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Chapter 1

The Weather Has a Kill Counter

The soul storm fired before Chad's fourth step, sending gold lightning up from the street, through three roofs, and into Ione from below.

Her blue barrier caught the first half, but the rest lifted her boots from the slate.

Chad hit her shoulder with his buckler and shoved her behind him before the second bolt arrived.

The second gold bolt entered through his left heel.

Health fell from 558 to 391 as Pain Dividend filled his Resolve bar in one red jump, and every loose strand of his blonde hair stood straight out from his head.

Elka gave him one quick look. “You smell a little cooked.”

“I am still juicy enough to keep tanking.”

Zafira nearly missed the next gold flash rising from below.

She ducked, black curls whipping across her face, while the bolt tore through the space where her ribs had been. Ione caught Zafira's wrist, and Elka caught Ione's belt. Four blue Party Link lines closed around the household as the roof began to shine.

SOUL STORM — FORMATION 2.1%

Local source: UNPROVEN
Primary target class: LIVING IMPERIAL RECORD
Secondary target class: STORED IDENTITY TRACE

COUNTRY HEALTH
18,326,888 / 18,604,000

Drain events: 13 and rising
Ascension Keys: 4 / 4 active
Failure wager: active

Thirteen points had vanished while Chad read the panel.

He closed the grim panel and looked east.

Four Key lights burned above the horizon beside a knot of black cloud while gold rain climbed from each district between Crown Vey and the capital; some drops came from rooftops and census towers, and others pulled free from people below.

The storm was not weather; it was loot collection with a skybox.

With his spear, he pointed east. “Elka, find us a route.”

She already had one knee on the broken ridge while green lines left her eyes, touched three roofs, and died against the upward rain.

“The east bridge is gone. The south stair becomes lightning after twelve steps. The west roof holds for thirty seconds, then joins the drain.”

At the roof edge, he checked the leaning north tower. “What about the north route?”

Elka watched the stone fold. “That route is falling right now.”

The north side of the palace folded into the avenue.

One tower struck another and threw black plates across the cleared street. Released souls flowed around the wreckage in Ione's blue route. They had no bodies, but each kept its own light and direction.

Twenty-eight thousand nine hundred ninety identities had survived the construct, and now the storm noticed them.

Its cloud opened one gold eye above Crown Vey.

Ione raised her blue release rod. “It is searching for records it can claim. The freed group has no active clamps, but the public trail still proves they existed.”

He watched the gold eye narrow. “Can you hide that trail?”

“Not without closing the evidence that saved the living prisoners.”

Zafira's black knives were back in her hands. “Then we change who may use that proof.”

Above Crown Vey, the vast gold eye focused.

He tried to mark the nearest piece of the storm.

`INVALID TARGET: DISTRIBUTED EVENT`

“Of course the murderous weather has bullshit target immunity.”

Elka pointed across the ruined avenue. “Take the west roof, right now.”

Without waiting for an answer, she made the jump first.

The gap was twelve feet and widening, yet her boots struck the far ledge before she turned to help. Zafira followed while Ione pushed the release rod through ahead of her and leaped with both hands empty.

As the tank, he went last, which gave the roof time to break under his right boot.

He crossed the gap anyway, hit Elka chest-first, and drove both of them backward. Her red braid slapped across his mouth. Zafira caught his belt while Ione planted a blue barrier behind Elka's shoulders.

Against the widening gap, all four stayed on the roof.

He spat red hair from his mouth. “That was a perfect route.”

Elka gave him a flat look. “It needed a perfect landing.”

Below them, the first man in a fleeing family climbed eleven steps before gold lines appeared beneath his skin on the twelfth.

As usual, Elka had called the danger exactly.

His wife grabbed him before he could step higher while two frightened children crowded behind her, and lightning formed under all four pairs of feet.

At the roof edge, he set his feet. “Hold the freed souls here.”

He jumped off the west roof as Zafira swore in court Qasiran and Elka used a shorter northern word.

Ione said, “Shared Pulse remains available,” because she knew he had already gone.

He landed on the stair rail three floors down. His left ankle screamed, Health lost 58, and the waiting bolt rose toward the family.

Before the bolt struck, he threw Counterclaim at its targeting.

The attack claimed each person on the stair belonged to the living imperial record beneath the palace. Chad's skill could move neither their souls nor the record. It could only redirect attacks aimed at people inside his link.

The family was not linked to him, so Counterclaim failed at once.

The bolt reached the father's feet just as Chad drove his spear through the glowing twelfth step.

The stair had Health, so Blood Mark caught stone, record ink, and the local gold line as one hostile construct.

With no cleaner option, Chad used Red Grip.

Threat came more easily than weight. The bolt turned from the father to the small, furious woman hanging off the rail beneath him.

The gold lightning struck Chad through both bare hands.

His Health dropped to 203. Blood Mark drained 41 from the cracked stair, and his numb fingers opened around the spear shaft before he forced them shut again.

He pointed his chin toward the lower landing. “Back down the stairs.”

Most men did that for half a second. Long lashes, soft cheeks, blue-gray eyes, and a mouth that looked built for kinder words than Chad owned. It had stopped being useful information three books ago.

Then he bared his white teeth. “Move your ass before it strikes again.”

The whole family backed down.

Elka's arrow hit the wall beside the lowest landing. A green route spread from it through an open laundry court, under two fallen beams, and into a stone arcade untouched by the gold rain.

Zafira's clear voice crossed the open public source trail.

“The west palace stair turns hostile above the eleventh step. The laundry court remains open. Follow the green marks if you choose to leave, and do not touch any gold surface.”

She gave the warning no command rank, no threat, and no claim that the route belonged to her.

People moved anyway, and the storm shifted its vast gold eye toward her broadcast.

Ione saw the new gold line first. “It is using observation as a target path.”

Zafira checked her bright public endpoint. “Close my live location.”

He pointed at the warning. “Keep that trail open. Close only your live location.”

“That was already my call.” Her sharp amber stare found him.

“Yes, ma'am. Understood.” Chad raised both hands in blameless surrender.

She removed their location from the visible source while leaving the evacuation warning open. The gold eye lost her body, searched the roof, and found the freed souls instead.

Thousands of pale lights shook inside Ione's route while the storm built one broad strike.

Soul Intercept showed ready, but the skill required proven captive links. These pale souls were free. Chad could not protect that freedom by treating them as captives again.

Ione lowered her glowing rod by exactly three inches.

Ione pointed below the arcade. “Natural stone. The storm cannot read a soul after it crosses unrecorded earth.”

Elka looked through three thick walls. “An old burial cut runs beneath the laundry court, forty paces away.”

Zafira watched the living crowd use that same route. “The burial cut is blocked by bodies.”

His spear tipped toward the narrow arcade. “Then we make two separate lanes.”

The stair construct tried to rebuild under his spear.

He broke the twelfth step, dropped to the landing, and ran through the laundry court while the family followed Elka's arrows. Above, the gold strike thickened until the air hummed inside his teeth.

The freed souls could pass through walls, but the living crowd could not, so Chad reached the stone arcade and planted his buckler against the first support.

“Elka, give me one clean collapse that misses everybody.”

“That tactical sentence needs several more useful words.”

“You already know exactly what I mean.”

“I do know, and that is the problem.”

Her next three arrows struck weak mortar lines. Green lines spread between them and showed one narrow arch that could fall inward without touching the people beneath it.

Ione understood Elka's clean plan before Chad did.

She sent the released-soul route through the wall and into the burial cut. Zafira split the living evacuation around the marked arch. Chad put both hands on the spear, braced his shoulder against the support, and used Raid Anchor to become the fixed point of Elka's collapse.

Elka locked the green lines. “Pull the marked support now.”

He pulled until his shoulders burned and the spear bent, but Force seven was still Force seven, and nothing moved.

Before the stone moved, the storm struck the roof.

Elka's cut lines carried the impact into the weak arch. Chad did not lift the stone; he kept its threat and collapse centered on himself while gravity did the work.

The support broke, dropping blocks around his buckler until they slammed into the floor and opened the old burial cut.

Ione sent each freed soul below the thick natural stone.

The gold strike followed them into the arcade, lost every valid target at once, and discharged into Chad's marked support.

From the ruined support, Blood Mark returned 96 Health.

Overflow split the excess danger shield toward Ione because she still held the broadest route. Blue-red light covered her arms while the last released soul crossed into safety.

Above the broken roof, the vast storm eye blinked.

`TARGET CLASS LOST: STORED IDENTITY TRACE`

It searched for the next available class and found living imperial records filling the streets.

Across Amarat, the bright Country Health bar began dropping faster.

CROWN VEY LOCAL EVENT

Freed souls moved beyond storm claim: 28,990 / 28,990
Living evacuees on verified route: 1,416
Local record strikes redirected or grounded: 37
Identity losses: 0

COUNTRY HEALTH
18,326,541 / 18,604,000

SOUL STORM — FORMATION 2.3%
Next intensity increase: 00:08:00

Eight minutes gave the household enough time for one more clean pulse.

The storm gathered above the eastern district, where the palace prison opened onto a square full of people who had survived the construct. Hundreds still wore sentence collars with their locks cut. Others carried the injured on doors, carpets, and black archive shelves.

No single route could move them before the next increase, but Elka's field crossed the district in green fragments. Every official street shone gold, alleys held until they touched a census marker, and roofs stayed safe only when no public record named the building beneath them.

“The city map is the attack map,” she said.

Across the public trail, he studied the evacuation routes. “Can you make a path off what the empire forgot?”

“Already am.”

She fired into a blank wall.

The arrow struck a faded patch where rain had removed an old property number. Her route turned north through a cook yard, crossed a roof built without permission, dropped into a market stall nobody had licensed, and ended at the natural stone beneath the arcade.

“Unrecorded construction,” Elka said. “First time sloppy city work did anything for me.”

Zafira watched the green line. “It can carry two hundred before the storm learns the shape.”

“Then give me five shapes.”

Elka bared her teeth and began shooting.

One arrow took a laundry bridge. Another found a smuggler's hatch under a painted shrine. The third landed inside a noble courtyard whose owner had hidden half the building from imperial tax records.

His spear tipped toward that one. “Crime route looks premium.”

“Rich people finally contributed.”

Zafira opened the source trail without reopening their location. She did not order the square to move, as she showed five green paths, the time each remained safe, and the proof that the first route had carried 1,416 people without loss.

“Choose the nearest path you can reach,” she said. “Leave space for litters. Anyone able to walk carries no one who can. Anyone able to fight does not create a fight inside the route.”

No imperial rank backed her, yet people still looked at one another, chose lanes, and moved.

The storm searched for a command source and found none. Zafira had made cooperation visible without giving the weather one owner to kill.

“Social threat?” Chad asked.

“Contained.”

“Good. I have enough regular threat.”

A gold line appeared beneath the square.

Ione knelt and put her palm to the arcade floor. Her violet-brown eyes lost focus while Witness Mark followed the line backward.

“Not one strike,” she said. “A sequence. The storm tests the oldest active record first, then follows every later record attached to the same person.”

On the public trail, he saw a prison intake number light under one freed woman. From there, gold moved into a ration count, a work sentence, two punishments, and a false death entry from the Archive battle.

Six hostile records pointed at one living body, so Ione sealed the cause trace and left the woman's name private.

“The false death record has highest attack priority,” she said. “If Zafira removes the title, the storm falls back to the sentence. If she removes the sentence, it falls back again. We cannot strip every hostile record in eight minutes.”

“Can you make them all hit one thing?”

“A record mirror would need a valid imperial subject.”

Zafira looked at Chad.

He knew that look. It was the one she used when his terrible idea had arrived in her head first.

“I am still marked as an imperial consort candidate,” he said.

“Locally disabled,” she replied. “Not erased from the national route.”

“Can we hang everybody's bad paperwork off mine?”

“That is the filthiest offer you have made me today.”

“It has been a busy morning.”

Ione's mouth moved at one corner. “The effect would be temporary. Witness Mark can prove a hostile shared class without transferring ownership or identity. Zafira can make the storm test Chad's record first. Counterclaim can hold five seconds after it targets the household.”

“The square is not the household,” Elka said.

“The route can be,” Chad said, already opening the controls.

He opened Party Link Rank 3 and gave Elka full route authority over all five evacuation lanes. The people remained outside his party. The paths became declared decisive tasks inside it.

Zafira copied only the attack class from the prisoners' hostile records and attached that class to Chad's surviving consort flag. No names moved. No sentences moved. No person became his responsibility in law, ritual, or private status.

He became the first target because his paperwork was louder, and the storm eye snapped toward him.

“Five seconds,” Ione said.

Gold erupted beneath every route.

Counterclaim caught the targeting aimed at Elka's decisive task and pulled its hostile priority into Chad. The lightning did not travel across the whole country. It took the local source under Crown Vey, followed Zafira's narrow class mirror, and climbed through the natural-stone opening beneath his boots.

With both feet braced, he raised the buckler.

The first strike dropped him to 211 Health, and the second hit his mail at the waist hard enough to throw him against the arcade wall. His hip went numb, but Pain Dividend gave him enough Resolve to hold Raid Anchor through the third.

He marked the hostile record mirror because it had become a local construct.

Blood Mark returned 53 Health before the fourth strike cracked his buckler down the center.

“Everybody through,” Chad called.

Elka ignored his phrasing and watched the five routes. “Three hundred left.”

The fifth strike arrived as Counterclaim ended.

Zafira cut the mirror before it could send the attack class back toward the crowd. Ione grounded the remaining charge through the same natural stone that hid the released souls.

The gold eye lost its local target with thirty-two seconds still on the intensity clock, and the last litter crossed Elka's route.

VOLUNTARY EVACUATION NETWORK

Living evacuees moved: 6,208
Route authority: ELKA KORRIN
Social threat authority: ZAFIRA NAHAL
Ritual truth authority: IONE KESS
Hostile targeting anchor: CHAD BACONIZER

Compelled participants: 0
Route losses: 0
Local record mirror: closed

The panel stayed visible long enough for the square to see who had done what.

He had not saved six thousand people alone, and that was good. The storm wanted one hero it could target, corrupt, or buy; it had received a whole party instead.

The family from the stair passed Chad inside the arcade while the younger child looked back at his soot-black mail and asked, “Are you a princess?”

He tapped his scorched breastplate. “Tank.”

The child accepted that faster than most adults.

Zafira reached Chad and wiped soot from beneath one of his eyes with her thumb. “A very pretty tank.”

“That lightning got behind me without permission.”

Elka dropped from the broken roof. “You told everybody to stand there.”

Above them, he studied the violent clouds. “Not the sky.”

Ione came last with the release rod dim and every soul beyond the storm's claim. She touched two fingers to Chad's wrist, counted the pulse, and left them there after she had the number.

“The storm did not choose a new target,” she said.

East of the city, white light opened across the clouds.

A woman's face formed inside it: pale gold eyes, calm mouth, a saint's veil without a mark on it. Olya had made herself large enough for half the country to see.

Behind her stood rows of clean white tents.

People entered bent and bleeding. They left upright.

Gold lines followed them into the ground.

“Citizens of Amarat,” Olya said. “The chosen healers have opened free shelters along the capital road. Come willingly, accept restoration, and the storm will pass over you.”

Ione's fingers tightened around Chad's wrist as her ritual sight filled with warning blue.

`UNVERIFIED PAYMENT ROUTE DETECTED`

Olya smiled across the sky.

“No life need be lost.”

The first healed man entered a white tent with one soul and came out with none.


Chapter 2

Everybody Stand Behind the Tiny Tank

Olya's free-healing sign hung over Crown Vey while her soul debt traveled east.

Through Ione's sight, the gold line left the first healed man, passed beneath six miles of road, and joined the nearest white tent. The cure had left his body whole. His missing soul sat behind the saint's image as clean stored charge.

Through Party Link, Chad asked, “Can you prove the payment?”

“I can prove a route left him after treatment, and I can prove that route carried identity structure. I cannot prove what the camp called it without reaching the contract.”

With one knife stroke, Zafira closed Olya's image and said, “Then we reach it before half the country accepts.”

The storm timer showed six minutes. Elka used them to move 6,208 people beyond the last crown marker. Each safe path ended in raw hills east of Crown Vey, where old stone broke the map into islands. The capital road crossed those hills, and Olya's nearest camp waited thirty-one miles away.

He looked from the crowd to the gold cloud above the road and said, “Everybody stand behind me.”

Six thousand people stared at the five-foot-two woman in ruined mail.

Dryly, Zafira said, “Metaphorically.”

He shook his head and said, “No, tight formation saves travel time.”

She glanced at his slender backside and said, “Six thousand people cannot stand behind that.”

The nearest prisoners laughed, and the road began to move again. Elka stepped onto a broken marker, raised her bow, and said, “The storm front travels east at wagon speed. We can outrun it for eleven miles, then the road bends under the cloud.”

He tipped his spear toward the ridge and asked, “Unrecorded route?”

She marked a faint line over the ridge and said, “Goat track. Safe for the household, not litters.”

Ione touched the cracked sentence collar around an injured woman's neck and said, “The slow group needs a barrier at the bend. I can hold one pulse if the source remains local.”

He rolled his sore shoulder and said, “I can hold whatever comes through it.”

Without looking up, she said, “You cannot hold weather.”

He pointed at the panel and said, “It has damage numbers.”

She pointed at his ankle and said, “So does falling off a roof.”

He grinned and said, “I tanked that too.”

Her gaze settled on his bruised ankle, so he stopped helping his case.

Zafira held the crowd's social threat without ruling the crowd. She split the route by speed, medical need, and will to fight, then showed each group what waited at the eastern bend. People chose their places after seeing the same risk.

No one had to believe in Chad; they only had to believe the gold cloud wanted them dead, and the route moved.

Elka led through the raw hills while Chad guarded the slow center. Along the line, Zafira eased panic before it became a crush. Ione treated wounds without letting her work enter the crown record beneath the road.

For three miles, the storm followed at wagon speed.

Then it grew legs.

Four gold limbs dropped from the cloud, struck the road behind them, and dragged the whole front forward. Each foot landed on an imperial marker, cracking stone and lifting record ink while Country Health lost another hundred points.

SOUL STORM HARROW

Class: Distributed Ritual Construct
Local body: 4 record limbs
Cloud source: beyond local threat range

Movement rule:
- each limb may advance only through an active imperial marker
- destroying a marker delays that limb
- destroyed markers rebuild from nearby living records

Projected route interception: 00:03:42

He dismissed the panel and said, “It is a centipede made of paperwork.”

Elka counted with her bow and said, “Four legs.”

He watched the front foot land closer and said, “It will grow more. Bad enemies always get extra limbs.”

The first gold foot landed a mile closer.

Green arrows traced each marker between the Harrow and the eastern bend, but too many stood to break and each could rebuild by draining someone on the nearby rolls.

From the bend, Ione warned, “Do not destroy them. Every rebuild spends Country Health.”

The four limbs chose their next steps. Chad watched the front-left foot test the nearest marker while the rear pair followed its path.

Boss tell.

Beside the road, one marker leaned toward a dry ditch. He pointed and asked, “Can Zafira make that one look nearest?”

Zafira read its old stamps and said, “Distance is not rank, but this storm reads crown order before real distance.”

He nodded at the stone and said, “Put it first.”

She opened the marker's public layer and found an old date beneath three later stamps. Restoring the first date made no new fact; it stripped away the label hiding one.

The Harrow's front foot turned toward it.

Before Chad finished smiling, Elka marked five old stones in a curve away from the crowd. Each held a crown record older than the road around it.

Zafira raised them into sequence.

The Harrow followed.

He raised his spear and said, “We can kite the weather.”

From the bend, Ione replied, “You can kite four feet. The cloud remains over the road.”

Gold lightning struck the fast group at the eastern bend. Ione's blue wall caught it across a hundred bodies, and her Health fell by 83 through Party Link. Before the second strike, Chad sent her 120 Health through Shared Pulse while Blood Mark stayed empty.

The transfer steadied her wall. It also left him at 308 Health with no marked enemy to refill the loss.

The Harrow crushed the first old marker and gave Chad a local body to hit.

He marked the gold ankle and ran toward it.

Elka called a green line over the ridge, but he stayed on the road because each other route gave up the slow group. Zafira kept the five-stone lure alive while Ione held the bend. Alone, Chad entered the threat circle.

The gold foot rose three stories above him.

He braced his buckler and said, “Finally, something hard enough to top me off.”

The people nearest the bend heard him; several stared, and one woman covered a teenager's ears far too late.

Then he used Take It.

The local limb contested with the storm's distributed Focus, won, and stepped toward the next marker instead of him.

He glared up at the foot and said, “Rude.”

He stabbed the ankle, and Blood Mark returned 18 Health because the spear barely cut gold structure. Red Grip stopped the foot for less than a second, and its movement threat snapped onto him even though its targeting had resisted.

That was enough for Elka.

Her arrow struck the Harrow's next marker and knocked it sideways without breaking it. The stone fell from its base while its record stayed active.

The front foot followed the valid marker downhill, where its knee bent the wrong way. Gold bone split. Before the cloud could choose again, the rear-left limb took the broken route.

Two Harrow legs collided with Chad standing between them.

He raised the buckler and took both impacts. The cracked metal cost him 201 Health. Pain Dividend filled his Resolve while Blood Mark drained 94 from the damaged front limb.

Overflow sent 17 excess shield points to Ione's barrier.

The slow group crossed the bend while Zafira raised the next old marker and Elka knocked it toward a dry ravine. Chad released Red Grip and let the front limb crawl after the lure. Then he marked the rear-left foot before it reached the road.

From her blue wall, Ione called, “Thirty seconds.”

He glanced back and asked, “Until what?”

The wall thinned above her as she said, “My barrier fails.”

He faced the gold feet again and said, “Plenty.”

The cloud fired another broad strike. Ione caught it, Health dropping into red, and Shared Pulse showed ready with Chad at 219.

He could feed her and lose the Health needed to survive both limbs, or keep himself alive while the barrier broke over hundreds of injured people.

Not a choice.

Without another thought, he transferred 90 Health.

Her blue wall hardened as she said, “That leaves you below safe impact.”

He ducked a gold heel and said, “Then Elka should stop missing.”

From the ridge, Elka called, “I have not missed in three books.”

Her arrow cut the rear limb at its bare joint. Blood Mark drained 62 into Chad because he owned the mark, though the damage stayed Elka's. The loop cared only that someone had hurt his marked foe.

His bar climbed to 191 Health.

The front foot climbed out of the ravine and slammed down. He rolled under the center, drove his spear upward, and used Raid Anchor against its movement path. His low Force could not stop the limb, so he fixed its threat on his position while Elka destroyed the ground beneath it.

The ravine wall fell. Both local legs dropped into the cut, where raw stone split them from each crown marker and dimmed their gold joints.

The cloud tried to rebuild them from living records, and Ione spread Witness Mark across the attempt.

“Proven local source,” she said. “Four hundred twelve registered people inside the rebuild class.”

Zafira stripped the Harrow's right to use those records by exposing the source as the same crown command Vey had rejected. The people kept their records. The local beast merely lost the right to turn them into legs.

He marked both dim feet and fought until their shared Health reached zero. The storm front lost half its speed.

SOUL STORM HARROW — LOCAL VICTORY

Record limbs destroyed: 2 / 4
Living records consumed by rebuild: 0
Evacuation route intercepted: no
Living evacuees across eastern bend: 6,208 / 6,208

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 37

Force        7
Finesse     27
Endurance   32
Perception  18
Focus       20
Presence    22
Health      570

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Endurance +1
Perception +1

Soul storm formation: 2.6%
Country Health: 18,325,904 / 18,604,000

The panel claimed a local win, but the last Harrow legs stepped off the road.

One gold foot landed on bare rock where no imperial marker existed. The second followed it into the hills, and the cloud accelerated until its edge touched the last medical group.

Across Elka's route field, red light flashed. “It found a moving marker.”

His new Perception point made the answer ache behind his eyes before he understood it. Gold threads ran through the crowd. One line moved against the flow and kept touching the ground beneath one litter.

An older man lay there with both legs splinted. His sentence collar had been cut, but a black metal square remained under the hinge.

The metal held an intake marker because the prison had listed the man as movable property. The crown could count him as a place wherever guards took him. His collar no longer locked, but that record stayed active.

He ran toward the litter and called, “Ione, moving marker.”

One breath later, she saw the line and said, “Do not remove the metal. The storm will rebuild it from his record while the chain stays open.”

The Harrow stepped closer, and its front foot cast a gold shadow across fifty people. The litter bearers began to run and tangled the careful line. Other people saw the storm follow and shoved toward Elka's narrow path.

Through social threat, Zafira called, “We found the target. Do not leave the litter. Give Chad one body length.”

She gave them the truth before the order-shaped request. The knot loosened, one space opened, and Chad reached the patient.

The older man grabbed his wrist and said, “Throw me away from them.”

Chad planted both feet and said, “No.”

The man's grip tightened as he said, “It follows me.”

Chad covered him with the buckler and said, “It follows bad itemization.”

The first Harrow foot rose as Ione ran beside the litter and matched her ritual field to the black square without touching the man's identity. Witness Mark traced the route from collar hinge to prison intake, from intake to property movement, and from property movement to the storm's accepted location.

She marked three blue seams and said, “Physical marker, movement title, national use.”

Chad named the jobs: “Zafira takes title. You take national use.”

From the ridge, Elka called, “The physical piece still gives it a landing point.”

He ducked under the buckler and said, “Then take the landing point.”

Chad held his buckler over the man's chest as the foot fell. Take It failed against the spread-out source again, but the gold sole still had a local threat circle. Red Grip caught it and dragged the center six feet toward Chad. A fatal stomp clipped the litter instead.

His buckler took the edge.

The cracked metal split in half. His arm hit the ground, and Health fell from full to 294 while the litter rolled beneath him.

Elka's arrow entered under the broken collar hinge without touching skin. She fired a second arrow through the first shaft, and the impact tore the black square free.

Zafira stripped `MOVABLE PROPERTY` from the public chain by showing the sentence had ended when the construct died. Ione cut the crown route that still used a closed sentence as feed.

For half a second, the black square remained a valid marker. Elka's third arrow carried it into the ravine.

The Harrow foot changed direction while its weight was already falling.

Gold bone twisted and struck the second limb. Both feet crashed deeper into raw stone while the moving line vanished beneath the litter.

Chad stayed over the patient until the threat circle closed.

Under the split buckler, he asked, “Still here?”

The older man stared at the buckler across them and said, “You refused my choice.”

Chad shook his head and said, “I refused your bad tactic. Different thing.”

The man tapped the litter and said, “I chose to be thrown.”

Chad pointed at the fading gold line and said, “You chose while a monster made six thousand people look ready to die because of you. That is not a clean menu.”

Across the litter, Ione checked the man's pupils. “He is correct. We can ask again after the threat ends, though being thrown will no longer help.”

The man relaxed his grip and said, “I withdraw it.”

Chad grinned and said, “Good respec.”

Zafira lowered her public field while the crowd watched the man stay on his litter with no gold path behind him. The storm had cast one life as a threat to many. Keeping him in the route broke that lie as cleanly as Ione broke the feed.

The Harrow pulled its damaged limbs back toward the last official marker.

HOSTILE LOCATION RECORD — CLOSED

Physical marker: removed
Movement title: expired
National use route: severed
Protected individual abandoned: no
Protected route compromised: no

Perception check: PASSED
New hidden-route visibility: +6.4%

The last line earned Chad's grin.

Numbers that made him better at seeing bullshit were always worth buying.

The level refill cleared his numb hip and closed the burns across both palms, though his ankle still ached because levels respected wounds just enough to be annoying.

The remaining two Harrow legs dragged the cloud after the evacuation line, but the front had fallen a mile behind.

Elka checked the gap and said, “That bought twelve minutes.”

He rolled his healed shoulder and said, “I can do a lot in twelve minutes.”

As she passed, Zafira slid one hand over his lower back and said, “Your public history suggests otherwise.”

He watched her hips move away and said, “My best work has fast clear times.”

Ione joined them after the final litter crossed the bend, her blue barrier dissolving as Chad's refill sent Overflow back through Party Link until a thin shield covered all three women.

Ione checked his new Health limit and said, “Twelve more.”

He flexed one small arm and said, “Size matters.”

Ione tapped his stat line and said, “Endurance matters. Size is merely measurable.”

Elka laughed loud enough for the road to hear.

Their route entered open hills where no imperial marker had survived. The storm Harrow stopped at the bend, unable to place its last limbs, and the crowd finally gained ground.

He expected Olya's signal to follow them.

Instead, three rows of white tents appeared ahead.

Elka's sight had found bare ground there one breath earlier. Now healers in gold-veiled armor waited beside open beds. No weapons showed, and each patient wore a calm smile.

The road panel changed.

`RELIEF INSTANCE — CONSENT REQUIRED`

`ENTRY COST: NONE`

`HEALING COST: ACCEPTANCE`

Through Party Link, Ione's sudden stop pulled at Chad.

He read the last line again and asked, “Acceptance of what?”

The white tent nearest them opened.

Inside, twelve empty bodies sat upright while their souls burned beneath Olya's floor, and boss music rolled across the hills.


Chapter 3

Healer Camps Should Not Have Boss Music

The twelve empty bodies turned their heads toward Chad while Olya's boss music shook the tents.

Their eyes tracked him, their chests breathed, and no soul moved behind either response. From the hollow bodies, gold lines ran into a white floor that had appeared on bare rock without leaving a base.

Ione pushed her blue sight through the nearest line, then stopped before the camp could count her attention as entry and said, “They are alive. Healing keeps their bodies alive while their souls supply the instance.”

At the hollow bodies, Chad pointed. “Can we put them back?”

She watched the gold lines and said, “If the camp has not converted the souls.”

Above the center tent, Olya's shade formed at an ordinary woman's height. She wore no armor, and her bare hands held enough clean light to close each wound on the road.

With a mild smile, Olya said, “No weapon is permitted inside relief. No citizen is compelled to enter, and no price is charged.”

Above the shade, Zafira studied the title.

`OLYA PRENT — CHOSEN SAINT OF VOLUNTARY MERCY`

With one knife, she counted and said, “Three claims: chosen, voluntary, mercy. Each one guards the others.”

Instead, Elka watched the white ground and said, “This camp is wider than the road, and the tents move when I look away. Our goat track closes in two minutes.”

Behind the refugees, the crippled Harrow reached the last imperial marker. Its cloud dragged gold over the western hills, so waiting would put 6,208 injured people between two ritual systems.

With both halves of his buckler raised, Chad said, “Guess I am checking into urgent care.”

Again, Olya said, “Weapons forbidden.”

He knocked the halves together and said, “This is medical equipment. It stops rapid blood loss.”

The nearest hollow body smiled because the camp had found humor in his tone without finding a person inside the face.

Before he crossed the white line, Ione caught his wrist and said, “Entry asks for consent, but the full contract stays hidden until after acceptance.”

He nodded at her blue rod and asked, “Can Witness Mark read the first hit?”

She shook her head and said, “Only after the route touches you.”

He stepped forward and said, “Then I take the first hit.”

Ahead of him, Zafira stepped forward. “No. The contract filters by patient, and your level refill gives it no need to treat. My burned arm qualifies.”

The gold blast from the construct had torn her sleeve and left a raw stripe from shoulder to wrist. Ione had closed the dangerous damage in Vey, but the skin remained split beneath a clean wrap.

He studied the raw wound, then met her steady amber eyes and said, “Your field, your call.”

“Correct.”

She gave both knives to Elka, opened her empty palms, and approached the white line while Chad kept Party Link in view. Above them, Olya's shade sank until both women stood eye to eye.

With one bare hand open, Olya asked, “Do you enter by choice?”

Raising her burned arm, Zafira said, “I choose to inspect treatment for one injury.”

Then Olya asked, “Do you accept restoration?”

Without moving, Zafira said, “Define restoration.”

Without changing her smile, Olya said, “The return of a damaged body to wholeness.”

In plain terms, Zafira named each limit. “I accept restoration of the burned skin on my left arm, with no other transfer, service, vow, rank, title, claim, payment, or continuing route.”

The camp waited while its white line widened `restoration` to cover each part of Zafira the System called damaged. Inside a private offer Olya could not see, it placed old knife scars, hunger loss, stress marks, and old pain.

Without accepting, Zafira read it and said, “Your definition and your contract disagree.”

Spreading both hands, Olya said, “Relief cannot be split into selfish pieces. Healing restores the whole person.”

At once, Zafira stepped back. “Then I decline.”

But as she stepped backward, the white boundary caught her heel.

Gold spread up her black boot as the System opened the terms it had hidden before acceptance.

RELIEF INSTANCE — WITHDRAWAL EVENT

Accepted scope: left-arm skin restoration
Instance interpretation: whole-person restoration
Unpaid balance: all identity structure outside restored state

Withdrawal options:
1. Complete treatment and surrender unpaid balance
2. Return healing already received
3. Contest mercy authority

Current healing received: 0
Withdrawal available: no

After reading it twice, Chad said, “It says she cannot return healing she never took.”

At the same line, Ione's blue proof struck. “The zero should close the balance. Olya's power keeps it open.”

With her chin raised, Zafira said, “Contest authority.”

Without her leave, the camp turned her burned arm into a Health bar.

`DAMAGED SKIN: 41 / 100`

Three healer constructs stepped from the first tent. They carried soft cloth, silver bowls, and threat circles large enough to cover the road.

Before Olya could ban weapons again, Chad crossed the white line. His spear counted as given up because Elka held it outside, but his fists did not. He marked the first healer, used Take It, and pulled all three treatment circles off Zafira.

The constructs attacked him with healing, and white light closed the burn on his palms, the bruise at his hip, and the last ache in his ankle. Each repaired point created an unpaid balance beneath his identity, while Pain Dividend stayed empty because the treatment dealt no damage.

Under the white glare, he said, “This place is topping me off way too aggressively.”

Against the gold around her boot, Zafira pulled. “Please survive your free healthcare quietly.”

Ione slid only her rod tip across the line. She matched Chad's current Health against the level refill and proved each wound had healed before entry.

She marked the false total and said, “No new value supplied. The instance is charging for repeat healing.”

As white light entered him, the witness mark sealed the source trail, found no missing Health, and still produced twelve points of soul debt.

Without concern, Olya dismissed the trace as an invalid reading.

In response, Zafira contested `MERCY`.

Real mercy required a gain. The first two healers supplied none. The third spent clean light that changed no stat, wound, status, or pain value.

The title lost one rank.

`VOLUNTARY MERCY: CONTESTED`

At last, Zafira's heel came free, and she stepped outside with her burn unchanged and her soul intact. Chad tried to follow, but the camp had attached thirty-six points of unpaid balance to his perfect Health.

With both hands empty, Chad said, “I withdraw and return all received value.”

`RECEIVED VALUE: 0`

`RETURN COMPLETE`

The balance remained.

Ione exposed the clash, Zafira stripped another mercy rank, and Chad used Counterclaim against the hostile claim tied to his debt. The skill turned the camp's aim onto him without moving any part of his soul.

That gave Elka a target outside the boundary, so she fired Chad's spear through the white floor.

The point entered the gold line attached to his unpaid balance. His mark read the line as a hostile construct, and Chad caught the shaft as it passed through.

Red Grip pulled the debt into a gold knot, which he stabbed until the number reached zero.

The white line threw him out. Behind it, Zafira caught his shoulders, Elka caught his spear, and Ione closed the broken route before it touched anyone nearby.

From above, Olya's shade watched them with the same mild look.

“You rejected complete restoration because you feared its cost,” she said.

With his spear raised, Chad said, “I rejected a surprise subscription.”

The refugees heard his answer, and several people who had started toward the clean beds stopped.

