON`, and lifted.

The rank resisted.

She changed leverage. One knife pinned `SHELL` in place while the other cut `SUBJECT` away from it.

The staircase buckled.

“I need the throne distracted.”

“I have always wanted to offend a chair.”

Chad threw his buckler through the false groom and into the empty throne above the ring, and gold wood exploded; each guest screamed.

The title order turned toward him.

Zafira pulled `PERSON` above `SHELL`.

The red lock flickered.

`AUTHORIZED SUBJECT: CHAD BACONIZER`

`SELF: DISPUTED`

Chad said, “Better,” and Ione replied, “Not finished.”

The crown claim matron wrapped two lists around his legs. `REPRODUCTIVE DUTY` and `DOMESTIC CONFINEMENT` tightened in opposite directions.

He stopped resisting the cords and marked the matron instead, and Blood Mark found the node life inside it. Each spear strike returned Health, but the wedding ring taxed half the drain through white threads.

Ione's ritual field exposed the tax path.

“Crown claim line beneath you,” she said. “Elka needs the matron moved six feet north.”

Chad triggered Pain Dividend.

Resolve entered Red Grip, and the matron tore free of its nursery base and crossed the ring, dragging Chad behind it through the duty cords.

He landed on his back beneath six shield arms, and Elka said, “Position achieved.”

“Love the enthusiasm.”

Her arrows struck the floor where the guardian had stood.

The first cracked tile—the second exposed an iron rail. The third split the crown claim line along its old welded seam.

Each false cradle vanished, and the duty cords went slack.

Chad rolled before the matron crushed the place his head had been. He came up inside its reach, drove his spear through the smooth mask, and drained enough Health to fill Overflow.

He set the danger rule before the excess arrived. Ione held the correction line and faced the highest risk, and each shield went to her.

The node saw the weighting and sent the false groom after Elka instead.

Chad could not change the rule during the same damage event. Party Link Rank 3 did not make a bad choice disappear before he called, “Formation break right.”

Elka moved before the sword reached her, and Zafira intercepted its wrist with crossed knives. Halric used the proof rod as a lever against the elbow without releasing it.

The ceremonial edge still cut Elka's upper arm, as Health fell inside the Link.

Chad used Shared Pulse. Thirty of his Health crossed to her and closed the worst of the cut, leaving him at 401 while the matron raised all six arms again.

Last One Standing hardened his pushback because an ally was injured, and he took the impact on his body.

Gold shields drove him to one knee, and Health dropped to 318. Pain Dividend filled beyond the usual warning line, and the node tried to classify his endurance as maternal sacrifice.

Zafira's field erased the label before it reached him, and she said, “Your pain is not consent.”

The sentence mattered beyond the fight, as Chad rose under the weight.

“My turn.”

He drove both shoulders upward, threw the matron's arms wide, and planted his spear through its center. Blood Mark pulled stolen vitality through the broken crown claim line without paying the wedding tax.

Health climbed to 446, as the matron collapsed.

Its broken duty lists crawled across the floor toward Chad's wound. They could not bind him as commands, so the node converted them into healing penalties.

`NONCOMPLIANT SUBJECT — RECOVERY WITHHELD`

Blood Mark dropped from full return to one quarter. Shared Pulse cost twice its usual Health, and Overflow stopped forming on each second drain.

“Anti-healing field,” Ione said. “Source is the correction line, not the dead guardian.”

The false groom rebuilt faster while Chad healed slower.

Elka's injured arm reduced her draw length. She changed stance without complaint and used shorter arrows from the nursery floor. Zafira fought with one knife because the other remained fixed beneath `PERSON`. Ione's barrier thinned each time the countdown removed one more memory detail.

No one had spare capacity, as Party Link Rank 3 made that clear without making it Chad's decision.

“Elka, route status?”

“Crown claim line is dead; I can hold the groom away from Ione for twenty seconds.”

“Zafira?”

“Title reversal needs eighteen.”

“Ione?”

“Rewrite break needs ten after the title turns.”

Chad counted the overlap and said, “We need twenty-eight seconds,” and Elka replied, “I said I can hold twenty,” and Chad said, “You can; I will buy eight before your clock starts.”

He released the safe formation and charged alone.

The false groom met him with a sword thrust. Chad turned it, accepted a cut across his forearm, and used Red Grip to pull two remaining guard constructs into the groom's path. Rings closed around his ankles, and duty text climbed his torn chain shirt, and anti-healing kept each returned pulse small.

Eight seconds became a complete fight, and he spent the last one driving his buckler edge through the groom's wrist.

“Elka, clock.”

Her field accepted rank—the route changed without passing through him. She led the groom around the broken crown claim rail, using arrows, fallen shields, and the false throne to keep it turning away from Ione.

Chad returned to formation with 391 Health and no control over his route because he had given it honestly. That felt less like surrender than it once would have.

Countdown: 02:01—earth-memory loss reached 7 percent, and male self-reference loss reached 5.

Chad knew he was a man, and the fact remained solid, and the route to some memories around it had begun to thin.

He could remember lifting weights in his apartment but not the color of the plates. He remembered gamer friends shouting through a headset but not each handle. He knew his old body had been taller and male, though the mirror offered its own face when he tried to picture the jawline that killed him.

Ione said, “Correction source now,” before she stood before the mirror under layers of Overflow, and blue fractures spread from her rod through its reflected world.

The self rewrite defended itself by showing possible futures, and Chad married to Halric. Chad smiling beside three attendants who no longer carried weapons.

Chad holding a gold-wrapped baby while one more pregnancy status glowed above him.

Chad forgetting why any of it had once felt wrong. The images did not tempt him, and they tried to exhaust him.

Ione looked back and said, “I can destroy the rewrite. It attached its final seal to the memory pressure inside you. Breaking it will return the correction backlash through your Health.”

“How much?”

“Enough to kill you without a drain source.”

Elka pointed at the false groom rebuilding beside the broken throne. “There.”

Zafira had almost finished reversing the title order and said, “Ten seconds,” and Chad said, “We have a plan.”

The false groom charged.

He marked it, opened his stance, and used Take It against the node's direct combat test, and the ceremonial sword entered below his ribs.

Health fell to 372.

Chad trapped the blade inside his body with one arm around the construct's wrist. Blood Mark opened but he held the attack, waiting.

“Now Ione.”

She shattered the mirror, and correction backlash hit as unarmored damage.

Health dropped through 300, 200, and 100, and the world narrowed to red numbers and the false groom's blank face. Chad drove his spear into its chest and drained while the backlash continued.

Eighty-six—sixty-one—Blood Mark returned forty, and the node took fifty-two.

Last One Standing rose around him because each girlfriend was sustaining a key task, and Zafira held the title order. Elka kept the crown claim line severed, and Ione destroyed the rewrite while its force burned through her shields.

Chad reached 24 Health, and the false groom tried to withdraw its sword, and Red Grip held it close.

“You are not leaving before I finish soaking it.”

Halric made a strangled sound behind him, and the drain pulse arrived, as Health rose to 57, as the correction backlash ended.

Ione's blue fractures reached each edge of the mirror. The reflected bride broke apart, followed by the false attendants, the painted nursery. The version of Chad who had forgotten his own name.

Memory loss reversed before the irreversible threshold.

The phone brand returned, and the weight plates were black. The poster remained stupid, and his old face came back imperfectly because memory had never been a photograph, but it belonged to him again.

Zafira drove both knives down.

`PERSON` rose above palace, throne, crown claim, subject, and shell.

The public female designation lost access rank, and Elka ripped her final arrow through the severed crown claim rail. Ione struck the self core, and Chad pulled the false groom onto his spear and charged through the dead mirror.

The node broke.

Gold light went out across the ring. Faceless guests vanished, and the false groom became empty cloth, and the crown claim matron collapsed into harmless cradle wood.

The real circular chamber returned around five exhausted adults; System text opened above Chad.

IMPERIAL CONSORT NODE: DESTROYED

VEY RITUAL NODES DESTROYED: 3 / 3
LOCAL CONSORT CORRECTION: DISABLED
LOCAL IDENTITY REWRITE: DISABLED
EARTH-MEMORY LOSS: 0%
MALE SELF-REFERENCE LOSS: 0%

ENEMY ASCENSION KEYS: 4 / 4

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 33
Force        6
Finesse     26
Endurance   29
Perception  17
Focus       19
Presence    21
Health      522

Compulsion detected in core household: 0.

Chad read the two zeroes twice.

Ione read the entire panel once and touched his cheek and said, “No hidden remainder. The local rewrite is dead,” and Chad asked, “Public designation?”

Zafira checked the title field and said, “Still repeated outside this chamber. It has no local rank over you now,” and Chad asked, “Keys?”

Elka pointed east, where all four foe markers remained and said, “Still gone.”

Victory had limits. That made it real.

Then his legs stopped negotiating.

The women caught him before he hit the floor. Zafira took his shoulders, Elka braced his right side. Ione put both hands over the wound below his ribs.

He said, “Still me.”

“Chad,” all three answered.

Zafira waited until Ione closed the wound and Chad could sit without falling. Then she removed both knives from the broken title order and placed them across her knees.

“The palace offered us a household head,” she said. “We rejected control; that does not leave leadership unnamed.”

Chad looked at her and said, “We named formation rank,” and Zafira said, “A field assignment is not the whole answer.”

Elka sat on his right with her injured arm resting across one raised knee and said, “You led us before the System could display it. Sometimes badly,” and Chad said, “Strong opener.”

“You came back for us in the palace. You built the front line around what we could do, not what you wanted us to be. When the route is mine, you follow it; that is why I choose you as party leader.”

Ione remained in front of him, hands red from closing his wound and said, “Leadership is not control, self rank, sexual entitlement, or permanent control. It is a role we may challenge and leave; I choose you in it.”

Zafira smiled and said, “As do I,” before the Link offered no crown, as it displayed three voluntary confirmations and waited for Chad's response.

He had once wanted each leadership result to prove he was the strongest man in the room. The current shell had stripped that proof from appearances. His girlfriends had stripped it from control, and what remained was responsibility chosen by people capable of walking away.

“I accept party leadership,” he said. “Zafira keeps final social-threat rank; Elka keeps final route rank. Ione keeps final ritual-truth rank; any of you can release the assignment or leave the party. None of that changes because we are lovers.”

Elka asked, “Formation?” and Chad answered, “Mine until somebody smarter tackles me.”

“Reasonable.”

Party Link sealed the chosen structure.

CORE HOUSEHOLD STRUCTURE

Party leader: Chad — voluntary confirmation 3 / 3
Formation authority: Chad
Social-threat authority: Zafira
Route authority: Elka
Ritual-truth authority: Ione

Ownership created: none
Withdrawal rights altered: none
Compulsion detected: 0.

Chad looked at the women holding him upright and said, “Four girlfriends beat one destiny,” and Zafira said, “Three girlfriends,” and Chad said, “I count myself in team achievements.”

Elka leaned against his shoulder and said, “Of course you do.”

Ione kissed his forehead, careful of sweat and blood and said, “The arithmetic is not the important error.”

He decided not to investigate that sentence while concussed.

Halric knelt outside the close formation and placed the proof rod within Ione's reach and said, “The local route is dead.”

The city shook; not from the broken node.

Witness Mark filled with distant cause traces too large to resolve: prison charge, archive liens, correction fragments, and four Ascension Keys joining beyond Vey.

Sennik's broadcast cut off mid-accusation, and one more voice replaced him. Cedran Holt spoke from an eastern district beyond the palace.

“Local collection has failed,” he said. “Country conversion will proceed.”

Across the dark chamber, thousands of gold soul lines rose through the walls and bent toward one point beyond Crown Vey. The Crowned Four had begun assembling the country-killing ritual construct.


Chapter 19

Full Party Benefits

Chad needed a locked room, clean water, and enough time for his girlfriends to stop holding him upright, and the collapsing palace offered two of those.

Halric led them from the dead Consort Node through a service stair that shook each time the distant ritual construct drew one more breath. Dust rolled down the walls, and gold veins pulsed beneath the steps and pointed east, where Cedran had begun joining the four Ascension Keys.

The first landing had collapsed across the stair. Elka found a narrow beam under the broken stone and assigned a route along it, but Halric's formal boots slipped on the dust.

Chad caught his sleeve and said, “Do not make this emotional,” and Halric said, “I was planning to survive quietly,” and Chad replied, “Good.”

Zafira crossed next and watched the upper door, and two arrest constructs reached the landing before Ione cleared the gap. Their faceplates still called Chad a seductress, though the title carried no local force after the node died.