Then Olya opened each white tent, where soft light rebuilt lost limbs and eased breath for wounded adults while the healing remained real and the thanks on tired faces belonged to them.

Yet gold routes left each bed. Ione counted the nearest lines and said, “The camp charges after treatment, when pain relief makes refusal harder. Some patients have lost enough of themselves that they cannot understand withdrawal.”

Beneath the tents, Chad pointed. “Can you split treatment from payment?”

Ione shook her head and said, “Not from here. Each tent has a contract root below its floor.”

Past the camp, Elka pointed. “Soul wagons leave the east side every ninety seconds. Nobody drives them, and their wheels touch no ground.”

Her route field followed the next wagon through a tent wall, beneath the hills, and toward the capital.

While flexing her wounded arm, Zafira said, “Olya expects us to attack the healers. The patients would defend them, and each blow would feed her title.”

With a sweet smile for Olya, Chad said, “So we do not attack the healers. We steal the payment system.”

With one knife, Zafira tapped her palm. “That is my field.”

He spread his hands and said, “I was using the royal we.”

She glanced toward the empty road and said, “Halric is not here to lend you one.”

He tried again and asked, “Harem we?”

After returning Zafira's knives, Elka said, “That sounds worse.”

While the camp used twelve empty bodies to welcome new patients, Ione studied them. Their soul lines reached east with the wagons, but a thin blue return route remained inside each chest.

She marked the faint return lines and said, “They can be restored. The souls are stored, not consumed.”

After counting the bodies, Chad asked, “All of them?”

With one nod, Ione said, “All twelve in this tent. I cannot see the whole instance.”

Behind them, the Harrow cloud reached Elka's first raw-stone break. It would find the camp before the refugees, and Olya's white line treated the storm as a patient rather than an enemy.

That was why the music had started: the relief instance intended to heal the Harrow with whatever it collected from the people inside.

In quick terms, Chad set the party plan. “Get the crowd around the north edge. Nobody enters unless Ione confirms the treatment and cost. Elka follows a wagon. Zafira gets us patient rank. I hold the front door when the weather arrives.”

Three confirmations crossed Party Link, and no one asked Chad to decide her method before the party moved.

Because the white line had named her a patient, Zafira entered first. Her failed withdrawal still existed in the camp's past, and each hostile record gave her one narrow right to inspect the source that had used her.

Inside the white camp, she wore that right like court rank.

The nearest healer construct bowed, though its hollow face kept Olya's calm smile, and said, “Your treatment remains incomplete.”

“My inspection remains incomplete.”

Without a glance, Zafira walked past it.

Through Party Link, Chad followed her Health and social threat. Three hidden titles opened beneath her name while the camp tried to class her as patient, witness, or attacker.

She selected `WITNESS TO FAILED WITHDRAWAL` before the instance could choose for her, and that rank opened the first tent's contract layer.

Ione placed her blue test on a woman whose broken ribs knit under white light. The care held real value: six ribs set, inner bleeding stopped, pain eased, breath restored. She sealed each gain without a fight.

Then the payment route opened and asked for `THE PART OF YOU THAT WOULD CHOOSE TO LEAVE`.

The patient could not see the phrase. A warm field showed only `ACCEPT COMPLETE RELIEF` while her next breath came without pain.

At once, Ione copied the hidden term into Zafira's witness layer, and Zafira carried it onto the public line.

The camp tried to replace the words with `FEAR RELEASE`, but Witness Mark caught the edit. People at the north edge saw both phrases beside the same time mark.

Several hurt patients stepped away from the white beds.

Toward them, Olya's shade looked. “Untreated pain can create confusion. Remain until your healers confirm clarity.”

An adult man with one arm in a white sling crossed the line anyway, but the sling came apart at once and his healed shoulder began breaking in reverse.

Through the fresh pain, he screamed once and kept moving.

The camp marked him as `RETURNING RECEIVED VALUE`, but the reversal went beyond the treatment. Where no injury had existed, bone split; skin opened across his back, and Health drained into the white floor.

Before he fell, Chad caught him and sent 60 Health through Shared Pulse. Outside the camp, Ione closed the false wounds. The payment route tried to count Chad's transfer as new relief value.

At the gold line, Ione struck. “No.”

Her blue field proved Chad had supplied the Health through Party Link before entry and outside Olya's deal. In her witness rank, Zafira added the source, and the camp lost its claim.

With his original injury still healed, the man reached the road.

`WITHDRAWAL COMPLETED — EXTERNAL VALUE PROTECTED`

That one panel changed the line more than Chad's spear. Patients who could walk began leaving, and each faced a different threat from reversed care.

Along the line, Chad guarded while Ione met each patient. When the camp removed real healing, she replaced only what it took. When it made new harm, Witness Mark exposed the lie and Zafira cut its mercy rank before the damage set.

The hard work cost Health, salts, and time, but it also taught the crowd that leaving was possible.

Inside the party link, her green route shot straight up.

She hung by both knees beneath a soul wagon while it climbed through a tent wall. The road itself drove it, and seven gold cans rested in a frame above her chest.

Each can held a different piece of one payment: memory, taste, refusal, bond, name, desire, and fear. The camp split souls before travel so no one can looked like a person.

Her disgust struck Chad through the link.

He looked at the blank tent wall and asked, “Route?”

Her answer came through Party Link: “Wagons pass three contract roots before leaving the camp. All routes meet under the center tent, then split toward the capital.”

He asked, “Can you stop one?”

She replied, “Yes. Should I?”

Ione answered through Party Link, “Not until I can keep the pieces aligned. A broken wagon would scatter one person into seven unproven objects.”

Though Elka held her shot, Chad felt how much she hated waiting. He did not take route power back simply because waiting hurt.

While watching the timer, Chad said, “Mark all three roots. Come out before the storm arrives.”

Through the link, her annoyance warmed. “I know what a timer is.”

He grinned toward the wall and said, “You married the reminder function.”

After one beat, she said, “Not yet.”

The word landed harder than her usual joke. At the blank tent wall, Chad stared. Her route stayed steady, and Chosen Hold kept the warm promise beneath her words private.

He wanted that later badly enough to feel stupid.

With the camp's own false edit, Zafira opened the second contract root while Ione matched each split can to the living person who supplied it. No private thought crossed the proof. Only the fact that seven parts belonged to one soul became public.

The Mercy Network count changed from gold payment items into people.

Four thousand eight hundred eighty stored parts became 1,106 split souls. Another 7,560 raw routes belonged to patients whose souls stayed in their bodies but had already been promised.

Together with the 2,106 people under active treatment, the camp held 12,440 souls at risk.

Onto the public line, Zafira pushed the true count, but Olya erased it. The witness mark restored it with the deletion attached. When Olya erased it again, the second deletion gave Zafira deeper witness rank.

At the shade, Zafira smiled. “She is feeding me access.”

With one tap of his spear, Chad replied, “Keep eating.”

The nearest hollow healer looked at his mouth. Even that empty body seemed shocked.

Beyond the camp, the western sky turned gold.

From the wagon, Elka dropped, rolled beneath the tent wall, and reached the road with all three roots marked. The Harrow came ten seconds early because the camp's living records gave its last legs fresh move points.

All three women reached the line with their parts of the answer while Chad stood between the white camp and the gold storm.

The remaining Harrow legs entered sight after seventy seconds, and Olya raised one hand to welcome them.

Olya opened both arms and said, “All who suffer may accept mercy.”

The cloud answered with Country Health.

Gold poured into the white floor, and each tent grew taller. The twelve hollow bodies rose from their beds while healer armor formed around them.

RELIEF INSTANCE — COMBAT TRIAGE

Patients under treatment: 2,106
Stored identity structures: 4,880
Unprocessed payment routes: 7,560

TOTAL SOULS INSIDE MERCY NETWORK: 12,440

Incoming patient: SOUL STORM HARROW
Projected treatment cost: 6,208 living records
Withdrawal status: suspended during emergency

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 36
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 36
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 36

Olya's empty healers faced Chad in two perfect rows while the storm lowered its surviving feet behind him, and the white camp closed around all of them.


Chapter 4

I Aggroed the Sky

The Harrow stepped onto the Mercy Network, and every white tent gained a Health bar.

With both hands raised, Olya watched the storm cloud sink over her camp. Its last legs could crush the road, but she treated the Harrow as a hurt patient rather than an enemy.

`EMERGENCY RESTORATION ACCEPTED BY PROXY`

At the panel, Chad pointed. “Who is the proxy?”

The answer appeared beneath all 6,208 living records.

Before payment could leave the refugees, Ione struck the first gold route. Her blue proof showed that no one on Elka's route had asked for care. With the same fact, Zafira cut Olya's free-choice rank.

The charge kept moving because the Mercy Network had blocked withdrawal during an emergency and called its own need everyone's consent.

In quick order, Chad named the jobs. “Ione, stop the payment. Zafira, kill the proxy. Elka, give the weather somewhere else to stand.”

With one knife aimed at him, Zafira asked, “And you?”

He faced two gold legs, twenty-four hollow healers, and a cloud growing a fifth limb.

He raised his broken buckler and said, “I am going to take all of them at once.”

The whole camp heard him through its public line. One awake patient laughed until her healing line shook, and even Olya's shade closed her eyes for half a beat.

At once, Chad marked the nearest Harrow ankle and used Take It on each healer. They fought his pull one by one, so his Presence caught nineteen of twenty-four. Five kept their care circles aimed at the refugees.

Without touching flesh, Elka shot those five in the hands. Each broadhead cut the silver bowl or white cloth that carried its healing power. Each unarmed healer turned toward her.

At the five healers, Chad glared. “I had them.”

While nocking another arrow, Elka said, “You had nineteen. Learn numbers.”

The Harrow foot fell, and he met it with both buckler halves crossed overhead. Then gold struck steel, steel struck Chad, and his boots sank into the white floor to both ankles.

His Health dropped from 570 to 284. The mark returned 72, while Pain Dividend filled enough Resolve for Red Grip.

He caught the falling ankle. Red Grip stopped movement, not weight, which mattered when a piece of weather tried to crush him. Though he could not lift the limb, Chad could deny its next step while Resolve held.

The second foot moved around him toward Elka's route.

While holding the gold ankle, Chad called, “Big one is pinned. Somebody handle the other shaft.”

With Ione's mouth twitching over her blue proof, Zafira cut a proxy title.

She did not dignify him with an answer. Instead, she shot the oldest crown marker beyond the camp down the north slope. The second limb turned away from the refugees.

The Mercy Network healed both legs with white light while payment debt climbed beneath each person outside the tents. Ione could block one route at a time, but the camp made hundreds through its broad emergency rule.

Through the gold field, Zafira reached the title holding them open.

`MERCY PROXY: OLYA PRENT`

As its chosen saint, Olya had accepted healing for the country. Her public title classed each citizen as part of one vast patient, then made her consent enough for all.

Zafira cut at the proxy title and said, “She is not crown-born. She has no rank over the country.”

Ione traced the proxy line and replied, “The Keys gave her one. Their power treats the country as fuel already owned.”

With her left knife held out, Zafira said, “Show me the grant.”

Ione followed the proxy title past Olya and through the cloud into one of four Key lights above the capital. Her witness mark could prove the route, but the far Key sat beyond her reach.

Yet Zafira needed no power over the Key. She needed only Olya's public claim.

By calling the treatment voluntary, Olya made each patient choose. She called herself a proxy, so each person had to grant her that right. She called the country one patient while her camp kept 12,440 separate payment routes because it could not merge them.

At once, Zafira showed all three clashes, and Olya's title lost `VOLUNTARY`.

The camp stopped charging people who had never entered and began charging the patients inside twice as fast.

Around Ione, her field filled with gold. “She redirected the emergency cost to accepted contracts.”

Toward the tents, Zafira glanced. “Can they survive it?”

Ione shook her head and said, “Not while the Harrow remains a patient.”

At the foot he held, Chad looked up. “Then we discharge it.”

He released Red Grip and stepped aside. The leg crushed the healers behind him, and their care circles struck the same gold ankle they meant to mend.

His mark drained damage from both directions.

The camp restored its healers, and the healers restored the Harrow. Each layer charged the same patients. Ione's proof showed one closed loop turning souls into repeat care.

Up a moving tent pole, Elka climbed and fired through three contract roots. She kept them whole because each still carried split soul parts. Her arrows pinned their routes in place so the camp could not hide the loop.

With one cut, Zafira put the loop on Olya's public title.

`MERCY BENEFIT: 0`

`MERCY COST: 388 SOUL-STRUCTURE UNITS PER SECOND`

The title lost `MERCY`. Even so, Olya remained chosen and kept the faith of people who believed in her. Yet the System stopped treating those words as proof the camp was kind.

The relief camp became a white battle ring. From twenty tents, canvas peeled and wrapped the Harrow's legs in armor. Then hollow healers grew spears from silver bowls while the fifth storm limb reached the ground behind Chad.

His threat display split into twenty-seven local sources and one spread-out cloud.

No single challenge could hold all of those threats.

The camp attacked Elka's route, Zafira's witness rank, and Ione's proof at once. At once, Party Link marked all three women as key tasks. Last One Standing gave Chad resistance for each while their Health stayed high.

Before the System offered it, he saw the upgrade.

The weather spread wide, but its local harm still needed a place to land. If he marked that point instead of the whole storm, threat could catch the source inside his reach.

He drove his spear through his shadow where the gold cloud touched the white floor.

`LOCAL RITUAL-WEATHER SOURCE PROVEN`

The fifth limb landed on him, dropping Health to 1. Last One Standing held because three linked allies kept three key tasks alive, while Blood Mark found the ankle, returned 108 Health, and opened a new option inside his Resolve.

SKILL TRIAL — STORM ANCHOR

Requirement 1: prove a local ritual-weather source — complete
Requirement 2: declare a protected route — ELKA KORRIN EVACUATION
Requirement 3: accept redirected hostile damage without claiming protected identities
Requirement 4: keep the route open for 8 seconds

Trial time remaining: 00:08

After reading the timer, Chad called, “Eight seconds.”

Through Party Link, Elka read the panel. “Route stays mine.”

He nodded. “Yes.”

After cutting another healer's right to define the route, Zafira said, “Social status stays mine.”

He ducked a white spear. “Obviously.”

Ione closed each unproven soul link before the skill could count it and said, “Truth stays mine.”

Under the storm limb, Chad braced. “I was never touching your private parts.”

Three women looked at him while a storm limb pressed him into the road.

His face burned as he said, “Fields. I meant fields.”

His anchor caught the fifth limb's local source and fought each strike aimed at Elka's route. Gold lightning turned from the refugees and entered Chad through the spear.

The first second cost 74 Health.

The second drove three healer spears through his mail. His mark returned enough from the ankle to keep him above zero, while the dividend filled Resolve as fast as the skill spent it.

At three seconds, Olya sent correction heat into Zafira's witness rank, but the anchor ignored it because social threat belonged to her and she cut the effect herself.

At four, the camp sent ritual damage into Ione's proven patients. His intercept could cover fifteen percent of captive harm, though it would not help the route trial. He used it anyway.

He lost 96 unarmored Health and remained at 1, but the trial clock continued because protecting souls outside Elka's route did not cancel the route he had declared.

At five seconds, Elka knocked the second Harrow leg onto the pinned contract loop. Then white armor split, and 412 divided soul pieces began slipping from their canisters.

Ione widened her proof before any piece lost its match. She paired seven cans per person, built twelve whole return patterns, and sent them into the hollow bodies nearest Chad.

At six seconds, twelve people woke inside healer armor. They did not know where they were, but they knew they wanted out.

Above Olya's emergency lock, Zafira gave their withdrawal rank. Elka opened a route between two storm limbs. Through the seventh second, Chad held both local sources while the restored adults ran.

At eight seconds, the final person crossed Elka's boundary, and Storm Anchor completed.

The skill pulled each valid local strike toward Chad for one last System tick. He marked both legs, swept his spear through the split joints, and used the Harrow's healing loop as a pack of endless adds.

Each restored point became fresh marked Health. Each attack on Chad became Resolve. Every excess drain crossed Overflow to the three women holding the fight together.

The loop reversed. In turn, Elka broke the real marker beneath the first limb, Zafira cut its care rank, and Ione removed the soul-fed armor without breaking the matched souls inside it.

Both Harrow legs reached zero. The cloud lost each local body near Crown Vey and tore free of the Mercy Network. Its gold mass fled east under a rain of harmless white canvas.

MOVING COLLECTION FRONT — BROKEN

Soul Storm Harrow local limbs: 0 / 4
Living records consumed: 0
Mercy patients withdrawn during combat: 684
Stored souls restored to bodies: 12
Mercy Network souls remaining: 12,428

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 38

Force        7
Finesse     27
Endurance   33
Perception  18
Focus       20
Presence    23
Health      582

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Endurance +1
Presence +1

SKILL ACQUIRED: STORM ANCHOR
Local range: 30 paces
Duration: 8 seconds
Eligible targets: linked allies or one declared protected route
Excluded: country-wide damage, identity effects, choices, and unproven soul links

The level refill pushed Chad upright under a strip of wet canvas while his spear remained through the local storm shadow, though the gold source was gone.

From his head, Zafira pulled the fabric. “You gained a skill by arguing that weather should hit you instead.”

He wiped rain from his face and said, “Good build identity.”

From the last standing tent, Elka dropped with soot across her freckles. “Bad survival identity.”

Ione helped the twelve restored adults beyond the line, checked each private name, and found no payment piece left behind. She asked for no service, speech, or thanks.

From the center tent, Olya's shade watched with her chosen title intact, though voluntary mercy had vanished.

Toward the road, Olya spread one hand. “You freed twelve. The storm will kill millions if I stop healing it.”

At the gold canisters, Chad pointed. “You are feeding it people.”

Her shade looked toward the capital. “I am converting what cannot survive into power that may.”

The camp folded before he could reach her. Across the road, white tents flattened into lines; patients and stored souls sank beneath it, and Elka's three pinned roots tore east.

Only one small white shelter remained around the party and the twelve restored adults.

The Balcony opened four private panels at once.

He saw nothing on his screen, but Party Link carried the women's reactions. At once, Zafira went still, Elka's threat spiked, and Ione's private field shut on instinct.

After a tense breath, each woman looked at Chad.

He looked among them and asked, “What?”

Zafira turned her panel toward him.

A young man stood where Chad stood now, broad enough to carry armor without being huge, with his old Earth face and nineteen-year-old body restored perfectly. He held the same spear, wore the same red link light, and looked toward the three women with Chad's exact annoyed expression.

Across the bottom, one sentence waited.

`WOULD YOU STILL CHOOSE HIM?`

Elka closed her preview and said, “Stupid question.”

Ione looked from the image to Chad's soft face and said, “The answer does not change with visible anatomy.”

Despite their clear answers, Chad's stomach tightened.

He knew the women loved him. Each day, Party Link carried their warmth, and all four had chosen the household freely. Still, the preview showed a future he wanted badly enough to distrust.

The young man in Zafira's panel looked like the Chad his Earth mirror had promised after one more month of sleep, one more cut, one better camera angle. His shoulders were healthy rather than huge. His face belonged to him without thirst, and the body did not mock its owner.

While studying the image, Chad said, “That is not exactly how I looked.”

Elka reopened her image and asked, “You were uglier?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Slightly less optimized.”

She enlarged the image. “The System gave you better hair.”

The restored preview had thick dark-blond hair without the shell's black streaks. He said, “My old hair was good.”

After zooming closer, Elka said, “This is better.”

He pointed at her and said, “That answer was supposed to comfort me.”

She lowered his finger. “I do not lie for comfort.”

Toward the group, Elka turned her panel. Her version showed restored Chad at a campfire, sleeves rolled over lean arms while he sharpened the spear badly. The System had copied the gestures she knew and placed them in the body he recalled.

At his bent back, Elka tapped. “Mine keeps your terrible camp posture. Same man.”

In Zafira's image, he wore red-and-steel armor at the front of their ranks. She said, “Mine keeps the face you make before proposing a tactic no decent language should describe.”

He lifted his chin. “Heroic focus.”

She smiled. “Anticipatory filth.”

Ione opened hers last.

The preview showed no armor or hero pose. Restored Chad sat on a bed with his hands over his face while three women touched his shoulders and waited. The body was male, but the fear belonged to the man who had once thought every wanted thing would be taken for sport.

Ione touched the glass and said, “Mine asks whether I choose you when you are frightened. Yes.”

He tried to answer, but his tight throat made no sound.

By poking the preview's bare side, Elka saved him. “He is too clean.”

Ione checked the image and said, “It is a restoration image.”

Along his bare side, Elka traced one finger. “He should have scars.”

Ione shook her head. “I would prefer all needless damage removed.”

After studying the image, Zafira said, “A few scars would be handsome.”

With one hand over his heart, Chad said, “Thank you.”

After flicking his hair, Elka replied, “She was not agreeing with you.”

At the women, Chad looked instead of the panels. One wanted the self-led man beneath each forced title, another wanted the stubborn idiot who trusted her after the ground vanished, and the third wanted the man who could feel fear and stay himself.

None had praised his jawline. Earth Chad would have taken offense, but this Chad felt safer than he knew how to say.

He cleared his throat and said, “If it happens, I am going to be taller.”

At five feet ten in her boots, Elka looked delighted. “Maybe.”

He raised one finger. “Definitely.”

She checked the panel. “The panel gives no measurement.”

He stood as tall as the shell allowed. “My original height was five-eleven.”

With two green lines, Elka marked the image. “System image says five-eight.”

He leaned closer. “It does not.”

She lowered the top line. “Five-seven and a half.”

Toward her, Chad stepped, which required looking upward. “You are abusing route authority.”

At her Finesse score, Elka tapped. “Body estimate is perception.”

He tapped his chest and said, “Mine.”

She patted his head. “Then perceive harder.”

With a laugh, Zafira watched Ione close her panel before the Balcony could turn the fight into another test. The future body stayed wanted, unknown, and separate from the bond all four had chosen.

While the Balcony tried to read a choice it could not grasp, Zafira touched his soft cheek.

She held his gaze and said, “Yes.”

The other three previews vanished, and Chad's screen opened at last.

`RESTORATION ROUTE FOUND`

`TERMS AVAILABLE AT MERCY NETWORK CORE`


Chapter 5

The Prince Finally Read the Patch Notes

The restoration route lasted three seconds before a crown spear stabbed through it.

With his broken buckler, Chad knocked the point away from his panel and turned the weapon into gold text. Three more spears ripped through the battered shelter while armored palace constructs climbed from the white floor.

`IMPERIAL RECOVERY UNIT — RETURN CONSORT CANDIDATE`

“I am not lost,” Chad said as the nearest construct raised a bridal veil, marking its chest before the cloth touched him and then punching through its face.

Blood Mark returned 11 Health he did not need, so Overflow sent the excess into Zafira's burned arm. A new red shield covered her, though it did not heal the burn beneath it.

“Elka, roof. Ione, keep the restored twelve out of target class. Zafira, tell the empire we broke up.”

“There was never a relationship.”

“That makes the conversation easier.”

Beside him, Zafira caught the second veil on one knife and cut its title thread before the pale fabric touched him. The construct lost `CONSORT RECOVERY`, kept `IMPERIAL`, and attacked with an ordinary spear instead, which counted as progress.

Above them, Elka climbed the shelter frame and found twenty more units descending the bare north slope. They carried no human soldiers, but each followed an active command route from Crown Vey's surviving crown system.

“Source is moving,” she said. “Horse speed, two hundred paces north.”

Chad drove Red Grip into the first construct and used its body to block three spears. “Enemy or owner?”

“Same route.”

After touching the route with her social field, Zafira said, “Halric.”

The crown units heard the name and gained one rank.

`COMMAND SOURCE CONFIRMED: CROWN PRINCE HALRIC OVEST`

“That looks bad,” Chad said.

“Too obvious,” Zafira replied.

From the roof, Elka sent an arrow between two units and over the ridge. A metal crack followed, and the command source slowed without stopping.

“Horse is real,” she said. “Rider has three constructs on him.”

“Route?”

“Straight through us.”

Under the shelter, Chad used Storm Anchor on the rising gold source. Every correction strike aimed at Elka's route turned into him for eight seconds, leaving the roof safe while she marked the rider's path.

The constructs changed tactics. One stabbed Zafira's social title while another fired a sentence chain through Ione's ritual field. The rest tried to drag Chad north without dealing damage. Storm Anchor ignored all three attacks because none belonged to Elka's route. His new skill was not a magic answer, since good skills required play.

At his left, Zafira parried her own threat while Ione broke the sentence chain before it reached the restored adults. Chad planted Raid Anchor against the drag effect, but the succession route pulled hard enough to bend his spear and move both boots an inch.

Then Halric rode over the ridge with three crown units behind him. Somewhere in Crown Vey, the prince had lost his court coat. Now he wore dented armor over a blood-dark shirt, held the reins in one hand, and kept a bright wedding chain wrapped around the other arm.

Across Elka's marked line, Halric ducked under her second arrow and drove his horse through the torn shelter. White canvas burst around him while the recovery units followed with every veil raised.

“Not mine,” he called.

“They list your command source,” Zafira said.

“I know.”

Before the horse struck Chad, he jumped from the saddle. Elka caught the reins from the roof, sent the animal between two constructs, and used its empty stirrup to break a third spear.

Halric landed badly, rolled, and came up with the wedding chain still attached.

As the chain ran east toward the capital, Ione read its source. “Key Four kept your crown authority after the local consort node died.”

“It issues commands under my name.”

While cutting one recovery unit apart, Zafira said, “Because your name still outranks your intent.”

From a careful distance, Halric looked at Chad and said, “Tell me how to remove it.”

The remaining crown units received a new order above their helms.

`PROTECT IMPERIAL HEIR`

Every spear turned toward the party.

With Take It, Chad caught nine units while the rest advanced on Zafira, who held the highest threat to Halric's command title. Counterclaim sent their attacks toward Chad for five seconds, but the chain made fresh orders at once.

“You cannot remove it by refusing one command,” Ione said, “because the crown route treats your survival as continued acceptance.”

“Then I renounce the throne,” Halric said, but nothing changed.

Without surprise, Zafira said, “A private statement cannot surrender public rank while the crown system owns the route.”

“The source trail is still open,” Halric said.

“Yes.”

“Use it.”

Zafira watched him rather than the constructs. “If I broadcast your surrender, the Engine may treat it as another succession crisis and spend the country to correct you.”

“What will it treat as final?” Halric asked while Ione traced the wedding chain through his Health.

“Transfer of active authority to no replacement. The route expects you to name an heir, regent, bride, or conqueror.”

When Halric looked at Chad, he raised one finger and said, “Do not make me emperor.”

“I had learned that much,” Halric said, and Chad nodded.

“Patch notes finally dropped.”

The prince caught a crown spear on the chain around his arm. Its edge cut through his gauntlet, and red Health crossed Party Link only after Ione opened a narrow path for aid. Halric was not a core member, and Chad would not add him to the household just to make the fight easier.

Under the conquest option, Zafira found a fourth choice.

`RETURN AUTHORITY TO GOVERNED CHOICE`

The empire had hidden it because no single person received the rank afterward. Every local group would choose whether to follow a route, accept a defense, or aid the capital attack. From millions of separate choices, the System could not make one command target.

In the full cost, Halric saw the loss of forced access to royal gates, taxes, armies, records, prisons, and crown constructs. People could still call him prince, but his title would carry no automatic System obedience.

“Do it,” he said.

Keeping the field closed, Zafira said, “The route cannot be restored if you regret it after the crisis.”

“Good.”

“Your political enemies may kill you without a crown barrier.”

“They have attempted that with one.”

“You will not command this resistance.”

As Halric cut the wedding chain off his bleeding arm, he said, “I came to help save my country, not own the people doing it.”

On the public source trail, Zafira opened the choice and showed its cost without declaring Halric noble for accepting it. Across Crown Vey, people could see the prince surrender crown control while soul storms still punished every unguarded road.

Once Halric selected `RETURN AUTHORITY TO GOVERNED CHOICE`, the command route broke. Every crown unit stopped for one System tick as its `PROTECT IMPERIAL HEIR` order lost its source and the last active command beneath it took over.

Because most carried `RETURN CONSORT CANDIDATE`, they charged Chad.

“Should have guessed,” Chad said.

He marked the largest unit, pulled twelve threat circles with Take It, and used Red Grip to lock their advance in the narrow doorway. Although the units kept hitting him, Blood Mark drained them while Last One Standing counted three women holding decisive fields.

Behind the formation, Elka jumped from the roof and shot through open knee joints. She turned the rear units into obstacles, then found the one clear path that kept every falling body away from the restored adults.

Inside each chest, Ione closed the consort correction before the command could jump into a surviving unit. At the same time, Zafira stripped the last wedding rank from their weapons.

Holding all twelve in the doorway, Chad called, “See? Everybody fits if you stack them right.”

Halric looked at Zafira and asked, “Does he hear himself?”

“Perfectly. Understanding is the missing skill.”

Beside the doorway, the prince picked up a fallen spear and fought without entering Party Link. He followed Chad's threat call, Elka's route, and Zafira's target order. He also trusted Ione's proof because each call made sense, not because a crown forced him.

When the final recovery unit reached zero under Chad's Blood Mark, gold veils burned away and the consort route lost its last local body west of the capital.

NATIONAL AUTHORITY EVENT

Compulsory imperial command: surrendered
Replacement sovereign: none
Regional choice routes: open
Active crown constructs in local encounter: 0

Halric Ovest
Title: Crown Prince — social recognition only
System command authority: 0
Forced-consort authority: 0

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 37
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 37
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 37

Country Health: 18,318,770 / 18,604,000
Soul storm formation: 3.1%

In separate colors, level light crossed the three women. Zafira gained enough Finesse to close two social cuts in the same System tick. Elka's route range widened, while Ione's proof could now keep seven divided identity parts without a fixed vessel.

Chad received no level, which was right. The key gain belonged to the women who had broken command, route, and ritual structure while he held the doorway.

Binding his forearm with a strip from his ruined shirt, Halric said, “I brought a capital map before the gates stopped answering me.”

Against the shelter wall, Elka opened the rolled leather. Gold routes covered every main road east, with four black gaps where the Engine had no sound record.

“These gaps are old royal escape lines,” Halric said. “The crown removed them from public maps.”

After comparing them with her own green field, Elka tapped three lines. “Two collapsed, and one enters a Mercy camp. The north line reaches within eight miles of the capital before it hits a gate lattice.”

“Use it.”

She looked at him and said, “That is not your call anymore.”

With one nod, Halric asked, “Will you use it?”

“Yes.”

Party Link recorded the small but vital difference.

From the surrendered authority, Zafira built a public shield against command. She did not call a national march because no person owned that choice. Instead, she showed Olya's hidden terms, Elka's safe gaps, and the capital route the household meant to take.

Across the source trail, local groups began choosing their own actions. Some opened shelters under thick stone, while others broke royal markers, protected healers who left Olya, or marked storm signs for nearby roads.

The country did not become Chad's raid group, but each free choice made it harder to kill.

Watching the responses spread across the map, Halric said, “I was taught authority prevented chaos.”

“Good authority can,” Zafira said. “Compulsion prevents correction.”

At the crowded map, Chad said, “Can we argue about kings while moving? Olya has twelve thousand people and my body coupon.”

After rolling the leather, Zafira handed it to Elka and said, “Your route.”

With one glance at the black gaps, Elka chose the north line.

Beside the ruined shelter, Ione checked Halric's chain wound, offered clear care, and waited for his yes before closing it. Chad watched the prince accept help without gaining a prophecy, wife, or command title, which counted as another patch note learned.

The household left the shelter as the twelve restored adults chose the road west, and Halric traveled beside the party toward the first split without a banner or any crown constructs behind him.

The north escape line began as a dry streambed, passed beneath two fallen watchtowers, and entered a deep cut where gold rain could not reach the ground. Elka moved first while Chad took rear guard and Halric walked between them, learning how a party traveled without putting the prince in front or hiding him in the center.

Three miles from the split, the storm sent crown-shaped sparks into the cut. Each spark struck gray stone and became a small command construct with Halric's face. Though the copies carried no weapons, they pointed at nearby travelers and forced them into a royal formation.

`CITIZEN — HOLD LINE`

`HEALER — SUPPORT HEIR`

`WOMAN — PROTECT SUCCESSION`

Along the north route, free travelers stumbled as the labels pulled at their bodies.

Drawing his borrowed spear, Halric said, “My authority is gone.”

“Your old orders still have cached copies,” Chad said. “Never trust a system that says deletion completed instantly.”

Before the first citizen label settled, Zafira cut it and gave Halric social threat over his own public image. “Tell them what your title cannot do.”

Rather than step ahead of Elka's marked lane, the prince entered it and said, “My name carries no command. These copies have no authority from me, and I claim no authority over you.”

His words did not destroy the constructs, though they lowered every order by one rank. People could resist once they knew what pushed them, and Ione's pale proof made the source visible.

Once Chad marked the largest copy and used Take It, the construct changed its order to `CONSORT CANDIDATE — JOIN HEIR`. The command tried to pull him toward Halric without changing anyone's identity, and Counterclaim sent nothing elsewhere because Chad already held the hostile target.

In the other direction, Chad walked until the copy planted both gold feet. He kept pulling while Red Grip fixed its movement on him and stretched the command route between them, then Elka shot the bright center.

Across the streambed, gold snapped as Zafira cut three ranks from the exposed order and Halric rejected the words spoken under his face. Ione proved the rejection came from the source person instead of an enemy edit, and the copy broke.

Every nearby traveler received a resistance prompt instead of an assigned role. Some selected `DECLINE`, while others chose their own places in the route and a few left the fight. No single answer became required, so the remaining constructs lost their neat formations.

While Chad and Halric fought the bodies, the women broke the commands. The prince had fine spear training and awful threat timing, so he kept hitting a target half a second before Chad's mark settled.

“Wait for red,” Chad said, but Halric shook his head.

“I see six colors.”

“The angry red.”

“They are all angry,” Halric said as Elka shot a construct off his back.

“Prince needs a tutorial,” she said.

“Reader would hate it.”

“What reader?” Halric asked.

Hitting the next copy harder than needed, Chad said, “Exactly.”

Once Halric waited for Blood Mark, his spear damage fed Chad's healing loop without giving the prince party membership. Chad took the attacks while Halric helped kill local bodies, and the three women removed every order before it could jump.

Without a replacement, the last saved command died. The travelers kept moving north by separate choice, now holding proof that refusal worked even when old power wore a familiar face.

While cleaning his borrowed spear, Halric said, “The prophecy showed me a wife who looked like you.”

“I know.”

“It never showed your restored body.”

“Lucky you.”

“That was not a complaint.”

Chad looked sideways, but Halric kept his eyes on the route and said, “The prophecy offered a person built to want me. It did not show the man whose removal made her possible.”

The prince did not act as if one clean apology could repair a future he had once welcomed. He did not ask Chad to forgive his ignorance or turn the truth into a speech about his own pain.

In Chad's experience, that put him ahead of most people.

“You did not know,” Chad said. “Then you learned and stopped.”

“Is that enough?”

“Enough for what?”

“To become good.”

“No idea. It is enough to keep walking.”

After a moment, Halric nodded. Ahead, Zafira glanced back at Chad with quiet approval she did not turn into praise. Elka pretended not to listen from thirty paces away, while Ione made no pretense at all.

With longer strides, Chad moved between all three women again.

Outside their formation, Halric no longer looked cast out. He had finally understood that the household was neither a prize nor a post open to a decent prince.

For ten minutes, the storm weakened over every region that had rejected its main command route, and then Olya used the Mercy Network against every open route.

White light filled the eastern sky as 12,428 soul lines tightened at once. Beneath the capital road, the camp had finished moving, and its pale tents now ringed a stone basin large enough to hold the whole network.

Above the streambed, Ione's panel turned red.

MERCY NETWORK — MASS CONVERSION

Stored and contracted souls: 12,428
Conversion start: 00:10:00
Purpose: stabilize Soul Storm formation to 10%

At completion:
- withdrawal closes permanently
- divided identities merge into saint-channel charge
- relief instances become national collection sites

Into every open choice route, Olya sent her voice and said, “Accept mercy now. In ten minutes, pain will no longer be required.”


Chapter 6

Our Safe House Has Four Beds and One Bad Idea

Olya's ten-minute conversion timer followed the party into the royal escape line. The dry streambed descended beneath the hills toward an abandoned salt refuge outside every imperial record, but reaching it would take twelve minutes while the Mercy Network needed nine minutes and forty-one seconds to merge 12,428 souls.

Reading the falling timer, Elka said, “We cannot reach the basin before conversion.”

Behind her, Chad ran with the broken buckler tied across his back and said, “We do not need the basin. We need the timer.”

Inside her pale rod, Ione carried proof from the twelve restored adults. Each person had returned from seven split vessels, which showed that the Mercy Network could not merge identity parts while a sound return route stayed open.

“The camp closed their routes after restoration,” she said, so Chad asked whether she could reopen one.

“From this far away, only if the network accepts a patient request.”

At the burn beneath her torn sleeve, Zafira looked down and said, “It considers my treatment incomplete.”

Chad hated the tactic, yet he did not tell her no. Her right to rule her field mattered more than his fear.

He asked for her exact request, and she said, “Restore the left-arm burn under the terms I first accepted, with no other claim.”

When Chad asked about an exit, Zafira said, “The witness rank made one.”

“Then call it,” he said.

While running, Zafira opened the relief prompt, and soft white light wrapped around her burned arm. The distant Mercy Network found one active patient outside its sealed basin, so the timer paused while Ione sent return proof through the gap.

The camp found twelve restored people tied to the same witness class. Though they were not there in body, each carried proof that the Network had split and returned them once already.

`MERGE COHERENCE CONTESTED`

At eight minutes and fifty-two seconds, the timer stopped, and Olya answered with a remote cure.

Across Zafira's arm, the burn closed in one sweep of white light. The payment route reached for everything outside the healed state, but Chad used Counterclaim before it could target the household through her active Link.

The ownership effect moved onto Chad and offered to heal his female shell into the male body from the preview. First, his legs changed.

Bone lengthened beneath his mail, his hips narrowed, and sharp pressure crossed his chest as the System rebuilt more than the stated wound. The change carried no pain because Olya's mercy removed pain before it removed choice.

For one dangerous second, he wanted to let it finish.

With one clean cut, Zafira snapped his body back into the petite shell and dropped him to one knee.

“That was not my treatment,” she said.

As Ione sealed the source trace, she said, “The camp used Chad's private restoration route as payment bait. No lasting change.”

At the next fork, Elka looked back and asked, “Still you?”

“Still me,” Chad said, and she nodded.

“Good. Move.”

Because merge coherence remained in doubt, the timer resumed at half speed, showing seventeen minutes on the panel while the salt refuge waited less than four miles ahead.

Into the escape line, Olya sent collector bodies that rose from white salt wearing the faces of patients trapped beneath the basin. Ione proved each body empty before Chad attacked, while Zafira kept the remote cure from tying private selves to the copies.

Through the first six collectors, Elka called a path. Chad entered it, marked the largest body, and used Take It after every copy gained a sound hostile source.

The white figures crowded him with hands that healed instead of harmed, and each touch tried to resume the preview. His hair shortened, his voice dropped one note, and his shoulders widened before Ione stripped the effect away.

“Stop touching me without buying dinner,” he said.

Using Olya's face, one collector said, “You want this.”

“Wanting the loot does not make your trade good.”

In answer, Chad drove his spear through the copy's chest.

Blood Mark drained Health even though the collectors dealt no direct damage because his attacks remained real. Overflow sent the excess toward Zafira's healed arm, and the red shield stopped the Network from reopening her skin as an excuse for another route.

At the next fork, Elka turned the party into an unmarked salt cut too narrow for the collectors to enter side by side. Chad held the choke while Zafira cut cure rank, Ione blocked body changes, and Elka shot every bare return line.

With the refuge door in sight, the last collector broke.

REMOTE MERCY ATTACK — REPELLED

Merge coherence contest: active
Mass conversion delayed: 11:46:12
Unauthorized restoration progress: 0%
Persistent body change: none

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 39

Force        7
Finesse     28
Endurance   33
Perception  18
Focus       21
Presence    23
Health      594

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Finesse +1
Focus +1

The level refill ended the last false change and restored every feature of Chad's current shell. Once more, long blonde hair with black streaks fell over his mail, and his voice regained the sweet pitch that made threats sound indecent.

Beyond the refuge door, raw salt lined every wall, and no royal marker hid beneath the floor. Four narrow beds stood around a cold stone stove, with a cistern in one corner and enough dry fuel for one night. Halric stopped outside.

Pointing north, he said, “The map shows another shelter two miles away. I will take it and return before the attack.”

Although twelve hours of storm waited above them, he did not ask to enter the household's safe room.

Elka gave him a green route around every active mark. Ione supplied clean healing salts for his arm, Zafira showed him how to enter the free trail without regaining command, and Chad handed him half the broken buckler.

“You may need this.”

Examining the split metal, Halric said, “It covers my hand.”

“Skill issue.”

Without a crown escort, the prince left.

After sealing the salt door, Elka checked every wall twice. Ione tested the air, water, floor, and beds for live System routes. Zafira closed the public trail around their refuge, and Chad watched Party Link lose every outside watcher.

Now safe meant nobody would come through the door, leaving them eleven hours to feel what had almost happened.

First, Chad removed his ruined mail. Gold burns crossed his sides, the collar had rubbed his throat raw, and the level refill had closed deeper wounds without cleaning away the black soot.

When his numb fingers missed the buckle, Zafira unfastened the back straps. Elka pulled the bent chain over his head, while Ione inspected each patch of skin and named what she meant to touch before touching it.

“No lasting restoration effect,” Ione said. “No changed desire, memory, or body choice. Your current shell is stable.”

“Current shell,” Chad repeated.

Rather than drop the ruined armor, Zafira folded it and said, “You dislike hearing that this may be temporary.”

“I dislike that Olya could start it.”

While it happened, he had wanted the change. He did not want the bargain, the theft, or Olya, but he wanted the body itself. That hunger had made refusal harder, which was the point.

Sitting on one bed, Elka pulled off both boots and said, “If a trap looks like something you hate, it is a bad trap.”

“I know.”

“Then stop looking ashamed because you wanted the bait.”

Chad looked at her, and she held his gaze without softening the words while, behind him, Zafira loosened his hair tie and Ione opened a clean cloth beside the cistern.

Their plain care broke something tight in his chest.

“What if the body is different enough that you do not—”

Zafira stopped combing through his hair and said, “Finish that sentence.”

“Want it.”

“We saw it.”

“A panel is not smell, touch, movement, or actual anatomy.”

With a wicked grin, Elka said, “You are worried restored you will have an ugly dick.”

Heat filled Chad's pretty face as he said, “I was making a broader point.”

“That is the broad point.”

After dipping the cloth in clean water, Ione said, “The panel showed balanced anatomy, though the image may not be exact.”

With raised brows, Chad asked, “You inspected?”

“Of course.”

While untying his hair again, Zafira said, “Mine had armor.”

“Mine did not,” Ione said, and Elka leaned toward her to ask, “How balanced?”

“Elka.”

“He brought it up.”

Chad had done no such thing, though arguing would only encourage them.

With the same gentle care she used on wounds, Ione washed soot from his cheek. “I desire you now, and I expect to desire your restored body. If one physical response changes, I will tell you rather than pretend.”

Drawing Chad's hair over one shoulder, Zafira kissed the clean skin at the back of his neck. “I desire the man who gave me authority over my field while hating my tactic. I also enjoy this body, and both statements are true.”

Opening her long arms, Elka said, “Come here, tiny tank.”

Chad went to her because refusing comfort to prove discipline had stopped looking masculine long ago.

Between Elka's knees, he sat with his back against her warm chest. She wrapped both long arms around his slender waist, and Zafira settled beside them while Ione cleaned the last burns.

No one asked him to perform thanks. The cistern held enough clean water for washing if they reused the basin, and three days of soot made the choice easy. Zafira warmed the first pitcher over the stove, Ione measured salt into it, and Elka stripped beside the nearest bed without ceremony.

On reflex, Chad looked away.

“You have seen me naked,” Elka said, and Chad nodded at the wall.

“I know.”

“More than once,” she added, but he kept studying the salt.

“Still know.”

“Then why are you studying the wall?” she asked.

The wall became quite interesting as red veins of salt crossed the gray stone. One patch almost looked like a map of the western hills if a man needed an excuse.

Wearing only the wrap over her arm, Zafira stepped into his view and said, “He is worried desire will make this conversation less serious.”

Chad kept his eyes on her face, which did not stop the rest of her from existing beneath it. Smooth bronze skin caught the warm stove light, black curls fell over one breast, and the calm humor in her amber eyes made pretending useless.

“Desire makes most conversations harder,” he said.

Behind him, Elka moved close enough for bare warmth to touch his back and said, “Only one part.”

“You waited all day for that.”

“Worth it.”

Last, Ione undressed and folded each garment before joining them with the warm cloth. Pale lines from Olya's correction heat still crossed her dark skin, while green herb stains remained on her fine fingers after every other mark had washed away.

Offering Chad the cloth, she asked, “Do you want help, or do you want privacy?”

“Help,” Chad said, and the answer came easier than it once had.

While Ione cleaned the burn beneath his collar, Zafira washed his long hair over the basin. Elka handled the useful job of holding him upright, though her hands spent more time at his narrow waist than balance required.

Chad's body reacted to three naked women touching him, and nothing about that response felt strange. The shell was female, the warmth between his legs followed its body, and he remained a man who wanted his girlfriends. Naming those three facts inside his own head cost less than fighting any one of them.

When his breathing changed, Zafira noticed and asked, “Too much?”

“No,” he said, so she asked whether he wanted more.

He considered the timer, their deep weariness, and the difference between seeking pleasure and hiding from fear. “Not tonight.”

All three women accepted his answer, and none let disappointment become pressure.

After kissing the black streak at his temple, Elka said, “Good. You are falling asleep sitting up.”

“Tactical blinking.”

“You snored during one.”

As Zafira rinsed the last soap from his hair, she said, “We can want him without collecting every reward.”

Ione set the cloth aside, then kissed Chad once with wet hands resting openly on his shoulders. Her soft kiss carried desire without asking for more, and she drew back when he relaxed against Elka.

Next, Zafira kissed Ione without offering the moment as a show for Chad's approval. Their mouths met softly, Zafira's thumb followed Ione's jaw, and Elka watched with the same open love she gave Chad. The bonds among the women no longer needed him at their center to remain real.

He loved that truth more than the Balcony would ever understand.

Elka pulled Zafira close enough to kiss her shoulder, then rested her forehead against Ione's. In the cold refuge, four naked adults shared warmth, with nobody owned, impaired, hurried, or bound to continue.

Reaching for the thick blanket, Chad said, “Bed.”

“Which one?” Zafira asked.

“All of them looked small.”

With one knee, Elka tested the nearest frame and said, “Two pushed together will hold.”

“There are four.”

“The other two hold gear.”

Glancing at the repaired weapons, Ione said, “Gear does not require beds.”

“Chad said four beds were a bad idea. I am making him correct.”

Out of spite, they pushed two frames together and left the others empty. Zafira found clean shifts in a sealed chest, Ione checked them for ritual thread, and Elka handed Chad the largest because it still stopped above his knees.

The white garment looked like a nightshirt made for a princess, but Chad wore it because dignity had lost to warmth.

From his long lashes to his bare legs, Zafira's gaze traveled as she said, “Very masculine.”

“I am wearing tactical fabric.”

“With embroidered flowers.”

“Camouflage.”

Laughing, Elka climbed into bed while Ione tucked the blanket around all four bodies after asking where Chad wanted each arm. Their humor did not erase the fear beneath the room, but it made that fear share space with something stronger.

For a while, the small room held only the stove catching, water moving over cloth, and four breaths settling through Party Link.

Before anyone settled, Zafira changed the privacy field.

HOUSEHOLD LINK — SECURE INSTANCE

Members: 4
External observers: 0
Public status: closed
Private body status: owner-visible only
Touch permissions: individual and revocable
Field authority: suspended during rest unless reactivated by owner

Chosen Hold: active
Compulsion: 0
Threat state: safe

Twice, Chad read the private panel.

“Four beds,” he said.

As Elka tightened her arms around him, she asked, “Bad idea?”

“Waste of floor space.”

Ione's quiet laugh warmed his shoulder as Zafira moved close enough for her knee to rest against Elka's thigh. Around the stove, the four-bed room became one soft knot.

The women did not turn rest into a test of whether Chad could accept every kind of touch. Each offered, waited, and shifted when he moved. He kissed Zafira because she looked at his mouth and held Elka's hands over his stomach because their weight steadied him. After Ione asked, he let her rest one soft cheek against his bare shoulder.

His body answered warmth and wanted people without deciding his identity for him, and that truth had become easier to live inside.

“When we win, and if Heaven gives me my body back,” Chad said, “I need all of you to act normal.”

“Impossible standard,” Zafira said.

“I mean no staring.”

With open interest, Elka stared at his current chest.

“You are doing it now.”

“Practice.”

Lifting her head, Ione said, “I will need to perform a full medical exam.”

“Clinically?”

“At first.”

Behind Chad's loose hair, Zafira hid her smile.

He knew he had walked into that one, but knowing did not make the room less warm.

They ate Elka's last travel food, repaired what gear they could, and slept in shifts without fully breaking the chosen tangle. Chad took second watch with Zafira's hand around his wrist, Elka's foot across his ankle, and Ione asleep under his other arm.

For eleven hours, Olya failed to enter the salt, though the Mercy Network rebuilt above it.

At dawn, all four woke when the timer resumed.

MERCY NETWORK — FINAL TREATMENT WINDOW

Souls at risk: 12,428
Mass conversion: 00:30:00
Network roots: 3
Withdrawal routes: suppressed

Restoration terms remain available at network core.

Chad armed himself with a repaired spear, no buckler, and three women who had answered the important question.

“Time to cancel the subscription.”


Chapter 7

Free Healing Costs One Soul

The Mercy Network opened its final treatment window by healing every wound it could see.

White light crossed the salt refuge, ignored natural stone, and struck the party through walls while the conversion clock kept running. Chad's old bruises vanished, and Zafira's burned arm became flawless. Elka lost three useful calluses while the herb stains disappeared from Ione's fingers.

Under all four bodies, gold payment routes opened at once.

Ione chose to return her green herb stains first.

The green marks spread across her fingertips as she rejected a change she had never accepted. Beside her, Zafira reclaimed the faint scar near one hip while Elka pulled each rough callus back into place. Chad had no chosen wound to restore, but the Network found something larger.

The Network tried to remove his body mismatch. His shell began changing under the loose nightshirt. The male preview surfaced for one heartbeat before Counterclaim moved the hostile change into his target field. Because the skill could not stop a wanted bodily result, Chad rejected the source rather than the shape.

“Not from you,” he said.

His blunt refusal reversed the stolen change.

The gold payment routes stayed open. Olya had supplied measured value, even where that value had been unwanted. Ione sealed the trade and found the weak point inside its clean math.

“The Network counts removal of chosen traits as healing,” she said. “That breaks its patient rules, but only from inside a root.”

At once, Elka opened the salt door. “Then we have twenty-seven minutes to get inside all three roots.”

They left Halric's refuge empty. His hidden north line led them to the Mercy basin. White tents covered the broad valley in widening rings. Thousands of patients lay beneath them while soul wagons climbed toward three gold wells at the center.

Within each well, one contract root glowed.

The first collected body restoration, the second collected surrendered refusal, and the third divided identity into transportable charge. Olya stood above all three as a projection large enough to touch the clouds.

MERCY NETWORK — FINAL TREATMENT

Root One: BODY RESTORATION
Root Two: VOLUNTARY ACCEPTANCE
Root Three: IDENTITY PROCESSING

Souls at risk: 12,428
Restored early in encounter: 12
Mass conversion: 00:26:41

Destruction warning:
Breaking any root while active healing remains attached will reverse all treatment supplied through that root.

Chad read the warning once. “So we cannot smash any of the shiny things.”

“Correct,” Ione said.

Chad frowned at the bright wells. “I hate when the obvious tactic is wrong.”

“You hate waiting to use it.”

He nodded. “That too.”

Zafira drew both curved knives. “We need patient rank to reach Root One, witness rank for Root Two, and transport rank for Root Three.”

Elka studied the wagons above the tents. “I can take transport.”

“Ione takes patient,” Chad said. “Zafira takes witness. I hold the basin.”

Ione looked at the thousands receiving real care. “Holding this basin means letting the Network hurt you without breaking their healing.”

Chad gave her a grim smile. “Good thing pain is already in my rotation.”

The four entered through separate white gates but kept one tight formation through Party Link.

Ione carried her own medical authority rather than accepting Olya's. Patients came first. She started beside a woman whose damaged lung existed only because the storm had torn a living record through her chest. Ione matched each valid cure to its source and copied the healed state into a blue reserve. Then she detached the white route without reversing the body.

One patient became free of Root One, and then another followed.

Zafira walked the witness lane opened by her failed withdrawal. Each deleted term, blocked exit, and duplicate charge gave her access. Meanwhile, Olya flooded the route with grateful words from people who had chosen treatment.

Rather than deny their honest thanks, Zafira split it from the hidden payment they had not seen. She kept each spoken word and fixed the unseen cost beneath it. Olya's saint rank could no longer use real relief as proof that each contract term was freely chosen.

Elka caught the underside of a wagon, climbed onto its frame, and cut the route behind her without breaking any canister. The next wagon followed the same track and struck the first, which blocked every transport lane into Root Three.

Across the basin, stored soul pieces stopped moving.

Then the full Mercy Network attacked Chad.

Hollow healers rose from beds in every ring, and each carried the face of a patient whose identity had already left. Chad waited for Ione to prove the bodies empty, then marked the closest one and used Take It across the basin.

Twenty-seven pale constructs turned toward him. Nine resisted and stayed aimed at the women's key tasks. Zafira stripped three threat ranks, Elka pinned four to their wagons, and Ione put two inside a barrier without breaking attached care.

With a fierce grin, Chad took all the rest.

Their silver spears did no damage when they entered his body. Each point healed the hole it had made. Then it charged his soul for both wound and cure.

Blood Mark drained the constructs while white treatment refilled what they struck. His Health stayed near maximum, Pain Dividend gained nothing, and payment debt climbed by hundreds every second.

`UNPAID RELIEF BALANCE: 1,440 IDENTITY UNITS`

“This is the first time getting penetrated made me healthier and poorer.”

The public patient line heard him.

Several conscious adult patients laughed, though Olya's vast projection did not.

“Your resistance turns suffering into entertainment,” she said. “I remove suffering.”

“You remove the person who can complain.”

“A peaceful identity is not a dead identity.”

Ione's proof reached the first hollow patient's return route. “These bodies do not contain peaceful souls. They contain no one at all.”

Olya hid the panel, but Zafira restored it as clear witness proof.

Chad's debt reached two thousand. The Network tried to collect the part of him that refused treatment. Counterclaim could redirect hostile ownership aimed at his allies, but no one else held this balance.

He let the collection route touch his refusal, and Bloodguard knew it as a hostile drain.

The class could not steal back identity. It could still mark the construct performing the drain. Chad moved Blood Mark from the healer body to the gold payment line inside his chest.

After that, every spear thrust damaged its own gold route.

Red Grip stopped the collection, holding two thousand units in a solid knot without letting them reach Root Two. Chad attacked the knot from inside while the healers kept giving him the Health to fight.

At Level 39, his Finesse had risen. The loop now ran faster than the Network's collection rate.

With each clean hit, the gold debt fell.

Olya ordered the healers to stop attacking him.

Take It kept fourteen inside the threat lock for two more seconds. Those final thrusts gave Chad enough marked damage to destroy the balance. At zero, the route broke without taking any piece of Chad.

The System gave no level because surviving a bad contract was not yet victory, but it did grant access.

`HOSTILE PATIENT — ROOT ONE ENTRY GRANTED`

Chad gave the entry to Ione through her field rule rather than taking it himself. She crossed the first well's edge, carrying the blue healed states of 612 patients and each exact care term they had accepted.

Root One tried to make her its chief healer. She declined the title but kept access earned through Chad's hostile-patient rank. Then she began splitting valid care from payment.

Above the basin, the conversion clock reached nineteen minutes.

Olya punished the first separation by withdrawing a hundred cures.

She selected patients who had paused treatment, restored their hidden payment routes, and reversed every benefit Root One had supplied. Rebuilt bones vanished beneath standing adults. Closed wounds opened, removed poison returned to blood, and old pain struck with the force of a fresh attack.

Ione's blue reserve caught seventy-two healed states and restored them without using the Mercy Network. That left twenty-eight patients beyond her current proof range. Chad saw their Health bars fall across Party Link's declared route, though none of those people had become members.

Storm Anchor could redirect hostile damage from that route if Ione proved the local source, but the reversed cures were not new damage and the Network claimed it merely took back property.

“Witness Mark says the injuries have new source times,” Ione said. “The camp is recreating damage, not returning an old state.”

By the System's own rule, that made them attacks.

Chad anchored Root One's white source, declared Ione's patient route, and pulled the next wave into himself. Twenty-eight wounds entered his body at once: a broken spine, hurt lungs, burns, cut tendons, crushed hands, sick cuts, and one poison that made his pretty sight turn green.

Health dropped to 1 before the eighth condition arrived.

Last One Standing counted all three women on key tasks. It kept him alive while Ione split each wound from the person whose past had supplied it. She treated Chad's current body rather than sending the pain back to its owners.

At one Health, Shared Pulse was useless. Blood Mark had no nearby enemy dealing direct damage, so Chad marked the white route inside himself and stabbed it through his own mail without touching flesh.

The spear point damaged the gold construct, and 25 percent returned as healing. Each hit kept one more borrowed wound from settling while Chad attacked faster with Finesse 28. Ione stripped them in the order they could kill rather than the order Olya had sent them.

On Root Two, Zafira opened the reversal command and said, “She calls this property return, but the new source time proves punishment after withdrawal.”

Olya answered, “A patient may not keep stolen care.”

An adult man with restored legs heard her and said, “I did not steal my own legs.”

His statement entered Zafira's witness field without becoming her evidence to edit. Other patients spoke from their beds, some angry, some frightened, and several still grateful for treatment while denying that gratitude made their memories payment.

Root Two lost enough authority to slow the reversal.

Elka found the physical route carrying each withdrawn cure from Root One into the soul wagons. The Network was not deleting value. It collected rebuilt tissue, pain relief, and removed status effects as extra charge.

With one sharp twang, she shot the white collection junction.

The next cure reversal left the patient whole because the stolen benefit had nowhere to go, so white power piled inside the joint and then spilled back through Ione's blue reserve.

Chad's borrowed wounds vanished, and Health rose from 1 to 311 as Blood Mark drained the packed route. Overflow spread shields across the three women. The thickest layer covered Ione because she held the highest danger, while smaller red-blue sheets guarded Zafira and Elka.

Olya stopped taking back cures, so the hundred punished patients kept their healed bodies, and the Network lost the extra value it had tried to collect.

`MANUFACTURED EMERGENCY — SOURCE PROVEN`

The proof gave Zafira one deeper rank inside Root Two, while Ione's patient authority expanded beyond the first 612 cases. Elka marked the junction as a later kill point, because breaking it now would still trap thousands of divided soul pieces.

Chad pulled his spear from the white route and checked his body. No borrowed wound remained, though the poison had left his tongue numb.

“Your healing has terrible customer service,” he told Olya.

“You made yourself suffer for strangers who would have been peaceful inside the Engine.”

“They keep choosing otherwise, so that sounds like a skill issue.”

Zafira needed one final proof to control Root Two: a patient who had accepted treatment, learned the hidden price, and still chose to remain. Without that case, Olya could claim every withdrawal was fear rather than informed refusal or informed acceptance.

One adult man near the witness lane opened his contract after Ione exposed it. The care had restored both legs after a storm collapse, and the hidden payment would take most of his early memories.

The man asked whether leaving would make his legs fail, and Ione answered through the public proof. “Not if I reach your healing route before Root One closes, but I cannot promise the timing.”

The man looked at the road he could walk again, then at the memory cost.

“I remain until she can separate them,” he said, and Zafira kept his choice exact. He had not agreed to payment, but he had chosen to risk staying for the cure after learning the danger.

Olya tried to label the choice `ACCEPT COMPLETE RELIEF`, but the man rejected that label himself.

Root Two opened to Zafira because the Network could no longer claim that she had edited his answer.

At Root Three, Elka had stacked six wagons across every track. She crawled between divided soul cans and marked the seven-part pattern Ione had taught her. A narrow route returned each group toward its body without crossing either white care or gold payment.

Only one soul fit at a time. There were 12,428 waiting.

“Need a wider door,” Elka said as Chad looked across the three wells. Root One held bodies, Root Two held choice, and Root Three held souls. Breaking any one early would reverse care or scatter people.

They had to split all three jobs in the same System tick.

Chad asked whether they could align the wells, but Ione shook her head. She had separated 2,440 healing routes and held their sound states in blue reserve. “At our current rate, no.”

Across 3,108 contracts, Zafira controlled informed status and said, “Root Two is speeding up its edits.”

After finding 1,600 complete return paths, Elka said, “Wagons are changing course beneath me.”

Overhead, the hard gold timer reached twelve minutes.

Olya lowered her vast projection until one huge hand covered the basin. White light healed each patient to full, including damage the Network itself had caused with its exit attacks.

Behind each new cure, fresh payment routes appeared.

Chad used Storm Anchor on the local white source, declared all three root tasks as the safe route through Party Link, and took eight seconds of hostile care aimed at their work.

The skill pulled correction strikes into him, but it could not redirect valid healing chosen by patients. White power still flooded the tents and buried Ione's separation rate.

“We need the Network to stop creating value,” Ione said.

“Can patients pause the care without leaving the network?”

After searching Root Two, Zafira said, “The option exists, but Olya hid it beneath emergency care.”

“Open it,” Chad said, and Zafira exposed `PAUSE AFTER STABILIZATION` to every conscious adult. Ione defined a stable patient as one in no immediate danger rather than a perfectly healed person, while Elka added a route for people who wished to leave after pausing.

The open choice spread across the tents, and thousands of adults paused their care.

Some continued because they still needed care, and the party preserved their decision. Others left, or waited for Ione to detach the cure before moving.

Root One's load fell by half, and Olya's mild face finally broke. “Incomplete healing will kill them.”

“Then help without stealing,” Chad said, while she stared down at him.

“The cost sustains the healing,” Olya said, and Chad pointed at the wells.

“Your Engine has the cost, and you made healing the bait.”

In answer, Olya raised both vast hands.

Across the wide basin, each patient contract changed at once.

`EMERGENCY COLLECTION AUTHORIZED`

Zafira cut the authorization, but the command came from the distant Keys rather than Olya's damaged title. Root Two accepted it at national rank, and the paused treatments resumed by force.

At once, Ione's blue stores began to fail. Elka's return routes turned back, and each hollow healer stopped attacking Chad to face its old body.

Without a sound, the conversion timer vanished from the white sky.

MERCY NETWORK — TOTAL COLLECTION

All accepted cures: called due
All divided identities: merge immediately
All withdrawal routes: closed

Final conversion begins on next saint command.

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 38
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 38
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 38

Olya looked down at the three women inside her roots and at Chad holding the whole basin between them.

“Mercy has waited long enough,” she said as all three gold wells opened their mouths around the party.


Chapter 8

Mercy Was a Resource Trap

The three Mercy Wells bit down on 12,428 souls, and Chad shoved his spear between their teeth.

It caught the well's power source before Olya's command reached full rank. He linked the three root tasks into one guarded route, then took the ritual damage aimed at it and bought the women eight seconds without enemy fire.

Despite the new defense, the soul merge kept moving.

The skill protected tasks, not the people trapped inside them. The third root kept pulling each stored soul into seven split parts. Her narrow return path carried one soul toward its body. Then thousands tried to follow, and the path fell apart.

“This route needs real width,” she called. “Break the wagon ring, but leave the root intact.”

He used Red Grip on the payment knot inside Root One and pulled.

Every hollow healer crossed the white basin to stop him. Their spears healed wounds while creating debt. Yet Zafira had stripped mercy from their title, and Ione had proved repeat healing gave no value.

His mark turned the front twelve into a refill pack.

He swept his spear through white armor and let their attacks close each cut. His mark drained more Health than the healers could charge. Then Overflow sent the excess evenly across the household because Rank 3 still treated danger as one shared state.

She received a shield she did not need, while Elka needed all of it.

The wagon ring closed around her and crushed its wooden frames. All 12,428 split souls remained inside. Her Health fell to 82 when a gold wheel caught one leg. Then the third root prepared to class her as another can.

He could not change Overflow routing during the damage event.

He used Shared Pulse instead. The skill sent 160 Health straight to Elka while Ione and Zafira kept smaller useless shields, leaving him open to the next healer volley. Its cost showed why the rank mattered.

She used the Health to stay inside the ring.

She shot six wheel pins and kicked one wagon across the route. The round track became a straight channel aimed at the tents. Its width grew from one soul to eight hundred at once.

Through Party Link, Ione saw the change. “I can align groups at that rate, but Root One still owns their healed bodies.”

He gave her the obvious answer. “Detach those bodies.”

“It will reverse treatment across everyone I cannot hold.”

“Then hold the deadly states and let the harmless changes return.”

Ione sorted twelve thousand cures by what kept people alive, not by price or looks. Rebuilt organs, sealed arteries, purged poison, set bones, and restored breath entered her blue reserve first. Scars and calluses could return without killing anyone. So could rough skin or painless old stiffness.

The Network called that incomplete care, but Ione called it triage.

She held Root Two long enough to show each awake patient the choice. They could keep the healing needed to live through Ione's field, or keep the wider cure if they took its real cost. Nobody could choose for a sleeping patient, so Ione guarded life and put off every other choice.

Her vast white projection reached through the gold well.

“You condemn all of them to damaged bodies.”

“I preserve their lives until they choose,” Ione said.

“Choice only makes their pain last longer.”

“Their right to choose is not yours to cure.”

The answer carried no speech flourish, and it cut deeper than Zafira's knives.

The first root lost its claim on each body whose vital state Ione had split away. Then white cure routes peeled off four thousand people, then six thousand. Harmless changes brought back scars and stiffness without opening fatal wounds.

At eight seconds, Storm Anchor ended, and Olya sent white correction fire into all three roots.

She cut the first command. Elka moved the second along her wide channel, and Ione caught the third in a blue reserve near failure. He used Counterclaim on the hostile power aimed at each linked ally. For five seconds, all three attacks turned on him.

The white fire entered his body from three directions at once.

One route tried to restore his male body. Another tried to lock the current shell as female forever. The third offered painless surrender to whichever answer ended the fight first. The effects clashed because the Network did not care which shape won. It only cared that it owned the result.

With the same hard certainty, Chad rejected all three.

His bones shifted, returned, and shifted again while Health remained full. Yet Pain Dividend gave no Resolve because mercy removed pain from the attack, so he marked the correction routes inside his body and damaged them with his own spear.

His mark returned Health he could not use, and Overflow split it evenly again.

Her red status cleared under one third of the shield, Ione's reserve gained one third, and Zafira's social field wasted the last share because no solid danger threatened her.

At last, the System offered an advance worth taking.

OVERFLOW — RANK 4 TRIAL

Current rule: equal split
Observed failure: threat state differs by field

Select routing rule before next excess-healing event:
1. Equal split
2. Highest immediate danger
3. Named linked member

Rule locks for the full damage event.

He selected highest immediate danger just before the next wave struck.

He damaged every marked route, and Blood Mark made 340 excess healing. Then Overflow Rank 4 sent all of it into Ione's failing reserve. If she fell, the most patients died.

Clear blue light widened across the first Mercy root.

Ione detached the final survival-state route before the white correction could reverse it. Every living body kept the treatment needed to remain alive, and the Network lost its first hostage layer.

`ROOT ONE — BODY RESTORATION: DETACHED`

At last, the first well became vulnerable.

She stopped him with one look. “Not yet. Roots Two and Three remain active.”

He hated waiting, so he attacked healers harder.

She reached the center of Root Two, where Olya had stored every yes separately and merged every no into a single status called fear. The shape let the saint count thanks one person at a time while treating refusal as one disease.

With two clean cuts, Zafira reversed the false categories.

Each refusal returned to the person who made it. Then thanks became one broad feeling with no contract power. The people kept their honest thanks, but the Network lost the right to turn that feeling into payment.

She tried to label Zafira's action a forced mass withdrawal.

The adult man with restored legs chose to remain under Ione's separated care, which proved no one had been forced out. Thousands of other patients made different choices, and Root Two had to carry each answer independently.

The well could not merge consent that never existed.

`ROOT TWO — VOLUNTARY ACCEPTANCE: DETACHED`

Two roots became vulnerable, but Elka still held the third.

Her wide wagon channel carried 9,600 whole souls toward their bodies. Yet 2,828 remained split across moving cans. Then the third root sped up the tracks. It meant to send those pieces to the capital before she could align them.

Her route field followed seven parts per soul through a crossing that changed every System tick, but she could map only one group perfectly or thousands well enough, and neither option saved everyone.

Through Party Link, Chad saw the trap. “Stop following all the pieces.”

“Those pieces still need a safe route.”

“The wagons already have one, so change their destination.”

She went still and looked toward the three gold wells.

Every wagon route ended at Root Three because the Network treated processing as the only valid destination. The patients' bodies were origins, not endpoints, and no ordinary track ran backward.

Without another word, she shot the gold destination marker.

The arrow carried route power rather than damage, entered the well, and labeled the body field as `RETURN`. Yet the third root rejected it because bodies could not receive processed charge.

She supplied proof that each body had received the same soul once already.

She removed the Network's rank to call return a false direction.

Elka fired again, and every gold wagon turned around.

The moving cans followed their old tracks back. Each seven-part soul stayed aligned inside the frame that had split it. She did not need to map each crossing. She only needed to keep the final point true.

The final 2,828 freed souls reached their waiting bodies.

`ROOT THREE — IDENTITY PROCESSING: DETACHED`

All three wells became vulnerable on the same System tick.

Before the party could strike, Olya entered the basin.

Her shade dropped from the cloud and drew white canvas around itself. A flesh-and-blood saint stood between the three roots. She carried no weapon. Yet each step gave one point of Health to every well and stole the same amount from Country Health.

`CHOSEN SAINT AVATAR — 3,600,000 HEALTH`

“That is a lot for a healer,” Chad said.

“Healing is stored damage with better presentation,” Ione replied.

She moved toward Root One. Ione's reserve held thousands of cures people needed to live. If the saint touched it, her title could make every saved cure part of the Network again.

He marked the white avatar and used Take It.

The challenge caught because the saint had chosen a local body. She turned from Ione and crossed the basin in one white step. Then she put her palm through Chad's breastbone.

Against all sense, no bloody wound opened.

His Health rose above maximum. Overflow triggered under the highest-danger rule, and all excess shield moved to Ione before Olya could poison the route. The saint's healing protected the woman she wanted to stop.