He marked both.

Elka's route left one patch of sound stone under the first construct. Chad used Red Grip, pulled it onto the patch, and woke a palace alarm beneath its own feet. The stair sealed above the intruders with a slab meant to trap fugitives below.

He said, “Handy architecture.”

Elka replied, “Until we need to leave,” before she marked a second route through the slab's counterweight. The household kept an exit without leaving the dangerous one open.

Elka checked each turn through route rank, and Zafira stripped three arrest labels from the hidden doors. Ione kept one hand against Chad's back while his restored Health repaired the last cut beneath his ribs.

He said, “I can walk.”

Ione replied, “You are walking,” and Chad said, “Without supervision,” and Ione said, “Rejected.”

Zafira took his other side and said, “Your leadership rank does not cover medical judgment,” and Chad said, “This build has too many moderators.”

Elka opened a plain iron door at the stair's lowest landing and said, “Secure suite; no outer route except the one behind us. Water cistern, food locker, four beds.”

Halric stopped outside.

“The room belonged to heirs during siege alarms,” he said. “The inner bar has no palace release; I will keep the stair clear and send warning if the eastern lines move.”

He did not ask to enter, and Chad respected him harder for that than for the earlier refusal, and Chad said, “You need rest too.”

“I need to learn which guards still obey a throne that ordered my arrest.”

“That sounds like a terrible side quest.”

“It is the only one I have.”

Ione handed him a narrow witness shard from the proof rod and said, “This carries your refusal, the complete correction terms, and the zero-control audit. It contains no private household status.”

Halric closed his fingers around the shard and said, “You have my consent to show my claim.”

“Only your claim,” Zafira said. “Do not let anyone claim the party endorsed your next move.”

“Understood.”

He left before gratitude could turn into a ceremony, and Elka barred the door.

Ione checked the suite twice, and the water held no drug, and the food carried no role magic. Four blank beds stood beneath a low stone ceiling, and a narrow vent opened into natural rock beyond the palace wards.

They did not move from danger into desire in one step.

Armor came off first for repair, and Ione cleaned the cut below Chad's ribs while Elka worked broken rings from his chain shirt. Zafira checked the door bar after each distant tremor, then made herself sit when route rank confirmed the stair remained empty.

Chad washed palace dust from his face and hair over the cistern. Black-streaked blonde strands filled the basin until Elka tied them back with a strip cut from the ruined wedding gown.

He said, “That cloth tried to assign me reproductive duty.”

“Now it keeps your hair out of a wound,” Elka replied. “Demotion.”

Ione gave each person water and half a travel cake, and they waited until Health settled, hands stopped shaking, and each battle effect cleared from the Link.

Safety had a body test as well as a locked door, as her ritual field settled into calm blue.

HIDDEN SUCCESSION SUITE

Pursuit access: barred
Observation fields: none
Compulsion fields: none
Identity pressure: none
Immediate combat threat: none

Core household Health: stable
Impairment: none
Withdrawal freedom: confirmed.

Chad read the panel and waited for the catch, and none appeared.

The silence felt wrong after days of alarms, blades, and systems trying to marry him, and water dripped into the cistern. Elka's bowstring gave one soft note when she unhooked it. Zafira set both knives within reach instead of wearing them to bed.

Ione faced the group and said, “We are safe for at least one hour. The eastern ritual line will reach this level before then,” and Chad asked, “Sleep?”

Three women looked at him, and he recognized that look now, and he said, “Oh.”

Elka grinned and said, “Very quick.”

Zafira walked close enough to touch his torn chain shirt and said, “We named the household while a palace tried to arrest us. We chose your leadership while you were bleeding on a broken nursery floor. I would like one decision made without a foe voting.”

Chad's body reacted before his gamer brain finished loading the social screen.

Ione noticed. Her mouth curved. “Interest does not decide scope.”

“I know.” His voice came out rougher than planned. “I am interested.”

Elka leaned her bow against the wall and said, “All four?” and Chad answered, “If all four want it.”

The answer required more than a group nod.

Chad sat on the edge of the nearest bed and said, “Before rules. Is this what each of you wants, or are we finishing a bond quest because the System lined up the objectives?”

Elka sat beside him and said, “I wanted it before the Archive. I waited because people hiding in a drainage pipe do not have much freedom to stop.”

Zafira leaned against the stone table and said, “I wanted the household named before the palace could turn us into ranks. I want this now because the room is ours for the hour, not because a victory purchased me.”

Ione stood between them. “I wanted each pair bond established first; no one enters tonight as Chad's guest or another woman's extra. I want all three of you.”

Their direct answers struck him with more force than the matron.

“I want all three of you too,” he said. “I am still learning how to hear that without looking for a hidden debuff.”

Zafira crossed the room and tipped his chin up and said, “Then read the panel when it appears,” and Chad said, “Romantic,” and Zafira said, “You trust tooltips.”

“Fair.”

Zafira wanted the door barred, weapons near, and Party Link closed to all private sensation, and Elka wanted laughter allowed without anyone treating it as rejection. Ione wanted each person able to pause the whole encounter or leave one pairing while the others continued. Chad wanted each touch to respect his male self and no one to make the current shell into a role.

Each person repeated the boundaries in his or her own words, as Party Link offered a household field.

FOUR-WAY CHOSEN HOLD — PRIVATE SCOPE

Participants: Chad, Zafira, Elka, Ione
All participants: consenting adults

Shared:
- voluntary presence
- pause and stop calls
- requested touch boundaries
- general comfort state

Not shared:
- private sensation
- arousal level
- thoughts or memories
- identity authority

Individual withdrawal: immediate
Pair redirection: allowed
Compulsion detected: 0

Accept separately?

Four answers entered one at a time, as the field closed around them without pulling anyone closer.

Zafira made the first move by lifting Chad's damaged mail over his head. She stopped when one broken ring caught in his long hair, freed it with care, and kissed the bruised skin beneath his collarbone.

She asked, “Still good?”

“Very.”

Elka came behind him and gathered his hair away from the old cut at his neck. Her lips touched the place after Zafira moved lower. Ione stood in front, watching his face until he reached for her.

Chad pulled her into a kiss.

The last tension from the node eased by one degree. Ione kissed him slowly, then smiled when Elka's mouth at his shoulder made him lose the rhythm.

Elka asked, “Too much?”

“No. Keep going.”

Zafira opened the torn shirt beneath the mail, and cool air reached Chad's skin, followed by three warm sets of hands that never arrived without warning. One traced his waist, and one more held his hip. Ione cupped his face and kept their kiss unhurried while the others undressed him.

His current body looked more delicate without armor, and that did not make him less male, less their leader, or less wanted.

Zafira proved the last part with open admiration and said, “You are unfairly beautiful,” and Chad replied, “Good genetics.”

Elka said, “Divine body theft,” and Zafira said, “Same basic advantage.”

Ione laughed against his mouth.

The women undressed too, each at her own pace. Zafira kept her knife scars clear and stood tall under Chad's focus. Elka stripped with practical speed until Ione slowed her for a kiss. Ione folded each piece of clothing, then abandoned the task when Zafira drew her onto the nearest bed.

Chad watched three women he loved choose each other without turning him into an audience or a prize. Elka reached back for him, and Zafira made room. Ione said his name.

He joined them.

The bed was too narrow for four adults and became handy because of it, and legs tangled. Someone's elbow found Chad's ribs, and Elka apologized while laughing, and Chad kissed her before she could move away.

“Laughter allowed,” he reminded her.

“I wrote that rule.”

She kissed him again, then turned when Zafira asked for her, and their affection carried no performance for Chad. They knew each other's pace, pauses, and favorite ways to be held. The ease between them made desire warmer instead of less urgent.

Ione rested beside Chad and said, “What do you want first?”

The honest answer would have sounded like a combat error in any public room.

“All of you close.”

“That is not a specific touch.”

“Kiss me. Let them choose the rest.”

Ione kissed him while Zafira and Elka moved nearer. The four found a rhythm through words rather than guesswork. A hand shifted when Chad asked, and Elka slowed when Zafira's answer changed. Ione sent a kiss from her neck to her mouth. No one sulked, bargained, or treated a new request as criticism.

Chad asked Zafira what she wanted from him rather than relying on the confidence in her stance. She answered with a kiss, then used words when he waited for them. Elka wanted his focus while she touched Ione, and Ione wanted Zafira close enough to hold her when she stopped tracking the room.

The requests made the crowded bed easier, and each person knew where desire belonged and where it had changed.

At one point, Chad reached for Elka while she turned toward Zafira. He stopped before contact. “Later?”

“Give me one minute.”

“Yours.”

She returned to him by choice before the minute ended. The small wait pleased him more than automatic access could have.

Pleasure built through the close press of skin and warm mouths. The focus never left anyone stranded at the edge, and Chad gave as often as he received. The women moved among each other with the same care. Each check brought an eager answer or a better direction.

Zafira reached her first climax with Ione holding her and Elka kissing the laugh from her mouth. Chad stayed close until she asked him to take a more active place.

He did.

Elka followed under the combined focus of all three lovers. Her usual sharp humor broke into Chad's name, then Zafira's, while Ione kept her safe inside the crowded bed.

Ione guided each change she wanted, and pleasure at last broke her control. She held Chad's gaze while she called him exactly what he was.

“My man.”

That finished him.

His first climax pulled the last battle tension from his body. Three women held him through it without turning the response into proof of any self except his own.

No one treated the first round as a finish line.

They paused for water, and Ione checked Chad's sealed wound and Elka's upper arm. Zafira opened the food locker, found dried fruit, and fed one piece to each lover while refusing to admit the choice was sweet.

Chad lay back against the stone wall with a blanket across his waist and said, “Status check. Any soreness, bad angle, self issue, or sudden regret about forming a raid group with me?”

“Sore knee,” Elka said. “No regret.”

Ione shifted a folded blanket beneath it and said, “Better?” and Elka answered, “Yes.”

Zafira drank from the cup Chad held for her. “I want less focus on me at the start of the next round and more after I ask.”

“Understood.”

Ione considered her answer and said, “I want to stop monitoring each person once we settle. If I ask whether you are safe, answer me; do not let me turn care into work.”

Zafira kissed her brow and said, “We will answer.”

Chad checked himself last, and the female shell had responded with full, physical eagerness. No one had used that response to name him. Being wanted inside this body no longer meant the body had won an argument.

“No self issue,” he said. “I want more.”

Elka asked when all four could answer clearly, “Again?” and Zafira kissed the inside of her wrist and said, “Yes.”

Ione said, “Yes, with slower changes,” and Chad looked at each woman and said, “Yes.”

The second round held less urgency and more play. Elka tried to bait Chad into one more terrible combat phrase. Zafira interrupted with a kiss before he could provide one. Ione called them close twice, once for comfort and once because she wanted all three lovers looking at her.

They obeyed both requests.

Affection shaped the pace as much as desire, and Chad praised Elka until she stopped hiding how much she liked it. Zafira let Ione care for her without guarding each reaction. Ione gave up her habit of tracking the whole group long enough to receive. Each person asked, and each person answered, and no one had to earn focus by enduring the wrong touch.

Their second climaxes came without competition, and Elka reached hers against Chad while Zafira held them both. Ione followed with her face tucked against Elka's neck. Zafira chose Chad and Ione side by side, then laughed when pleasure broke her polished court voice again.

Chad came last under three lovers' patient care, and the Chosen Hold stayed green through each answer.

Afterward, the four lay across two beds pushed side by side. Ione washed sweat from Chad's collarbone and checked the closed wound once more, and Elka rested with her head on his chest. Zafira lay along his other side while keeping one hand linked with Ione's.

No one rushed to armor.

The room smelled of clean water, warm skin, and the sharp fruit Zafira had shared. Chad listened to three resting rhythms while his own pulse slowed beneath Elka's cheek.

Ione opened the private Hold long enough to ask one final comfort question, received four good answers, and closed it again. The act left no persistent access behind.

Zafira drew the blanket over Elka's bare back, and Elka reached across Chad to tuck the far edge around Ione. Their care crossed him without making him its center.

That might have been the best part, and Chad said, “Full party benefits.”

Elka pinched his waist and said, “You waited this long to say that?” and Chad answered, “Timing matters.”

Zafira said, “It was terrible,” and Chad said, “You adore me,” and Zafira said, “Against each reasonable standard.”

Ione kissed his cheek and said, “That is not a denial,” before the household field changed after four separate approvals.

CORE HOUSEHOLD LINK — ESTABLISHED

Members: 4
Chosen Hold participants: 4
Compulsion detected: 0
Withdrawal suppression: 0
Identity conflict: 0

Shared combat authorities unchanged.
Private sensation remains closed by default.
Four-way Hold requires four active confirmations.

Chad read the panel with three women touching him because they wanted to.

The palace had tried to build a household from control, erased memory, and forced children. His household had built itself from separate answers that remained separate after they joined.

“When Heaven fixes my loadout,” Chad said, “I still want this.”

Elka lifted her head and said, “The household or the terrible jokes?”

“Both. Package deal.”

Zafira traced the edge of his bruised collarbone and said, “We chose Chad; the shell did not sign for us.”

Ione nodded and said, “A restored body changes touch, not the person receiving it.”

The answer loosened a fear Chad had kept too quiet to name during combat, and he had believed them before. Hearing all three say it after choosing the whole household made belief easier to keep.

“Good,” he said. “Because the male build is going to be legendary.”

Zafira replied, “Naturally,” and Elka said, “You have no proof,” and Chad said, “Faith is proof for future gains.”

Ione considered correcting him, then kissed him instead, as he would have enjoyed the victory longer if Ione's ritual field had not turned black.

She sat up.

Thousands of thin marks appeared beneath the suite floor. Each carried a living self, a captive soul link, and a feed route aimed east.

The count climbed past ten thousand before the System stopped showing individual lines.

`RITUAL CONSTRUCT FEED NETWORK — ACTIVE`

`CAPTIVE SOUL LINKS DETECTED: 28,441`

The country-killing construct had found its fuel beneath Crown Vey.


Chapter 20

I Can Take Their Damage Too

The first captive soul began to tear while Chad still had one boot off.

Ione's black ritual field showed a thin gold line beneath the suite floor. A human shape hung inside it, stretched between Crown Vey and the eastern construct.

`CAPTIVE LINK INTEGRITY: 96%`

Chad said, “Armor.”

The household moved without complaint, and Elka tied her repaired bracer. Zafira buckled Chad's chain shirt while he pulled on his boots. Ione kept the failing soul in view and marked the nearest feed route.

No one mistook recent intimacy for permission to move slowly.

Elka found a service shaft behind the cistern. Its steps had been cut for water crews and ended forty feet below the palace foundation, where the gold feed lines entered bare rock.

“Route is clear for sixty paces,” she said. “Then the lines block sight.”

“Formation on me.”

Chad entered first.

The shaft smelled of wet stone and hot metal, and gold light flashed through cracks beneath his boots as the construct pulled one more test pulse from the city. Each flash made Ione's captive count climb.

28,441 became 28,607; then 28,990.

“It is attaching new souls,” she said. “The failed nodes left claims without local anchors; Cedran is gathering them through Key Four.”

“Can we cut them here?”

“Cutting an unproven link may cut the soul.”

Chad hated mechanics that punished the obvious move.

The shaft opened over a cavern filled with gold roots. Thousands ran through the floor and ceiling, while thicker trunks entered a black iron chamber at the center. Each pulse from the east drew pale light from the roots and pushed it through four empty key sockets.

The feed chamber had no guards, and it had hostages.

Elka's route field traced a spiral walkway down the cavern wall, and half the steps were false gold laid over open air. Zafira's social field found control labels on each rail. Ione's ritual truth marked three safe places where a link could be tested without feeding it.

“No attacks until proof,” Chad ordered.

Red text answered him.

ASCENSION CONSTRUCT — COUNTRY PHASE

Health: 9,480,000 / 9,480,000
Ascension Keys: 4 / 4
Local feed chamber: Crown Vey
Attached soul links: 28,990
Verified captive links: 0

Next calibration strike: 01:30
Projected soul damage: unknown.

Chad said, “That is a bullshit Health bar,” and Elka looked east through solid rock and said, “Country boss,” and Chad replied, “Still bullshit,” before they descended.

The false stairs changed after each person passed, and Chad's boot found stone. Zafira's next step found a gold claim shaped like stone, and Elka's route rank updated before her weight settled.

She called, “Skip two,” before Zafira stepped across the gap. The false stair snapped upward behind her and tried to close around Ione's ankle.

Chad used Red Grip on the stair itself. The skill found a threat value inside the gold, pulled it toward his mark, and tore the trap from the wall.

It struck his buckler hard enough to push him toward open air.

Elka's route changed again. “Right foot back. Rail at shoulder height.”

He obeyed before looking. His heel found one real step, and his free arm caught the rail while loose stone fell through a hundred feet of root light.

He said, “I hate vertical dungeons.”

Elka replied, “You hate each route that makes your legs look good,” and Chad said, “My legs already look good; that is not progression.”

Zafira cut `ABANDONED PROPERTY` from the next stair before it could claim Ione's dropped vial. Ione caught the glass, checked the seal, and kept moving without turning the trap into a lecture.

At the second spiral, gold roots crossed the walkway in a moving grid, and each strand carried another captive pulse. Cutting one was forbidden, and touching one risked adding the party to the feed.

Elka watched the pattern through two full cycles and said, “Three-beat tell. Low, high, crossed, open.”

The next cycle repeated—genre logic remained the one honest law in Vey.

Chad crossed on open, then held formation from the far side while each woman followed her own route marker, and Halric had remained above with his political disaster. The household needed no fifth body in the narrow grid.

Gold roots turned toward Chad as his Presence entered the cavern. The nearest offered a tooltip with no damage value and a bright `SEVER` command.

He scrolled, and the hidden line sat beneath three screens of ritual rank.

`SEVER transfers all stored damage to current captive endpoint.`

He said, “No one presses the glowing button.”

Zafira stepped over a false stair and said, “Your restraint inspires me,” and Chad said, “I am growing.”

Ione reached the first safe test point, and a gold root passed through a stone ring and split into twelve hair-thin links. She set her glass rod against the ring without touching the light.

“I need one self response, one living-origin trace, and proof the endpoint cannot withdraw.”

Chad asked, “Can the person hear us?” and Ione answered, “If the link carries both ways.”

Ione tapped once, and blue light crossed the first thread.

A frightened pulse returned, and it carried no words, only a remembered heartbeat and the shape of a name that the private field refused to show.

Ione kept it private.

“Self response confirmed. Adult human. Body status unknown.”

The soul pushed a second pulse through the link, and Ione translated only its chosen surface meaning.

“It wants out; it does not consent to self display.”

Chad asked, “Can it consent to a rescue route?”

“Not while the clamp turns each answer into feed behavior; I can prove refusal is suppressed. I cannot treat silence as permission.”

Zafira examined the gold rank around the ring and said, “The construct calls attachment a finished transfer; it does not recognize a captive's later choice.”

“Then our rank is emergency guard, not control,” Chad said. “We stop the damage and preserve each self we can; no one gets enrolled in the party.”

Ione entered the limit into ritual truth; the blue field allowed guard, proof, and release while blocking private display and new membership.

She changed the rod angle, and the second test found a death trace from three days earlier and an active self-pattern trapped beyond it.

“Disembodied soul,” she said. “No living body endpoint.”

The third test asked the link to close, as Gold clamps tightened around the soul. The frightened pulse became pain, and Chad marked the root.

“Proof?”

“One captive link proven; do not affect the other eleven.”

He used Shared Pulse on the marked construct line, and the System refused.

`TARGET IS DISEMBODIED`

`BLOODGUARD CANNOT TRANSFER HEALTH TO SOUL`

Calibration strike: 00:54.

Chad said, “Find me a way to stand in front of it.”

Ione moved to the second test point, and Zafira cleared control rank from the stone ring without touching the links. Elka mapped the four thick trunks feeding the chamber and found a narrow route between them.

The next proof returned faster; then the next.

Ione built a verified sample of thirty-six captive links across three rings. Each soul retained self, came from a dead or unreachable body, and lacked a working withdrawal path.

The System changed.

`CAPTIVE LINK CLASS PROVEN BY RITUAL RANK: IONE`

`MATCHING LINKS: 28,990`

Calibration strike: 00:31—Chad marked the black iron feed chamber.

Blood Mark caught the construct, but the mark covered only its local vessel. The soul lines remained outside his class because they carried no blood.

He opened each Bloodguard skill and scrolled past the clear list, and the next unlock sat under damage routes.

SOUL INTERCEPT — LOCKED

Requirement:
- marked ritual construct
- captive disembodied link proven by ritual authority
- accept unarmored Health loss from first redirected strike

Effect when earned:
Once per 60 seconds, take up to 15% of ritual damage aimed at proven
captive souls linked to the marked construct.

Damage cannot be redirected twice.
Unproven souls cannot be affected.

He said, “There it is.”

Ione read the cost and said, “The first strike may exceed your Health,” and Chad asked, “How much reaches one soul?” and Ione answered, “Unknown until it starts.”

“How many die if I do nothing?”

“Also unknown.”

The ugly choice offered no safe number.

Chad looked at the household, and Zafira took the strategic risk. Elka found a retreat route that might work if the feed chamber stayed open. Ione held ritual rank over which links counted as proven.

“Cap the first intercept at fifteen percent,” he said. “No extra transfer; Overflow weights you three by current danger. If I drop, do not send the damage back.”

Each woman confirmed; calibration strike: 00:10—gold roots brightened across the cavern.

The captive souls pulled away from the eastern construct; their clamps held.

Chad planted his spear against the feed chamber and accepted Soul Intercept's first route. The strike arrived as twenty-eight thousand links flashed white.

Ritual damage crossed them as one country-scale pulse. Soul Intercept took fifteen percent before the harm split among the bound souls.

Unarmored Health loss hit Chad from inside—522 fell to 341; then 196; then 43.

The rest of the sent strike stopped at the chosen cap. Chad remained upright because Last One Standing counted three allies on key tasks.

Across the cavern, each proven soul survived the first pulse, and integrity fell, but no self line broke.

The thirty-six sampled souls lost between one and three integrity points each. The active links dimmed by the same ratio, which gave Ione enough proof to bound the total harm without exposing private identities.

“Your intercept reduced the strike evenly,” she said. “No captive carried your full share.”

Chad's knees shook after the inside-out hit, and he kept the spear planted until the level refill arrived, then rolled both shoulders and tested his balance.

“No armor interaction,” he said. “No Pain Dividend either.”

“Unarmored Health loss bypasses both,” Ione confirmed. “Last One Standing reduced the final portion because we held declared tasks.”

“So I need full Health before each pulse and all three of you working.”

“You need more than that,” Zafira said. “You need us to shorten the fight.”

The boss bar made her point without tact, and the System unlocked.

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 34

Force        6
Finesse     26
Endurance   30
Perception  17
Focus       20
Presence    21
Health      540

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Endurance +1
Focus +1

SKILL EARNED: SOUL INTERCEPT
Cooldown: 60 seconds
Maximum interception: 15%
Eligible targets: Ione-proven captive disembodied links
Damage type: unarmored Health loss
Double redirection: blocked

ASCENSION CONSTRUCT HEALTH: 9,479,620 / 9,480,000
CAPTIVE SOUL LINKS: 28,990
IDENTITIES LOST IN CALIBRATION: 0.

The level refill hit after the damage event, restoring Chad to 540 Health.

He said, “That was hard enough to top me off.”

Zafira stared at him—Elka put one hand over her face.

Ione kept ritual rank and said, “All verified identities remain present.”

Professional priorities survived.

The feed chamber reacted to the failed calibration, and black plates opened along its sides, exposing four rotating trunks and a control spine aimed east.

“We hurt it,” Elka said. “Three hundred eighty Health.”

“At that rate, we need twenty-five thousand pulses.”

“Fewer if we break the trunks.”

Zafira's field marked the first as prison rank, the second as archive control, the third as crown claim rank, and the fourth as public designation.

“Each node left a feed type,” she said. “The local machines died; their functions survived inside the construct.”

Ione pointed to the control spine. “Destroying a trunk without separating its bound souls sends backlash through the links. We need to free each group before damage reaches the core.”

The cooldown showed forty-six seconds, and one more strike began charging.

The party moved around Chad's new skill instead of treating it as a complete answer. Elka found the real junction where prison lines entered the first trunk. Zafira removed sentence rank from the outer clamps, and Ione proved each attached soul before touching the release layer.

Chad held the chamber's defense shapes when they unfolded from the black plates, and they resembled empty suits of hero armor.