After one failed attack, Olya changed the value.

The next touch stripped away Chad's fatigue, then charged him for the rest he had taken in the salt refuge. Images of four bodies tangled on two beds entered the payment route. Private love became a measured cure, and the Network tried to call their household rest a Mercy benefit.

His counterclaim could not defend a past choice from a false reading, but Zafira could.

She cut Olya's title away from the salt refuge. The saint had supplied none of its walls, water, food, safety, touch, or consent. Ione proved the level refill had restored Chad before he entered. Then Elka proved their route had reached it without Mercy aid.

Under their joined proof, the payment claim reached zero.

His spear entered Olya's avatar under one arm. The mark drained 25 percent of direct damage, and Overflow sent the excess to Elka because the wagon channel had begun collapsing behind her.

She healed the wound at once by taking ten points from Country Health.

The drain came from a far town beyond Storm Anchor. He refused to attack faster while she could turn each wound into harm across the country.

Seeing the trap, he stopped damaging her at once.

She mistook the pause for weakness. “Your tank check failed.”

“No, I just read your second phase.”

He used Red Grip on the saint's threat rather than her body. He stopped her march toward Root One and spent Resolve to hold her in the basin center. He dealt no damage for her to heal.

Denied fresh damage, Olya tried to dismiss the body.

She kept its public saint title tied to the choices its body had made. The saint could drop the title and flee, or keep it and remain a valid local target.

She kept it because being Chosen mattered more to her than free movement.

She shot the canvas beneath Olya's feet. Four folds pinned her to separate wagon tracks. Then Ione stripped healing power from the saint's open palms without claiming the body beneath them.

The avatar could neither reach a root nor create a wound it could charge to the country.

“You think restraint is virtue because you lack the strength to finish,” Olya said.

While Resolve drained, Chad held Red Grip. “I think not punching the bomb is basic literacy.”

The Mercy patients saw their chosen saint trapped without harm. Some still prayed for her, while others begged her to stop the harvest. She kept both answers honest and refused to turn either into attack power.

She ordered the patients to defend the wells.

No forced title remained, so only people who chose to fight stood up. In turn, Ione kept their needed healing whole, Elka opened routes away from the roots, and Chad did not mark a single patient as an enemy.

Fewer than twenty crossed into combat. She met them without knives and showed them the freed roots and the souls back in their bodies. Breaking the wells would no longer strip away care. Twelve lowered their weapons. Six stayed beside Olya by informed choice. The party moved around them rather than demand one shared belief.

The avatar's Health did not change, but its failing authority did.

`LOCAL SAINT COMMAND: INSUFFICIENT FOR ROOT CONTROL`

He released Red Grip. Olya could move again, but the three wells no longer saw her as their owner.

She looked at Root One, then Root Two, then the reversed tracks entering Root Three. The Mercy Network had lost healing, consent, identity, and patient defense. Everyone had watched it happen one clean step at a time.

Then the saint avatar dissolved before Chad could strike it.

She kept her 3,600,000 Health for the capital.

A smart enemy, but she was still losing.

He looked across the three open roots. “Now?”

All three women answered him together. “Now.”

He drove his spear through Root One's exposed payment knot.

She crossed her knives inside Root Two and cut Olya's proxy title away from each choice. Elka's last arrow followed the reversed wagon track through Root Three's end marker. Then Ione closed her blue reserve around every cure people needed to live.

In one clean System tick, the three roots reached zero together.

Then white light crossed the basin in a silent wave. Tents fell without crushing the people beneath them, hollow healers dropped empty, and gold cans opened over the bodies they belonged to.

From the clouds, Olya tried one final command.

`COLLECT ACCEPTED CURES`

Yet no payment route remained for her to use.

The command spent its force against Chad's Storm Anchor because the three destroyed roots had become one local source. He accepted eight seconds of empty correction, marked the dying Mercy Network, and drained the Health that kept its basin open.

At zero, each remaining stored soul returned to its body.

MERCY WELLS — DESTROYED

Root One: 0 / 1
Root Two: 0 / 1
Root Three: 0 / 1

Souls released in final event: 12,428
Souls restored earlier: 12
TOTAL MERCY NETWORK SOULS RELEASED: 12,440 / 12,440

Necessary healing preserved: 12,440 / 12,440
Informed choices preserved: 12,440 / 12,440
Identity losses: 0

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 40

Force        7
Finesse     28
Endurance   34
Perception  18
Focus       21
Presence    24
Health      606

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Endurance +1
Presence +1

FEATURE ADVANCED: OVERFLOW — RANK 4
Routing: equal, highest immediate danger, or named linked member
Rule chosen before excess healing arrives
Rule locked for the full damage event

Soul storm formation: 2.4%
Country Health: 18,301,662 / 18,604,000

The level refill removed every correction trace from Chad's current body. His shell remained female, petite, and entirely his to inhabit until a source he chose performed the restoration he wanted.

She reached him first and put one hand against his chest to confirm the link, then turned to help patients leave the collapsed tents.

She climbed the broken Root Three frame and opened six routes out of the basin. Ione released each vital cure from her reserve only after its body held steady. People who wanted more care later kept a clean record of what remained.

No one became instantly perfect, but everyone remained fully themselves.

Her projection shrank above the dead wells. The saint title survived, but its Health bar had lost nearly one third.

“You spent a country-saving resource to preserve pain,” she said.

With his spear resting on one shoulder, Chad faced her. “You keep calling people a resource like it helps.”

“Cedran will end the Balcony. Your attachments will end the world.”

“Then your build should survive without eating strangers.”

With no answer left, the white projection vanished.

Four Key lights above the capital shifted. The north escape route folded into a line of square gold doors. Each one opened onto another, then another. Soon every road east held more exits than distance.

At once, Elka's green field filled with false destinations.

GATE LATTICE — ACTIVE

Builder: Breck Tolland
Capital routes captured: 94.8%
Travelers currently inside: 9,008

Fast travel cost: destination ownership
Unauthorized route users: converted to feed

The nearest gold gate opened beneath Chad's boots, and he fell upward toward the capital.


Chapter 9

Fast Travel Is Currently Eating People

Chad fell upward through three destinations before Elka caught his route.

Three false destinations caught him. The first opened over the Mercy basin. The second showed a capital tower eight miles away, while the third dropped him toward an ocean outside Amarat. Elka's green line crossed all three images, rejected their exits, and fixed Chad on the one way his body had truly traveled.

He landed sideways and clung to the gold frame.

Zafira struck the far edge. Ione fell past them, while Elka swung below the gate by one hand. Each bright destination tried to claim a different party member.

“Nobody choose an exit until I confirm it,” Elka said.

Chad caught the hostile pull around Ione with Red Grip instead of catching her body, stopping the gate while Zafira grabbed Ione's wrist before the route could change.

Pulling herself onto the thin frame, Elka said, “Four bodies share one origin, and nobody accepted a destination.”

At once, the gate tried to make `falling` count as acceptance.

Zafira removed that title, while Ione proved none of them had seen terms before entry. The gold door lost its right to complete travel, but it kept the right to hold them between locations.

GATE LATTICE — UNASSIGNED TRANSIT

Origin: Mercy basin
Destination: disputed
Travelers: 4
Destination owner: BRECK TOLLAND

Transit Health: 600 / traveler
At 0 Transit Health:
- traveler becomes destination feed
- body arrives as gate construct
- identity remains in lattice

Current Transit Health: 572 / 600

Twenty-eight points had vanished while they argued with the door.

Chad marked the frame, stabbed it, and gained no healing because Transit Health belonged to each traveler rather than the hostile source. For the first time, Blood Mark showed valid damage and zero drain.

“Do not attack the gate itself,” Ione said, “because any damage shortens our remaining transit.”

“Breck built a fast-travel network where more speed kills you.”

With a sour look at the false exits, Elka said, “The mage has jokes, and they are bad ones.”

She leaned through the ocean exit without crossing its surface, studied the horizon, and found the same cloud repeated at three distances. The destination was a texture wrapped around an empty route.

“None of these bright images are real places,” she said. “They are only pretty offers of ownership.”

Zafira read the gold title beneath the capital tower. Entering would make Breck owner of arrival, which let him charge every later step as use of his destination.

The ocean offered freedom from imperial records in exchange for ownership of escape, while a warm bedroom in the fourth gate offered rest in exchange for ownership of safety.

Chad's screen opened a male body behind the fifth.

`DESTINATION: RESTORED SELF`

`OWNER: AVAILABLE AFTER ENTRY`

He looked away before the image could become a decision.

While studying the male image, Elka asked, “Is that body fake?”

“It is likely real in body, but it is still a gate.”

“Good enough for me, so keep looking away from it.” She did not praise him for refusing, treating the answer like another correct route call as she kept working.

While they searched for an exit, Transit Health reached 530.

Ione touched her rod to the frame and followed the drain. Every lost point traveled into one of 9,008 suspended identities layered through the gold geometry. Their bodies had become gate constructs across the capital roads, while each mind remained between an origin and a destination it had never chosen.

“The lattice is feeding on unresolved travel,” she said. “Arrival would stop our drain and confirm Breck's ownership. Refusal keeps us here until Transit Health reaches zero.”

While searching the closed gold frame, Chad asked, “What is our third option?”

“We return through the route that led from our origin.”

Elka shook her head. “Our origin moved after the Mercy basin collapsed. The lattice has no stable route back.”

Between the four bright Party Link lines, Zafira looked and said, “Our true origin is not that basin.”

Chad understood first because the wording sounded like a lobby exploit.

The System defined the household as one active formation. Their location changed, but Chosen Hold maintained the same internal instance they had opened in the salt refuge.

At once, he saw the exploit and said, “Our home is the origin.”

With both hands, Elka opened the household's chosen route.

The gate rejected it because the four had no owned building, royal land, or fixed camp. Zafira answered with the secure-instance panel from the salt refuge, which proved a chosen household could exist without property.

Ione proved all four endpoints stayed joined through transit.

For the missing physical point, Chad supplied the anchor.

He drove his spear through the gold frame. Then he used Raid Anchor on his body and named the place where all four stood as their origin. The move did not harm the gate; it gave Elka one real point from which to draw a route.

She gripped that point and pulled green light through the gold maze.

The false ocean folded, the capital tower flattened, and the restored-body preview shattered against the bedroom. One unowned path remained behind them, no longer connected to the destroyed Mercy basin but continuous with the party's chosen formation.

Without trusting the view, Elka took one careful step backward.

The route carried her onto rock beneath the fallen wells. Zafira followed with Ione, and Chad left last while Transit Health held at 411.

Behind the party, the frame snapped closed.

All four returned to the physical basin without accepting a destination.

`UNASSIGNED TRANSIT — ESCAPED`

Their clean escape lasted for exactly one relieved breath.

Nine thousand eight gate constructs rose around the basin.

Each body belonged to a traveler trapped inside the lattice. Some wore merchant coats, farm clothes, armor, or healer white. Their eyes showed gold doors instead of pupils, and their hands opened exits onto roads, homes, and people they had meant to reach.

After proving that the trapped souls remained elsewhere, Ione said, “Their bodies are alive but filled by route commands. Any damage may transfer to Transit Health.”

Without aiming the point, Chad leveled his spear and said, “No killing.”

Elka had found a thin path. “They all face east before opening a gate. We move west against the turn.”

Without breaking their tight formation, the party followed her.

Zafira moved second and stripped destination titles from every body they passed. Ione used the brief blank state to close gold doors, while Chad held the constructs whose command remained active.

His first Take It caught twelve gate bodies at once. Red Grip stopped one without harming its body, and Counterclaim turned the hostile arrival effect away from Zafira.

Before he could step, a gate opened under Chad.

He used Raid Anchor before it could take him, which left his feet planted while the destination tried to pull the rest of him through. As its sharpest lure, the gate chose his restored-body image again.

His own strong male hands reached from the other side.

They were his hands, with the small scar across one knuckle that the Balcony preview had removed. His own voice said, “You can stop now.”

Chad stabbed the frame beside the hands without damaging the traveler who carried it. Blood Mark caught the command route, and the hostile destination lost Health while its living body remained protected.

With a hard gold snap, the false gate closed.

Elka called left, then down, then a hard right through two rows of constructs, and her route looked inefficient until Chad saw the bodies turning east in sequence. She moved the household through each blind side before the next door opened.

Inside the public rules, Zafira found one that supported their formation.

`TRAVELERS MUST ACCEPT ONE DESTINATION`

She did not dispute the statement because the lattice required an accepted destination to finish travel. It also claimed people could not leave without accepting one of Breck's.

“We accept the capital,” she said, and nine thousand constructs stopped.

Breck's voice entered the basin through every mouth. “Then the capital owns your arrival.”

“No. The capital is the place we choose to reach. You are not the place.”

At that clear distinction, 9,008 pending destination fields opened.

Travelers inside the lattice could see the actual place they had meant to reach without accepting Breck as owner. Some chose villages, roads, or the capital. Others chose to return home, and several chose no destination until they understood what had happened.

Across the basin, the constructs lost one command layer.

Ione closed the blank gates faster, while Elka widened the westward route. Chad held bodies rather than attacking them, using Overflow shields to protect anyone struck by another construct.

One gate body broke free.

An adult woman fell forward, eyes returning to brown while her suspended identity settled back into place. She remembered the route she had chosen and nothing from the lattice that belonged to anyone else.

Eight more followed.

Then a hundred.

The lattice stopped offering places and started offering lives.

Zafira's nearest gate opened onto a sunlit court where nobody owned her beauty or mistook survival training for consent. She stood at the center in dark silk, surrounded by officials who waited for her judgment without trying to rank the woman giving it.

`DESTINATION: AUTHORITY WITHOUT OWNERSHIP`

`ENTRY GRANTS: SOCIAL COMMAND OF AMARAT`

Zafira read the hidden line before the image could warm her expression.

`DESTINATION OWNER: BRECK TOLLAND`

“Command borrowed from a man who owns the room is decoration,” she said as she closed the gate.

Elka's destination became an endless northern range with no walls, taxes, patrols, property lines, or travelers who needed rescue. Game moved through the trees, weather remained honest, and every road belonged to the person walking it.

`DESTINATION: THE LAST OPEN COUNTRY`

`ENTRY GRANTS: PERFECT ROUTE FREEDOM`

Looking at the empty camp beside its first trail, Elka said, “Nobody else lives there.”

`NO OTHER CLAIMANT MAY RESTRICT YOUR MOVEMENT.`

“Nobody else can choose to follow me either,” she said, then shot the gate through its horizon.

Ione's opened onto a healing school built around natural stone. Adults entered by choice, every treatment displayed exact terms, no owner could interfere, and every library held the soul knowledge her old teachers had hidden.

The image included no patients who refused her advice.

`DESTINATION: PERFECT SERVICE`

`ENTRY GRANTS: ERROR-FREE HEALING AUTHORITY`

Ione studied it longer than the others, which made Chad's threat field rise even though the gate had not attacked.

Through Party Link, she touched his arm and said, “I am not accepting.”

“Your call,” Chad said, and Ione nodded.

“I know.”

Ione found the flaw without needing him to name it. Perfect service removed the patient's ability to choose a worse outcome, and error-free authority made disagreement another condition for her to cure.

“No,” she said, and her gate folded into blue ash.

Chad's destination waited until the three women had refused theirs.

This time, it did not show a male body alone.

The gate opened onto the salt refuge after the war, enlarged into a house with four rooms and one broad bed. Chad stood in his restored body beside Zafira, Elka, and Ione, while sunlight crossed a table set for people who expected to remain.

Outside, no storm raged, and no Balcony panel watched them. The women kept the same signs of shared life that Chad knew in the present. Zafira's knife rested beside Ione's herbs, Elka's map lay under his repaired buckler, and four cups waited without set places.

The destination was not his body; it was their promised later.

`DESTINATION: HOME AFTER VICTORY`

`ENTRY GRANTS: IMMEDIATE ARRIVAL`

Before Chad chose, his hand moved, and Zafira caught his fingers without pulling them away. “Read the owner,” she said, though he already knew.

`DESTINATION OWNER: BRECK TOLLAND`

“Cheap,” Chad said, and his voice came out rough.

Through the restored man inside the gate, Breck said, “Ownership is infrastructure. You want the result, and I built the route.”

“You built a loading screen that eats users,” Chad said, and Breck smiled.

“Every route has a cost.”

“Then show it before entry,” Chad said.

The destination offered no answer because its price was the point.

Chad looked at the future women inside the house. They resembled his lovers perfectly enough to hurt, but none could choose to leave Breck's scene. Their affection existed as part of a destination he owned.

To Breck, that made them lifeless props.

The real Zafira held Chad's hand without steering it. Elka kept route authority open and waited. Ione watched his Health rather than his face, giving him privacy where she could.

Chad withdrew his fingers and said, “We walk there ourselves.”

He marked the gate, and the three women attacked with him. Zafira cut ownership from the displayed household, Elka broke the false arrival point, and Ione separated desired future from Breck's command route.

Chad drove his spear through the empty space between them.

With a bright crack, the false gate shattered.

Its broken destination spread across the 9,008 suspended travelers, showing that every personal offer carried the same owner beneath it. A baker had seen a safe shop. A wounded soldier had seen an untouched body. A parent had seen a living child, while a prisoner had seen an open door with no guard.

The desires remained real after the images broke.

Breck lost the right to call himself their destination.

Another nine hundred travelers returned to their bodies as the false-life layer failed, while hundreds more chose to wait rather than accept a route they had not inspected.

Chad watched one family reunite without knowing what private image each person had refused. He did not need to know. Their arrival belonged to them again.

Breck changed the topology.

The basin stretched into a road with no visible end. Every freed traveler appeared farther away, while the capital moved behind the party no matter which direction Elka faced.

`ROUTE OWNERSHIP OVERRIDE — ACTIVE`

Elka closed both eyes.

Her field did not need scenery. It tracked steps, slopes, air, weight, the direction gravity pulled, and the distance between one chosen body and another. The lattice could redraw a map, but it could not make Chad's hand farther from Zafira's shoulder without moving them.

She built the route from people instead of places.

Chad to Zafira. Zafira to Ione. Ione to Elka. Elka to the nearest freed traveler, then onward through every body whose chosen destination had become visible.

The green path crossed 9,008 people and ended east.

The real capital direction returned.

GATE LATTICE — FIRST ROUTE BREACH

Travelers recovered: 1,204 / 9,008
Travelers converted: 0
True destination choice restored: partial
Route ownership override: exposed

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 39
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 39
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 39

Gate Lattice topology:
- outer false routes: 16
- ownership relays: 4
- core route: hidden

The party levels widened Elka's field through another two thousand suspended travelers. Zafira gained enough Presence to keep their destination choices separate, and Ione's Focus held recovered identities through one topology change.

Breck closed the breach before the remaining bodies could follow.

The 1,204 recovered adults stood in the real Mercy basin, while 7,804 constructs vanished back into the lattice. Their unfinished routes left one shared afterimage over the road.

Recovery created a new problem faster than victory could celebrate: twelve hundred people arrived with no shared date, destination, or understanding of the war around them. Some had entered a gate that morning. Others had been trapped before Cedran became a public hero.

One man demanded that the party reopen the lattice because his daughter remained inside. A merchant tried to organize everyone into a rescue column. Several adults wanted no part of another route and began walking west despite the collapsed basin.

Zafira did not turn panic into one command. She opened three information circles: immediate medical needs, known trapped companions, and chosen next destination. People could enter any circle, all, or none.

Elka marked physical exits from the basin, including the slow western climb and two shelters that had agreed to receive arrivals. Ione checked every recovered identity for foreign memory, while Chad stood between the survivors and the last gate constructs without calling the people an objective.

The man with the trapped daughter entered the companion circle. His route record identified one of the remaining body constructs and supplied a destination preference the lattice had hidden.

“Can you get her?” he asked Chad.

“Not from here without losing the core route.”

“Then you are leaving her.”

The accusation landed because the man had no reason to care about strategy. Chad did not defend himself with the nine thousand total or the lives already returned.

“For now,” he said. “We're going into the lattice to get everybody, including her.”

“Promise?”

Chad looked at Ione. The identity record was valid. Elka confirmed the core was reachable but not the outcome. Zafira waited without turning his answer into public command.

“I promise we attempt it,” Chad said. “I won't promise a result I don't control.”

The father hated the answer. He accepted the shelter route because remaining alive gave his daughter one more person looking for her.

The merchant's rescue column dissolved after Ione explained that unlinked bodies would become destination feed inside the core. Some volunteers chose support instead, carrying injured returnees toward shelter. Others withdrew completely.

The adult woman who first broke free stayed beside the party. She could feel the route that had held her as a phantom pressure behind the eyes, and she pointed to the moment Breck shifted all remaining identities east.

Elka added that observation to her map. A survivor had changed the tactical situation without being recruited into combat.

“What do you need?” Chad asked her.

“For you not to make me go through another gate.”

“Done.”

She chose the western climb.

The resistance reception teams had not yet reached the basin, so the household spent eleven minutes stabilizing the returned adults. Country Health fell during every one. Rushing onward would have preserved more national Health and left twelve hundred people exposed to the next topology shift.

Chad accepted the cost without calling delay weakness.

When the last willing survivor entered a safe route, Zafira closed the information circles. Every private destination disappeared from public view. Ione preserved the companion records needed for rescue and nothing else.

Only then did the party face the four square gates.

Four square gates turned around the household.

Each showed the same capital tower from a different side, and every path between them looped into another gate. Elka tested distance, gravity, and body position, then swore.

“The only safe route crosses all four simultaneously.”

Chad looked at one spear, four gates, and three women already smiling like they knew his answer.

“Finally,” he said. “A hole that wants the whole party.”


Chapter 10

My Girlfriends Found the Developer Entrance

The four gates demanded four separate parties, so Chad gave each one the same household.

She stood at the center of their square. Every body stayed one step from every door. Zafira held origin status, Ione held soul continuity, and Chad carried threat while the lattice tried to split those traits into separate travelers.

It opened onto the Mercy basin they had left.

`PROPERTY REQUIRED: VALID ORIGIN`

Across from it, Gate Two showed the distant capital tower.

`PROPERTY REQUIRED: CONTINUOUS ROUTE`

The third held four empty bodies waiting to arrive.

`PROPERTY REQUIRED: TRAVELER IDENTITY`

The last opened into black space filled with nine thousand red threat circles.

`PROPERTY REQUIRED: DESTINATION RISK`

After reading the four-gate shape, Elka said, “All doors must be crossed in the same step, and every property must remain with its owner.”

The lattice allowed them thirty seconds to test the claim. She tossed a loose stone through Gate Two, where it traveled toward the capital and emerged from Gate One wet with Mercy-basin rain. The System called the stone a valid route with an invalid origin, then erased it from both places.

“No sending our gear ahead,” she said grimly.

Ione pushed a clear alchemical thread through Gate Three. The waiting bodies copied its material but not the hand holding the other end, which produced four identical threads with no continuous owner before all of them dissolved.

With a frown, Ione said, “No remote identity anchor.”

She offered Gate One a true statement about where she had been born. The gate accepted the fact, claimed the birthplace as owned ground, and tried to assign every person from that region to Breck's route list.

Before the claim finished, she withdrew the statement. “No personal history because it turns origin into royal control.”

He looked into Gate Four while nine thousand red circles moved with him, testing whether his threat field could be mistaken for route control. He extended the butt of his spear across the threshold, and every circle attacked it before he pulled it back with a smoking tip.

“No sticking it in early,” Chad said. Three women looked at him until he heard the sentence. “Fine. That one was bad.”

“The first stage of recovery is recognition,” Ione said.

When Chad asked about the second stage, Ione said, “Silence,” and he rejected treatment.

Their failed tests had still changed the tactical state. The four gates no longer looked like puzzles waiting for the cleverest leader. Each property belonged to the party member whose established field could challenge it, and none could be borrowed merely because Chad held formation authority.

After checking the distances, Chad found each gate stood six feet from the center. One body could not cross all four unless the party counted as a single traveler.

He asked about Chosen Hold while Ione checked the System layer. “Household continuity groups us without merging identity. The lattice rejects groups because destination ownership requires one owner per body.”

With a sharp smile, Zafira said, “Then we make the ownership rule fail.”

She opened Gate One's origin field. Then she entered the exact route from the salt refuge through the Mercy basin. He tried to claim every place as ground he owned, but the household had already proven an origin could be chosen without property.

The first gate lost its owner field. Elka took Gate Two and traced one full route through four bodies. Chad's shoulder touched Zafira, she held Ione's hand, Ione hooked her free arm around Elka, and Elka's route returned to Chad through Party Link, closing the solid line.

The second accepted four steps as one whole path.

Facing the empty bodies in Gate Three, Ione found each one matched a party member's shell, clothing, wounds, and gear. Yet the copies came from before the Mercy battle. His false body still carried Level 39 stats.

“Those arrival bodies are stale,” she said flatly.

“Finally, being underleveled is useful.”

She proved every living traveler had changed since capture. Chad had reached Level 40, the women Level 39, Overflow had grown, wounds had closed, and private choices had occurred that the lattice could not copy.

The third gate lost soul power, and the red circles in Gate Four moved toward Elka.

He had learned route power belonged to her, so the risk ignored Chad's Presence and targeted the person who could complete travel. His counterclaim caught the hostile power aimed at a linked ally and sent that danger onto him for five seconds.

All nine thousand circles entered Chad's threat display. Take It could not challenge targets without local bodies, and Storm Anchor could protect only one named route against a proven local source. He named Elka's crossing and marked Gate Four's edge. For eight seconds, he pulled its danger onto himself.

The household moved, and the first attempt lasted less than one heartbeat.

The first three gates accepted Zafira, Elka, and Ione. The last counted Chad's risk correctly, then spread it across every linked body because their hands remained joined, turning nine thousand threat circles into thirty-six thousand.

Their Transit Health dropped by fifty-six before Elka pulled them backward.

The doors returned each person to the center without healing the loss. His palms were burned where he had held Zafira and Ione, while the skin beneath Elka's arm had turned red from shared route heat.

“Touch carries threat,” he said as Ione inspected the pattern.

“Contact lets the lattice classify one body as an extension of another.”

While flexing her burned fingers, Zafira said, “Then we preserve formation without physical possession.”

They reset six inches apart, and Chad hated the empty space at once. The gates used darkness, noise, and crooked weight. Each woman seemed farther away than she stood. Yet Party Link showed exact Health without replacing the truth of touch.

Instead, she drew a route through their long shadows. Zafira tied the origin field to four separate choices. Ione fixed each soul inside its own skin, while Chad placed his threat circle around the formation without calling anybody inside it his dependent.

The second attempt reached every threshold before the lattice claimed leadership as ownership.

She stepped through Origin as Elka crossed Route, Ione entered Identity, and Chad walked into Risk. Four separate doors tried to close around four separate women-shaped bodies, while Chosen Hold kept one formation without turning anybody into a part.

Their joined hands reached the center of every threshold in the same System tick.

The lattice accepted transit, and then Breck changed one line.

`PARTY DESTINATION OWNER: CHAD BACONIZER`

The gates made leadership equal ownership. He could finish the trip only by claiming the women as dependents.

Before the offer finished rendering, Chad refused and said, “Leader is not owner.”

The four doors stopped with their bodies halfway through.

Their Transit Health fell from 600 to 482 while the System waited for another shape. Neither Zafira nor Elka could define leadership or draw one route without a party origin, and Ione could not keep group continuity without naming the group.

He opened Party Link Rank 3, which already held the answer: field power stayed separate. Zafira owned social threat, Elka owned routes, Ione owned ritual truth, and Chad held formation and combat threat only until another member took them.

“Four owners in one party,” he said.

The lattice rejected the phrase because four owners implied four destinations.

With care, Zafira corrected him. “Four self-owners.” Then Ione proved each endpoint could close on its own.

She kept the solid route whole while every person remained free to step backward.

He released their hands. Nobody moved away, and their choice completed what grip could not.

The first gate opened because Zafira chose the origin, and the second opened because Elka chose the path. The third opened because Ione kept four souls whole, while the last opened because Chad took the risk without claiming the people behind him.

The party crossed all four at once and landed inside the Gate Lattice.

Bright gold roads filled an empty sky. They stacked above and below each other until distance became a wall. Thousands of suspended travelers hung between routes, each soul tied to a body shell somewhere in Amarat.

At the center floated four ownership relays around a black core.

Looking past the roads, Elka found no natural horizon and said, “Developer entrance.”

“There are no developers here,” Ione said calmly.

“There is always somebody who made the bad menu.”

On the nearest gold road, Breck's armored image appeared.

He wore dark gate armor with square openings through his chest, and each opening showed a different location. His real body might have been at the capital, inside the core, or nowhere near the projection.

“Your route exploit does not scale,” he said. “Nine thousand separate destinations cause conflict, and ownership ends it.”

“You mean you end it,” Chad replied, but Breck spread his hands.

“I built the lattice.”

“You built a hostage loading screen,” Chad said as Breck opened every road.

Then gate bodies entered from sixteen false places, and each one carried a suspended traveler as both armor and Transit Health. He could damage command routes without harming bodies, but the roads changed source after every hit.

The first construct wore a baker's body around an empty center. He could see flour beneath the man's nails and a half-healed burn on one forearm, details too plain for scenery and too exact for a made-up monster.

He lowered his spear point, but the construct attacked anyway.

Take It pulled its threat, but Blood Mark refused because the body belonged to a captive rather than the hostile route driving it. He blocked three strikes without healing while Ione searched for the seam between them.

“His identity is asleep,” she said, “while the route uses his body's memory.”

He asked, “Can you wake him safely?”

“Not while sixteen destinations compete for his body.”

She shot the nearest route hinge and closed three false roads, cutting the fight to thirteen. Zafira stripped route priority from another four, while Ione kept the baker's own history attached and Chad took attacks that grew less ordered with every broken claim.

At one last destination, the captive opened his eyes.

“Where—”

“Bad loading screen,” Chad said, “so don't move yet.”

The man looked at the female face under Chad's red armor, glanced at the spear between them, and wisely followed instructions.

After Ione returned his soul to the body, Elka opened a path toward Amarat. She offered the route as a choice rather than an order, and the baker stepped through.

One life left Breck's armor, so the remaining fifteen constructs attacked harder. He smiled. “Cool. Do that 2,999 more times.”

“There are nine thousand,” Elka said, and Chad raised one finger.

“We already recovered twelve hundred.”

“Your subtraction is criminal.”

“I'm a tank, so numbers below Health are support work.”

Ione's expression suggested she had found a fourth enemy field.

She took the first relay. Then Zafira took the second, Ione the third, and Chad marked the fourth because its threat line crossed all sixteen entrances.

The party attacked in a closed circle.

She shot route hinges rather than bodies, turning incoming gates sideways so they released constructs behind their own lines. Zafira removed owner titles before commands could jump, while Ione returned recovered souls to bodies only after proving the link.

He used Take It on every local command source and let the constructs crowd his road.

His mark moved between relays as their bodies changed. Damage returned Health, Overflow sent shields toward whoever held the most dangerous relay, and no woman needed to ask Chad for protection before the System saw her field.

The fourth relay opened a gate inside his chest.

Its destination showed restored Chad at the head of a household where every woman wore his ownership mark. The body looked right while the future did not, so Chad stabbed the gate.

“Stop putting branding on my girlfriends.”

Zafira cut her mark from the false image, Elka broke its owned-home route, and Ione severed the copied affection that Breck used as command fuel.

The relay lost half its Health while Breck watched the linked attacks. “You have created distributed ownership with romantic language.”

“No,” Ione said. “We can leave.” She closed her Party Link endpoint.

Her blue line vanished instantly, Bloodway did not yet exist to resist, and no threat or private status moved through the absence. Ione remained beside them because she chose to stand there without a System connection.

His fourth relay failed to class her, so she broke its ritual core from outside the party and then reopened her endpoint.

The System accepted her return without penalty, while the lattice lost its claim that continuity required ownership.

All four relays became vulnerable, but the party did not destroy them. Each still carried thousands of suspended travelers, and Breck had built the same hostage rule Olya used with different graphics.

She mapped soul load, Zafira split route choice, and Elka drew a solid release path through the core. He held the constructs long enough for 1,796 more travelers to reach their bodies.

The recovered travelers did not appear in one place. He had scattered their bodies across roads, stores, locked rooms, and road shelters so no rescue group could receive them together. Elka divided the returns by safe room, while Zafira sent notes that explained exactly what would arrive and let each place refuse.

Two shelters refused because fighting had reached their doors. Those travelers stayed suspended without penalty until Elka found alternatives. One body lay beneath a collapsed tollhouse, so Chad used Shared Pulse through a verified rescue route to keep its identity stable while local fighters dug.

She counted every reunion twice: once when a soul entered flesh and again when the person made an independent choice afterward. His lattice counted arrival as ownership complete. The party counted recovery only when the traveler could leave the route.

That stricter rule stopped the total at three thousand.

“We can push another four hundred,” Chad said.

She watched the shifting core. “And lose the only path to the remaining six thousand.”

He hated the arithmetic because nobody had hidden its cost. Continuing would save visible people now and make the deeper rescue less likely; stopping preserved a route while leaving recoverable bodies suspended.

Each woman stated her field assessment, and Chad added the combat risk. They chose the core together.

“Three thousand secure,” he said. “We come back for everyone.”

The promise created no System quest, but it still changed what the next fight meant as the lattice shook.

GATE LATTICE — CORE ENTRY

Travelers recovered this phase: 1,796
Travelers recovered total: 3,000 / 9,008
Traveler identity losses: 0

Ownership relays exposed: 4 / 4
Ownership relays destroyed: 0 / 4
Core route: accessible

CHAD BACONIZER — BLOODGUARD LEVEL 41

Force        7
Finesse     29
Endurance   34
Perception  19
Focus       21
Presence    24
Health      618

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Finesse +1
Perception +1

The level refill widened Chad's hidden-route sight. He saw one thread inside the black core that did not belong to Breck, the Keys, Olya, or Cedran.

It connected directly to the Balcony, and Breck saw him see it.

“That route predates my lattice,” he said. “The spectators reserve it for wager settlement.”

The black core opened without an enemy inside. A quiet Earth gym waited under clean white lights, with Chad's original nineteen-year-old body sitting alive on one bench.

The young man looked up with every scar, proportion, memory, and private physical detail matched. The System removed all joke text.

BALCONY SETTLEMENT OFFER

Reward: immediate original-body restoration
Authenticity: verified
Reversibility: none required

Terms available to Chad Baconizer alone.

The three women stopped outside the core because the offer would not let them enter.

He stepped through the black threshold by himself.


Chapter 11

Free Original Body, Terms Apply

Chad's original body stood from the gym bench, and every movement belonged to him.

The left knee favored old damage from a bad squat. His right shoulder rolled before reaching overhead, and one thumb rubbed the scarred knuckle whenever he expected pain. No System designer could have guessed those details from the female shell.

The body was real, and it was also empty.

`TRANSFER AVAILABLE ON ACCEPTANCE`

Looking back at the black core, Chad saw Zafira, Elka, and Ione beyond a clear wall, close enough to see but unable to enter. Party Link carried their Health and none of their private thoughts, while no woman asked him to leave.

The clear wall let Chad watch them prepare for the possibility that he would. Elka shortened her route plan to three people and shifted combat paths around the missing threat circle. Zafira rewrote the household call signs so none depended on Chad's authority. Ione separated his private status from the proof she would need after Party Link closed.

They were not pretending the party could continue unchanged. They were refusing to make practical survival look like punishment.

Chad opened his endpoint controls without pressing any of them. Three permanent closure prompts waited beside the transfer, each requiring only his acceptance because the Balcony classified him as household owner.

“The contract says I can close you,” he told the women.