The first carried Breck's great sword shape, but no body or soul occupied the shell. The second copied Olya's healing rod and aimed it backward, turning each repair pulse into construct Health. The third wore Cedran's rank marks without his face.

Witness Mark traced each copy to stored public footage rather than the real person, and Chad said, “Fake heroes.”

“Functional copies,” Ione replied. “Destroy freely.”

The sword shell swung with Breck's reach and none of his judgment. Chad stepped inside the repeated tell, caught the empty wrist on his buckler, and marked the chest seam.

Blood Mark returned twenty-eight Health on the first thrust, and the healer shell stole fourteen back.

“Elka, healing route.”

Her rank marked a black tube behind the copied rod. “Ceiling, then west trunk; cut above the elbow.”

Chad dragged the healer shell close with Red Grip. Zafira crossed behind him and severed `MIRACLE` from its spell rank, which reduced the gold glow to ordinary stolen charge.

Elka's arrow broke the tube.

Ione caught the spilled charge in a blue barrier before it could enter any soul link. She sent it into Chad's marked sword shell instead.

The foe healing overfilled Blood Mark; Overflow spread shields across all three women under the current-danger rule.

Chad said, “Now that is recycling,” and the Cedran shell raised one copied Key command.

`BOUND SOULS DEFEND ASCENSION OWNER`

Zafira's field rejected `OWNER`, but the command still tried to make the trapped souls absorb incoming blows.

Ione narrowed ritual rank to the thirty-six proven links and said, “Protective separation only.”

The sampled souls moved behind her barrier without joining Party Link. That proof let the System identify the same clamp pattern across the prison trunk.

`MATCHED CAPTIVE GROUP: 4,118`

The copied command lost its targets.

Chad broke the Cedran shell through the waist. Elka pinned the sword shell to the black plate. Zafira removed its hero rank before Chad drained the last Health from it.

All three collapsed; the feed chamber built six more.

Elka called, “Spawn timer twelve seconds,” and Chad replied, “Then we have eleven.”

Chad threw himself against the prison trunk's defense plate. Force remained his lowest stat, but Red Grip pulled from the opposite side while he pushed. The plate bent enough for Zafira to reach the sentence clamps.

She cut in a court pattern that reversed rank from top to bottom, and prison control fell first. Dead-record status followed, and forced labor rank split last because the old Loom had packed thousands of sentences into one shared route.

Ione placed both hands against the gap; blue proof spread through all 4,118 matching links without displaying a single name.

“Captive class verified; release will separate endpoint from feed and preserve self. It will not choose destination.”

“Do it.”

The next defense wave formed around Chad.

He used Take It before their feet touched stone. Six empty hero shells turned toward him, leaving the women three seconds beyond the spawn timer.

Three seconds were enough.

He marked three, used Take It, and let Blood Mark refill the Health he would need for the next interception. The women broke the prison trunk's outer shell without sending one point of backlash into the bound souls.

Cooldown reached zero, as the second ritual strike fired, and Chad took fifteen percent again.

Health fell to 61, and Overflow shields stayed on the women because the damage gave him no excess healing. Blood Mark returned forty-two from a defense shape before the next blow landed.

The prison group survived, as Zafira cut the last sentence rank, and Ione released 4,118 proven soul links from the trunk.

They did not vanish, and they pulled free, kept their private identities, and gathered behind her barrier beyond the feed route.

The cavern filled with sound that no living throat made. Relief came through the proven surface field as broken notes, remembered heartbeats, and flashes of places the System kept private. Ione accepted none of those fragments as permission to look deeper.

“Group stable,” she said. “No destination assigned.”

Chad replied, “Keep them behind the barrier until we find an exit,” and Construct Health fell to 8,993,240.

The first real chunk disappeared from the boss bar, as each exit slammed shut.

The false stairs flattened into red walls, and the service shaft sealed beneath the cistern. Elka's route field found no real path out, but one thin line continued through the ring toward the eastern ritual core.

Sennik had closed retreat and opened pursuit toward himself.

Red walls rose between Chad and the women, and Party Link remained active, but real routes narrowed to one locked ring around the feed chamber.

Sennik appeared above the control spine in a body made from changed broadcast light. He looked at Chad's torn chain, petite frame, long blonde hair, and 61 Health left.

“Without those women acting through you,” Sennik said, “you are only a pretty shell built to absorb pain.”

The ring removed each clear ally.

`DUEL CHALLENGE: CHAD BACONIZER VS. SENNIK`

`OUTSIDE ASSISTANCE: PROHIBITED`

Sennik smiled at the small woman he thought he had trapped alone.


Chapter 21

He Thought Pretty Meant Squishy

Sennik gave Chad ten seconds to surrender and spent nine editing the camera angle.

The red ring widened around the feed chamber. Broken hero shells vanished beneath clean white tiles, while the soul roots became cheering ribbons above painted stands. Sennik's broadcast body gained a sword, polished armor, and six inches of height.

Chad remained five foot two, half armored, and stuck at 61 Health, and he asked, “Compensating?”

Sennik smiled for the audience and said, “Your corruption ends when the women lose control of you,” and Chad said, “So never,” before the duel panel opened between them.

PUBLIC CORRECTION DUEL

Champion of Vey: Sennik
Corrupted shell: the Seductress

Victory conditions:
- Sennik reduces Chad below 1 Health
- Chad confesses female identity and releases claimed companions

Restrictions:
- outside assistance prohibited
- party movement locked
- private link data hidden
- all public footage subject to truth correction

Audience feed source: Crown Vey broadcast network
Truth-copy source: authorized champion.

Chad said, “The rules forgot my win condition,” and Sennik said, “You have none,” and Chad said, “Classic cutscene boss.”

Sennik raised one hand toward the painted audience and said, “Look at her. The body was made for obedience, yet corruption taught it to crave injury and command.”

The public feed moved closer to Chad's face, and it lingered on long lashes, loose blonde hair, and the soft features that palace artists had used in each false bridal image.

Then it tilted down his torn armor.

`PHYSICAL THREAT ASSESSMENT: NEGLIGIBLE`

Sennik had built his story around a pretty woman controlling minds because the alternative frightened him more: a small man in a female shell had read the System better than each chosen hero.

Chad flexed one arm toward the camera, and chain mail slid over a slender bicep that looked better suited to a stage pose than a country boss.

He said, “Threat assessment needs glasses,” and the audience feed cut away.

Zafira's field caught that choice. “He can correct events only after the source records them; unplanned public images survive for one frame.”

“One frame is enough.”

Sennik attacked on zero.

His sword crossed twelve feet in one changed frame. Chad caught the edge on his buckler, but the impact drove him across the white floor and took 18 Health.

Blood Mark failed to attach, as Sennik's body was broadcast light, not the marked construct behind it.

Chad scrolled the duel panel while retreating from the second cut. The hidden combat source sat under `authorized champion`.

`Damage copied from local feed defenses.`

He marked the source instead of the image, and Blood Mark opened on the next block. Red Health returned from a defense shell hidden beneath the ring.

43 became 68, and Sennik's smile slipped.

“Your women cannot heal you here.”

“I have a whole class.”

The third strike came low. Chad jumped it, let his pretty legs carry him above the blade, and drove the spear through Sennik's shoulder on the way down.

The image sprayed heroic gold instead of blood, and the public feed showed Chad stabbing an unarmed court.

The edit arrived four seconds late, just as it had during Halric's witness channel. In those four seconds, 2,114 viewers saw the sword and Chad's block before the replacement spread.

Sennik hid the count, and Zafira found it beneath audience distribution and sent the number through her rank field, and she said, “He is losing the first witnesses.”

“Cannot have that.” Chad moved around Sennik's shield side. “People might learn events happen before editing.”

Sennik struck again and made the attack invisible in the public copy.

Witness Mark kept the cause trace inside the household. Halric's narrow witness route had closed when he left the party, so the truth could not reach the audience directly.

Chad used the limit instead of fighting it, and he let the invisible blade scrape his buckler, turned his shoulder with the impact, and exaggerated nothing.

The audience saw his body move under a force the feed denied. Another 1,307 viewers shifted to contradiction, as Witness Mark preserved the sword's hidden cause trace for the household, but the duel blocked distribution.

Zafira's social rank entered Party Link from beyond the wall. `Truth correction` was propaganda rank, not ritual fact.

Elka's route rank found the delay between Sennik's real attacks and the changed frames. Ione's ritual truth marked three layers: duel image, source defense, captive shield.

The women could not move into the ring or attack Sennik. Their field calls remained Chad's because the duel had locked bodies, not chosen rank.

He said, “You left my UI on.”

Sennik thrust for his face.

Elka's route showed the real blade one step left of the broadcast image. Chad turned into the apparent hit, found empty light, and hooked the delayed sword arm with Red Grip.

The hidden defense shell struck the ring wall beneath Zafira, and she attacked the wall, not the duel.

Both knives entered the phrase `TRUTH CORRECTION` and peeled the second word away from the first.

The public feed stuttered—for one frame, the audience saw Sennik's sword, and belief split markers appeared above the stands.

`COURT DUEL: 52.8%`

`CLEAR CONTRADICTION: 31.4%`

`DISCONNECTED OR UNDECIDED: 15.8%`

Sennik recovered his copied weapon and changed styles.

The long sword became two short blades shaped like Zafira's knives. His stance copied her footwork from changed palace footage, including a false stumble she had used to bait an Archive guard.

Chad recognized the tell because he had watched the real woman fight beside him, and he did not bite.

Sennik finished the stumble and slashed the empty place where Chad's throat should have been. Chad stepped behind him and struck the broadcast spine.

Blood Mark pulled 34 Health from the source shell, and the image lost one knife, and Sennik said, “You know her tricks.”

“I know her.”

The difference confused him.

Sennik copied Elka next, and a bow formed in his hands, and the ring stretched to give him range. The painted stands moved with the walls, while Chad's short body remained a convenient target in open white space.

Elka's route field found six false lanes and one physical arrow path before she called through the Link, “Third lane.”

The duel flagged her words as outside assistance.

`PENALTY: COMPANION CONTROL CONFIRMED`

Gold bands wrapped around Chad's ankles.

Counterclaim caught the foe aim from Elka's call and sent it onto himself, where it had landed. The skill seemed useless until Chad scrolled the penalty source.

The duel had classified route rank as control because Sennik owned the definition. Counterclaim did not transfer consent or self, and it did preserve the first source.

Witness Mark showed Elka's voluntary rank assignment beside Sennik's forced label, and Ione copied both facts into the ritual layer.

Zafira cut `CONTROL` from the penalty wall.

The ankle bands broke.

Sennik loosed.

Chad took Elka's third lane and let the real arrow pass above his left shoulder. Five changed copies struck the place he had refused to dodge toward.

He crossed the distance while the bow reloaded, and Sennik tried to copy Ione. That mistake gave him a glass rod and no idea what it proved.

Blue light spread over the ring as decorative healing. Chad ignored the glow and hit the source shell three times before Sennik found a working attack.

The champion image shifted back to sword and shield, and it added a health panel for the audience.

`SENNIK HEALTH: 10,000`

`SEDUCTRESS HEALTH: 61`

The first value had no source, and the second ignored the Blood Mark healing Chad had gained during the duel.

Ione marked both through ritual truth and said, “His Health number is decorative; yours is stale,” and Chad opened his private status and said, “Current Health 121.”

“The public copy cannot show healing because its story needs dependence on us.”

“Then I will keep getting healthier in front of them.”

He marked a second source shell beneath the ring and struck Sennik's shield at an angle that carried force into it, and Blood Mark returned 17 Health. The public number stayed at 61.

Chad took a shallow cut, lost 9, and drained 22 on the next block, and the public number remained 61.

Viewers began posting their own observed counts inside the feed. Zafira could not distribute Witness Mark, but she did not need to create arithmetic for people already watching.

`CLEAR STRIKES SURVIVED: 11`

`COURT HEALTH CHANGE: 0`

`UNEXPLAINED RED EFFECTS: 6`

Sennik erased the comments. More returned.

Chad said, “You built an audience of beta testers,” and Sennik said, “They see what I allow,” and Chad asked, “Then why are you sweating?”

The broadcast image had no sweat, and the real outline beneath it did.

Sennik said, “You need them to tell you where to move,” and Chad replied, “That is what rank assignments do,” and Sennik said, “A real leader commands.”

“A scrub controls each role because no one trusts his calls.”

Sennik's next swing carried real anger, and the changed body overreached, while the hidden defense shell kept the proper arc.

Chad watched the source trace instead of the performance, and he blocked at the last safe instant.

Pain Dividend filled, and Blood Mark returned 19 Health, and Overflow stored nothing because the ring prevented excess from reaching the women.

The duel wanted him alone in each mechanical sense, yet each handy fact still came from a bond Sennik could not understand.

Outside the red wall, Elka tested the ring's real route, and her first arrow returned to her from the opposite side. Her second struck the same wall from within, which proved the surface folded space rather than blocked it.

The reflected arrow nearly struck Zafira. Elka caught the return path through route rank and called, “Down.”

Zafira dropped before the arrow crossed her hair. She did not waste time blaming the test. Her knives followed the path backward and found a red knot that assigned each outside attack to the duel's `companion control` penalty.

“Distribution knot,” she said. “I can strip the penalty rank, but the fold will keep returning force.”

Ione examined the soul layer beneath it and said, “The knot is tied to forty-two unproven bound souls; breaking it would make them absorb the returned attack.”

Elka changed tools, and she tied a line to a blunt arrow and shot it into the fold at low force. The arrow returned from inside again, trailing the line through both faces of the wall.

She said, “Physical loop mapped,” before Zafira used the harmless line as a path for her social field and removed `CONTROL` without touching the captive knot.

Ione placed a blue seal around the forty-two links, proving their shared clamp pattern while keeping names closed. The next arrow entered from outside and struck the ring floor without creating a penalty.

Sennik looked toward the impact, and Chad hit his source shell while his focus shifted, as Blood Mark returned 31 Health.

The women had not assisted the duel attack, and they had dismantled a ring rule built from bound souls and a lie. Sennik knew the difference only after it cost him.

“Ring is a loop,” she called. “One seam moves east after each attack.”

Zafira followed the distribution rank on that seam and said, “Public feed leaves through the same point.”

Ione traced the captive shield beneath both layers and said, “Sennik routes damage through unproven souls whenever Chad hits the image.”

Chad stopped his next thrust one inch from Sennik's chest.

The image grinned. “Afraid?”

“Reading the tooltip.”

He scrolled past the champion source.

DUEL DAMAGE ROUTE

Visible target: Sennik image
Combat source: feed defense shell
Public copy: champion truth layer
Damage reserve: unproven captive links

Direct image damage above 25 Health transfers excess to captive reserve.
Source-shell damage does not transfer.
Arena seam exposes source for 0.7 seconds after champion attack.

The player's win condition sat under the part no one scrolled, and Chad lowered his spear.

Sennik mistook restraint for weakness and launched the heaviest copied attack yet. His sword grew into Breck's great blade, the ring lights gathered around it. The public feed labeled the move a merciful execution.

Elka marked the moving seam, and Zafira marked its distribution rank. Ione marked the soul layer Chad must not touch, as Chad held formation alone.

The great blade fell.

Sennik widened the public frame and slowed the broadcast copy. The audience saw a tall hero bringing certain death toward a kneeling beauty. He expected Chad to dodge early, which would let the edit turn retreat into surrender.

Chad watched the source shell's hips.

The copied blade carried too much weight to change direction after the downswing began, and Breck would have known that. Sennik had copied the weapon without the build.

Chad waited.

He used Intercept on himself at the last frame, turned the edge across his buckler, and let the impact drive him toward the moving seam.

Health dropped from 121 to 72, as Pain Dividend capped. The seam opened behind Sennik for seven tenths of a second, and Chad did not attack the champion.

He drove his spear through the seam and into the hidden defense shell.

Resolve discharged through Blood Mark, and the source broke from shoulder to hip, and stolen Health returned without touching the captive reserve.

Sennik's public body froze.

The sword vanished.

His changed height dropped six inches, then another two. Perfect armor became a stained broadcast coat over the real outline of a narrow man holding a control rod east of the chamber.

The audience feed showed both images at once.

Sennik tried to restore the hero body through public belief, and gold armor grew over the stained coat, but each plate carried another viewer's correction note. One called the sword late, and one more marked the fake Health value. A third drew the hidden source shell beneath the floor.

The champion image became a stack of arguments Sennik no longer controlled.

Zafira lifted the contradiction share into the ring's social layer. She did not tell the audience what to believe. She stopped Sennik from deleting what they had seen.

Elka held the moving seam open with her line. Ione kept the captive reserve behind a blue limit, preventing Sennik from burning souls to repair his image.

Chad stepped toward the shrinking body.

“Still think pretty means squishy?”

Sennik raised the control rod like a weapon and said, “You have 72 Health,” and Chad said, “And you have zero real armor.”

`COURT DUEL: 39.6%`

`CLEAR CONTRADICTION: 47.1%`

`DISCONNECTED OR UNDECIDED: 13.3%`

“Turn it off,” Sennik ordered.

The ring had no source shell left to obey.

Zafira cut distribution rank from the moving seam, and Elka put an arrow through the real fold when it reached the east wall. Ione separated the captive shield from the duel without releasing any unproven soul.

The red walls cracked.

Sennik backed away inside his failing image and said, “You violated the duel with external control.”

“My girlfriends attacked your cheating ring,” Chad said. “I beat your ass myself.”

“You did not touch me.”

“Working on it.”

The ring broke open.

Party Link regained real routes, and the women entered from three sides, each keeping her own rank. They did not attack Sennik's image because Ione had not cleared its soul reserve.

Elka aimed through the shattered eastern fold.

She said, “Real route,” before beyond the wall, a narrow service tunnel led toward the ritual core, and fresh boot marks and a dragged control cable crossed its floor.

Ione's truth field followed the cable and found forty-two captive links woven around it as a moving shield, and the same souls had powered the ring knot. Sennik had pulled them free when the wall broke and wrapped them around his real body.

She warned, “No blind shot.”

Elka lowered her bow by one inch and said, “I can cut his route without touching the cable when the tunnel turns north.”

Zafira watched the falling public ranks and said, “His distribution control is damaged, not gone; if he reaches the core, he can rebuild it from the construct.”

Soul Intercept showed twenty-three seconds on cooldown, and Chad's Health held at 72, while three defense shells began forming behind the household.

“We follow,” he said. “I take the shells; Elka takes his exit. Zafira takes distribution; Ione keeps each shielded inmate alive.”

The assignments entered Party Link as separate chosen calls and left each withdrawal right intact, as Sennik's broadcast body collapsed into red scraps.

His real voice came from the tunnel.

“Follow, and each inmate tied to my shield dies first.”

The last red wall dropped, as Sennik's escape had opened the only route toward the ritual core and the next boss phase.


Chapter 22

The Propagandist Failed His Tank Check

Sennik's tunnel had one turn and forty-two hostages wrapped around it.

Elka ran first because route rank belonged to her, and Chad followed at 72 Health with three defense shells behind him while Zafira moved at his shoulder. Ione carried the proven shield pattern in a blue ring above her rod.

The tunnel bent north after thirty paces—Sennik waited beyond the turn.

He had dropped the tall champion image, and his real body wore a stained red coat, narrow armor plates, and a control rig fixed around his ribs. Forty-two gold lines crossed the rig and entered the walls, each bright enough to hide the captive self inside.

A black shield floated on his left arm.

`DAMAGE RESERVE: 42 CAPTIVE SOULS`

“One step closer,” Sennik said, “and I spend the first.”

Chad stopped before the turn, and the defense shells reached the household from behind.

“Formation split,” he called. “I take rear. Elka holds his exit. Zafira strips distribution. Ione separates the shield.”

The tunnel gave him no room to turn his spear. He shortened his grip and met the first shell with the butt end, while his buckler caught the second. The third drove a copied hero blade through the chain above his hip.

Health fell to 41, and Blood Mark pulled 26 back.

Sennik watched the red healing cross Chad's body and said, “You cannot drain me without killing them,” and Chad replied, “Good thing you brought adds.”

Chad marked all three shells and held the rear alone.

Elka stepped to the tunnel bend but kept her arrow off Sennik's body. Her route field traced the control cable under his coat, through the north wall, and into a lift shaft ten paces behind him.

“Exit rises to the ritual core,” she said. “Cable moves with him.”

Sennik tightened the shield; one captive line lost two integrity points.

Ione did not reach into the soul's private field. She matched the clamp against the thirty-six proven samples from the feed chamber and gained protective rank without exposing a name.

“All forty-two links share the proven captive class,” she said. “No body endpoints. No withdrawal path. Shield use is forced.”

Soul Intercept came off cooldown, as Chad took fifteen percent of the next shield drain.

The damaged line flashed—unarmored loss took 11 Health from him and reduced the soul's harm enough to keep its self stable.

Sennik looked at his rig and said, “That was impossible,” and Chad said, “New skill,” and Sennik said, “You cannot level through corruption forever.”

“Watch me.”

Zafira studied the public ranks inside the shield instead of its damage layer. Sennik had tied each soul to another accusation: traitor, criminal, false witness, seduced guard, failed servant, corrupted citizen.

“He needs the labels to distribute damage,” she said. “I can remove them, but the public network will replace each one unless I own the source trail first.”

Chad replied, “Take it,” and Sennik laughed and said, “She admits it; your woman will seize the truth because you cannot win it.”

Zafira opened her field to the damaged audience network and said, “I am not taking truth. I am taking your delete key,” before the public feed appeared across the tunnel walls.

Sennik still controlled 39.6 percent of the observed audience, and clear contradiction held 47.1. The other viewers had lost connection or refused both sources.

Zafira found the distribution gate behind his champion rank. She could not claim it as a court officer because the palace had branded her corrupt. She entered through the one rank Sennik could no longer deny.

`CLEAR SUBJECT OF CHANGED FOOTAGE`

His system had logged her face, copied her knives, changed her words, and distributed the result. Each edit created a source tie back to the woman it misused.

Zafira pulled that tie open, and thousands of source trails appeared beneath the public feed, and the trails reached backward through Vey.

One showed Sennik changing thirty-eight living Archive inmates into ritual deaths after Chad saved them. One more linked the Prison Loom's 216 freed souls to the broadcast that called their release a murder orgy. A third paired Halric's spoken refusal with the palace label `HEIR CONFUSION` that had replaced it.

Each trail carried the first event, the changed copy, the person or machine that issued the change, and the time gap between them.

Zafira kept the fields narrow, and she did not expose private memories from the inmates, sexual status from the household, or any witness who had refused public proof. She showed Sennik's changes because his changes were the attack.

The audience split moved.

`COURT SOURCE: 28.2%`

`CLEAR SOURCE TRAIL: 59.7%`

`DISCONNECTED OR UNDECIDED: 12.1%`

Sennik swung the control rod toward the numbers and said, “Unauthorized proof is corruption.”

Zafira carried that claim beside his deletion command, as the contradiction share rose one more point.

“Do not tell them what to think,” Chad said while a defense shell hammered his buckler. “Show who changed what.”

“I know my field.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

Zafira seized distribution control long enough to disable deletion, replacement, and delayed correction, and she left viewer choice untouched.

Sennik's real body appeared across Vey, and so did the forty-two captive lines around his shield, and he swung the control rod toward her.

“Traitor.”

The word tried to assign damage to the soul carrying that accusation. Zafira removed the label first, and the captive line remained, as the damage route vanished.

She said, “One free.”

Ione bound Witness Mark to the public source trail. The mark proved the control rod had issued the damage command, the shield had selected a captive endpoint, and Zafira's title cut had stopped transfer.

Private self remained hidden, as the audience watched cause and result without receiving the captive's name, memories, or fear, and Sennik tried one more label.

`SEDUCED GUARD`

Zafira cut it, as Ione bound the trace; two free.

Sennik changed tactics, and he opened the shield's return channel and pushed captive surface pulses into the broadcast as speech.

Forty-two voices cried that Chad had imprisoned them, as the words shared one rhythm, one breath length, and Sennik's court accent.

Ione's ritual field separated the true captive pulses from the generated speech, and fear was real. Pain was real, and the accusation had no self source inside any soul.

“Forced voice layer,” she said. “Do not answer it as testimony.”

Chad heard one trapped heartbeat beneath the words and said, “Can they hear us?” and Ione answered, “Surface meaning only.”

“Tell them we are cutting the shield; no names. No demand.”

Ione sent that exact message through the proven class.

Some frightened pulses steadied, and others did not, and rescue did not require trust from people still being hurt.

Witness Mark bound Sennik's generated voice source beside the captive fear it had used, and the public feed showed the difference.

The defense shells changed targets behind Chad, and one pushed past his buckler toward Ione because the ritual layer threatened Sennik more than his tank did.