After checking her own control, Zafira said, “It does not ask us,” and Chad shook his head.

“No.”

“Then the body offer contains ownership even if the body itself is clean.”

On the clear wall, the Balcony added a clarification.

`ENDPOINT CLOSURE IS ADMINISTRATIVE, NOT IDENTITY ALTERATION.`

Looking through the wall, Ione said, “Administrative actions still require authority.”

`CHAD BACONIZER IS REGISTERED LEADER.`

As Elka fired through a gate construct, she said, “Leader isn't owner, and we covered this.”

The settlement did not change its terms or reveal a hidden clause. Its visible structure still carried the same assumption the party had fought from the palace onward: leadership meant the right to dispose of connections other people had chosen.

Chad could still accept because the closure would not rewrite the women's minds or force their affection to end. It would only take away their ability to decide when and how the shared bond closed.

He had wanted a body that matched his identity. The offer demanded he use a false identity—owner—to claim it.

That contradiction did not erase the temptation, but it gave his refusal another honest reason as the Balcony opened the terms.

BALCONY SETTLEMENT OFFER — FINAL

Immediate reward:
- transfer Chad Baconizer into verified original male body
- preserve Earth memory, current memory, class, level, stats, and skills
- remove all imposed female-shell effects
- cancel Imperial Consort failure route
- transport restored body beyond Ascension Engine reach

Required payment:
- close all Party Link endpoints permanently
- abandon all active field authority in Amarat
- surrender claim to household, campaign, and world outcome
- accept spectator protection until the Ascension Engine completes

Result for Amarat and current party: not included

Offer authenticity: 100%
Hidden terms: none
Decision time: 00:10:00

No hidden trick waited beneath the plain wording.

The Balcony would give him exactly what he wanted, preserve everything inside his head, and move him somewhere Cedran could never reach. He would remain himself in the body that matched, with no prince, pregnancy, memory erasure, or female identity waiting at failure.

Zafira, Elka, and Ione would stay inside the lattice while Amarat kept draining.

The offer did not require Chad to kill them. It only required him to stop making their survival his problem.

His original body held out one hand with fingers larger than the shell's, clean square nails, and the tendon Chad remembered watching during curls. He placed his petite palm against it, and warm skin met warm skin.

Without truly beginning, the transfer preview crossed his body. His center of balance rose, his shoulders settled into their expected width, and his voice rang from the chest where it belonged. No pain came with the test, and no mockery waited after it.

The preview gave him more than shape, restoring his sense of space without making him translate each movement. His hand reached as far as his mind expected, and his hips no longer changed each turn. His chest felt flat beneath an old workout shirt, while the weight between his legs returned as an ordinary fact rather than a punchline.

When Chad closed his eyes, the settlement became his Earth bedroom on the afternoon before his final training session. A controller rested beside the keyboard, protein tubs crowded one shelf, and the cheap closet mirror caught his male body from an angle he had once hated because it softened his jaw.

Now that same plain reflection nearly broke him.

He had spent the first year in Amarat refusing to mourn where anyone could see. Anger was useful, jokes kept strangers away, and combat gave him something to improve. Grief offered no skill points, only a long wait for quiet rooms, and the preview room was quiet.

In the mirror, Chad turned his restored face. The body was not the absurd version the deities used as bait. It had his old flaws, narrow wrists, and the chest that never grew as fast as he wanted. He would have taken every one of them back without complaint.

Chad asked, “Can they hear me?”

`HOUSEHOLD AUDIO AVAILABLE AT RECIPIENT DISCRETION.`

Without pause, he opened the household audio.

The women appeared in the mirror behind him, though they remained outside the core. Beside the remembered furniture, Zafira looked tall. Elka turned once to inspect a room that had never existed in her world, while Ione studied the electric light and stopped herself from asking how it worked.

“This was mine,” Chad said as Zafira touched the false edge of his desk and her fingers passed through it. “You kept no weapons near the bed?”

“Civilized country.”

Pointing at the weight rack, Elka asked, “That killed you?”

“Gravity killed me, and the equipment was an accomplice.”

Ione looked at the water containers, the dark circles beneath Chad's reflected eyes, and the unfinished progress photograph. “You were already unwell.”

“Dehydrated,” Chad said, and her mouth tightened.

“By choice.”

“A bad choice,” he admitted.

The admission came easier because he no longer needed to defend the accident as proof of dedication rather than reckless pride.

Through the mirror, Zafira met his eyes and asked, “If you accept, do you return here?”

`SAFE DESTINATION SELECTED AFTER TRANSFER.`

The room changed into a clean house overlooking an empty coast, with no enemies or neighbors and spectator protection across every boundary.

At last, Chad understood the real future. He could be safe, male, and alone inside a perfect house while Amarat became light behind a distant sky, and nothing in the contract made him watch.

The Balcony had learned that cages sold better when the occupant chose the wallpaper.

He wanted it, and that desire did not weaken his refusal, but it made refusal cost what the Balcony intended.

Outside the sealed core, the Gate Lattice attacked at once.

The four ownership relays opened suspended travelers as shields, while Breck's constructs closed around the three women. Elka held the only release route, Zafira kept destination choices separate, and Ione preserved identity continuity without Chad's threat field.

They could call him back through Party Link, but nobody did, so Chad opened the household channel and said, “Say something.”

While parrying a gold command, Zafira looked through the wall and said, “It is your body.”

“That is not helpful,” Chad said, but she did not look away.

“I am not choosing for you.”

Elka shot a route hinge beside his head, though the core stopped the arrow at its wall. “If you take it, make the bastards give you the full five-eleven.”

“I was five-eleven,” Chad said, and Elka gave him a flat look.

“Sure.”

Her joke carried fear, and she still did not turn fear into leverage.

Before answering, Ione closed a divided identity route. “The offer is genuine. Your restored body would remain you, and I want you to have it.”

“Even if I leave?” Chad asked, and Ione's face went still.

“I would hate that choice, but I would not call the body false because I hated its cost.”

The decision timer reached eight minutes above the gym wall.

The Balcony had learned more about consent from watching them, which only made the trap better. It gave Chad exact terms, enough time, a real reward, and no compulsion beyond the world dying outside.

He could choose freely, and he could also choose like an asshole.

The old version of discipline in his head called refusal obvious. A real man suffered, protected others, and never admitted that safety tempted him. Chad had used that voice to dehydrate himself, train through warning signs, and punish every weak moment until half a point killed him.

That voice was not courage; it was fear wearing gym clothes.

The better answer did not demand suffering for its own sake. It asked what his strength was for, what the cost bought, and whether anyone else had been allowed to choose their share. Chad had spent months learning those questions from women who survived ownership and still managed to love without copying it.

Outside the clear wall, Zafira lost ground. A gate construct caught one knife and opened a route beneath her heel. Elka shot the hinge before the fall completed, but the correction exposed her side to another body. Ione used a ward meant for the suspended travelers to cover Elka, accepting a cut across her own shoulder.

They needed Chad, but that fact did not decide the offer either. Need could become another cage if he let it. The women had told him plainly that his body choice remained his, and they were holding the lattice instead of performing helplessness for his benefit.

Chad examined the timer, which still held six minutes he could use.

“If I take it,” he said, “what happens to Party Link?”

`ENDPOINTS CLOSE WITHOUT PAIN. LINK MEMORY REMAINS.`

“Can I return later without spectator protection?”

`NO RETURN ROUTE OFFERED.`

“Can they come with me?”

`NO.`

“Can I delay transfer until the Engine is destroyed?”

`NO.`

“Can I assign the reward to another person?”

`NO.`

“Can I accept the body and reject the abandonment terms?”

`NO.`

Each answer stayed clean. The Balcony did not negotiate because it was not testing cleverness; it wanted to know the price of separating Chad's oldest wound from everything he had built after it.

He asked the last useful question. “If I refuse now, can a restoration ever happen from another source?” The spectators took longer to answer.

`UNKNOWN.`

The honest uncertainty gave him two futures without evidence. In one, he refused, lost the raid, and entered the wager's failure route because pride had made him reject the only clean escape. In the other, the party won and a source beyond the spectators restored him without demanding lives.

Neither future could be optimized from the facts he had.

Chad had once responded to uncertainty by increasing punishment. If the mirror did not change fast enough, he cut more water, added another set, and called the pain proof of commitment. The method turned fear into something measurable while making every decision worse.

Now he did the harder thing by admitting what he knew and what he did not. The body was real, leaving would protect him, and the women had not asked him to refuse. He also knew Amarat would keep draining and the party's odds would fall to zero if he accepted.

He did not know whether he would ever receive another chance.

The unknown stayed unknown even after he named it.

Outside the wall, Elka took a gate blade across the ribs and kept her route stable. Zafira used her own body to block a command seal from reaching Ione. Ione preserved a traveler's identity while blood darkened one sleeve.

They were not staging sacrifice to influence him; they were doing the work they had chosen before the offer appeared.

Chad imagined meeting them years later in the safe coastal house, if the Balcony ever allowed him to see recorded images. Would he recognize Zafira's last decision, Elka's final route, or the moment Ione's proof failed? The restored body could carry every memory and still become a place where no new shared memory entered.

The safety was real, and so was the isolation built into it.

He rested one larger preview hand against the glass. Zafira met it with her palm from the other side, but neither called the gesture a promise. Elka and Ione joined only after choosing their own positions.

Four hands met across one clear barrier with no ownership between them. Their future was not impossible, only unknown.

Chad let the word settle beside the eight-percent victory chance. Responsible optimism was not assuming Heaven owed him a better reward. It was refusing to call one ugly offer the only future that could exist.

“I want it,” Chad said.

Zafira's eyes stayed on him. “I know.”

“Really bad.”

“I know that too.”

Elka's arrow broke one attacking gate. “Good body.”

“Excellent body.”

“Still short.”

“Fuck you.”

“Later, if you survive.”

The exchange loosened his chest enough to breathe, but the settlement offer changed no term. It did not grow horns, reveal a lie, or make the choice easy by insulting his intelligence. The original body waited with an open hand while the women he loved fought without demanding he remain.

Chad looked at the future beyond spectator protection. He would watch Cedran complete the Engine, the country would become ascension fuel, and the women would die or lose themselves while the Balcony preserved him as the season's surviving joke. His old body would be safe because everyone who knew the man inside it had been abandoned.

He could spend the rest of his life proving the decision logical.

He would still be the man who made it.

“No.”

The original body kept its hand open.

`CLARIFY REJECTION BASIS`

“The reward is real. The terms are clear. I still refuse.”

`BODY RESTORATION IS PRIMARY STATED GOAL.`

“Yes.”

`PARTY SURVIVAL IS NOT GUARANTEED BY REFUSAL.`

“I know.”

`COUNTRY VICTORY PROBABILITY: 8.4%.`

“Better than zero after I leave.”

The Balcony waited for a heroic line that would make good episode text, but Chad gave it the truth instead.

“No body is worth becoming the man who left them.”

He withdrew his hand.

The transfer preview ended, and every comfortable alignment vanished at once. Chad stood five-foot-two again, narrow shoulders under torn cloth, long hair falling into his pretty face while the original body returned to its bench.

He hated losing it without regretting the choice.

SETTLEMENT OFFER — DECLINED

Offer authenticity: confirmed
Reward forfeited: immediate original-body restoration
Party Link endpoints closed: 0 / 4
Amarat field authority abandoned: no
Household surrendered: no

BALCONY WAGER REMAINS ACTIVE
Failure conditions remain unchanged.

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 40
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 40
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 40

The women leveled because they had held the core without him, preserving 6,008 suspended travelers through an attack designed around Chad's absence. Their Health refilled, their fields widened, and the lattice lost every assumption that the party collapsed when its leader faced a private choice.

The clear wall opened, and Chad stepped back into formation.

Zafira touched two fingers to his chest, Elka gripped his shoulder, and Ione checked the private transfer state before each woman returned to her task. None turned the moment into applause.

Breck's projection looked from Chad to the closed settlement core. “You refused guaranteed correction for an eight-percent outcome.”

“My odds improve when villains explain them.”

“The offer protected you.”

“It stored me.”

The Balcony closed the Earth gym.

Before the core vanished, Chad's original body looked at him with his own eyes and smiled as if it expected to see him again.

Then the rejected route inverted.

Every point of country drain that spectator protection would have blocked entered the four Party Link endpoints at once. Gold spread through Zafira, Elka, and Ione, while Chad's threat field found no local source to challenge.

SETTLEMENT REJECTION BACKLASH

Target: four voluntary linked endpoints
Source: country-drain route
Duration: until one endpoint closes or all four fail

Projected party damage: lethal
Projected Country Health damage during resistance: 420,000

Any woman could end the attack by leaving the household.

All three links stayed open by choice.


Chapter 12

I Declined the Legendary Drop

The rejection backlash hit all four links, and Chad could not pull it onto himself.

Gold entered the household from the country-drain route at four equal points. Yet Storm Anchor found no local weather source, Counterclaim could not redirect an attack already aimed at him, and Soul Intercept rejected living adults who were neither captive nor free souls.

Four red Health bars fell across Party Link. He dropped from 618 to 409, while Zafira reached 301, Elka 324, and Ione 280 before the first pulse ended. Beyond them, the wide country lost another 18,000 Health.

`BACKLASH PULSE TWO: 00:05`

Any one of the women could close her endpoint and reduce the route to three targets. The settlement terms would treat that first closure as proof that the household broke under cost, then reopen Chad's offer before the next pulse.

“Nobody stays linked merely to prove a damn thing,” Chad said. “Close your endpoint if you need out.”

She cut a gold command as it climbed her endpoint. “I need this link open to break its authority.”

She planted one boot on the slick core road. “I need my endpoint to keep the route from moving.”

Ione pressed her blue rod into the harsh drain pattern. “I need all four samples to prove the source shape.”

They remained for their own tasks, not because Chad had ordered sacrifice.

That key difference became visible in the System. Three separate consent records opened beside Party Link, each tied to a field goal rather than to Chad's command.

VOLUNTARY ENDPOINT DECLARATIONS

Zafira Nahal: remain until hostile command authority is severed or personal withdrawal
Elka Korrin: remain until physical core route is fixed or personal withdrawal
Ione Kess: remain until four-source structure is proven or personal withdrawal

Leader override: none
Household permanence claim: none

He read each plain line while the countdown continued. “You can change those conditions whenever you choose.”

“Yes,” Zafira said.

“You do not need my permission for any change.”

While leaning around an incoming gold gate, Elka said, “We already know, Chad.”

“I am doing excellent work as a consent leader.”

Ione blocked a gold seam before it reached her wrist. “You are narrating basic respect out loud.”

“That is how a strong party culture gets built.”

The second pulse struck before Zafira could answer. He watched the separate notes absorb no damage, grant no defense, and offer no reward. They existed only to make choice clear without turning it into coin.

That mattered because the Balcony had already begun rewriting the scene above them. A spectator window showed Chad refusing the male body while three beautiful women clung to his link, turning responsibility into a romantic ownership fantasy.

She saw the image and threw one knife through it.

“We are his girlfriends, not his payment,” she said.

She shot the last false frame. “And he is not ours to own.”

With both hands steady on the proof, Ione said, “Record the actual conditions they chose.”

The false scene vanished. All three consent declarations remained in place.

Last One Standing counted all three decisive fields and raised his resistance, yet the skill protected Chad alone. The next pulse would kill Ione before his tank build could matter.

While searching the gold route inside his chest, Chad asked, “Can I mark its source?”

“The country route is spread far beyond us,” Ione said. “Each endpoint receives one local knot after impact.”

“Then call out the knot as soon as it forms.”

At the end of the timer, the second pulse began.

She waited until gold crossed her skin, sealed cause and source with Witness Mark, and exposed four matching damage knots inside the party. He marked the knot inside his own chest.

His mark accepted the hard gold knot as a hostile target.

He stabbed the gold knot, dealt 96 direct damage, and recovered 24 Health. The attack shortened his local pulse without touching the other three.

She shot Chad's marked knot through Party Link.

Her arrow existed in the Gate Lattice, crossed his threat line, and struck a source inside his body without hitting flesh. Then Blood Mark returned another 31 Health to Chad because a linked ally had damaged his mark.

The stolen healing stayed with him while Ione fell to 71 Health.

Shared Pulse sent 120 Health from Chad to her, leaving him at 344 while the pulse continued. Then Zafira attacked the marked command power through her endpoint, and Elka struck its solid route again.

Their damage gave Chad no additional drain beyond Blood Mark's normal recovery, but it made one pattern obvious: every linked member could reach his mark through a different field.

In answer to that new pattern, the class offered a skill.

SKILL TRIAL — BLOODWAY

Requirement:
- one voluntary linked ally damages Chad's active Blood Mark
- damage remains the ally's action
- returned healing remains Chad's class effect
- any excess routes through Overflow under a locked rule

Trial progress: 2 / 3 allied fields
Required distinct field: 1

Instead of attacking, she held the vital proof while her Health fell to 49. The System waited for a third allied field to damage the mark, and Chad saw the open trial. “Hit the mark if you can.”

“If I release this proof, the whole route becomes unproven.”

“Then it is your call, and I will cover it.”

She kept proving the route while Chad guarded her choice.

The trial remained incomplete, and Chad used Shared Pulse again rather than make her abandon the task that kept all four alive. His Health fell below half as hers rose, while Blood Mark drained each strike Zafira and Elka supplied.

The second pulse ended with every party member still standing, though Country Health had lost another 17,600.

`BACKLASH PULSE THREE: 00:05`

He sent gate constructs into the core during the gap. Six thousand eight suspended travelers appeared as armor around four ownership relays, and every attack tried to split one woman from her field before the next country pulse.

He marked the nearest construct body, used Take It, and pulled the local combat threat toward himself. That mark dealt plain damage and returned plain healing, while the backlash knot stayed separate inside his chest.

Against the layered fight, Chad needed both active marks.

She cut the command labels from three constructs and took social threat herself, while Elka moved the solid bodies into one narrow lane. Ione proved each traveler could still recover and kept their souls outside Chad's eligible mark.

The party fought in close formation without harming one hostage.

When Blood Mark overfilled Chad, he selected Ione as Overflow's named member before the event. Every excess point crossed the link into her shield, and the rule stayed fixed even after Elka took a harder hit.

The choice protected proof and left route authority exposed.

She knew his reason without asking. She used ground rather than Health, stepping between gold roads so constructs struck one another while her endpoint stayed open.

Before the constructs recovered, the third backlash pulse arrived.

Ione's four-source proof turned each local knot blue at the edge. She could not attack while holding the pattern, but she could change what counted as ritual harm by proving the damage had crossed the Gate Lattice.

“Breck's relays are carrying the country route,” she said. “Those four gold relays make the damage local now.”

He used Storm Anchor on the nearest gold relay.

For eight seconds, hostile route damage aimed at Elka's declared core path contested his Presence and redirected to him. The skill caught only the portion Breck had localized, which reduced the women's pulse without pretending Chad could tank the country.

His Health slammed from 402 to 1, but Last One Standing held him upright.

They damaged the marked backlash knot through their fields, returning enough Blood Mark healing to keep Shared Pulse ready. Then Ione opened her proof for one System tick, turned her ritual rod toward the same mark, and struck its source seal.

Ione's clean strike completed the third allied field and the trial.

`BLOODWAY ACQUIRED`

Ten percent of Ione's direct damage returned as healing to Chad. Her action remained hers, Blood Mark remained his, and the extra Health entered Overflow only after he reached maximum.

The skill did not make the party one body.

It made their separate attacks feed one defensive loop.

He tried to exploit the new loop before Chad understood it. One construct copied Elka's direct damage and sent the copy through Bloodway, hoping the System would treat a forged action as a chosen act.

The fake blow landed, yet no healing returned to Chad.

The skill required a linked ally's real damage, not a signature stolen from her field. Ione proved the difference, Zafira removed the duplicate's authority, and Elka redirected its physical force into an empty road.

After sealing the failed copy in blue, Ione said, “Forgery rejected.”

As Chad blocked the construct's next gold strike, he said, “My class has anti-catfish.”

“Your class has source checks built into the skill.”

“That is just the nerd phrase for anti-catfish.”

The next attempt hid its cheat better. He opened a false endpoint wearing Zafira's soul and offered Chad enough healing to reach maximum. Yet Worldblood Guard refused because Zafira had not opened it herself.

While cutting the false copy apart, Zafira said, “It appears your build has standards.”

“The highest standards. Just look at my whole party.”

While drawing another arrow, Elka glanced over and said, “That one was almost smooth.”

“That is what natural talent sounds like.”

“Please do not become any more confident than this.”

The humor lasted only long enough to carry them into the fourth pulse. Above the lattice, Country Health kept falling, and the 6,008 trapped travelers remained one error away from losing their bodies. Bloodway did not make the fight safe, but it made the party's earned teamwork strong enough to keep solving it.

He marked the local relay instead of the knot. Zafira cut its command Health, Elka shattered its route joints, and Ione broke the ritual ownership inside it. Bloodway returned ten percent of all three damage streams to Chad, who spent the Health through Shared Pulse and Overflow wherever the next task required.

One relay reached zero. Its 1,502 suspended travelers remained unharmed.

With that clean kill, the backlash lost one local carrier.

The fourth pulse showed 25 percent less damage, and Country Health loss slowed by the same share. He moved Storm Anchor to the next relay, while each woman kept her own field.

They repeated the loop with different tactics rather than copying the first kill. Then Zafira made the second relay obey its own route terms, Elka routed the third through the empty core, and Ione cut the fourth from every soul it used as armor.

He held combat threat and shared healing without taking back their choices.

Through four separate tactics, all four relays reached one Health together.

He tried to force a choice: breaking any relay would dump its remaining pulse into the linked woman, while leaving all four alive kept the full country route.

He braced his spear against the threat relay. “Four attacks on the same tick.”

She raised one sharp knife while Elka set an arrow across her bow. Ione drew a blue break line through the last ritual seal, and Chad placed his spear against the threat relay.

“You count us down,” he told Elka because route authority belonged to her.

She watched all four strike paths. “Three. Two. One.”

On her final count, all four gold relays died.

The country backlash lost every local carrier, and its next pulse passed harmlessly through the Gate Lattice without finding a party endpoint. Six thousand eight suspended identities remained inside the deeper lattice, but the four relays could no longer use them as shields.

Behind them, the rejected settlement route broke into sparks.

The 53,400 Country Health lost during the backlash did not return. Damage rippled outward as failed wards, emptied grain protections, and fresh cracks in roads the resistance still needed. Refusing ownership had prevented a larger loss without making the choice free.

She sent the exact cost through the free network before any heroic version of the story could replace it. Elka marked which solid failures needed quick rerouting, and Ione split wounds caused by the backlash from damage Breck tried to hide beneath it.

He wanted to apologize to the whole country for choosing a fight it had not asked him to risk. The urge carried more ego than duty; an apology from the center could still make every result about him.

Instead, he asked the local groups what information they needed.

They requested current routes, remaining objectives, and the honest probability that another attack would follow. The party supplied all three without demanding forgiveness or trust.

Some groups withdrew from the network afterward, but most chose to stay.

That honest split did not weaken Worldblood Guard. Its terms had never called for one answer from everyone Chad hoped to protect.

The System opened a class evolution Chad had not been offered inside any permanent shell menu.

CLASS EVOLUTION AVAILABLE

BLOODGUARD -> WORLDBLOOD GUARD

Requirements:
- maintain four voluntary decisive-task links through a live country-drain attack: complete
- refuse ownership-based restoration while offer remains genuine: complete
- preserve independent field authority: complete
- keep every endpoint free to close: complete

Evolution effects:
- Bloodway integrated
- Drain and Overflow may cross the four-person core link within 200 paces
- field authority and privacy remain separate
- membership grants no consent, identity, loyalty, ownership, or command

Accept evolution?

He read the key rules before the reward and approved the damn tooltip. Then he looked to all three women. “Does anyone object?”

Zafira lowered her knives. “It is your class.”

Elka lowered her bow. “And it is your body.”

Ione touched her active blue endpoint. “My link remains mine to close.”

With their choices clear, Chad accepted the class change.

Red light left his Blood Mark, crossed the three routes the women had chosen, and returned blue-red through Overflow. The loop touched each member without entering a private field, while every endpoint kept its own closure control.

His ruined chainmail rebuilt around the same slender female shell in darker red steel. No skirt appeared, no breast-shaped cups formed, and the waist remained narrow because the armor fit the current body without assigning it a gender.

Above his rebuilt armor, the red class name changed.
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Force        7
Finesse     29
Endurance   35
Perception  19
Focus       22
Presence    24
Health      642

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Endurance +1
Focus +1

SKILL ACQUIRED: BLOODWAY
CLASS EVOLVED: WORLDBLOOD GUARD

Backlash carriers destroyed: 4 / 4
Party endpoint failures: 0
Country Health: 18,246,318 / 18,604,000
Gate Lattice travelers remaining: 6,008

The level refill restored all four through the expanded loop. She tested endpoint closure, vanished from Worldblood routing, and returned one second later without penalty. Elka walked beyond the old Party Link range while the core route remained clear, and Ione checked that no private status had leaked during either test.

He asked the women to test one more vital rule.

He closed his own endpoint, and Worldblood Guard went silent. The women's status bars left his sight, Bloodway stopped, and the new class did not resist its owner leaving the formation. He stood alone inside his armor with no hidden sense of three bodies nearby.

That sudden, empty silence frightened him more than he expected.

After one hard breath, he reopened his chosen link.

Her steady Health returned first, then Elka's restless movement and Ione's careful ritual focus. None felt like property coming back online; they felt like warm doors opened from the other side.

He flexed one armored hand. “The closure rule works.”

Ione studied his too-pretty face. “You disliked that closure.”

“I disliked it a whole fucking lot.”

“Yet you did not lose yourself while alone.”

“No, I stayed myself.” He touched the center of his rebuilt armor. “That is likely the point.”

She rested her hand over his for one breath. “A bond safe to leave can be trusted when we stay.”

The sentence caught behind his breastbone. He had no filthy tactical phrasing ready, which proved the moment was serious.

She saved him from answering by tugging one black streak of his hair. “You are still too short for the new class.”

“Worldblood Guard does not have any height requirement.”

“Then the class has a clear quality-control failure.”

He caught her wrist, and she squeezed his hand before returning to the route.

Beyond the party, Breck's projection retreated into the black core.

“Distributed vitality does not solve destination ownership,” he said.

He shook his head. “No. My girlfriends solved that problem.”

She opened the core route the destroyed relays had hidden.

It led east through the remaining lattice, crossed six thousand suspended travelers, and ended eight miles outside the capital. The city filled the horizon beyond it, not as buildings beneath a storm but as one enormous red encounter circle around four Key towers.

Every road, wall, and gate carried a boss marker.

He put his restored spear on one shoulder and entered Elka's route with the women around him.

He grinned at the boss-marked city. “Developer entrance found. Now we break production.”


Chapter 13

The Capital Is One Giant Raid Marker

The core route ended eight miles outside the capital, and the city attacked before Chad touched ground.

Four Key towers fired gold lines through every road, wall, gate, and living record inside the encounter circle. In reply, Elka caught the household on a route no wider than her boot, Zafira closed their public names before the towers could rank them, and Ione proved the strike belonged to the Engine rather than the suspended travelers under their feet.

He used Storm Anchor on the local gate threshold.

The first city attack turned into him for eight seconds, drove his Health to 121, and supplied enough Pain Dividend Resolve to hold the route open while Elka moved everyone beyond the threshold. Then Bloodway returned healing from three separate attacks on the source, and Overflow sent the excess toward Elka because the route would collapse if she fell.

The four landed together on a dry aqueduct above the capital road.

The aqueduct had once carried water from hills Chad could still see beyond the storm. Now gold pipes filled its channel, pulsing whenever Country Health fell. Every pulse repaired one damaged tower and left another neighborhood darker.

She scraped a grain of gold from the nearest pipe without breaking its surface. Inside the sample, hundreds of partial records fought to remain distinct.

“This is not a fourth captive group,” she said. “The Engine is routing the three known reservoirs through city infrastructure.”

He watched the trapped records fight inside the gold. “So smashing these pipes is very bad.”

“Smashing anything before I identify its return path is bad.”

At the cracked aqueduct edge, Elka crouched and said, “The physical network copies the old water routes. He chose channels that people already trusted.”

While Zafira studied the thick black-gold cloud, public prayers rose toward Olya's Saint Channel from streets where citizens had never seen the Mercy Wells. “And Olya chose a faith that people already trusted.”

The three villains had not built separate boss rooms. They had wrapped their mechanics around ordinary systems and made resistance look like an attack on travel, healing, and public order.

Resting the long spear across his lap, Chad said, “Then we show the difference before we break any part of it.”

That careful choice cost them time. Country Health fell by another sixty while Ione prepared a proof that marked Engine flow without marking clean water, and Elka mapped a safe route that never crossed an occupied pipe. Meanwhile, Zafira drafted one blunt warning for people who wanted to flee and a separate one for those who chose to shelter where they stood.

He guarded the work instead of inventing a faster answer.

Behind them, the Gate Lattice kept 6,008 people suspended. Ahead, the capital's outer district climbed a low hill under black-gold cloud, while red encounter light covered every building from foundation to roof.

NATIONAL CAPITAL — ASCENSION ENGINE INSTANCE

Encounter radius: 8 miles
Country-drain sources: 3

1. Gate Lattice — 6,008 suspended identities
2. Saint Channel — 16,264 captive identities
3. Ascension Engine Core — 48,600 captive identities

Ascension Keys: 4 / 4 active
Country Health: 18,246,197 / 18,604,000
Soul storm formation: 4.8%

Unauthorized raid party: detected

Three soul sources, and three women already looking at the one in her field.

“Gate Lattice remains route and physical feed,” Elka said.

“Saint Channel is command, belief, and accepted authority,” Zafira added.

Ione watched the blue-black truth writhe under the city. “The Engine Core holds stolen souls and System ownership beneath both.”

He braced his spear against the dry aqueduct. “I take everything that tries to stop the three of you.”

She checked the three wide source routes. “That is far more than one field.”

“Hostile threat is a deeply promiscuous game mechanic.”

Elka looked at his offensively beautiful face. “You finally found one clean use for that word.”

“I have always used that word in a clean way.”

Ione opened her mouth, considered the claim, and chose mercy.

Below the aqueduct, armed movement appeared on the capital road.

Hundreds of resistance fighters crossed the capital road in small groups, following choice routes rather than one command. Among them, Halric moved without a crown banner and carried the half buckler Chad had given him. Each local group held its own leader, plan, and withdrawal route.

At once, the Engine marked that free structure as hostile.

One Key tower marked every resistance fighter as `CHAD'S CONTROLLED ADD`, while a second offered national raid membership under Halric. Accepting either title would turn voluntary allies into combat resources owned by a single person.

Before the labels settled, she dropped from the aqueduct.

He followed her because social threat still attracted blades.

They landed beside Halric as gold ranks spread across the road. He had learned enough not to ask for command.

Tapping the broken buckler against his leg, Halric said, “We chose to enter this fight. How do we keep that choice ours?”

She opened the clear surrendered-authority proof from Crown Vey. “Each group keeps its own task, exit, and leader. Take no national raid title and no household membership. Share only seen threats and proven routes.”

Then Halric passed the terms without turning them into an order.

Some groups accepted the shared layer at once. Others kept their facts private or withdrew from the road, and the Engine could not name those different choices as one army.

One wary group rejected each shared threat report. Its leader had watched Cedran turn teamwork into command often enough that even proven facts felt dangerous. At first Halric argued, then caught himself and stepped back.

Without joining the network, the group chose a narrow western alley.

Engine light at once marked the alley as a lethal route. She could have closed it, but doing so would make her the authority that overruled their choice. Instead, Elka showed the leader her solid map, including the proof source and the safe path she had opened two streets north.

With a flat tone, Elka said, “You can still take that alley. The collapse starts just after the third doorway.”

The leader studied the map, asked Ione whether the proof had any ownership hook, and changed the group's route.

After changing course, they still did not join the shared layer.

While Chad watched their armor disappear north, he said, “That choice still feels inefficient.”

With one small nod, Zafira said, “Freedom often works that way.”

“It is still better than well-run mind control.”

“That would make a rather demanding campaign slogan.”

The Engine tried to label the exchanged map as recruitment. Ione rejected the classification because information had changed a decision without claiming the person who made it.

That proof spread to six other groups and kept their withdrawals clean.

`CONTROLLED ADD COUNT: 0`

The clean count did not mean the resistance groups agreed with the party. One group wanted Breck's towers attacked at once. Another placed civilian escape above each soul goal, and a third believed Olya's believers had to be held before the Saint Channel could use them.

He carried objections between groups without settling them by rank. He presented the captive-safe sequence the household had proven, then returned each answer to the people who would bear its risk.

The evacuation group chose nineteen shelter routes and accepted Elka's map. The tower group agreed to hold outer anchors after Ione showed that direct destruction would strand travelers. The group fearing Olya refused to arrest believers once Zafira exposed the ownership claim hidden inside preventive detention.

Nobody became one owned army; they remained people making useful choices for different reasons.

He found the result harder to read than a raid roster. No single panel told him who would obey when danger changed, and no command skill promised a set formation.

Watching him search for a clean roster, Halric said, “You look uncomfortable.”

“I am used to parties with four clear slots.”

“There are several hundred free people here, Chad.”

“Exactly my point. This is a UI nightmare.”

Then Halric adjusted the broken steel buckler. “Some of them will disappoint you.”

“I will likely disappoint a few of them too.”

“Then perhaps nobody will mistake plain cooperation for worship.”

He disliked how useful the prince had become after giving up the crown.

Above the road, the first Key tower changed tactics.

Along both sides of the street, capital walls opened mouths.

Along both sides of the road, black bricks became teeth while gate constructs rose from the ground carrying suspended travelers as faces. He had turned the buildings into local bodies without harming the people trapped inside his lattice.

She proved each wall section empty of souls before Chad marked it. Then Elka called a green route between biting foundations, Zafira removed command rank from doors that tried to class movement as entry, and Chad caught the solid attacks.

His new class made the formation wider without making it loose.

From eighty paces, she shot a marked wall hinge, Bloodway returned ten percent of her damage to Chad, and Overflow sent the excess into a shield around the resistance route at greatest danger. Both Zafira's social cuts and Ione's ritual breaks fed the same loop when they struck Chad's mark, though every action stayed visible under its true source.

The capital could attack from every direction, but so could the linked household.

He took a wall bite across his new red-steel armor, used Pain Dividend to fuel Red Grip, and pulled the hostile base upward. His Force could not lift that much stone. Yet threat made the wall choose him over the street, and the biting section tore itself free while Elka sent its fall into an empty canal.

“Everybody get behind me while I pull this long hard section out,” Chad called.

The nearest resistance group stopped fighting long enough to stare.

She cut a door title and said, “He means the wall.”

He dug in his heels. “That was obviously what I meant.”

Her laugh crossed Party Link before her arrow split the exposed hinge.

Behind his locked threat, the green route moved forward.

Ione located the Saint Channel by following white healing that restored every damaged wall with Country Health. The source moved beneath a line of temples toward the city center, and 16,264 captive identities supplied Olya's reserve.

The white healing reached people too. A woman below pulled her child from falling stone, took a cut across the forehead, and received white light before the blood reached her chin. Her fresh wound closed cleanly without leaving a scar.

No gold soul debt appeared on the healed woman's body.

Instead, the cost came from the Saint Channel reservoir. One distant captive lost Health so the citizen could keep running.

His first instinct was to block every white thread. Ione caught his wrist before he raised Storm Anchor.

Keeping his wrist still, Ione said, “The cure is already active. If you break the local route now, her wound reopens while the captive still pays.”