Take It dragged it back, and the copied blade opened Chad's shoulder. Health fell to 28, then rose to 54 when Blood Mark answered.

Pain Dividend filled one third of the Resolve bar, and Last One Standing hardened him because all three women held key tasks.

Sennik stared over the black shield and said, “They are doing everything,” and Chad said, “I am keeping everything from doing them,” and Sennik replied, “That is not leadership.”

“Your opinion has a losing win rate.”

Elka reached the north wall, and she could not shoot Sennik, the cable, or the shield. Her route field found the lift counterweight above him and a maintenance brake below the floor.

The brake controlled the exit without touching the soul lines, and she shot down.

Her arrow split the wooden brake handle and drove it between two iron teeth. The lift behind Sennik stopped with its doors half open.

She said, “Exit cut,” and Sennik backed into the gap and struck the control rod against his shield.

Ten captive labels fired at once.

Zafira could cut three before impact, and Ione could separate two. Soul Intercept could take fifteen percent from all ten, but the other damage would still reach seven bound souls.

Chad used Counterclaim on the foe aim.

The skill could not transfer self, control, or debt. It could redirect an attack aimed at a linked ally within twenty paces.

The bound souls were not Party Link members, and Counterclaim refused.

He scrolled the shield panel while the damage routes charged.

The soul lines entered Sennik's marked control rig before selecting bound souls, and the rig counted as a construct. Its outgoing commands counted as foe rank.

Chad marked the rig, as Counterclaim opened on Sennik's rank source rather than the souls. He sent the ten damage commands onto himself without moving the captive links, and unarmored force struck through his chest.

Health dropped to 9, as the continued command damage stopped because Chad was one valid target with no shield reserve, and all ten bound souls stayed stable.

Sennik's control rod cracked.

The sent rank damage left gold marks across Chad's chest beneath the chain. Armor had not stopped one point, and his lungs refused a full breath for three seconds.

Ione's field reported the injury without taking formation control. “No organ failure. Two cracked ribs. Health nine.”

“Plenty.”

“It is not.”

“Enough for one pull.”

Zafira kept cutting labels. Elka kept the exit closed, and neither woman left her field to protect Chad from a cost he had chosen with the mechanic in view.

That trust hurt almost as much as the ribs. He said, “That skill does not work on inmates.”

“It worked on you.”

Chad pulled the marked rig with Red Grip.

Sennik flew out of the lift gap, and the forty-two soul lines moved with him. Elka's blocked counterweight kept the real cable from following, and slack formed beneath his coat for the first time.

Ione drove her rod into the slack, and blue proof split the shield layer from the rig.

Zafira cut the next twelve accusation labels in one sweep because distribution could no longer replace them, and Ione bound each Witness Mark trace.

Twenty-four free—the defense shells struck Chad from behind.

The first copied Sennik's changed sword style, which meant the image led the real edge by one step. Chad ignored the bright blade and blocked the dull source beneath it.

The second carried a prison chain, and he let it wrap his buckler, then turned his arm until the chain caught the first shell across its knees.

The third raised a healing rod backward.

“Same add package,” Chad said. “Lazy encounter design.”

Elka could not abandon the lift brake, but route rank marked the healer tube beneath the shell's elbow. Chad struck that point with the butt of his spear.

Stolen charge spilled across the floor, and Ione split her barrier for one instant. The charge crossed no captive line and entered Chad through Blood Mark instead.

Health rose from 1 to 39 before the other shells recovered, and Chad said, “That counts as healing me.”

Ione replied, “It counts as rerouting foe charge,” and Chad said, “Full support build,” and Ione said, “Fight,” before he did.

Health had no room left.

He used Shared Pulse on Elka, sent her 8 Health, and reached 1 without falling. The transfer made her the highest current danger for one event. Overflow had nothing to give, but Last One Standing gained its full injured-ally pushback.

Blood Mark pulsed from all three shells, as Health climbed to 47.

Chad turned and broke the first shell's knee; Elka shot through the second one's throat from the north wall. Zafira put a knife into the third title seam without leaving distribution control.

Ione kept the captive shield open, and the tunnel became four fights sharing one clock.

Sennik tore the damaged rig from his coat, and the soul lines stayed attached to the black shield and stopped moving with his body.

He ran for the half-open lift.

Elka's arrow struck the iron tooth above the brake. The lift door dropped hard enough to catch his coat and pin him outside.

She said, “Exit remains cut,” and Zafira removed six more labels.

Thirty free.

Ione found the shield's root rule and said, “The last twelve are not accusation routes; they are reserve anchors. Breaking the shield releases them if no damage is active.”

Sennik reached for the control rod fragment; Chad used Red Grip again.

The fragment crossed the tunnel into his hand, and he said, “No active command.”

Ione replied, “Confirmed,” and she broke the black shield.

The last twelve souls pulled free inside a blue barrier, and no damage followed them. All forty-two retained self, while each private field stayed closed.

Sennik had no Health bar worth nine million, and he had a narrow human body, one trapped coat, and no inmate left to absorb a hit.

The public feed tried to assign him a final champion shield. Zafira had removed its source rank, and the gold outline formed around his body, found no rank, and dropped to the floor like wet paper.

Viewers sent questions through the open trail faster than Sennik could answer. Why had the Archive dead survived? Why had the Loom souls retained self? Why had the prince's refusal been relabeled? Why did the shield hold captive people if Chad was the one stealing souls?

Zafira did not select the questions, and she kept Sennik from deleting them.

His own system had to carry the pile, and Chad walked toward him at 47 Health.

Sennik clawed at the cloth and said, “The country needed a story strong enough to survive panic,” and Chad said, “You mean a lie strong enough to survive facts.”

“Facts do not hold a nation side by side.”

“Neither will you.”

Sennik swung with the broken control rig.

Chad caught his wrist, turned the strike aside, and drove his buckler into the man's chest, and Sennik hit the lift door. Chad followed with the spear shaft across both arms and pinned him without using the blade.

Chad said, “Concede,” and Sennik asked, “To a woman?”

Zafira's distribution field carried the question to each viewer without correction.

Chad leaned harder on the shaft and said, “I am a man; you knew that before you built the lie.”

Sennik looked at the public feed and knew that silence would answer too, and he said, “Your body is female.”

“My armor is chain; neither fact tells you who is inside it.”

Sennik tried to kick his knee. Chad stepped aside, used the failed motion to turn him, and struck the back of his head with the buckler rim.

The propagandist dropped unconscious. No audience edit replaced the fall.

The public feed showed Chad's low Health, Sennik's living status, the freed shield. Three women completing three separate tasks without a control line between them.

For the first time, the court network carried an uncorrected result from start to finish; the System opened above him.

SENNIK — DEFEATED

Captive shield souls: 42 / 42 freed
Identity losses: 0
Public source trail: open
Deletion authority: disabled
Truth-copy control: seized by Zafira
Witness cause traces: bound by Ione
Physical escape route: severed by Elka

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 35

Force        7
Finesse     27
Endurance   30
Perception  17
Focus       20
Presence    21
Health      540

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Force +1
Finesse +1

ASCENSION CONSTRUCT HEALTH: 8,993,240 / 9,480,000
ATTACHED CAPTIVE SOULS: 24,830.

The level refill restored Chad before he could pretend 47 Health was comfortable.

Zafira left distribution open to sources and viewer choice, then released direct control. Elka removed her arrow from the brake without reopening the lift. Ione guided the forty-two freed souls behind the same barrier that held the prison group.

Chad tied Sennik's wrists with his own control cable.

Ione checked the unconscious man's Health without exposing private status beyond survival needs and said, “Stable. He will wake.”

“Good,” Zafira said. “He can watch the source trail remain open.”

Elka tested the half-closed lift. The ritual core lay above, but the blocked counterweight would not carry five adults and forty-two soul links safely. “New route needed.”

Chad looked at the gold roots entering the walls and said, “The boss is about to make one.”

He pulled Sennik away from the lift doors and placed him behind Ione's barrier, separate from the freed souls he had used.

The eastern cavern shook—Cedran's voice entered through all four Ascension Keys.

“Propaganda layer lost,” he said. “Captive preparation incomplete. Activating country construct now.”

Ione looked at the 24,830 soul links still attached and said, “They are not ready for ignition; thousands will break on the first full phase.”

Gold roots tore through the tunnel walls—the Ascension Construct activated before its captive links were ready.


Chapter 23

The Country Has Entered Combat

Crown Vey rose before Chad reached the lift.

The palace floor split from wall to wall. Gold roots thick as towers drove upward through stone, carried the ritual core on their backs, and lifted half the crown claim wing into the night.

Sennik slid behind Ione's barrier with his wrists bound, and the forty-two freed souls remained separate from him and stable. Elka's blocked lift became useless when the shaft tore open around it.

The barrier could not travel with 4,160 souls and one inmate while the palace moved. Ione drove four blue seals into the natural rock beyond the split. The protected souls remained inside, able to refuse any later destination. Sennik stayed in a separate pocket with air and living Health.

“Stable for twenty minutes under direct attack,” she said. “Longer if the construct ignores them.”

The construct did not ignore them, and a gold target ring formed around the barrier before Ione withdrew her rod.

Chad marked the nearest root and used Take It, and the ring slid three feet toward him, stopped at the edge of the freed souls' self field, and split into two targets.

Ione said, “It distinguishes protected souls from the protector,” and Chad said, “Rude amount of target logic.”

Zafira removed `STOLEN PROPERTY` from the soul ring. Elka found a stone shelf beyond the rising core where the barrier would remain outside the first collapse path. Ione shifted the seals one at a time while Chad kept the protector ring on himself.

The freed souls reached natural stone before the roof vanished, and she said, “New route.”

Chad replied, “Called it,” and the construct made the route by ripping the roof away.

Cold air struck Chad's face, and crown Vey spread below in broken roofs, torchlit streets, and gold lines that climbed from prisons, homes, courts, and grave sites. Each line bent toward the eastern mass rising beneath the city.

The Ascension Construct had no human shape, and four key towers formed its spine, while black plates and stolen buildings built a body around them. A ring of prison chains became one arm, and archive shelves became the other. The Consort Node's dead wedding circle opened as an eye above the chest.

Its first step crushed three empty palace courtyards and drove a shock wave into the streets, and System text covered the sky.

ASCENSION CONSTRUCT — EARLY COUNTRY PHASE

Health: 8,993,240 / 9,480,000
Ascension Keys: 4 / 4
Attached captive souls: 24,830
Freed local souls under protection: 4,160

PHASE 1: LOCAL BODY ASSEMBLY — 87%
PHASE 2: CROWN VEY CONVERSION — forced early
PHASE 3: NATIONAL IGNITION — awaiting command

COUNTRY HEALTH PREVIEW
Population and living-body pool: 18,604,000
Stored and captive-soul pool: 3,118,440
Structural anchor pool: 42,000

Early activation risk:
- unstable damage routing
- captive identity loss
- uncontrolled street targeting
- national backlash if Phase 3 begins before separation.

Chad said, “The country has entered combat,” and Elka looked at the eighteen-million Health pool and said, “Bad party size.”

The construct raised its chain arm, and Red target circles appeared across six streets, the prison refuge beneath the western hill, and the barrier holding 4,160 freed souls.

Chad marked the chest eye.

Blood Mark stretched across a target larger than the palace. The System warned that local damage would return local Health only. He could not drain the country body from one toe.

Good. A boss with hit zones.

He used Raid Anchor on the broken crown claim wing.

The three street circles nearest the palace slid toward him. The prison refuge and soul barrier remained targeted because they were outside the Anchor's local threat reach.

“Ione, souls. Elka, refuge. Zafira, streets.”

Their rank fields answered before the chain arm fell.

Ione confirmed the freed-soul barrier as a protected endpoint. Soul Intercept took fifteen percent of the ritual strike aimed there.

Elka found a real ridge between the construct's chain shoulder and the western target line. She shot the exposed hinge, shifting the prison strike sixty feet into an empty quarry cut.

Zafira traced street aim to `FOE POPULATION` and cut the rank from two circles. The third remained because its people had been labeled seduced witnesses.

Chad pulled that last circle onto Raid Anchor, and the chain arm hit him, the palace roof, and no occupied street.

Unarmored Soul Intercept damage arrived first, and the physical strike followed through buckler and chain mail. Health fell from 540 to 118 while the broken roof dropped beneath his boots.

Blood Mark returned 76 from the chest eye, and the freed souls held. The quarry exploded behind the western hill, but the twelve transport inmates remained alive inside their natural-stone refuge.

People filled the three saved streets, and Chad saw them through the open public source trail because Zafira had left observation voluntary and deletion disabled. Some ran—others dragged carts across alleys, carried children toward stone cellars, or knocked on doors the palace alarm had missed.

The network offered Zafira citywide command rank over each person labeled a witness. She rejected it, and she said, “I can distribute Elka's safe-route map without assigning motion.”

“Do that.”

Elka marked empty canals, quarries, bridge undersides, and natural-stone cellars that the construct did not count as population assets. Zafira sent the map with its source and limits. She did not hide routes that might fail after the next phase.

Viewers chose their own paths, and the street populations began to thin before the construct raised its arm again.

Two streets lost foe rank, and the third lost its target circle when Chad took the hit.

The construct's Health fell by 19, and Elka said, “Eight million, nine hundred ninety-three thousand, two hundred twenty-one to go.”

“We need critical damage.”

Ione raised her rod toward the 24,830 captive lines still entering the chest and said, “Those are the armor. I must separate them before the body can lose meaningful Health.”

Zafira watched commands descend from the four Key towers and said, “Cedran's order sits above local threat. I can break the order chain, but I need access to the spine.”

Elka's route field crossed the construct from foot to shoulder. Twelve real anchors tied it to Crown Vey: four prison foundations, four Archive vaults, and four crown claim pylons.

“It cannot move beyond the city while the anchors hold,” she said. “It also cannot die; I need all twelve cut.”

The three jobs could not be combined before Chad looked at the giant eye turning toward them and said, “Start your breaks; I keep the boss looking here.”

Each woman declared her key task through Party Link, and Last One Standing gained three task bonuses, and the construct opened the wedding eye.

A white beam crossed the palace and labeled Chad `PRIMARY CONSORT ASSET`. The attack carried self correction, forced motion, and enough heat to melt stone.

Counterclaim caught foe aim but left self untouched, and Chad was the target. He sent the motion effect to Raid Anchor and let the beam pull against the broken roof instead of his body.

Heat remained, and he took it behind the buckler.

Metal glowed red, and chain rings burned through the leather beneath. Health fell to 63, while Pain Dividend filled Resolve from the physical part of the strike.

Blood Mark returned 91 from the eye, and Chad shouted, “Still not a bride.”

The construct answered with a nursery bell that rang across Vey. Each living woman in the preview pool gained a gold crown claim outline.

Zafira reached the first command root and severed `FEMALE POPULATION` from `REPRODUCTIVE RESERVE`. The citywide outlines failed before the bell finished its second ring.

Her social field carried no order to the women. It removed the construct's rank over them, and the first command branch broke.

Elka jumped from the ruined roof onto a gold root as it rose. Her route field found an anchor cable inside the moving surface. She drove an arrow into the seam, tied a line around the shaft, and used the construct's next step to pull its own prison anchor apart.

One of twelve failed.

The severed anchor recoiled through the construct's leg, and a prison tower tore free of the black plates and fell toward an occupied avenue.

Elka's route field caught the fall line. “Chad, six steps left. Mark the tower.”

He moved before the tower cleared the construct.

Blood Mark treated the falling section as part of the boss. Red Grip could not stop its weight, but it changed the lower edge by four feet. The tower struck an empty roof instead of the avenue and broke into stone across the path people had just left.

Zafira stripped `ESCAPE OBSTRUCTION` from the rubble before the construct could turn it into a wall. The blocks remained physical. Their magical rank stopped sealing side alleys.

Ione pushed Overflow shields through Party Link to Elka when the anchor cable whipped back. The gold line struck her shoulder, broke the shield, and threw her against the root.

Health fell but stayed above half, and Chad asked, “Route rank?”

Elka tested her bow arm and said, “Mine,” before she climbed higher.

The second anchor ran beneath a moving Archive shelf that displayed names as inventory. Zafira had to remove control before Elka could cut the cable. Ione proved the names were public records rather than captive self cores.

Chad held the construct's foot in place with Raid Anchor while the women finished both checks, and the foot tried to step.

His small body could not oppose that mass through Force, and threat did the work. The marked joint sent its motion into an attack on Chad's anchor point, which forced the boss to plant the foot and crush him instead of walking.

He said, “Sometimes getting stepped on is optimal,” and Elka almost missed the second anchor shot.

Zafira told her, “Do not help him,” and the foot came down.

Chad rolled inside the arch between two black plates, and stone broke around him, chain mail bit into his back, and Health fell by 140. Blood Mark returned 61 from the ankle joint before he crawled out the far side.

Elka severed the second cable, and the Archive shelf fell harmlessly after Zafira's cut removed inventory rank, and two anchors failed.

Ione entered the open chest route beneath Chad's Blood Mark. She did not free a link by cutting it. She proved one clamp family, separated damage, and opened a release path behind her barrier.

1,204 captive souls pulled away from the armor, and attached count fell to 23,626.

Construct Health dropped to 8,571,800, and Chad said, “That is critical damage.”

The boss changed phases early.

The freed 1,204 did not join Ione's earlier barrier at once. Their release path opened over the city, where the construct's street shields could catch them again.

Ione built a moving blue channel from chest wound to natural stone, and the channel carried no destination command. Each soul could follow, stop, or remain in the release space until the route cleared.

Most moved toward safety—some held near the chest because fear or damage slowed their response.

Soul Intercept protected both groups after Ione proved the shared clamp family. Chad took the next pulse across 1,204 released souls and 23,626 bound souls still attached.

The cost drove his Health down by 167. No self broke.

Black plates rolled over the chest wound before the local body reached full assembly. Each plate carried a living street as a shield image. The actual streets remained below, connected by red damage routes.

`PHASE 2: CROWN VEY CONVERSION — 6%`

Country Health fell from 18,604,000 to 18,598,420.

The number represented injury, not deaths alone—Chad could not reduce people to one bar and still needed the bar to play.

“No citywide drain,” Ione called. “Soul Intercept affects captive souls only.”

“Then we move the attacks.”

Elka marked empty ground between street targets, and Zafira stripped foe and correction ranks when each circle appeared. Chad used Raid Anchor and Take It on the local body parts that remained targetable.

The next three strikes landed on palace stone, a dry canal, and Chad.

The construct learned from the empty targets; its next circles formed under moving people rather than fixed streets.

Elka's route map changed faster than the crowd could read it. Zafira opened a live distribution lane for route updates while keeping each motion choice voluntary. Ione marked the attack circles as foe ritual truth so viewers could see which gold light meant danger and which came from safe wards.

Chad used Raid Anchor on the largest moving group. The skill pulled one circle to him, but two more kept tracking smaller groups beyond range.

He drove his spear into the construct's foot and used Red Grip on the joint, and the boss shifted its weight to resist. That change turned the arm carrying both distant attacks six degrees east.

One circle moved into the dry canal, and Elka shot the elbow hinge to gain another three degrees. The second circle crossed an empty bridge before the strike landed. No one in the moving groups took damage.

The construct lost 12,400 Health from its own forced joint motion, and Health dropped to 22, as Blood Mark healed 103.

Overflow weighted shields toward Ione because the chest plates aimed at her release work. The next blast broke the shield and left her Health untouched.

She freed another 816 souls, and Elka severed two more anchors. Zafira removed Archive control from the second command branch, as the construct's Health fell below eight million.

Its wedding eye closed.

The construct rebuilt its face from Archive shelves, and thousands of logged charges became teeth. Each false death entry became a moving scale over the jaw.

Chad scrolled the new phase panel.

`HEAD ARMOR: 1,004 LIVING RETURN PATHS`

The same people saved from the Loom now shielded the boss through records that survived the node.

Ione verified the paths still ended in living bodies. Soul Intercept could not protect them because they were not disembodied. Chad could not strike the head without sending damage through the return routes.

Zafira found the surviving sentence rank and said, “The Loom died, but the construct copied its recipient list before discharge.”

Elka traced the physical copy to the fifth anchor beneath the jaw, and she said, “My next target.”

The boss lowered its head to bite Chad, and he could not damage it, and he could still tank it.

Chad marked the jaw hinge, used Take It, and stepped onto the broken palace roof where the teeth had one clean target. He braced his buckler above his head.

“Come on, big guy; put the whole country in your mouth.”

The women paused for one disastrous beat, as then the jaw closed.

Last One Standing held. Chain links split. Buckler wood cracked. Chad kept the teeth apart with his spear shaft while Zafira stripped recipient rank, Elka cut the fifth anchor. Ione separated all 1,004 living paths from the armor.

The jaw lost its Health shield, and Blood Mark drained 204 from the hinge. Chad kicked free before the teeth met, and all four Key towers turned toward the party.

Cedran appeared between them as a distant gold outline. He wore no changed hero body and offered no speech for the public. His focus remained on the System panel behind Chad.

“You found local counterplay,” Cedran said. “The country phase makes locality irrelevant.”

“You say that like a man who skipped testing.”

“Testing consumes resources.”

“People.”

“Resources with memory.”

Chad wanted to put the spear through his face. The outline carried no local Health, and Ione's field marked it as command image only.

Cedran raised one hand, and the construct drove its chain arm into Crown Vey itself.

Gold damage spread through streets, prison walls, stored sentence vaults, and captive souls at once. No single threat circle existed for Chad to pull.

Country Health fell by 31,000 before the pulse reached full strength.

Soul Intercept took fifteen percent from the proven captive class. Chad lost 219 unarmored Health, dropped below zero, and remained at 1 because Last One Standing counted three key tasks.

Blood Mark found no damage source in the distributed strike, and the women did not stop.

Zafira cut the command's city rank one layer at a time. Elka severed a fourth anchor and used the collapsing cable to break a fifth. Ione opened a broad release route across 3,000 proven links.

The distributed pulse weakened, and Chad had no healing target.

He drove his spear into the chain arm where it entered the street network. Blood Mark caught the local limb and returned 44 Health.

Enough.

The pulse ended with Country Health at 18,553,901 and no captive identity loss inside Ione's proven groups. Unproven links flickered, and some came close to breaking but remained present.

Cedran studied the result.

“Local pushback exceeds image.”

“Put that on my build review.”

The four Key towers opened.

Ione's ritual field turned red-black. “He is bypassing Phase Two.”

Zafira saw the command before it descended and said, “Full national ignition.”

Elka's route field spread beyond Vey and failed to find the end of the target network, and Cedran gave the order.

`BEGIN PHASE 3: FULL NATIONAL IGNITION`

Each gold line in the country brightened at once.
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Full national ignition began with a damage number too large for Chad's screen, and the System shortened it.

`PROJECTED COUNTRY DAMAGE: LETHAL`

The preview expanded before Chad could close it.

FULL IGNITION INTERVAL: 00:45

At interval end:
- living-body drain begins across all imperial records
- stored-soul conversion becomes irreversible
- captive identities merge into Ascension fuel
- country Health loss accelerates until population reaches 0

Local construct destruction may interrupt feed.
Ascension Keys may preserve national route after interruption.

Forty-five seconds was not enough time to save a country, as it was enough time to kill a boss that had lost five anchors.

Gold lines burned beyond Crown Vey, and they crossed hills, rivers, frontier roads, and each settlement linked to a crown record. The four Key towers drew power from those lines and fed it through the local construct.

Chad stood at 44 Health beneath its open jaw.

“Ione, captive release. Zafira, command order. Elka, anchors. I hold the body.”

Three confirmations entered Party Link; the ignition pulse struck.

Soul Intercept took fifteen percent from 22,810 proven captive souls, and unarmored damage drove Chad to 1 Health, while Last One Standing rose around three key tasks and kept him conscious.

Country Health fell by 87,000 before Zafira reached the first national command layer.

Ione opened a release channel through the construct's chest, and Elka jumped onto the sixth anchor cable. Chad marked the whole local body and used Take It against each attack that still accepted a target.

The wedding eye, chain arm, and archive jaw turned toward him, and Blood Mark opened across three hit zones.

The eye fired first, and Chad tilted his cracked buckler, sent the beam into the jaw, and drained both sources when they struck each other.

Witness Mark traced both damage causes through the open public network. The people watching Vey saw the construct attack its own body because Chad had timed one block, and no speech explained the mechanic. The red Health returning to him did the work.

Country viewers began marking attack tells in the source trail, and a chain flare preceded the arm sweep. The wedding eye narrowed before correction heat, and archive teeth turned left before a bite.

Zafira let those observed warnings remain, and she blocked attempts to convert them into commands.