“Can you mark the cost without stopping the heal?”

She sent a blue witness line beside the white one. The child saw it, then pointed toward the temple source. Nearby adults followed the visible proof and began choosing whether to accept further healing.

Some adults refused the stolen cures. Others with dire wounds accepted because survival mattered more than an involuntary cost they meant to help end.

She kept both choices free of public judgment. “Olya will call each refusal suicide and each acceptance consent to the whole Channel.”

“Then we make her say it where everyone can hear,” Chad replied.

The woman who had been healed met his eyes from the street. “Then free the people paying for this cure.”

Not an order, but a blunt request made after receiving the ugly truth.

He gave the woman a firm nod. “We are working on it.”

She found the gold command layer above it. Olya had rebuilt saint power through people who still chose to believe in her after the Mercy Wells, which made the new Channel harder to dismiss as pure force.

While tracing the white prayer paths, Zafira said, “She is using their real faith.”

He kept his spear low. “Then we do not attack her believers.”

“I did not suggest that foolish tactic, Chad.”

“Good. I am just confirming that the obvious tactic remains wrong.”

She found the Gate Lattice feed three streets north, where solid roads folded into the four ownership relays they had exposed. Breaking the capital anchors could return all 6,008 travelers, but Breck controlled every exit around them.

After marking the northern source in green, Elka said, “His fight must come first.”

Ione pointed beneath both bright systems. “The Engine Core wakes if either outer source reaches zero. The third fight starts right after the second.”

They would get no rest between Breck, Olya, and Cedran.

The System displayed rough gaps between objectives. His defeat would wake Olya in less than forty seconds, while hers would expose the Engine at once. Any effort to leave the capital after the first source fell would let the remaining Keys close each route.

She copied the harsh timings onto her map. Then Zafira passed them to resistance groups as forecasts rather than commands, and Ione added clear doubt where the Engine's response remained unproven.

He checked the four party bars. Their full Health meant nothing once the chain began. Potions could not replace captive-safe healing, and each major skill had a cooldown Cedran might inherit from the System contract.

After checking the dark nearby buildings, Chad said, “We need a safe room.”

She glanced at the city folded beneath the boss marker. “A room only for planning?”

“For planning, rest, and a whole lot of privacy.”

She heard the fourth word he had not said. “If one exists, we choose it before Breck controls every exit.”

Ione marked the requirement: zero observers, zero hostile owner, no active pursuit, and occupant-controlled closure. The Engine rejected the query because it recognized no such space inside the capital.

She smiled at the clean rejection. “Then the Engine is not tracking one.”

He looked at the three warm Health bars and smiled back.

“We are about to start a very long pull.”

She glanced at the resistance fighters now pretending not to hear him. “You made that one filthy on purpose.”

“I am only discussing our expected encounter duration.”

“Your absurdly pretty face is lying to us.”

The Engine marked his grin as a threat event.

Good. They had all understood the second meaning.

The household crossed the outer wall through Elka's green path, while the resistance groups chose separate streets that supported the same goal without becoming one owned formation. Meanwhile, Halric took civilians toward natural-stone shelters, not because Chad assigned him a task, but because the prince had maps and people trusted the choice they could leave.

At the second district, Breck folded three buildings over the route.

She moved the party through a window before the walls touched, then down a stair that became a bridge only after her foot landed. Zafira kept route titles from attaching, while Ione closed soul gaps caused by each change in space.

He held the moving structure with Raid Anchor and local threat.

He could not stop the whole city, and he could keep one route open long enough for everyone behind him to choose the next step.

For Chad, that sharp limit kept his build honest.

The final fold broke, and level light crossed the three women.

CAPITAL ENTRY — BREACHED

Voluntary resistance groups preserved: 47 / 47
Compulsory raid members created: 0
Civilian shelter routes opened: 19

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 41
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 41
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 41

Capital objectives located: 3 / 3
Gate Lattice captives remaining: 6,008
Saint Channel captives: 16,264
Engine Core captives: 48,600

Her new route range reached the city center. Zafira could hold separate power across each resistance group that chose shared proof, and Ione's ritual field finally touched the System contract under the Engine.

The bright advancement arrived beside a grim loss report. Seven resistance fighters had died on routes they took after hearing the true risk. Nineteen civilians had refused shelters that later held, while two shelters suffered damage nobody guessed.

No number proved the party's plan correct or false by itself.

He read the names available through the shared layer. The dead had not joined his household, but several had fought within sight of his threat circle. He remembered gestures, armor colors, and one fighter laughing at a wall joke before the next fold.

The System offered no clean experience adjustment for fresh grief.

He asked whether the raid should pause for the local groups to reconsider. Then Zafira sent the new risk without urging an answer. Eleven groups withdrew to guard escape routes, while thirty-six chose to continue the raid.

Counting both active roles, Chad said, “Our direct raid numbers fell.”

After checking the new choices, Ione said, “Our consent accuracy also improved.”

She marked the changed green support routes. “And the people leaving are keeping civilians alive. They did not become useless because they stopped following us.”

He looked toward the center where three bosses waited with no rest between them. His gamer instinct wanted the most bodies in the arena. Yet sound leadership wanted each person where informed choice and real skill produced the most value.

He set the new party picture in his head. “Thirty-six raid groups and eleven support groups. All of them are active.”

The Engine tried to label the support work as abandonment. She cut that false judgment before it could attach.

They moved on with fewer fighters behind them and a stronger country around them.

At once, Breck answered their free structure by removing distance.

Every gate in the capital opened onto the same square. Streets rotated, buildings folded outward, and the sky became a black ceiling over one enclosed arena with the household at its edge.

All six thousand eight trapped travelers formed the arena walls.

He stood at the center in gate armor, one hand on each ownership relay.

Then he spread his armored arms. “No outside route remains for you.”

She raised her weathered bow and drew. “Then you are trapped inside mine.”

Around them, the heavy capital doors slammed shut.


Chapter 14

Pre-Raid Buffs Are Very Hands-On

Breck's arena closed every exit except the one he had forgotten to render.

Elka found it behind the fourth ownership relay, where two folded streets met without sharing a wall. The gap carried no gold route, no suspended traveler, and no destination title because Breck's geometry treated it as unused space.

“Developer room,” Elka said, but Ione shook her head.

“Still no developers.”

“Then who keeps leaving stupid doors?” Elka asked.

Gate constructs crossed the arena before Chad could answer. He marked the closest body, pulled combat threat with Take It, and fed Worldblood healing through the household while Elka widened the unrendered gap.

Zafira cut `OUTSIDE ARENA` from the opening, which prevented Breck from classifying escape as surrender. Ione proved no captive identity occupied the empty geometry, and Chad used Raid Anchor to keep the folded streets apart.

The women crossed first, and Chad followed when the last construct entered his threat range. He released Raid Anchor and let the arena seal behind him. The unrendered room became physical only after all four bodies chose the same empty space.

Level light hit him before Breck found the error.

CAPITAL HIDDEN INSTANCE — CLAIMED BY OCCUPANCY

Hostile owner: none
External observers: 0
Active pursuit route: none
Combat timer: none
Exit control: occupants
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Force        7
Finesse     29
Endurance   36
Perception  19
Focus       22
Presence    25
Health      654

LEVEL ALLOCATION
Endurance +1
Presence +1

Threat state: safe

The room furnished itself from the household's chosen expectations rather than Breck's destinations. Natural stone formed underfoot, clean water filled a basin, and one broad bed appeared against the far wall without an owner field.

Elka checked every surface, while Ione verified the safe panel twice through separate methods. Zafira opened and closed the exit from inside, then removed the room from every public trail.

They had no combat timer, and nobody knew they were there.

The final raid would begin when they chose to leave.

For several breaths, none of them moved. After constant pursuit, safety felt less believable than another ambush. Chad's new class kept searching for a threat the room did not offer.

First, Ione closed her Party Link endpoint, followed by Zafira and Elka. Chad closed his last, and the four status lines vanished without changing who remained in the room.

“No passive field influence,” Ione said as Zafira checked the door again.

“No audience reaction.”

With one ear pressed to the stone, Elka added, “No Breck swearing outside.”

On the edge of the bed, Chad sat in silence. The mattress gave under a body still shaped like the reward he had refused to abandon. “I don't want this to feel like last-night sex.”

The blunt admission stilled the room. Zafira knelt in front of him without touching and said, “Then it does not mean goodbye.”

“We might still die,” Chad said, and Zafira nodded.

“Yes.”

She never insulted him with false certainty. Elka sat beside Chad and said, “We also might win, and then you might change.”

“Yeah.”

Ione remained standing until he looked at her, then asked, “Do you fear we want the current body enough to resent a male restoration?”

“A little bit,” Chad admitted.

“I want this body, and I want your restored one,” she said. “Those truths do not compete unless I make your body my possession.”

After taking Chad's hand, Elka placed it over her own heartbeat and said, “I intend to enjoy every version that is actually you.”

From between his knees, Zafira smiled and added, “Aggressively.”

Chad swallowed as his face warmed beneath lashes too pretty for his expression. “This conversation is improving.”

“It is not yet consent,” Ione said, and Chad nodded.

“No, but it's the resource check before consent.”

Each woman stated what she wanted, what she did not want, and what would make her pause. Chad did the same. No one offered sex as proof of loyalty or courage. They could choose conversation and sleep instead without changing the raid or the relationship.

When the four reopened Party Link, the endpoint declarations showed desire without compulsion.

After setting his spear beside the bed, Chad said, “We should recover resources.”

“All bars are full,” Zafira said, and Chad pointed at his head.

“Mental resources.”

As Elka shut the exit, she said, “Very advanced mechanic.”

With one hand on the privacy field, Ione asked, “Do you want rest, conversation, sex, or some combination?”

Direct questions still heated Chad's pretty face faster than combat, but he answered, “Combination.”

Without looking away, Ione asked, “Which part first?”

He looked at the three women who had refused to choose his body for him. They had held their links through a lethal backlash and attacked his mark without surrendering one field. The Engine waited outside, but it did not own this room or the time inside it.

“All of you, if you want that,” he said.

Zafira crossed the room first, put both hands on his red-steel waist, and said, “I do.”

After kissing his temple from behind, Elka said, “Obviously.”

Meeting his eyes, Ione said, “Yes. Tell us if any touch feels tied to the rejected offer.”

“Same rule for everybody. Stop or redirect means stop or redirect.”

Four separate confirmations entered the private Link before anyone undressed.

Zafira unfastened Chad's armor without turning the act into undressing a woman. She called him handsome when his narrow shoulders came free, kissed the long line of his throat, and left his masculine identity untouched while openly wanting the female body beneath her hands.

Elka released his hair from its practical tie. Blonde and black fell over his bare back, and her fingers combed the length before closing around his waist.

Ione removed the last underlayer, then paused with one hand above his chest. “May I?”

“Yes.”

Her palm settled over one breast, warm and deliberate. Chad's nipples tightened beneath her touch, and his breath changed while Zafira kissed him slowly enough to leave room for thought.

The body responded without deciding what the response meant.

He remained himself inside every response.

Elka stripped beside them, tall and freckled, then pulled Zafira's dark clothes away. Ione undressed as well, abandoning her usual precise folding after the second garment. The women's bodies differed as much as their voices: Zafira bronze and long-legged, Elka pale and lean through the waist, Ione dark-skinned and slender with full breasts above narrow hips.

They looked at one another before they looked at Chad, and that mattered.

Zafira kissed Ione first, while Elka drew Chad down onto the bed and asked where he wanted her hands. He guided one to his breast and the other between his thighs, naming pressure instead of pretending confidence made instruction unnecessary.

“Slower,” he said when her fingers found his clitoris through the first wet touch.

Elka slowed at once. “Like this?”

“Yes.”

No joke covered his clear answer.

Across the bed, Ione cupped Zafira's breast while their mouths stayed together. Zafira's amber eyes opened toward Chad, not to perform for him, but to include him in the affection already moving between the women.

Chad reached for Ione's hip. “Come here.”

She checked Zafira's expression, received a smiling nod, and moved between Chad and Elka. Her kiss tasted faintly of healing salt, and her fingers replaced Elka's only after Chad guided the change.

Worldblood Guard remained inactive because there was no threat, damage, or marked enemy. The class did not turn pleasure into a resource loop, which made Chad trust it more.

Elka moved behind Ione and kissed the dark curve of her shoulder. Zafira joined them on the bed with one hand on Chad's waist and the other between Elka's thighs. Every person initiated and received without waiting for Chad to direct the room.

Pleasure built in separate, chosen patterns.

Ione used the exact rhythm Chad asked for until his hips lifted against her hand. The first orgasm moved through the female shell in hard waves. He gripped Zafira's arm and said her name instead of swallowing the sound. Inside every response, he remained himself while three women watched him come with open affection.

They did not stop because he had finished once.

Chad kissed Ione down onto the bed, asked before moving between her thighs, and used mouth and fingers together while she gave precise guidance. Elka held Ione's hand. Zafira kissed her breasts and followed every change in breath, so Ione's climax belonged to three attentive partners rather than one person performing expertise.

Afterward, Ione laughed quietly and pulled Chad up by his hair tie. “Do not disappear into service.”

“Tank instinct.”

“This is not damage.”

“Still team sustain.”

Elka kissed the back of his shoulder. “Then sustain everybody.”

They did.

Zafira lay between Elka and Ione while Chad touched her where she asked, his fingers moving over her clitoris as Elka used her mouth on one breast and Ione kissed the other. Zafira's control dissolved by degrees, first into sharper breaths, then blunt instructions, and finally Chad's name when she came.

Elka received the same attention without the same shape. She wanted Zafira's mouth between her thighs, Chad's hands on her breasts, and Ione holding her gaze while pleasure climbed. When the first orgasm left her laughing, she asked for more rather than pretending one was enough.

Her second climax built more slowly.

Chad watched the women guide one another, adjusted when Elka moved his hand, and felt wanted without needing to own the desire passing between them. Zafira and Ione brought Elka through another climax together, then Elka returned the care with competitive focus until both women had come again.

Chad's body remained aroused through all of it.

Zafira noticed, asked what he wanted, and listened to the answer. The three women surrounded him without pinning him, touched breast, waist, thighs, and vulva in rhythms he could change, and brought him through a second orgasm that left his legs shaking under Elka's hands.

No System reward appeared, no hidden bond increased, and no route completed. They had chosen pleasure because the choice belonged to them.

Afterward, Ione brought water, Zafira cleaned Chad with a warm cloth, and Elka rearranged the bed until four bodies could lie without anyone trapped beneath an elbow. The private Link stayed closed to external status while individual body fields remained owner-visible.

Chad rested with his head on Zafira's shoulder, Elka against his back, and Ione's hand over his heart.

The women remained affectionate with one another after arousal faded. Elka kissed the marks she had left on Zafira's thigh. Ione combed damp curls away from Zafira's face, then accepted the same care when Elka cleaned healing salt from her shoulder. Chad watched them move around one another with the ease of people who did not need him present to make their bonds real.

He had once imagined a harem as three relationships arranged around one lucky guy. The household had become something harder and better: six lines of affection among four adults, plus every line each person maintained with himself or herself.

“Thinking too loudly,” Elka murmured, and Chad tapped his temple.

“Optimizing topology.”

“Naked?” she asked with a grin.

“Best way to inspect connections.”

After pinching his side, Zafira said, “That one was deliberate.”

“No proof.”

While handing him water, Ione said, “Hydrate before claiming innocence.” The word carried Earth memory without accusation. Chad drank the full cup, accepted another, and did not call deprivation discipline, which completed more of his old arc than any restoration promise could.

He passed the cup to Zafira, who drank before giving it to Elka. Ione refilled it for herself rather than treating care as something she only supplied. The ordinary sequence made the household future feel more real than the Engine's grand visions.

“If we survive, I want a kitchen,” Chad said, and Elka propped herself on one elbow.

“That is your postwar demand?”

“Large table, food, and no soul cost.”

Considering the imaginary room, Zafira said, “A door we can lock.”

“And windows,” Elka added. “Several routes out.”

With her chin on Chad's shoulder, Ione added, “Shelves for remedies with written terms.”

They built the home aloud without assigning ownership. Zafira wanted a courtyard where nobody could be trapped behind one exit, Elka wanted maps and a roof strong enough for target practice, and Ione wanted a nearby clinic that would not turn their bedroom into public space.

When Chad asked for a weight rack, three women went silent.

“Normal training,” he said. “Water included, with a spotter required.”

“Two spotters,” Ione replied.

“Overregulation.”

“Three,” Zafira said.

Against his back, Elka smiled and said, “We have reached consensus.”

Chad complained because that was his role, while beneath it he accepted a future where strength included letting people watch for the moment discipline became harm.

The imagined kitchen did not become a System reward. It became a reason to leave the room and fight.

“Still afraid?” Zafira asked, and Chad nodded.

“Yes.”

“Good,” Elka said, “because that means the fight is real.”

Turning enough to see all three women, Chad asked, “What scares each of you?” Zafira answered without performing strength. She feared surviving while command took the others, leaving her free in a world where freedom had become another lonely title. Elka feared losing the physical route at the key moment and watching everyone fall somewhere she could map but not reach. Ione feared making one wrong identity cut and saving thousands by erasing one person nobody else noticed.

None of those fears belonged to Chad's body or restoration.

He had spent so much attention on whether change would threaten their love that he had nearly treated himself as the household's only uncertain future.

“Okay,” he said. “If Zafira gets isolated, Elka keeps a physical return open. If Elka loses the route, Ione fixes her identity to our last shared ground. If Ione can't verify one person, we hold damage until she can.”

With steady eyes, Zafira asked, “And if you receive another body offer?”

“I state what I want, ask the cost, and choose. No macho speedrun.”

After kissing his shoulder, Elka said, “Better.”

The plan did not end fear, but it gave each fear a response that respected the person carrying it.

While tracing the edge of Chad's class light, Ione asked, “What do you need us to remember if restoration happens during the final event?”

He considered the question without rushing toward a joke.

“That I might be happy and still panic. That wanting it does not mean I know how to live in it immediately.”

“We will remember,” Zafira said firmly.

After a pause, Ione asked, “Anything else?”

“Staring limit.”

Looking down the length of his naked current body, Elka said, “Rejected.”

“Then give me a negotiable staring limit.”

“We will discuss after inspection.”

When Chad laughed, the fear lost enough ground for sleep.

They rested until every resource bar remained full without a level refill, then washed, dressed, repaired straps, and opened the exit only after all four confirmed readiness.

Before opening it, they built the raid sequence on the floor with four cups and a strip of torn cloth. Zafira's cup held command priority near the center. Elka's moved along the outer route. Ione's remained beside the captive record, and Chad's battered cup occupied every threat line that could reach the others.

“Breck comes first,” Elka said. “His core has four anchors, and I reverse routes only after Ione separates travelers from occupied space.”

While moving her cup, Ione said, “I need Zafira to remove destination priority before each return. Chad cannot mark a body until I prove the hostile source separate.”

With a sigh, Chad said, “So I stand there looking pretty until legal targets appear.”

After considering him, Zafira said, “You have prepared for this role your entire cursed life.”

“Finally, build synergy.”

They continued. Olya's Saint Channel required the opposite damage plan: no attacks on her until personal Health separated from captive bars. Cedran's Engine needed every Key field resolved independently, with no assumption that Chad could substitute tanking for route, command, or identity work.

Each woman named a withdrawal condition, and Chad named his own. If Worldblood Guard blurred a private field or fought closure, he would disable the class feature even at lethal cost.

“Agreed,” Zafira said, and Elka followed with the same answer.

Ione placed her cup beside his and said, “Agreed.”

The plan did not guarantee survival, but it turned fear into decisions they could act on.

The arena still waited outside in the same System tick.

HOUSEHOLD PRE-RAID STATE

Members ready: 4 / 4
Compulsion: 0
Unresolved consent state: 0
External observers during rest: 0

Chosen Hold: active
Worldblood Guard endpoints: open by individual choice
Final raid selected: unanimous

After arming himself, Chad looked at Breck's closed city and said, “All right. Now we fuck up his geometry.”


Chapter 15

Four Roles, Zero Backup

The hidden-room exit opened like a red wound inside Breck's chest.

He stepped through first, drove his spear into the gate armor from within, and marked the ownership relay behind the mage's ribs. Then Blood Mark returned enough Health to shield all three women as they followed through the same wound.

It split into sixteen bodies around the arena.

Each false body chose a different audience. One faced the resistance groups in the trim uniform of a city official, while another turned toward the captive walls with a healer's calm face. A third looked at Chad through his own male face, borrowed from the Balcony offer.

The other thirteen carried ordinary appearances taken from travelers in the lattice.

Before anyone could attack, Ione spread blue identity proof across the arena and marked fifteen projections uncertain, since only the gate-armored body held Breck's unbroken past.

Fixing her rod on the true body, Ione said, “Do not trust any visible shell.”

The copy wearing Chad's face smiled at Zafira. “Your leader already chose himself once, and he will do so again when the cost rises.”

Rather than answer the stolen image, Zafira cut the public power that let it speak as Chad.

She shot the floor beneath it rather than the borrowed body. The false route collapsed, and the copy reappeared behind Ione with a traveler's face.

He caught the copy's thin blade on his red buckler.

“Stop swapping your skin in the middle of combat. It is fucking creepy.”

Raising one armored hand, Breck's real body said, “Appearance is the destination. Identity belongs to whoever arrives.”

“That's the dumbest thing a gate mage could believe.”

The statement was funny only until a captive wall changed faces. A woman became an old man, then a child, while one unbroken gold record fought to stay attached beneath the swaps. He was not merely hiding inside bodies; he was trying to prove that a soul belonged to the place that received it.

She fixed the captive's gold record while Elka fixed its true place. Then Zafira denied Breck the power to name arrival as ownership.

He fixed the mage's attention with a spear thrust through the original wound.

All four field jobs began in the same heartbeat.

All sixteen projections spoke together and said, “Unauthorized entry detected.”

Drawing another arrow, Elka said, “We used your developer door.”

First Zafira took command threat, Elka took routes, and Ione took captive souls while Chad accepted every combat circle their work created. The link recorded four decisive tasks without assigning one woman as support.

Around the household, the living arena walls began to move.

Six thousand eight suspended travelers formed a living maze, each body connected to one soul inside the lattice. He could replace any damaged wall by moving a person from another capital street, which turned every ordinary attack into hostage harm.

After marking empty paths blue and living routes gold, Ione said, “Strike only the blue targets.”

She found a path through the colors while Zafira removed Breck's right to redefine blue after each attack. He used Take It on sixteen projections and caught eleven, leaving five aimed at the women's fields.

His new class solved the uneven threat without pretending all damage was his.

She shot a blue hinge, Bloodway returned healing to Chad, and Overflow sent the shield toward Ione while she held the most dangerous soul layer. Then Zafira cut three projection titles and fed the same loop, while Ione's ritual damage against ownership seals kept Chad topped off between hits.

While widening his threat circle, Chad said, “Send me more. I can take all sixteen at once.”

The arena's public layer carried his voice to nearby resistance groups.

Several people stared at the petite blonde tank beneath red steel. He noticed one beat late and refused to spend combat attention on their problem.

In answer, Breck folded the black arena floor.

Every route became a wall, every wall became an exit, and every exit opened onto the party from behind. Yet her paths stayed attached to bodies rather than scenery, so Elka turned the formation while the arena lied around them.

During the turn, Zafira kept field power stable while Ione kept each soul whole through sixteen gate changes. He used Raid Anchor on the point between the four linked bodies.

The whole false world moved, but the linked household did not.

One projection entered threat range and tried to class their stable center as property. His counterclaim caught the hostile ownership effect aimed at the women, pulled targeting to Chad, and left their souls untouched.

With one tactical grin, he let Breck claim one thing.

`DESTINATION RISK OWNER: CHAD BACONIZER`

At once, each incoming gate turned and attacked Chad.

Then Storm Anchor fixed the local source, Pain Dividend fueled Red Grip, and Blood Mark turned each projection into healing. He stood at the center while the women tore down the arena around his threat circle.

The fight reached the capital streets beyond Breck's walls.

Three city blocks had folded into the arena with civilians still inside. Families occupied rooms whose doors opened over empty sky, while injured resistance fighters hung between floors that no longer agreed about down.

She spread her route power to the trapped blocks. Zafira stopped the resistance groups from taking Breck's emergency-exit ownership, while Ione proved which bodies belonged to people and which were command shells.

Inside the red threat circle, Chad held the arena boss.

He did not tell the women how to rescue anyone. Elka built solid routes from windows and beams, Zafira showed exact exit terms, and Ione returned each displaced soul to one body before movement.

The first full city block unfolded without killing anyone.

The safe return was not gentle. Thirty-seven rooms slammed back into place at once, throwing furniture against walls and people against whatever they had trusted for balance. Although Chad could not leave Breck's threat circle, he watched Elka turn a row of windows into a downward route while Ione checked each returning body and Zafira spoke to people who had just learned their homes could betray them.

One older man refused the route because Breck's harsh seal still glowed over the window. She did not order him through. Instead, Zafira showed him the clean cut she had made in the seal, explained that Elka controlled the new path, and waited while another projection formed behind her.

He stepped past Zafira and caught the projection's blade.

The man put one foot onto Elka's route, tested his weight, and crossed because he chose to trust the women rather than because the System called the exit safe. Five neighbors followed after watching him reach the street.

The link counted Zafira's social field as fully decisive.

It did not award her credit for Chad's block or Elka's path. The clean division steadied the four lines inside Worldblood Guard, making the next hostile fold easier to feel before it happened.

“Left wall is about to become a roof,” he called.

After firing a black arrow into a chimney, Elka said, “It was a roof six moves ago. Breck keeps reusing his patterns.”

Overhead, the heavy wall turned as Chad raised Guard Line and caught a rain of brick that would have crushed the last family entering the route. Bloodway returned the damage Elka dealt to the solid hinge, which kept his arms locked until everyone cleared.

The older man looked back from the safe street. “Are you some kind of knight?”

He glanced at his fitted red chainmail, long blonde hair, and the spear braced across shoulders narrower than the beam he held.

Holding the brick load steady, Chad said, “I am a tank.”

“Is a tank some new kind of knight?”

“It is the class with a better loot table.”

She reached the route as the final bricks settled. “He means yes.”

“I absolutely do not mean the word yes.”

The man laughed despite the blood on his forehead. For Chad, that laugh mattered more than getting the class term right.

During the long rescue, Breck lost four false projections.

The second required a route through the hostile core. She called Chad forward, and he entered with every threat circle stacked over his small body while Bloodway carried the party's damage into his health.

While checking the core route, Chad said, “I need something hard in front of me.”

Pointing at his red armor, Zafira said, “You are already in front.”

“Exactly. I have found the requested hard object.”

With a calm face, Ione said, “He has supplied the requested object.”

She laughed and shot through the final blue hinge.

Behind them, the second city block returned to place.

The third block held Breck's true core route. He wrapped its civilians in ownership terms and offered release if one person accepted destination debt for everyone.

She rejected the forced group payment. Ione split the people from the route contract, while Elka traced the core through each false exit.

He used Red Grip on Breck's threat and pulled the mage toward the people he had made collateral.

The projections refused to enter their own hostage layer.

His remaining bodies stopped at the boundary so precisely that Elka could draw a line through their toes. He would fold families, steal travelers, and turn streets into blades, but his own rules still ranked his safety above the machine's speed.

After marking the sharp line in blue, Ione said, “There. His refusal is a clear identity statement.”

Keeping Red Grip locked around Breck, Chad asked, “Can I get the normal-person translation?”

“The projections classify themselves as the same protected person. The captive layers are everyone else.”

First, Zafira understood the exploit and said, “He has been claiming sixteen bodies when attacking and one body when threatened.”

With her rod on the true body, Ione said, “A common management structure.”

Adjusting her bow toward the copies, Elka asked, “Can you make the System choose one?”

She spread a clear test across all sixteen projections. It asked one question—if damage entered any body, whose history would record the wound—and fifteen bodies returned no past of their own while each answer pointed toward the projection Chad held.

Then all fifteen false copies flickered blue around the arena.

While tearing against the red grip, Breck said, “A route is not a body.”

With a cool nod, Ione said, “Correct. That is why you cannot use it as one.”

She shot three blue copies, and they broke without captive backlash. Then Zafira stripped the last projections of separate command rank, which forced each hostile order to cross Breck's single proven soul.

Inside his mark, Chad felt the clean change as sixteen wild threats became one hard line.

Tightening Red Grip around Breck, Chad said, “Much better. I prefer one guy in my grip.”

Her combat focus skipped for half a beat.

He noticed too late and added, “I meant my combat grip.”

“You keep adding context after the crime.”

“That is the whole purpose of due process.”

She shot the next projection while laughing, and Bloodway returned enough Health for Chad to pull Breck another pace.

At once, that firm refusal opened a safe gap.

Elka fired through it, and the core route appeared.

The gap did not stay safe for long. He tried to fill it with the third block, turning bedrooms, shops, and a whole public bath through the firing line. Chad caught the hostile movement with Storm Anchor because the local source was Breck's marked route, but the people inside still had to leave before Elka could shoot again.

She separated bodies from bright surfaces so nobody returned inside a mirror or beneath the bathwater. Then Zafira warned the trapped adults that the next route would feel like falling upward and gave them the option to wait for a slower path. Most chose speed. Four chose to wait.

Without complaint, Elka built both hard routes.

He held Breck while the fast group crossed, then shifted his stance when Elka extended the safer path around the arena edge. The delay cost him another wave of attacks, and chainmail split at his side. Bloodway healed part of the loss, while Overflow sent the rest toward Elka when the long path burned her hands.

Nobody told the four waiting people that their caution had endangered the party. She thanked them for making a clear choice under pressure, while Ione checked their souls after the crossing. Elka closed both routes only when the last heel touched stable stone.

With a deep groan, the third block unfolded.

One thousand eight hundred forty-two civilians stood in the restored streets. Resistance groups received them without drafting anyone into the raid. Several fighters offered to follow the party into the core; Zafira gave them Breck's outer anchors instead, a necessary task with an honest danger statement and an immediate refusal route.

Then twenty-six accepted, while the others carried the injured away.

The outer-anchor task promised no survival. She stated the expected damage twice and asked each fighter to name a path out before taking position. Three found they had none and waited until Elka opened solid exits.

She checked that the anchors held no captive souls. He gave the fighters seen threat timing but no Party Link access, keeping both privacy and the class boundary.

When the first anchor attacked early, the group did not wait for Chad to rescue it; two fighters triggered their chosen withdrawal while the others changed formation around the new timing. The anchor remained occupied without becoming household work.

He wanted to call the change clean.

Then one retreating fighter fell from the folded street. She opened a route beneath him, but a resistance companion reached the edge first and caught his arm.

That clean save belonged to them alone.

That was the point of building allies instead of adds.

The link recorded four decisive roles and no forced fifth.

At once, Breck attacked that difference. He offered the resistance fighters household membership for the raid, promising Chad's healing and threat protection without lasting duty.

The offer sounded clean until Ione found the limit. His class could hold only four core endpoints. Adding one fighter would remove one current member by Breck's danger rank, letting the mage choose which woman's field vanished.

After Zafira exposed the term to every fighter, none accepted.

“They might survive with the healing,” Breck said.

“They might,” Chad replied.

“You deny them your power to preserve romantic exclusivity.”

Ione opened the class limit and displacement term side by side. “He did not deny access. Your offer cannot supply it without stealing an occupied endpoint.”

She pointed toward the outer anchors. “We gave them routes and timing. They kept their own formation.”

The resistance groups broke the last outer lock without household healing. Their success gave Chad no experience and removed one attack from the core.

Their free support without absorption worked cleanly.

The twenty-six resistance fighters attacked the outer anchors on their own timing. Their strikes could not feed Bloodway because they were not household members, and Chad did not widen the link merely to gain more health. She passed them seen timing through the shared proof layer while keeping each group's choice to stop.

Three withdrew after the first anchor discharged. Two carried an injured companion out. The remaining twenty-one adjusted positions without waiting for Chad to notice.

Their independent work held the arena walls stable for six seconds.

Six seconds was enough for Ione to check all 1,842 returned identities against the captive records. It was enough for Elka to close the civilian routes and open the core path. It was enough for Zafira to remove emergency ownership from every exit.

He spent the gap keeping Breck inside his threat circle.

The mage opened a door under each foot, trying to divide Chad's weight across two destinations. His left boot landed on a palace stair while the right hung over a mountain road. The split threatened his body rather than his identity, so Ione did not seize the problem as ritual work.

She crossed one arrow through both doors and made them a single solid route. He stepped along the shaft, drove his buckler into Breck's jaw, and returned to the arena with both legs still connected.

“Almost pulled me apart,” he said.

She cut Breck's next command. “You sound disappointed.”

“I like difficult stretching.”

One resistance fighter glanced over.

“Mobility work,” Chad added.

“The clarification worsened it,” Ione said.

GATE ARENA — OUTER LAYER BROKEN

Capital blocks restored: 3 / 3
Living civilians displaced: 1,842
Living civilians returned: 1,842
Identity losses: 0

Field authority:
- command and social threat: Zafira Nahal
- physical route: Elka Korrin
- captive identity: Ione Kess
- combat threat and sustain: Chad Baconizer

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 42
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 42
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 42

Gate Lattice core: open

He abandoned fifteen copies and entered the remaining body.

The core route pulled him toward a black square beneath the arena. Chad followed because his mark stayed active, and the women followed through their own fields.

Inside, 6,008 captive souls formed a ceiling over four final anchors.

The ceiling was not for show. Every light cast a shadow shaped like the body it belonged to, and those shadows filled the floor until no empty space remained. He expected the party to step on somebody's soul merely by entering.

She found the flaw. Shadows showed where a body had been, not where it was now. Ione split history from current presence, turning old shadows blue while living places stayed gold. Then Zafira stopped Breck from raising old claims into active ones.

He advanced only over blue ground.

The choice slowed him enough for Breck to reach the anchors first. That was acceptable. Winning the race by stepping on captives would have accepted the mage's mechanic as necessary.

The women entered behind Chad on separate blue paths. None shared a footprint, and Party Link remained intact through the widening distance.

Then he touched the exits.

Every door in the core turned inward.

“You wanted the developer entrance,” he said. “Now every exit arrives as an attack.”


Chapter 16

The Gate Mage Forgot Tanks Ignore Geometry

Every door attacked at once.

Through the dark came oak doors, iron gates, cellar hatches, palace arches, and one pink bedroom door. They carried the speed of every trip Breck had stolen. In all, nine thousand journeys had become nine thousand blades aimed at the same small target.

Beneath the ceiling of captive lights, Chad planted his boots. “Mine.”

Take It caught the first wave, Storm Anchor caught the second, and Worldblood Guard spread a red lattice beneath his chainmail, but the impact still drove him knee-deep into black stone.

His Health dropped by a third before Zafira's bright knife crossed the nearest projection.

The skill returned her damage as a hot pulse beneath his ribs. Through a blue hinge, Elka put an arrow, and another pulse followed. Without touching the person inside it, Ione dissolved a false soul seam. Her direct ritual damage filled the last slice of Health before the next door arrived.

Four roles fed one brutal loop, with no backup required.

GATE LATTICE — CORE ENCOUNTER

Captive travelers: 6,008
Previously recovered: 3,000
Verified objective total: 9,008

Hostile anchors: 4
Unsafe geometry: 97.2%
Safe damage routes: 1

Warning: destroying an occupied route transfers damage to its traveler.
Warning: closing an occupied route strands identity from body.

“One safe route,” Elka said as her eyes tracked lines no one else could see, “and it moves whenever Breck thinks about leaving.”