The audience had become a raid chat with eighteen million potential lurkers, as Health rose to 119.

The chain arm swept across the roof. He used Raid Anchor to pull its arc upward, where the links struck his spear instead of the streets; the shaft bent. His boots left stone, and he rode the chain through open air while Blood Mark returned enough Health to survive the next link.

Elka called, “Your route is terrible,” and Chad said, “I am the route,” and Elka replied, “That is why,” before she cut the sixth anchor beneath him.

The snapped cable threw Chad toward the construct's chest. He hit a black plate, caught one edge with Red Grip, and hung five stories above Crown Vey while the country pulse built again.

Ione reached the plate from inside; blue proof spread across 5,000 captive clamps.

“Release ready. Damage active for four seconds.”

“I can cover fifteen percent.”

“The rest will cross during separation.”

Zafira's field entered from the Key spine. “Give me two seconds.”

The command order ran from Cedran to Keys, Keys to country rank, country rank to construct, and construct to captive feed. She could not cut Cedran from an image, and she could cut the construct's right to obey him.

Two knives entered `LOCAL CONVERSION RANK`.

The second ignition pulse fired; Chad used Soul Intercept.

Health fell from 119 to 1, and Zafira broke the local command rank before the remaining damage reached Ione's release channel. The pulse lost its construct source, and Ione freed 5,000 souls.

The chest armor collapsed inward, and construct Health fell from 7,880,000 to 6,130,000.

Country Health stopped dropping, and Cedran rebuilt the order through one more Key tower, and the ignition interval reached thirty seconds.

Country Health lost another 22,000 from incomplete outer links. The damage came from places Chad could not see: distant roads, village records, burial rolls, and frontier shrines tied into crown rank.

He could not pull those attacks to Crown Vey, and killing the local feed remained the only move with national reach. Zafira said, “He can replace each branch while four Keys remain.”

“Then keep him busy replacing them.”

She smiled without leaving the spine. “Gladly.”

Elka severed anchor seven.

The construct lost its left foot and fell across the palace, and streets shook, and empty towers broke. The chest carried Chad downward with it.

He jumped before the impact and landed on a prison-chain knuckle. Blood Mark against the arm healed 183 Health, and the Archive jaw opened beneath him.

Its teeth now carried no living return paths, but dead-record charge still powered the bite. Chad let the mouth close on his buckler and drove his spear through the upper hinge.

Pain Dividend discharged, as the jaw tore free, as Construct Health dropped below six million.

Black shelves rained across a cleared avenue. Public source trails remained open on each record, and citizens moved around the falling paths instead of waiting for a court route.

The city's choices had become part of the fight without becoming Chad's command, as the construct raised its intact arm toward the freed-soul barrier.

Ione had 9,160 released souls behind natural stone and 17,810 still attached to the body. The attack targeted both groups through separate damage types.

She called, “Soul Intercept cooldown fourteen seconds,” and the arm fired in six.

Chad could not wait.

He used Shared Pulse on Ione and transferred 150 Health, and the System marked her as the highest current danger. Overflow could not shield the freed souls, but it could keep Ione upright while she held both release paths.

Chad reached 33 Health.

He marked the arm and pulled with Red Grip. The attack angle shifted from the soul barrier toward him, but ritual damage remained aimed at the attached bound souls.

Physical force struck Chad, and ritual force struck 17,810 souls.

The first drove him to 1; Last One Standing held.

Soul Intercept came ready during the ritual impact, and Chad took the full fifteen percent before the damage finished splitting.

He stayed at 1 because three lovers held three key tasks.

Ione used the Health he had given her to widen the release channel. She separated 4,000 bound souls before the pulse could strike them again.

The 13,810 souls left lost integrity but no self.

She said, “I need two more broad releases.”

Elka cut anchors eight and nine with one falling crown claim pylon. The construct's spine twisted, exposing all four Key towers to Zafira.

Cedran sent four commands at once.

`PRESERVE ASCENSION KEYS`

`BURN CAPTIVE RESERVE`

`CONVERT COUNTRY HEALTH`

`KILL LOCAL PARTY`

Zafira could cut one branch before they landed.

She chose `BURN CAPTIVE RESERVE`.

Ione's task became possible, and country conversion resumed, and Health fell by 140,000.

All remaining construct attacks turned toward the household, and Chad's task became worse, and he said, “Correct choice.”

“I did not ask.”

“That is why.”

The construct attacked with each surviving body part, and the wedding eye fired correction heat; the chain arm swept from the west. Root spears rose through the roof, while defense shells climbed from open black plates.

Chad used Counterclaim on the forced aim aimed at each woman. The skill sent five seconds of foe rank to him without touching their identities or tasks.

Each attack found his small body.

He moved through Elka's route because route rank remained hers. One step left let the eye hit a root spear. A short drop put the chain above his head. A forward roll carried three defense shells into their own black plate.

The attacks still took Health, as Blood Mark returned more.

Chad climbed from 1 to 208, fell to 46, rose to 271, and dropped again while Pain Dividend turned each real hit into Resolve.

He never reached full Health, and he did not need full Health. He needed the next point, and the women used each second that point bought.

Zafira climbed the bent Key spine with one knife in her teeth and one cutting command rank. A gold blast tore the sleeve from her arm. Her field stayed on Cedran's order rather than her injury.

Elka crossed the construct's back along anchor cables that snapped behind her. Each route existed for one step, and she called it only when her boot landed.

Ione stood inside the chest wound under a rain of black plates. She proved captive groups by clamp pattern, kept private identities closed, and built one release channel wide enough for thousands without deciding where any soul went after safety.

Chad saw all three tasks through Party Link, and he did not take them back when the cost rose.

Elka severed anchor ten, and Ione freed 6,000 souls, and Zafira broke the country-conversion branch, and construct Health fell to 2,870,000.

Country Health held at 18,326,901.

Cedran's image lost calm for the first time. “The Keys have taken the route.”

“Your build picked genocide,” Chad said. “The rest of us picked counterplay.”

The construct tore both final anchors from the ground before Elka could cut them. It tried to carry the attached foundations east toward the national line.

Elka's route field widened over the entire moving body. “If I sever them now, the recoil hits the city.”

“Where can it go?”

“Up.”

Chad looked at the towering body, the two foundation anchors, and his Force stat of seven, and he grinned.

“Everybody get behind me; I am going to jerk the big one upward.”

Zafira missed one command cut; Ione's blue line shook.

Elka said, “I hate that the tactic is sound.”

Chad marked both anchors through the construct, spent each point of Resolve on Red Grip, and pulled threat rather than weight. The boss followed the highest-danger target as it tried to preserve the anchors.

He jumped from the roof, and the construct lifted both foundations to pursue him, and Elka fired twice.

Anchors eleven and twelve broke above the city.

The recoil went into the rising body instead of the streets, and all four Key towers bent toward each other. Black plates split, and the captive lines still attached became clear inside the core.

Chad fell.

Ione used the last Overflow shield around herself as a platform beneath him. It broke under the impact, reduced his fall, and left him alive at 8 Health.

She caught his arm. “Stay.”

“Trying.”

“Do it better.”

The final 7,810 bound souls remained inside the open core, and the ignition interval reached six seconds.

Country Health damage accelerated, and gold lines at the horizon turned white. The System began grouping distant losses because individual events arrived too fast.

`NATIONAL DRAIN EVENTS: 4,118 AND RISING`

`IRREVERSIBLE MERGE: 5%`

Ione's release channel pushed the merge back to four percent, then three. Cedran increased Key pressure and drove it to six.

Elka said, “We are losing the race,” and Chad replied, “Then break the track,” before Cedran issued `BURN CAPTIVE RESERVE` again.

Zafira cut the command before it gained country rank. Ione opened the last release route, as the construct sent all stored ritual damage through the bound souls at once, as Soul Intercept showed thirty-eight seconds on cooldown.

Chad could not use it, and Last One Standing still counted three key tasks—rank One had reached its limit.

The System offered an advance with no level attached.

`LAST ONE STANDING — RANK 2 AVAILABLE ON VICTORY`

Not now.

Chad marked the exposed core and drove his spear into the damage route before it split, and Blood Mark returned Health from the construct. Shared Pulse sent that Health to Ione, and Ione spent it on the release barrier.

The loop held for one second; then two.

Chad's Health climbed through the drain and vanished under shell attacks before it could settle, and shared Pulse carried each safe excess to Ione. Her barrier widened by inches, while each inch held hundreds of souls apart from the merge.

The defense shells changed from copied heroes to blank human forms. Each wore the outline of one captive, hoping Chad would hesitate.

Ione's ritual truth marked each body as empty construct matter, and the souls remained in the core behind them.

She called, “Copies clear,” and Chad used Take It on all twelve shells.

They crowded his back and gave Blood Mark twelve local sources. The boss had built him a healing pack at the exact moment it needed to kill him.

“Thanks for the adds, dumbass.”

He swept the spear behind him, marked each chest, and drained through each strike the shells landed.

Last One Standing kept pushback high while Zafira, Elka, and Ione held their tasks. Chad turned incoming damage into the Health that powered Ione's release.

The failure became a loop.

Elka shot the real clamps as Ione proved each group. Zafira stripped command rank faster than Cedran could replace it. Chad kept draining the core and feeding Ione while each remaining defense shell struck his back.

The last 7,810 souls crossed the release line, and the irreversible merge fell to zero with one second left, as Cedran sent a final burn order through all four Keys.

Zafira crossed both knives and cut the shared command root instead of one branch. The break could not reach the distant Keys, but it severed their local rank for the last System tick.

Elka shot through the open core and split the real feed spine. Ione sealed each freed self beyond the dying construct's reach.

Chad held the boss in place, and attached captive count reached zero, as Ione closed the route. The construct lost its armor, feed, anchors, and command order in one System tick.

Chad pulled his spear free, and Blood Mark took the final Health, and the Ascension Construct died over Crown Vey.

Gold lines released each captive self into Ione's protected route. Black plates fell inward, and the Key towers tore free before the body collapsed.

Cedran caught all four Keys through the national network. He had lost the local construct and kept the route it had opened.

The System filled the sky.

VEY CAMPAIGN — VICTORY

Ritual nodes destroyed: 3 / 3
Ascension Construct Health: 0 / 9,480,000
Captive souls freed from construct: 28,990 / 28,990
Captive identity losses: 0
Living return paths preserved: 1,004 / 1,004
Country Health: 18,326,901 / 18,604,000

Sennik: defeated
Public source trail: open
Local consort correction: disabled

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 36

Force        7
Finesse     27
Endurance   31
Perception  17
Focus       20
Presence    22
Health      558

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Endurance +1
Presence +1

FEATURE ADVANCED: LAST ONE STANDING — RANK 2
Resistance +7% per linked ally below half Health
Resistance +3% per linked ally sustaining a decisive task
Same ally grants only the larger value

Enemy Ascension Keys: 4 / 4
Country ritual: active — unstable
Soul storm formation: 2%
Failure wager: active.

The level refill restored Chad as the dead construct collapsed around them.

He caught Zafira when the broken spine threw her clear. Elka landed on his buckler, used it as a step, and pulled Ione onto the falling plate behind them. Ione kept both arms around the release rod while thousands of soul lights streamed past her into the protected route.

All four reached the same piece of wreckage, as Chosen Hold confirmed them without changing a single task.

Elka found a route down the falling plates, and Zafira kept the public source trail open. Ione carried 28,990 freed souls toward natural stone without choosing a later destination for them.

Chad held formation, and far east, four Key lights joined above the capital; the first soul storm opened under them.

It turned the eastern sky inside out, and dark clouds formed below the horizon, while gold lightning climbed from the ground and pulled loose soul traces upward. The storm had no captive reserve to burn, so it reached for living records instead.

The endgame had arrived early and angry.

Gold rain fell upward. Country Health began to drain one point at a time, slow only because Cedran had activated an unstable route without the construct's captive fuel.

The four reached a surviving roof as dawn touched Crown Vey.

Zafira took Chad's left side, and Elka took his right. Ione stood behind him with one hand against the mail he had almost burned away before Elka said, “Capital route.”

“Country ritual truth,” Ione added. “If it completes, the failure wager can trigger even if we live.”

Zafira watched the open source trail carry Vey's victory beyond the city and said, “The country now knows the chosen heroes built the drain; knowledge will not stop it,” before Chad looked toward the soul storm.

Saving the world had become the only route that kept the country alive, brought his first body back, and let him remain himself. He said, “Then we pull the whole thing.”

The bonded four ran toward the capital.
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