Inside the remaining projection, Breck stood with his hands spread. The gate armor had sealed over Chad's spear wound, but Blood Mark still glowed behind his ribs.

“Then stop following my thoughts.”

The core flipped until down became a direction Breck owned. Sideways, Chad fell while thousands of captive lights swung overhead, and the mage stepped onto the new floor to open a palace gate inside Chad's chest.

Pain flashed white as the gate tried to send Chad's heart somewhere else.

The counterclaim seized the hostile route risk, but it could not make the path harmless. With both hands forward, Ione caught Chad's soul around the wound while Zafira cut Breck's priority over the gate and Elka shot its solid return point.

The palace gate snapped shut with Chad still in one piece, though blood ran freely across his torn mail.

“Guy tried to open me up before buying dinner.”

As Elka's next arrow wobbled, she said, “Do not make me laugh while I am doing impossible geometry.”

“Locker-room standards are collapsing around us,” Chad said through clenched teeth.

“Your locker room was a public menace,” Zafira said.

“And yet our morale was excellent,” Zafira said.

Ione pressed a cool ward over the wound and said, “His morale claim remains unsupported.”

The three of them moved before his grin had finished.

Onto Breck's Blood Mark, Elka shifted the safe route while Zafira stole one breath of command priority and Ione fixed every captive soul to its current body. Then Chad used Red Grip and pulled with both hands.

With one lurching step, Breck dragged every stolen exit after him.

The safe route followed too, but it dragged across the captive ceiling each time Breck changed direction. At once, Elka could keep one clean edge or keep the route attached to the mage, not both.

“I need a fixed point,” she said, so Chad drove the butt of his spear into the black floor. “Use me.”

“You are moving.”

“Not after this.”

The raid anchor locked his threat circle around the weapon. Beneath Chad's boots, Breck opened three exits to break his balance, yet Storm Anchor fought the local source and forced every movement attack against the same red point.

His slender body twisted between pressures, with one knee facing a winter road, the other a summer courtyard, and his shoulders still inside the core. The new class did not stop the strain, but it kept the women's fields whole while Chad refused to let the source move.

To his spear, Elka tied the safe path, and the route stopped scraping across the trapped souls.

With the stable line, Zafira challenged Breck's route priority. Ione followed it upward and split the nearest hundred souls from the doors pretending to own them. Their actions struck no marked enemy, so Bloodway returned nothing. Until the route became safe enough for Elka to damage, Chad paid the full Health cost.

Her first arrow hit Breck's gate armor through three folded locations.

Warm healing entered Chad in one clean pulse and sealed the worst tear.

“Hard point established,” he said.

At the spear braced between his legs, Elka glanced. “You put it there.”

“Optimal bracing angle.”

After cutting another bright priority seal, Zafira said, “He walked into that one and built a fortification.”

The exchange lasted only a second, but it kept fear from becoming the only thing moving through Party Link.

Six thousand doors crossed the dark in a spiral, each pulling a thread of gold light. They had not been made from places, but from people who wanted to reach them: a child's dash home before rain, a miner's walk to the surface, or a woman crossing a courtyard to meet someone who had promised to wait.

Into fuel, Breck had crushed all those private choices, and the stolen trips did not arrive in order. One traveler had vanished yesterday, another eighteen years earlier, and a third had been caught on a road no longer present on current maps. Returning each person to the last known destination would be easy and wrong.

First, Elka saw the cruel problem. “Some routes end in ruins.”

Ione opened the living histories and said, “Then destination must be chosen again after release.”

With brittle confidence, Breck laughed. “Six thousand frightened travelers cannot choose before the core collapses.”

Through every proven soul line, Zafira sent one question: *Return to your body, nearest safe ground, or a named person who still accepts you?*

Answers came back in thousands of forms. Some travelers chose their bodies, others chose safety because home had changed, and a few named people whose own consent had to be checked before the route could open.

The sheer complexity should have broken the reversal plan, but Elka smiled instead. “That's not six thousand routes. It's three route classes with individual endpoints.”

Under its proper soul, Ione kept each answer while Zafira stopped the main choice from erasing the others. Chad held Breck fixed as the women turned impossible scale into a map that respected every person on it.

The gate mage had built his system on the claim that ownership was more efficient than choice, but the household answered with cleaner, faster architecture.

Without smiling, Chad asked, “Ione, can they leave if the anchors fall?”

“Not safely. Their identities must cross the route that captured them.”

“Elka?”

“I can reverse one route. Not six thousand.”

“Zafira?”

She watched Breck rather than the doors. “He owns priority. Every traveler goes after him.”

Beneath the chainmail, Chad rolled his shoulder. Warm blood ran under the links, but the wound had stopped widening.

“Then we move him first.”

After hearing the plan, Breck asked, “Move me where?”

“Through every shortcut you made.”

The mage opened his hands, turning four anchors into forty and then four hundred. Each false copy wore a captive light, and the System marked them all as occupied.

Under her breath, Elka cursed, but Ione's focus narrowed until even her breathing seemed precise.

“Copies have records,” she said. “People have histories.”

She drew a clear line through the air, and the captive lights brightened one by one, not as numbers but as lives. Their old locations appeared around them while names stayed hidden and choices did not.

Carefully, Ione split lived history from a stolen mark.

Three hundred ninety-six anchors went blue, and Elka fired into the sudden opening.

Her first arrow split into six along the route map. Each struck a false anchor at the same instant. Behind the volley, Zafira ran and cut Breck's power to raise replacements. Chad caught every counterattack that tried to peel toward them.

Like thin glass, blue anchors burst, and Bloodway paid him for the women's work. Overflow sent the safe excess to Elka when a closing route clipped her thigh, then to Zafira when command backlash burned her knife hand. For half a heartbeat, Ione closed her endpoint to keep a hostile soul query out.

The healing stopped touching her at once, then returned only when she reopened the route by choice.

As clearly as a hand released and offered again, Chad felt the difference.

No ownership and no hidden permanence—just four people choosing the same fight faster than Breck could turn choice into a cage.

The last false anchor broke, leaving four real ones behind.

Inside the first real anchor, Breck stepped. “You cannot strike it without striking them.”

“Correct,” Ione said.

The calm certainty made him hesitate while Elka moved the safe route under Chad's feet.

At once, Zafira stole first arrival, and Chad charged through the open line.

He did not attack the crowded anchor; he hit Breck shoulder-first and carried him through it.

The stolen world folded hard and fast around them.

In a kitchen three years earlier, Chad emerged where a man reached across a table for his wife's hand. Between their fingers, Breck appeared, and though the memory had no power to change, its route still carried weight. At once, Elka reversed that weight and flung them onward.

They crossed a mountain pass, a sickroom, a market at sunrise, and a garden where somebody had once decided to stay.

Each stolen journey struck Breck because Zafira had made him arrive first. Each released traveler stayed whole because Ione kept history attached to the proper soul. Inside Blood Mark, Chad held the mage and took the solid damage of travel.

One anchor emptied, and then the second gave way.

The third tried to send Chad back to the palace harem on the night the raid began. Around him, silk walls flashed and smoke crawled along the ceiling; for one ugly instant, iron held his wrists again.

He remembered the sharp fear, the beautiful body that had seemed like a joke someone else controlled, and three women in a burning passage who had each decided whether to trust the loud stranger calling himself a man.

At once, Breck mistook the painful memory for a useful weakness.

“This is where your route started,” he said.

Into the mage's nose, Chad drove his forehead.

“No. That's where I picked up my party.”

The false silk room shattered into harmless gold shards.

The fourth anchor opened beneath them as Breck twisted, trying to pass his priority to one captive. With both knives, Zafira caught the title and held it apart; Elka pinned the solid route to Breck's shadow, and Ione stripped the living record out of the transfer.

Beneath them, Chad saw the one safe line gleaming.

It went through his mark, through every reversed route, and ended at the gate mage who had believed geometry could keep a tank away.

He activated Bloodway and opened the red route wide.

“Girls. Burn him.”

First, Elka's arrow struck; Zafira's crossed knives followed, and Ione's solvent turned ownership into direct ritual damage. Every hit traveled through the marked gate, returned healing to Chad, and struck Breck again from a journey he had stolen.

The mage's Health vanished in red chunks, and each attempt to flee sent him straight back to Chad.

After the fifth return, Chad caught him by the front of his robe, and Breck's frantic feet never touched a solid floor again.

“Fast travel's busted,” Chad said. “Submit a ticket.”

He drove the spear through the Blood Mark, and Breck's Health reached zero.

The core went silent, but for half a breath the 6,008 lights stayed trapped overhead. Then Elka reversed the only safe route, Zafira removed Breck from its priority list, and Ione joined every history to its body.

The lights fell upward, not in one triumphant burst but one soul at a time. Each paused at the three route classes, confirmed its endpoint, and departed only when both identity and destination were valid.

A woman returned to a body sleeping in a frontier clinic. Two brothers chose nearest safe ground because the family farm had burned years ago. One traveler reached toward a named partner, found the acceptance route closed, and changed his choice without penalty.

In silence, Chad watched that light take the safety path.

No bright System consolation appeared because choice could hurt and still remain cleaner than a forced happy ending.

The last traveler belonged to a body Breck had used so long that its old road no longer existed. On the palace roof, Elka built a brief solid arrival. Ione reunited body and soul, Zafira left every onward path unclaimed, and Chad caught the tired man before he struck stone.

“Where am I?” the traveler asked.

“Capital.”

“I was going to the mill.”

“Route had latency.”

The man stared at Chad's delicate face, then at the collapsing core. “How much?”

“Couple decades.”

The traveler looked toward a skyline that no longer matched his memory. Chad expected panic, but the man asked whether the mill still stood. On the current route map, Elka found apartments where it had been. Among the living, Zafira found no ruler with the right to decide where he belonged now.

Ione offered three verified facts and no comforting invention: his body was whole, the route had kept his history, and people trained to receive returnees waited below.

“Can I stay here a moment?” he asked.

Around the roof, Elka checked. “Yes.”

The answer did not enroll him in the resistance or push him toward a shelter. He sat beneath the gold rain while the city changed around him, beginning recovery with one decision that Breck could not route elsewhere.

With a narrow look, Elka faced Chad. “What?” he asked.

Ione knelt beside the traveler and supplied the truth with enough care to make it usable. Resistance fighters chose to receive him, and the last route closed cleanly.

Across the capital, people returned in gold rain. Doors opened where doors belonged, and no road ate another footstep. Three thousand earlier survivors felt the last hooks leave them, and the System counted the objective whole.

OBJECTIVE DESTROYED — GATE LATTICE

Travelers released in core: 6,008
Travelers recovered before core: 3,000
Total released: 9,008 / 9,008
Identity losses: 0
Stranded bodies: 0

BRECK TOLLAND — DEFEATED
Gate ownership authority: revoked
National movement feed: severed

CHAD BACONIZER
Class: Worldblood Guard
Level: 44
Health: 666

Force: 7
Finesse: 30 (+1)
Endurance: 36
Perception: 19
Focus: 23 (+1)
Presence: 25

PARTY LINK — RANK 4
Core members may maintain field authority and Worldblood routing through ritual interference within 200 paces.
Any member may close her endpoint instantly.
Closed endpoints cannot receive or supply Bloodway, Overflow, threat, or private status.

The black core broke around them as Party Link Rank 4 worked through the failing space. More than a hundred paces away, Elka landed on a roof that existed in three places, yet her route field stayed clear and readable. Across the gap, Zafira's command status carried no private thought, and Ione's soul proof reached Chad without merging into his class record.

In one last move, Breck's dying system tried a shortcut. It labeled the stronger link as proof the members could no longer leave each other.

Ione closed her endpoint.

The blue line vanished across the full distance. At once, Chad lost her status, and the rank gave no place, fear, or wound data through the gap. Ione reopened only after the hostile claim died.

“Range without surveillance,” she said.

From the distant roof, Elka tested the same control. Then Zafira followed. Last, Chad closed and stood alone inside the broken core for one breath before all four freely rebuilt the formation.

The new feature had increased their connection without making any later separation a failure state.

Onto a palace roof, Elka found a route. Chad came through last and landed in a crouch beneath a sky full of freed lights. The capital unfolded block by block. In the streets below, resistance fighters caught strangers who had vanished days or years before.

With one cloth, Zafira wiped her knives clean. Against Chad's shoulder, Elka leaned while checking the sky. Over the mended wound in his chest, Ione put two fingers and confirmed the gate had left nothing behind.

“Six thousand and eight,” Chad said.

“Nine thousand and eight,” Ione corrected. “The earlier three thousand now count as fully released.”

“All of them, then.”

“All of them.”

He let himself breathe.

The relief lasted three seconds before white light erupted from the palace sanctuary.

It poured over broken towers, wounded streets, and the exposed machinery beneath the city. Wherever it touched a cracked Engine plate, gold seams closed. Wherever the Engine lacked enough power, a human silhouette appeared inside the repair.

One silhouette became ten, then hundreds, until sixteen thousand two hundred sixty-four captive souls lit the Saint Channel.

Across the capital, Olya's voice rolled, warm as a bedside promise.

“Be at peace. Your suffering has a purpose.”

The Ascension Engine gained Health.

At once, Chad raised his spear.

“Healer's feeding people to the boss.”

Ione's face went colder than the rain.

“Then we remove her mana bar.”


Chapter 17

The Saint's Mana Bar Is People

She healed the Ascension Engine with a little boy's first lost tooth.

The warm memory flashed inside the white beam. A gap-toothed grin. A copper coin under a pillow. A mother's hand smoothing dark hair. All of it vanished into a cracked plate, and the hungry metal sealed.

The boy's small soul dimmed, and Chad saw red—not the useful System kind.

He jumped from the roof before Elka finished drawing the route. Then cold wind tore at his long hair, and heavy chainmail dragged him faster toward the shrine yard where thousands of white threads met around Olya Prent.

She stood on a platform shaped like an open hand, her robes spotless while the people hanging behind her were not.

Some wore old blood or healer-camp linen. Others looked healthy until Chad noticed their empty eyes. Sixteen thousand two hundred sixty-four bodies filled tall rings around the shrine. One captive hung at every point in the Saint Channel.

She raised two pale fingers. “You are injured.”

Before Chad landed, white light struck him, closed his gate wound, wiped away the bruises under his armor, and eased his aching knees. One helpless captive screamed above him to pay for that stolen cure.

He hit the platform at full Health, drove his spear through Olya's shadow, and said, “Put it back.”

“Healing is not theft,” Olya said, and Chad bared his teeth.

“Yours is.”

When he used Blood Mark, the skill failed as sixteen thousand white health bars appeared over Olya and filled the air.

The bars did not share the same limit. Some belonged to strong adults who could bear several transfers, while others had almost nothing left, so she spent the fullest bars first and made the setup look kind until Ione showed what came next.

When a captive fell below half, the Channel drew memory instead of Health, and when memory ran thin, it spent the soul's thread through time. A person could remain alive and healed yet forget why his own name belonged to him.

He selected one bar at random, and the System showed a woman who had taken care for a broken ankle at an outer Mercy tent. Her ankle stayed healed, but the hidden price had already consumed the face of the friend who carried her there.

She noticed where he looked. “She walks without pain.”

“She doesn't know who helped her,” Chad said, but Olya barely blinked.

“Memory is less important than function.”

“To you,” Chad said, and her smile thinned.

“To a country facing extinction.”

The saint spoke with the calm of someone who had repeated the math until it felt like care. He had met villains who enjoyed pain. Yet she was worse in a quiet way because she wanted each victim to praise her right to choose the next one.

“If the country agreed,” Chad said, “you'd have refusal routes.”

Her gentle smile remained in place. “Most people choose poorly when frightened.”

“Then your holiness is just babysitting with body theft.”

Her knife moved at the phrase *choose poorly*. The command layer guarded it more fiercely than Olya's saint title, showing the belief under every other claim.

SAINT CHANNEL — ACTIVE

Channel authority: Olya Prent
Registered beneficiaries: 16,264
Current function: Ascension Engine restoration

Damage to Olya Prent may be assigned to a registered beneficiary.
Healing received by Olya Prent may be drawn from a registered beneficiary.
Engine repair cost may be satisfied with Health, memory, or soul continuity.

Public designation: HOLY NECESSITY
Consent verification: unavailable
Individual refusal route: none

Through the white machine, Ione called, “Don't hit her!”

He twisted his spear away from Olya's chest, and the sharp point cut a strip of white cloth and nothing else.

She smiled at the mercy as if it belonged to her.

The platform burst, and white blades entered Chad from every side. Take It caught the attacks aimed at Elka and Zafira as they came down. He refused to mark Olya again, so his build lost its main health loop while the Saint Channel held.

He rolled beneath a blade, came up inside Olya's reach, and struck her wrist with the spear shaft.

Even a safe blow transferred. A captive man cried out behind her as his arm bent at the same angle.

He stopped cold while Olya touched his cheek and healed the bruise she had caused by taking something from a woman in the highest ring.

“Every act has a cost,” she said, “and I merely choose who can bear it.”

She landed between them, and her sharp knife removed the word *merely* from the local command field.

The saint's hidden claim expanded beneath it until Zafira's second blade caught the word *choose*.

She stepped back. “You cannot strip necessity.”

“I do not have to strip necessity,” Zafira said as she held the title on her crossed edges. “I only need your ownership of it.”

Her arrow opened a route beneath Chad, and he dropped through the platform before another healing strike could touch him. He emerged on a narrow support beam behind the captive rings, where Ione knelt with both palms on the Saint Channel.

The white machine passed through her wrists without burning them. Clear blue lines spread out and tracked each trade. “The healing and repair are real,” she said, “but the assignment is the fraud.”

While studying the tangled white lines, he asked, “Can you separate it?”

“If Elka isolates the physical returns and Zafira removes Olya's title.”

He asked what he needed to hit, but Ione looked through the machine. “Nothing yet.”

It was the worst possible answer for his class, and Olya made it worse by sending a wave through the beam. The Engine repaired itself overhead while 243 captive lights weakened.

He watched the boy's small soul flicker again.

“I can tank something useful,” Chad insisted grimly.

“You can tank her attention,” Ione said without looking away.

Without humor, he grinned and said, “Finally, a professional diagnosis.”

He jumped back onto the platform and attacked without dealing damage. Spear sweeps forced Olya to move while Guard Line denied her the center, and Red Grip pulled her robes, footing, and each hostile spell—but never her Health. When she aimed at one of the women, Take It made Chad the legal target.

Then white light cut his chainmail, and without Blood Mark the damage stayed. His Health fell from 666 to 511, then to a far more dangerous 403.

She offered him another bright pulse of stolen healing.

He refused the stolen cure, so she offered again with its full terms visible.

SAINT CHANNEL CURE OFFER

Recipient: Chad Baconizer
Immediate effect: restore 103 Health
Assigned cost: 103 Health from highest registered beneficiary
Secondary cost if beneficiary falls below 50%: memory conversion enabled
Refusal: permitted

“There,” Olya said with a calm smile, “is informed choice.”

He dismissed the shining offer. “The choice still isn't theirs.”

“The beneficiary accepted service,” Olya said, and Chad pointed at the captive.

“Before you disclosed this assignment.”

“Past consent sustains future necessity,” she replied.

Striking the sentence hard enough to throw sparks, Zafira said, “Past consent sustains only what was actually offered.”

The Channel produced a second cure, this time drawing from a captive who had learned the terms after capture and accepted because Olya promised to heal his daughter.

Ione checked the linked record twice and said, “The daughter was already dead when the bargain was offered.”

Around the eyes, Olya's calm mask tightened as she said, “He believed the service meaningful.”

“Because you withheld a decisive fact,” Ione said, and the second offer closed.

His Health stayed low, but the clear terms changed the fight. Each rejected cure gave Ione a clean sample, each open lie weakened Zafira's title challenge, and Elka traced each offered point back to a real return object.

Refusing stolen healing became more than grit because it gave the women proof while denying Olya fresh power.

The System recorded the free choice, and a thin red boundary formed around his body to block every Saint Channel repair that lacked his consent.

“You would rather suffer,” she said, and Chad caught another blade.

“Than spend somebody else? That's an easy call.”

“A ruler spends lives every day,” Olya said, but Chad caught another blade on his forearm.

“Good thing I'm a tank. We spend our own Health.”

“And when your Health ends?” she asked while the white blade pressed harder.

“My party adapts,” Chad said.

“They may still die,” she warned him.

“Maybe,” he admitted, “but it still isn't your call.”

She opened images of people Chad had failed to protect. He saw folk caught in the palace raid and prisoners lost before Ione could free their souls. He saw fighters who chose bad routes after honest warnings. The pain was real, but none of it proved ownership was kind.

He blocked another white blade while grief moved through him without becoming a command.

“You carry them already,” Olya said. “Let me make that burden useful.”

“They weren't gym plates.”

The blunt answer rang clear even to him. He had once treated pain as useful only when he could load it, count it, and turn it into a gain. The dead were not plates for him to lift. Their lives mattered without serving his growth.

He let the images stay true and refused the lie built around them. She lost another layer of command Health, and Elka began shooting the real return points as soon as it broke.

They were not grand machines. She had hidden them inside plain things that carried care: a cup by a sickbed, a clean bandage, a stool where someone had waited all night. Each small object had become a hook in a captive body.

She never struck the harmless objects themselves; she shot the hidden path leading back from each one.

One return isolated, then twelve, and then three hundred.

She split into seven white bodies and sent them toward Elka, but Chad used Raid Anchor and stopped all seven inside his threat circle.

They attacked from seven sides. He blocked two, dodged one, and took four as chainmail burst at his shoulder. A white blade passed through his thigh and came out carrying the sound of his mother saying his name.

Ione caught it before Olya could route the memory into the Engine.

She returned it to Chad untouched and said, “That memory is his.”

When Olya's saintly calm finally cracked, she said, “All memory becomes useful in service.”

She held the recovered memory close. “Useful to whom?”

The question entered the channel as an alchemical test.

Ione did not ask for one shared answer. She sent the question down each soul line alone. She kept silence where a captive could not reply and set aside answers Olya's damage had confused.

The careful method took longer than a grand speech. He paid for that time with Health. Zafira guarded the question from command edits, and Elka kept each reply on its first real return.

When the count completed, even the silent and uncertain records failed to support Olya's ownership. The saint had built her authority on beneficiaries who had never been allowed to know what they were supposedly choosing.

Sixteen thousand two hundred sixty-four answers came back, and not one named Olya. The false title in Zafira's knives fractured.

PUBLIC TITLE CHALLENGE

Claim: HOLY NECESSITY
Claimant: Olya Prent
Verified beneficiaries choosing the claimed cost: 0 / 16,264
Verified beneficiaries permitted refusal: 0 / 16,264

Result: NECESSITY UNPROVEN
Result: HOLY AUTHORITY REVOKED

Olya screamed with enough command damage to make Chad pull it through Take It, and blood ran from his ears as his Health dropped below two hundred.

She cut the broken title away, and the saint's spotless white robes turned gray.

The color change did not reduce Olya's skill. It only stripped away the public belief that all she did must be healing. Then white blades looked like weapons, transfer chains showed their hooks, and the Engine repairs showed their true human costs.

People in the streets saw the same hard facts. Some believers still prayed for Olya. Others tore saint ribbons from doorways, while a few chose to wait for proof beyond one hostile panel.

She carefully kept every response because taking a title did not grant her power over the people who had trusted it.

Olya looked down at the mixed city and whispered, “They will beg for me when pain returns.”

She kept working inside the pale Channel. “Then any future cure can be offered with honest terms.”

“They will still choose relief.”

“Some will,” Chad said. “You keep confusing choosing the service with choosing you.”

The distinction weakened the last ownership seam enough for Ione to reach it.

Ione shoved both hands deeper into the bright channel and called, “Now.”

Elka fired thirty-two arrows in one smooth turn. Each arrow split across the real map. Thousands of return paths peeled away from captive bodies and joined one empty loop beneath the platform.

She still owned the healing source, but she no longer owned its chosen end.

He stepped onto the empty circuit and braced his spear.

“You wanted somebody to bear the cost?” he asked as the Engine's next repair hit him.

His class knew the proven local route and took it. Then Pain Dividend turned part of the damage into power. His Health fell to ninety-four, but no captive dimmed.

In turn, Zafira struck Olya's command field, Elka struck the circuit locks, and Ione struck the ownership seal.

Their direct damage had no Blood Mark to return through. Yet the chosen link held their fields steady through the noise. He remained upright because all four roles stayed distinct.

Olya stared at the empty circuit as if willing sacrifice offended her far more than theft.

“You cannot survive sixteen thousand costs,” Olya said.

“Don't need to survive all of them.” He lowered the spear. “Just until my party turns you off.”

The channel shuddered as its captive health bars separated from Olya's body. For the first time, her own full bar appeared beneath her name.

He had ninety-four Health, no active drain, and a spear he could finally use.

He did not rush into the clear opening. She expected the chance to deal real damage to trigger every habit his class had built. One early mark would let her last transfer link the captive bars again. His first attack would become a slaughter.

He used Guard Line instead. It denied Olya the center and forced her to move while he watched which white thread took the cost. Elka marked its real return. Then Zafira stripped its rank, and Ione proved the last charge stayed apart from Olya's bare bar.

“The route is still unsafe,” Ione warned through Party Link.

She attacked Chad's low Health to make patience lethal, but he caught one blade, let another cut his side, and reached thirty-one without starting drain.

Last One Standing raised his guard because the women remained hurt. It bought one more exchange, which he spent making Olya commit the last charge where Ione could see the route.

“Now?” he asked again.

“One more proof,” Ione said, so he waited through another bloody exchange.

“Now?” he asked once the white thread showed itself.

Ione checked every line before answering, “Not yet. She retains one emergency transfer.”

She drove her open palm deep into the trembling channel.

A thousand captive lights went dark at once, but their souls did not vanish. They poured through the shrine floor into a room beneath the Engine. A tall, broad-shouldered human shape grew inside a hero's armor.

Then Cedran's empty ascension shell opened its copied blue eyes.

The face was Chad's, but not the one he wore now. It was his first face: nineteen, male, healthy. He looked just as he had before the looksmaxxing accident sent him through a mirror and into this world.

Olya laughed through bloodless lips and said, “One thousand lives for one perfect restoration.”

She made the shell kneel in front of Chad rather than attack. Its eyes held the exact shade his had possessed on Earth, and the copied face carried none of Cedran's contempt.

“The thousand are not dying,” she said. “They support a stable vessel, and if you accept it, I will release the other fifteen thousand.”

The offer entered the System as a combat bargain.

SAINT'S EXCHANGE

Chad Baconizer receives: original male ascension shell
Saint Channel releases: 15,264 captives
Committed support remains: 1,000 souls
Duration of support: lifetime of vessel
Replacement support after soul failure: permitted

The last line exposed the scale. One thousand souls were not the final cost. They were only the first set of fuel cells.

He dismissed the false gift. “You keep calling subscription models gifts.”

“Fifteen thousand people walk free.”

“Because we already freed their routes.”

“You cannot know you will win.”

“Neither can you.”

For the first time, Olya looked tired rather than holy. The Channel had let her turn doubt into math: spend this person, save those ten, call the rest mercy. He knew the lure because a clean number made any build feel right. Her sin was acting as if the person doing the math owned every life in it.

“Ask the thousand souls first,” he said.

She did not ask them, and that was the whole answer.

His party did not look at the flawless shell; they looked straight at him.

SAINT CHANNEL — PHASE TWO

Captive souls: 16,264
Temporarily committed to ascension shell: 1,000
Souls destroyed: 0

Olya Prent personal Health: exposed
Emergency transfer charges: 0
Physical returns isolated: 16,264 / 16,264
Identity records verified: 16,264 / 16,264

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 43
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 43
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 43

Warning: damaging ascension shell may damage committed souls.

He kept his eyes on Olya. “Can I hit her now?”

Ione's mouth curved into a cold smile. “Now.”


Chapter 18

We Respecced the Healer Into Unemployed

He hit Olya with everything except the point. The spear shaft cracked against her ribs and knocked her across the platform, costing her newly honest Health bar eighty-three points while no captive screamed and no soul dimmed. Perfect.

He followed with Guard Line, caught her return strike, and swept her legs out from under her. “Welcome to paying your own bar.”

Through white light, Olya rolled and came up with a blade in each hand. Her saint title was gone, but years of stolen skill remained. She crossed the platform faster than Chad expected. Two cuts slipped under his chainmail.

His Health dropped to fifty-one, and he still had no mark on her.

Beneath the captive rings, Ione held the freed returns apart. Nearby, Elka kept sixteen thousand real routes open while Zafira stopped the lost title from rebuilding itself around words like *mercy* and *sacrifice*. None could spare a hard strike until Chad made Olya safe to attack.

The silent ascension shell watched from below with his old height, his old shoulders, and his old hands.

He hated that the hands bothered him most. He knew them around a game pad and under a barbell. He recalled them working product through hair he had thought he could still improve. They looked normal because they looked like home.

One thousand souls burned behind those familiar fingerprints, so he turned away and let Olya's blade cut his cheek.

“You could inhabit it and be done,” she whispered.

“You said one thousand lives.”

“One thousand fragments, while the country will lose far more before sunset.”

At once, Chad caught her pale wrist and said, “Then I save those people too.”

Red Grip closed around Olya's threat, not her body. He pulled the next strike wide and drove his shoulder into her sternum, making her stagger into the empty circuit. Ione saw the clean opening and called, “Mark her now.”

The mark entered Olya without touching the Saint Channel.

The System traced the safe boundary twice: her personal Health turned red while all 16,264 captive bars remained gold and separate.

At the honest red bar, Chad grinned. “Healer's finally in damage spec.”

When Olya tried to leave the loop, Elka's arrow pinned her route. Zafira stole her turn, and Ione sealed the last ownership seam. The whole party attacked. Three distinct fields hit Olya while Bloodway gave ten percent back to Chad. His Health rose from fifty-one to eighty, then one hundred twenty-six. In answer, Olya threw a fan of white knives. Take It pulled them from the women, and the hits spent nearly all the healing he had gained.

They did it again as Zafira cut command, Elka cut movement, and Ione cut ownership, while he took the blow and fed on their direct damage through the mark.

The loop settled into a miserable balance. The women dealt enough damage to refill what Chad lost. Yet her own healing erased most of their gains. Any faster push would force one woman out of her field and let a captive route link again.

After three failed cycles, Chad stopped calling attacks. “We're just farming numbers,” he said.

Elka lowered her bow by one wary inch. “She heals faster when we repeat ourselves.”

Ione watched Olya's shifting bar and said, “The Channel predicts familiar care, so repetition lets it preassign cost.”

In her hand, Zafira turned one curved knife. “Then no second cycle can resemble the first.”

They changed pace without changing their four roles. First, Elka dealt route damage before Zafira stole Olya's turn, forcing the saint to spend her own Health to stay in place. Ione delayed her cut until Chad took the return strike, then broke the cost after it reached Olya's bar. Last, Zafira attacked and stole the next heal instead of the current blow.

The skill returned its healing in rough red waves. Before each damage event, Chad named the woman whose next task held the most risk. He kept that rule locked until the event ended.

Unable to predict the changed order, Olya lost another twelve percent.

“Coordination without order,” she said. “It remains a temporary luxury.”

“We've been temporary for three whole books,” Chad replied, “and we're still here.”

After the third exchange, Olya understood the changed loop. She stopped attacking Chad and shot white chains toward the captive rings instead. The chains dealt no damage. They offered real healing with the old hidden cost stripped away.

Hundreds of wounded souls accepted by instinct. From each yes, Olya drew strength until her Health refilled.

Her dark face tightened. “The healing no longer owns them. She is using real cures to make chosen links.”

Watching the new white threads, Zafira asked, “Can they withdraw?”

“They do not know they must.”

Onto the highest ring, Zafira jumped. She could not order sixteen thousand people to refuse without taking Olya's place. Instead, she raised both empty hands and used the free resistance web she had built across the country.

“The cure is real,” she called, “but the link after it is not required. If you want the healing, keep it; if you want the saint out, close the white thread after the pain ends.”

With a laugh, Olya said, “They cannot hear you through suffering,” so Elka changed the routes.

Down each freed return path, Zafira's voice traveled. It carried no order or spell, only a choice for each person Olya had kept in the dark.

Threads began to close one at a time, then in long white rows.

Not every captive closed a thread. Some kept the real healing but shut out Olya afterward. Others refused the cure because they could bear the pain. A few were too afraid or confused to act, and Ione marked their silence as no answer rather than consent.

Without praise or blame, Zafira repeated the honest terms. Calling refusal braver than acceptance would only build a new command field around pain.

A captive in the lowest ring asked whether closing the thread would reopen an old wound.

Ione answered through the verified line, “No. Completed healing remains, and only future access closes.”

The captive shut the thread. Thousands followed after hearing the same fact. Her reserve emptied because plain truth removed the darkness she needed—not because Zafira made a crowd obey.

The unsure threads stayed in view. Without closing them, Elka routed each one away from Olya. Every person's choice could wait until the party restored a clear mind and a whole self.

At last, her Health stopped climbing. “Ungrateful,” she said, and the word tried to become a title until Zafira cut it apart.

Through Olya's Blood Mark, Chad thrust his spear. The dividend surged as Bloodway carried the women's damage back into him. When the Channel burned Ione's arms, Overflow sent its safe excess to her.

Below half, her Health kept falling. She raised the ascension shell and sent Chad's old body onto the platform between them. Under its skin, white fire moved as a thousand bound souls made its lungs breathe and its heart beat.

The false shell spoke in Chad's familiar old voice.

“Bro,” the copy said, which was low even for Olya.

Behind him, Elka made a strangled noise that might have been a laugh if the situation had not been obscene.

The shell held out one familiar hand and said, “You know you want this.”

Past the copy, Chad looked at Olya. “That's your pitch?”

“It is the voice you once trusted most,” Olya replied.

“Lady, I nearly killed myself trying to improve the guy who had that voice. Trust was not the issue.”

Then Olya made the shell repeat lines Chad had spoken on Earth. It mocked his last progress photo and the half-point gain that killed him. Then it demanded a character menu in the exact tone he had used after arrival.

The copy was perfect enough that Party Link flagged identity confusion.

Ione did not override the honest alert. “Chad, state a current choice the shell cannot possess.”

He looked at the three women around him. “I refuse the body while it costs captives.”

The shell opened its copied mouth, but no matching statement came out. She could copy memory but not a decision made after the copy separated.

At once, Ione marked the clear split. Elka tied the living Chad to the route he had chosen, and Zafira stripped the shell's right to speak as him.

The link cleared the soul blur. The old body stayed tempting, but it could no longer argue about who Chad was.

“That's my old save,” Chad said, “but I'm the live character.”

Without touching it, Elka's arrow traced a circle around the shell. “The current build has better party members.”

“An objectively stacked roster,” Chad agreed.

At the shape of his current chest beneath torn mail, Zafira glanced. “Stacked in several rather nice respects.”

He nearly missed Olya's next blade and snapped, “Combat focus, please.”

“You began this exchange,” Zafira reminded him.

The shell attacked, and Chad refused to strike it back.

Its fist hit his jaw with the strength stolen from a thousand people, but he rolled with the blow, wrapped both arms around its torso, and held it without damage. The body fit against him in a way that made his skin crawl, and it still smelled like his old soap.

When Olya sent it forward again, Chad locked both hands behind its back.

“I've had worse dudes than this inside my guard.”

At that, Zafira's amber eyes widened, Elka missed a route point, and even Ione blinked.

“That was a grappling term,” Chad said defensively.

“It ceased being one when you said it,” Zafira replied.

The shell tried to headbutt him, but he tucked his chin and held on.

“I need the thousand souls out of that shell now,” Chad said.

“I'm working on it,” Ione replied through Party Link.

She followed their identities into the shell, where Olya had woven them together so that no fragment seemed complete alone. Ione did not cut; she named one continuous history at a time and passed it to Elka.

For each history, Elka found the physical return while Zafira made release take priority over Olya's command.

One soul left the shell, then seven, and then sixty-four.

The old body weakened in Chad's arms, though its perfect face remained unchanged while the power behind it drained away.

With a scream, Olya poured her remaining Health into the shell. The mark followed the transfer, and that was her final mistake.

The mark did not touch the captive souls. It moved only with Olya's own Health, a red seam inside the gold weave. Chad released the shell, caught that seam with Red Grip, and pulled it free.

With the red seam, Olya flew across the platform into Chad's waiting fist.

The clean punch took her below ten percent as the shell fell. Its skin turned to light, but the bound souls stayed whole. Along restored routes, Elka sent them home. A thousand gold shapes rose into the captive rings and joined their own lives again.

Ione checked the count twice and said, “All one thousand returned.”

At Olya, Chad leveled his spear; she had no title, no captive bar, no shell, and no one left who believed ignorance counted as consent.

Before Chad spoke, Zafira opened surrender terms. Olya would release all Channel power and bind her own Health in a plain restraint ward, then face judgment by people who could refuse the crown. Elka supplied a real route into custody, while Ione proved the deal would not pass punishment to a captive.

The terms promised no mercy, death, pardon, or public shame. They only held Olya to her own acts.

He wanted her alive long enough to watch healing work without chains. Yet his want did not grant him the right to risk one more victim. The party offered surrender because the clean path existed, not because it made them look noble.

“Yield under those clean terms,” he said.

“The Engine still needs me,” Olya insisted.

“Nobody needs what you did,” Chad replied.

When Olya reached for the Channel, Zafira stole her turn, Elka cut her route, and Ione broke her claim. Chad removed the rest of her Health when his spear entered the Blood Mark. His ward caught the last white blast. Bloodway filled his empty bar, and the saint reached zero without one point touching a captive soul.

The Saint Channel cracked from floor to sky as white light turned gold. Sixteen thousand two hundred sixty-four people came down through open routes. They carried their memories, bodies, and choices with them. Real healing remained, while every ownership hook burned away.

The capital could not take them all at once. By room and shelter, Elka split the return among safe zones. Through groups that had chosen to receive them, Zafira sent word. Inside a brief soul ward, Ione held anyone without a sound body rather than force a broken reunion.

He guarded the zones while Olya's dying machine shed white blades that held no command and little damage, though scared survivors could not know that. He caught each blade in range until the last route held firm.

One healed woman met the friend whose face Olya had taken from her mind. Ione could not restore that bond at once. She gave both women their proven history and let them choose what came next.

The forgotten friend cried, and the healed woman chose to sit beside her anyway.

Victory had not repaired every stolen thing, but it had returned ownership of what happened next.

OBJECTIVE DESTROYED — SAINT CHANNEL

Captive souls released: 16,264 / 16,264
Committed souls restored from ascension shell: 1,000 / 1,000
Identity losses: 0
Valid healing revoked: 0
Ownership links remaining: 0

OLYA PRENT — DEFEATED
Saint authority: revoked
National healing feed: severed

CHAD BACONIZER
Class: Worldblood Guard
Level: 45
Health: 678

Force: 7
Finesse: 30
Endurance: 37 (+1)
Perception: 20 (+1)
Focus: 23
Presence: 25

BOOK FOUR SOULS RELEASED
Mercy Wells: 12,440
Gate Lattice: 9,008
Saint Channel: 16,264
Current total: 37,712

The battered party regrouped on the ruined white platform.

No level light erased the hours inside Olya's machine. From holding thousands of command threads apart, Zafira's knife hand shook. On the return routes, Elka had broken two fingers. Clear burns ran from Ione's palms to both elbows.

His refill gave him enough Health to stand. It did not give them time to heal before Cedran moved. He named Ione for Overflow because her soul field would fail first if the Engine opened. Zafira wrapped Elka's hand while the hunter used her good fingers to tighten Zafira's wrist strap.

Ione took the routed healing without calling her wounds less important. When her arms held steady, she treated Chad's melted chainmail wound with a clean potion from before the Saint Channel.

He checked the clear bottle and asked, “No captive source in that?”

She showed him the intact bottle seal. “Mixed by me, with every ingredient listed and no living cost.”

“Very romantic,” Chad said.

“Strictly medical,” Ione replied, though her mouth softened.

After tying the final clean bandage, Zafira said, “In this household, the distinction has become unreliable.”

They had fewer than thirty seconds, and the brief care changed no relationship status or unlocked any skill. It merely kept each member capable of entering the final raid by choice rather than momentum.

His chainmail hung open at one shoulder. The links over his thigh had melted into an ugly black stripe. With her thumb, Zafira checked the cut on his cheek. Elka leaned into his sound side while she pretended to study the falling Channel. Until his pulse slowed, Ione held his wrist.

He tested the repaired shoulder and asked, “We good enough to raid?”

“No,” all three women said, and he nodded at their honest answer. “Great. Same page.”

The shattered sanctuary floor opened beneath their boots.

Below them waited the Engine core, a country-wide machine packed into a room wider than the palace. Forty-eight thousand six hundred captive lights turned around a black throne.

On the waiting black throne sat Cedran Holt while three Keys turned behind his head and the fourth burned inside his chest. Above him hung the restored male shell, empty now but repaired, displayed like a legendary item over the final boss.

Cedran looked up at Chad and smiled as the shell above him opened one hand. Unlike Olya's puppet, it held no borrowed souls now. The Engine itself fed each heartbeat, making all 48,600 captives pay the cost.

His restored likeness had never looked more alive.

The link marked a sharp spike in his pulse. Zafira did not hide it or ask him to crush it. Close enough for their shoulders to touch, Elka moved beside him. Ione proved that looking at the shell caused no transfer.

“Same answer?” Zafira asked.

“The body still has the same cost.”

“That was not my question,” she said, and Chad understood because wanting could change without becoming betrayal.

“I still want the body,” he said, “and I still choose my party.”

The three women accepted both truths. They entered the final room around him, not between him and the sight.

“You have done excellent work,” Cedran said. “Now come and claim your body.”


Chapter 19

The Hero Offered Me My Own Body

The legendary drop had Chad's old face. It hung above the Engine in a shaft of white light, bare except for gold bands across its chest and hips. Every scar was gone. Both knees looked healthy, and the hairline had recovered from the month when Chad trusted a forum post written in all caps.

The body was better than he remembered because Cedran Holt had optimized it.

“I corrected the damage you did before coming here,” the hero said. “You may thank me later.”

Chad stood at the shrine edge with melted chainmail over one thigh. Three women touched him in three ways. Zafira's fingers rested at the small of his back, Elka's shoulder pressed against his, and Ione held two fingers over his pulse.

None looked up at the offered body; they looked at Chad, and that helped so much he almost hated needing it.

The shell flexed one hand as if it knew him. Cedran had copied the tiny scar across its thumb, earned when Chad was thirteen and opened a protein tub with a kitchen knife. He had copied the crooked toe from a dropped plate and the pale line from Chad's first real barbell failure.

Those details lived in Chad's memory and, somehow, in the wager that brought him here. They had never belonged to Cedran. His current body reacted before his mind caught up. He felt the weight of his breasts beneath torn chainmail. Long lashes touched his cheeks, and blonde hair slid over the narrow waist he had learned to armor. None of it was shameful. It was still not the answer he had wanted when he asked his mirror to show him a man.

The male shell promised relief from having to explain. He could enter a room and hear the right word before he spoke. He could take off his shirt without turning the sight into an argument. He could look at Zafira, Elka, and Ione, dream of children, and know his body carried the part he had always expected.

The wanting was physical enough to ache, and Ione's fingers tightened around his pulse because she needed no System panel to detect it.

“Desire does not establish clean provenance,” she said quietly.

“Yeah, I know,” Chad said, unable to look away.

Elka leaned closer without blocking his view and said, “You can stare at it.”

“Feels like staring at myself naked.”

“It is wearing more light than you wore the first time we shared a bath.”

Zafira kept her warm hand steady at his back. “You do not owe us a performance of indifference.”

That was the trap Cedran expected them to set. If Chad admitted how badly he wanted his body, the women might fear losing the shape they loved. If they made him reject it to calm them, Cedran could claim their love depended on keeping him female.

Instead, all three women gave his honest wanting room.

Chad looked until he had seen and named every stolen detail.

“You gave that shell better calves than mine,” Chad said.

Cedran smiled with quiet satisfaction and said, “You noticed.”

“You gave me fake calves with no earned gains.”

“I perfected an imperfect vessel.”

“Bro, those fake things have never seen leg day.”

Elka made a quiet sound against Chad's shoulder.

Cedran's smile tightened as he said, “The offer is simple: descend alone, accept your original form, retain every level, and preserve all your memories.”

The Engine opened a white bridge from the party to the throne, and bright terms appeared over it.

ASCENSION SHELL — CLAIM OFFER

Recipient: Chad Baconizer
Body: healthy nineteen-year-old male
Identity presentation: original
Memory preservation: offered
Class preservation: offered
Level preservation: offered

Required payment:
- recognize Cedran Holt as ascended sovereign
- surrender opposition to the Ascension Engine
- close three Party Link endpoints
- transfer household claim to heroic protection

Source of shell stability: 48,600 captive core souls
Restoration independence after Engine loss: 0%

“That thing isn't my body,” Chad said flatly.

“It has your blood, shape, and memory pattern.”

“It runs on forty-eight thousand captive people.”

“Every country runs on its people.”

“Countries aren't supposed to run on people literally,” Chad said.

Cedran leaned back on the black throne. Three Keys turned behind his head. The fourth pulsed beneath his breastplate, and Country Health flowed into all four.

“You object because you have been taught to fear power,” he said. “I will give order to Amarat: no storms, no slavers, no hunger, and your companions safely under my protection.”

The Engine cast the promise around them. Storm clouds cleared from a future capital. Markets filled with food, roads stayed open, and armed patrols broke slave wagons before the border. Children slept beneath a white halo that never faded.

It was a bright, peaceful future if nobody asked who controlled the weather, food, roads, patrols, or halo.

Cedran spread the white vision. Olya's healing reached each sickbed with no price in view. Breck's gates moved travelers at once. Public fights ended when the king supplied one approved answer.

“You fought each system because lesser hands corrupted it,” he said. “Inside me, their powers become accountable to one immortal will.”

Zafira entered the vision and asked a market woman whether she could refuse the sovereign price, but the image smiled and repeated that no refusal was necessary because Cedran wanted only her good.

Zafira cut the false loop and found that the smiling woman had no answer behind it.

Elka traced one perfect road that contained no forks, animal trails, or doors the Engine had not approved. A traveler could reach any allowed destination and nowhere else.

Ione examined the healthy children beneath the halo, whose identities remained intact while every private status reported to the sovereign vessel so Cedran could prevent future harm.

“You removed suffering by removing unobserved choice,” she said.

“Privacy is a luxury for stable worlds.”

“Then stability is merely your word for total access,” Ione replied.

Chad watched the white patrol beat a slaver and give the freed women homes, work, and clean clothes. When one tried to leave her assigned ward, the road carried her back to safety.

“That's just a fancy country-sized harem,” Chad said.

Cedran's perfect future vision paused around them.

“I destroyed the man who bought you.”

“And then kept all his ownership design notes.”

The future stayed beautiful, which made it worth a hard look. Cedran had found real problems and solved them by making each person an item in one hero's pack.

Chad had once believed optimization meant removing every variable that could produce a bad result, but his party had taught him that people were not noise in the model.

Those living, difficult people were the whole point.

Zafira's fingers left Chad's back. She did not pull away from him; she stepped forward to study the bridge's command layer.

“Protection without any path to refusal is ownership,” she said.

“You were property when I freed you.”

“Your party killed the man who owned the palace. Chad found us in it, listened when we chose our direction, and never called the difference his gift.”

Cedran glanced at the flawless shell and said, “He wants this.”

“Yes, he wants it,” Zafira said without flinching.

Chad looked at Zafira, and she did not soften the difficult truth for him.

“He has wanted his body from the first night,” she continued. “That does not make your price his choice.”

Elka stepped away from Chad too, crouched at the bridge, and followed its physical line into the Engine.

“It isn't a complete body,” she said. “It's a route endpoint, and if the core stops feeding it, the shell folds.”

Cedran's eyes hardened. “It will never stop while I rule.”

“That's what trap builders say about doors.”

Ione released Chad's wrist last. Without touching it, she studied the bright promise about his memory.

“Preservation is conditional,” she said, “because Cedran retains edit authority over any memory judged incompatible with heroic protection.”

The glowing terms flickered until a buried line became visible.

SOVEREIGN COMPATIBILITY CORRECTION — ENABLED

“I said I would preserve him,” Cedran replied.

“You mean the portion you approve.”

“Identity is not a pile of every bad impulse.”

Chad considered several possible responses, most involving the hero's head and a location his current anatomy did not possess.

“My bad impulses have seniority over your edits.”

Elka looked up from the glowing bridge and said, “That is unfortunately true.”

“They're founder shares,” Chad said with dignity.

Zafira's stern mouth twitched despite the stakes.

Cedran rose as the throne unfolded into armor around him, and Country Health climbed through the fourth Key to make his halo brighter.

“You mistake tolerance for love,” he said. “They indulge the man you claim to be because the body pleases them.”

The Engine changed the offered shell, and Chad's old male form vanished; in its place hung the petite blonde body he wore now, only taller and softer. It wore royal silk and a crown over its black-streaked hair. A handsome prince stood beside it with one hand over a cradle.

The failure wager appeared around them. Memory gone. Self remade. Marriage arranged. Children carried for a throne Chad had never chosen.

Cedran changed the captive image again and again.

The body became male, then female, then wounded, and then falsely perfect.

Cedran waved at the shifting forms. “Which one is Chad? Show me without pointing at flesh.”

Zafira faced the changing, intimate images without flinching.

“The one who jokes when frightened so the rest of us can breathe.”

Elka stood beside her and said, “The one who enters the route first and asks me where it goes after.”

Ione joined them and said, “The one who believes a tank should spend Health before anyone else spends freedom.”

All three women turned toward him, and Zafira's steady amber gaze held his. “That one is Chad.”

Chad's throat closed because the System offered no resistance skill for being known too exactly.

“Girls,” he managed through the tightness in his throat.

“We are not choosing your body,” Ione said. “We are identifying the man we know.”

Cedran turned the waiting shell toward the women. “And when his desire changes? When the restored man sees three reminders of a cursed life and wants an ordinary wife who never knew him this way?”

The fear hit hard because no skill caused it. No pact could ensure future love without turning love into ownership.

Zafira answered first and without the slightest hesitation. “Then he tells us the truth, and we decide what follows.”

Elka's hand tightened on the broken chainmail at Chad's waist. “I would hate losing him, but I would hate a forced promise more.”

Ione studied the male shell rather than hiding from it. “Continuity of identity does not guarantee continuity of desire, but it makes honest continuity possible.”

Chad wanted to swear nothing would change. Those easy words would feel good and prove less than Cedran's perfect future.

“I choose you now,” he said, “and I plan to choose you after. If anything changes, nobody gets edited into compliance.”

Zafira's guarded gaze softened as she said, “That is enough.”

“Seems like a pretty low bar,” Chad said hoarsely.

“It is at least an honest one,” Zafira replied.

Cedran watched the honest exchange with open disgust. “You call uncertainty devotion.”

“We call that kind of ownership lazy writing,” Elka replied.

The shell stayed desirable. Their love stayed open to time, bodies, fear, and choice. Chad stepped toward the raid knowing love was not safe because it could never end. It was safe because nobody had to vanish inside it.

“Right.” He cleared the roughness from his throat and said, “That is a good distinction.”

Elka stepped close enough to hook a finger through the unbroken chainmail at his waist. “If a real choice appears, you make it.”

“And if I freely pick the dude version?”

“I have detailed plans for either version,” Elka promised.

Zafira's pleased expression warmed. “Extremely detailed plans.”

Ione nodded with scholarly gravity and added, “Several of them require privacy.”

Chad looked back at Cedran with his confidence restored.

“Your sales pitch just got wrecked by customer testimonials.”

He raised his battered spear toward the waiting hero.

The shell changed back to his old male body. It waited with empty hands and a familiar face.

He still wanted the offered body with painful force.

He wanted his height and his voice. He wanted to look down and find himself where he expected. He wanted to walk beside the women without strangers making the wrong guess first. He wanted children someday without asking Heaven to rewrite the method.

Wanting it did not make Cedran or his bloody price honest.

Cedran moved the shell closer as the white bridge spread beneath it. The known body came within reach. Chad could see a pulse in its throat and warmth in its skin. This was no false image that would break when touched.

“Touch it,” Cedran said, “and verify what your companions cannot understand.”

Chad stepped alone onto the narrow white bridge.

Zafira did not grab him. Elka did not close the route. Ione did not warn him again. Their trust followed him with more force than any leash.

He put his open palm against the shell's warm chest.

The heart beneath it beat at the resting pace he recalled from Earth. Sense crossed the touch. His old balance. The reach of longer arms. The easy weight between his legs. A voice that rang from the chest built for it. The warm, living shell could hold him.

Then the deeper captive feed arrived through his palm.

Forty-eight thousand six hundred faint pulses held up that one heart. Dozens weakened with each beat. Each breath burned memory into air. The perfect skin stayed warm because the Engine kept other bodies cold.

Chad withdrew his shaking hand from the false warmth.

“It really does feel like me,” he admitted.

Cedran spread his armored hands and said, “Because it is.”

“It also feels like a mass grave with excellent abs.”

The hero's face changed at last. It showed no anger, only the hurt pride of a man whose costly gift had gone unpraised.

“All true power rests on other lives,” Cedran said.

“Then yours can rest after I knock it down.”

Chad stepped back off the white bridge by choice.

Elka opened a different route beneath Chad, and he fell toward the Engine with Zafira, Elka, and Ione choosing their own entries around him.

“Your filthy offer is declined,” he called.

Cedran spread his armored arms above the Engine.

“Then I will save you without consent.”

The male shell moved behind Cedran as the raid state opened. It did not attack or plead. It only waited and made each future wound remind Chad what the Engine could destroy.

He gave himself one last look before the fight. He did not reject the body. He promised to split it from this price.

“If the shell becomes a hostage,” he said, “we do not spend captives to preserve it.”

Elka added the shell to her physical map as an unoccupied object with a lethal feed. Zafira removed its priority over living members, and Ione marked its identity pattern as Chad-derived but not Chad-present.

“The clean refusal is recorded,” Ione said.

The choice hurt because it was real, not because it was wrong.

Chad turned his back on the shell and faced the four Keys. The women took their positions without congratulating him for sacrificing something they knew he still hoped to regain.

The four stolen Keys ignited around Cedran's throne.

ASCENSION ENGINE — FINAL RAID

Core captive souls: 48,600
Country Health feed: active
Enemy ascension Keys: 4 / 4

Key One: heroic command
Key Two: physical feed geometry
Key Three: captive identity contract
Key Four: sovereign vessel

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 44
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 44
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 44

Ascension shell offer: refused
Party Link endpoints closed: 0
Identity concessions: 0

Cedran drove all four burning Keys into his chest.

The act began before the Keys reached him. Heroic command ordered each witness to accept the rise. Feed lines pulled the throne, walls, and city roads toward Cedran. The captive pact tried to count 48,600 people as organs of one future god. His king's vessel opened a hole where a human heart should remain.

The party attacked the rising god from four distinct sides.

Zafira cut forced praise from the command. People could watch without being made to approve. Elka anchored the city roads outside Cedran's body and kept the first pull from taking whole streets. Ione kept each captive bar apart while the pact tried to merge them.

Chad held the vast combat event inside his threat.

He could have struck Cedran before the armor sealed. Blood Mark showed Country Health ranked ahead of the hero's own bar. Chad used Guard Line instead. He blocked white attacks while the women saved the field they would need.

“You permit my ascent,” Cedran said as the first Key entered.

“We're making sure you do it without wearing everybody else.”

“The distinction will not matter when I am complete.”

Ione kept the captive bars apart and asked, “Then why are you fighting so hard to erase it?”

The second Key entered his chest, and Cedran's answer became a pulse that cracked the Engine housing.

Elka sent the collapse into the empty throne. Zafira stripped the blast of royal rank, and Chad caught the rest on his buckler. Bloodway returned no healing because the party had dealt no damage.

They began the final encounter at less than full resources because they chose captive safety over an easy opening burst.

The third Key entered Cedran's veins, while the fourth replaced his living heart.

The throne vanished beneath him. Bright armor sealed from heels to throat, and his halo spread until it touched both walls of the Engine core.

Country Health began falling at a far faster rate.

The armored hero rose above the captive lights. No longer wholly human. Not yet a god.

“Witness,” Cedran commanded, “the necessary ascent.”

Chad landed on the Engine housing and rolled his bloodied spear across both palms.

Chad raised his spear and replied, “Witness deez nuts.”

All three women groaned behind him through Party Link.

The bright, incomplete god attacked the household at once.


Chapter 20

The Engine Has Shared Damage Now

His first attack carried four damage numbers. One appeared over Chad while the other three appeared over the women. He used Take It, but the numbers stayed where they were.

The hero's white halo struck all four at once. His chainmail rang as Zafira spun into a broken pillar. Below them, Elka fell across two levels of gears while Ione vanished under a wave of captive light. The link flashed red between them.

SOVEREIGN DAMAGE — SHARED

Encounter members: 4
Damage assignment: equal simultaneous event
Threat redirection: invalid
Reason: no single primary target

Warning: Worldblood Guard cannot substitute one member's body for another member's independent event.

“That's a cheap raid mechanic,” Chad said.

Cedran descended through the Engine, halo scraping gold sparks from the walls. “Equality offends you?”

“Calling four beatings equal doesn't make you progressive.”

Then Cedran changed the brutal rule, and his next attack measured pain instead of damage; Chad's Endurance reduced his share, so the unused agony shifted into the three women. The attack forced all four to feel the same amount.

His new class stopped a real transfer but could not stop the king's rule over the whole fight. Zafira gasped when Chad blocked a strike on his own armor. Below him, Elka's hands shook on the bow while Ione lost the first line of her proof.

He stopped blocking, and the next sword cut entered his shoulder. The skill recognized the honest wound, while the shared-pain rule found no softened pain to export.

“You choose damage over equality,” Cedran said.

“I choose my damage over your accounting.”

Ione recovered her damaged proof and studied the event. “You cannot make pain equal by defining a private feeling from outside.”

Zafira cut the false definition while Elka shot the route carrying Chad's sensation to the others. The women retained the pain already felt, but no later event could use it as a transferable remainder.

Then Cedran replaced pain with fear, but that rule failed even faster because the four feared different things. Chad feared becoming safe and alone, while Zafira feared command returning through good intent, Elka feared every route closing, and Ione feared care becoming ownership. No single value could hold those fears without erasing why each one mattered.

The link displayed four private states, and the royal attack broke against facts too exact to merge.

“Your mechanic hates character development,” Chad said.

From below, Elka's arrow struck the feed line behind Cedran's left knee, and at once Zafira crossed the gap on a command ribbon and stole his landing turn. Inside a clear ward, Ione rose with the captive soul record his attack had tried to blur.

All three women were hurt, but all three kept working.

He marked Cedran, and Bloodway returned the women's damage as healing. The skill could route excess, but none existed yet because the hero had built the fight so each member bled at the same speed.

That design nearly broke them on the next exchange. Then Cedran changed equal damage to equal bar share, so Chad's larger Health pool could no longer buy more time. A white line cut one fifth from each bar and ignored both threat and place.

His tank instincts screamed at him to get in front of it, so he stepped forward and did nothing except place his body where the attack looked dramatic.

“Stop posing and fix your armor,” Elka called.

“It's a tactical posture,” Chad protested.

“Your entire ass is currently out,” Elka replied.

The last gate strike had opened his chainmail below the waist. He corrected the armor with one hand while blocking Cedran's sword with the other.

“That's clearly a form of intimidation.”

Under his crossed weapons, Zafira slid close and opened Cedran's guard. “It has certainly affected my morale.”

While they traded blows, Ione read the shared-damage event. “The percentage evens out after defense, so guarding yourself still matters before the split.”

He blocked another white edge and asked, “English translation for the tank?”

“Protect yourself properly,” Ione said. “We will each do the same.”

That answer struck a weakness the System had never listed. He trusted the women with their roles when those roles moved the raid. Trusting them to guard their own bodies while he guarded his felt different, though the logic was the same.

Seeing Chad's private doubt, Cedran sent four attacks: a sword for Chad, a command spike for Zafira, a route collapse for Elka, and a soul blur for Ione. Take It offered only the sword because Chad did not rule the other fields.

He blocked his own hit while Zafira cut the order before it became law. At the instant it folded, Elka stepped across the falling route and used the motion to gain height. Through the blur, Ione named herself until it broke.

The shared percentage resolved across the party, and every bar lost nine percent instead of the twenty-two Cedran expected.

Finally, he let himself breathe again.

“Okay,” Chad said, “everybody tank your own weird metaphysical garbage.”

“Truly inspiring leadership,” Zafira replied dryly.

“Put the quote on our next banner.”

He attacked the armored hero again.

Four sharp white crescents left the blazing halo.

He could not pull the women's hits. Instead, he used Guard Line to cut the blades' real path. Elka bent it around Zafira, who made Ione's ward act before the damage. In turn, Ione fixed Chad's soul so the halo could not class his refusal as another target.

They still took damage, but far less than before.

“He has three protections over command,” Zafira called, “public title, heroic necessity, and sovereign priority.”

“Can you break all three protections?” Chad asked.

“Not while he owns the first action.”

From the floor, Elka fired into the roof, and her arrow vanished before returning behind Cedran to clip the halo. He turned toward it.

Moving first, Zafira took *public title* with her right knife and *heroic necessity* with her left. The hero caught both blades in one gauntlet before she reached *sovereign priority*.

The huge halo flared, and four lethal numbers appeared over the party.

He activated Last One Standing, but it protected him and only him.

Before the damage landed, Zafira saw the failure. She closed her Party Link point and cut Bloodway and Overflow away, so no hostile effect could follow her link into the others.

Under Ione, Elka opened a route while the scholar put a ward around her, but neither woman could protect herself.

He threw his spear, and Red Grip caught Cedran's arm. The fatal blades shifted enough to miss hearts, throats, and spines. On the floor, Zafira stopped at one Health; Elka and Ione held at nine, and Chad remained at forty-one.

The skill that saved only the tank felt like a personal failure.

By choice, Zafira reopened her endpoint, and Bloodway returned through the link.

“Do not decide that failure for us,” she said from the floor.

“I wasn't planning to decide anything,” Chad said.

“You were making the guilty face.”

“My pretty face is naturally dramatic.”

On one shaking knee, Elka said, “Your face is naturally a soft princess.”

“A very masculine princess,” Chad corrected.

“Of course it is,” Elka said solemnly.

But Cedran gave them no time to heal, and the halo drew in another shared strike while Zafira had one Health and the other women could barely stand.

He could refill through Blood Mark, but Overflow needed excess healing, and there was no time to reach his limit. Shared Pulse could give Health to one woman, not all three. Choosing by love would turn the next fatal event into a vote for his favorite.

He named Ione because her identity field held the captive bars apart, and Shared Pulse carried enough Health to let her work.

Ione did not heal Zafira or Elka at once. She split the hostile event into four records so each woman could recover through her own active field.

Through the locked Overflow rule, Elka shot a feed seam and used Bloodway's returned healing. Beside her, Zafira cut a command shard that gave no healing but removed the curse stopping her own recovery. Last, Ione broke the soul blur and reclaimed Health the Engine had counted twice.

He marked Cedran again, struck, and recovered enough to fund the next Shared Pulse.

No woman reached safety through the same recovery method.

Last, Zafira climbed above twenty percent with the brief healing her own command cut restored. The second fatal strike landed one heartbeat later.

The party survived through good defense, not Last One Standing. Each member stayed below half, but Chad's build had replaced none of them.

“That recovery cycle was disgusting,” Chad said.

With dark blood on her mouth, Elka asked, “Efficient, though?”

“Disgustingly beautiful,” Chad admitted.

After retrieving her fallen knife, Zafira said, “You are still describing combat.”

“Mostly describing combat,” Chad admitted.

Their separate paths left a pattern in Party Link. The System did not reward the amount healed; it recorded that all four remained able to act after one shared fatal event.

Ione coughed, raised one clear hand, and said, “The System is listening.”

Something moved beneath Party Link, but it was not an automatic rescue. It asked for four choices.

WORLDGUARD FEATURE CANDIDATE

Observed failure: one survivor cannot complete four decisive roles.
Observed strength: four voluntary members retain separate authority under shared fatal damage.

Requirement:
- declare one shared marked encounter
- each linked member completes one independent decisive action
- no action may be substituted, compelled, or duplicated

Possible result: one party-wide fatal event held at 1 Health

He read the demanding panel only once.

“Cedran is the encounter,” he said, “and my action is keeping his damage local.”

With blood on her teeth, Zafira stood and said, “Mine is ending his first-action authority.”

After retrieving her damaged bow, Elka said, “Mine is cutting the Engine's route into his body.”

Last, Ione steadied the captive record and said, “Mine is separating the souls from his Health.”

All four separate vows locked into the fight.

Then Cedran read them and attacked the weakest vow first, not the weakest body.

The Engine offered Elka a flawless route that cut the real feed in one shot. Yet the path crossed Chad's marked border and would move the boss outside Raid Anchor, so she rejected it and kept mapping.

In return, Zafira received a command title strong enough to end Cedran's first turn, but the price gave her first action over the other women. She cut the offer before it could attach.

Ione found a shortcut that classed the captive pool as one inhuman object. It would split Cedran's Health at once by erasing 48,600 souls from the System's count of people.

She burned the false shortcut out of her field.

Cedran turned to Chad. The king's vessel offered to keep each country-feed strike inside the marked fight, which would complete Chad's action without leaving the women in danger.

The price was simple: close their endpoints and let him become the only decisive actor.

“You keep offering solo mode in a party raid,” Chad said.

“A real leader acts when others hesitate,” Cedran said.

“A real leader doesn't delete their controls,” Chad replied.

He dismissed the easy offer, so the vows stayed hard, freely chosen, and real.

Again, Cedran raised his wide royal halo.

“You are building divinity out of dependency.”

“It's a party game,” Chad said. “That's the whole point.”

He used Raid Anchor on Cedran, the halo, and the nearby country-feed strike. The skill refused the rest of Amarat, as it should, while Chad fixed only the boss's damage inside the marked fight. His own decisive action ended cleanly.

With three arrows, Elka tested real lines: the first was a decoy, the second made Cedran guard high, and the third cut the route from the Engine shell to his left arm. Her decisive action ran down the true path.

Then Ione opened the captive soul record and proved Cedran's Health was one human vessel, not 48,600 lives. Gold bars peeled away from his red one as her decisive action ended without merging a soul.

Yet Zafira still faced the hardest command layer.

He still acted first because the Engine called every challenge a late response to his heroic command. She could not cut a priority that had already happened.

So she forced the sovereign hero to answer her.

Toward the captive lights, Zafira threw her broken saint-title shard. He lunged to reclaim it, responding to her action.

For one vital instant, the hero acted second, and her knife took *sovereign priority*. The first stolen Key cracked.

Breaking heroic command did not silence Cedran's fans. It removed the forced rank that made their praise act before each protest. Voices across Amarat kept arguing, praying, refusing, and hoping without one answer erasing the rest.

Her decisive action left her at eleven Health. Elka's cut route burned through her boots, while Ione's soul proof bore enough load to blur her status at the edges. Chad held the marked fight with less than a quarter bar.

The return existed now, but four new actions had not armed it. Earning a survival skill did not mean they had survived this phase.

He used one Blood Mark strike to refill. Then he locked Overflow toward Zafira while Elka and Ione healed through their own fields. Watching each bar hold steady, Cedran saw the skill's true limit.

“I need only prevent one of you from acting,” he said.

“Congratulations,” Chad replied, “you finally understand party composition.”

The smile Cedran gave him promised that every later phase would target not merely their Health but their ability to remain four distinct contributors.

He tested that threat at once, and four command shells appeared around the party. Each copied one member's stance and chosen role, so the Engine marked them as valid decisive actors.

If the false Chad held threat, the System could call the real one useless. If the false Zafira cut command, Cedran could fake the action that armed Fourfold Return and control its timing.

Ione examined the thin identity records and said, “They contain our status and no history.”

With one arrow, Elka cut her copy's false route, but it came back because the feed treated a current place as enough proof of a true past.

Next, Zafira attacked the power that called a copy equal to a choice. In answer, Cedran argued that results mattered more than who made them.

His copy raised a spear and pulled every threat circle perfectly. It did the job without fear, humor, judgment, or the ability to refuse.

“The copy makes a better tank,” Cedran said.

“That's just an NPC,” Chad replied.

He did not fight the false copy for threat; he closed his Party Link point.

The false tank stayed linked because Cedran had assigned its place. That difference gave Ione the proof she needed: a decisive actor had to be able to leave.

She removed the copies from the skill record. Then Elka broke their empty routes, and Zafira cut their stolen role titles. By free choice, Chad reopened his own link.

The return remained earned and unarmed, waiting for four future real actions.

“We don't automate any of the good parts,” Chad said.

After retrieving a fallen arrow, Elka said, “You automate inventory sorting.”

“Inventory sorting isn't a living person,” Chad argued.

“You named your favorite sorting preset,” Elka reminded him.

“Sortimus Prime earned that proud name.”

Before the women could judge him further, Cedran attacked.

The newly earned Fourfold Return panel opened.

SKILL EARNED — FOURFOLD RETURN

Once per 120 seconds, after all four linked members complete a declared decisive action against the same marked encounter, the next fatal party-wide damage event leaves each consenting linked member at 1 Health.

The skill closes until all four members independently recover above 20% Health.
It cannot revive the dead, protect outsiders, or substitute one member's action for another's.

CHAD BACONIZER
Class: Worldblood Guard
Level: 46
Health: 690

Force: 7
Finesse: 30
Endurance: 38 (+1)
Perception: 20
Focus: 23
Presence: 26 (+1)

ASCENSION KEYS DISABLED: 1 / 4
Heroic command: broken

At the damaged Key, Cedran stared and then smiled.

He drove both armored hands deep into the Engine.

The last three Keys ripped free of their housings and entered his body. Physical feed geometry wrapped his bones. The captive identity contract filled his veins with gold. The sovereign vessel Key replaced his heart.

Around him, the Engine stopped being a machine. It became a vast body beneath him.

Through the core roof, Cedran rose while dragging Country Health in a white column. His halo widened over the capital.

“No more protections,” he said. “No more separation.”

With Red Grip, Chad recalled his bloodied spear and looked at the three women.

They were bruised, bleeding, and grinning like the raid had finally become fair.

“Real boss phase now?” he asked.

At once, Elka nocked a fresh arrow. “Definitely boss phase.”

Before they moved, Ione checked Fourfold Return. “It will not protect resistance groups, civilians, or captives outside the four linked endpoints.”

“We don't route anybody else into our fatal event,” Chad said.

Through the shared proof layer, Zafira passed the warning. Each resistance group received Cedran's new form and the limits of the household skill. Elka gave them routes away from the coming duel. Some groups stayed to hold outer systems. Others left.

Instead of one party route, Elka built four paths up. Cedran could not drop the whole team through one broken path. Chad took the line nearest the king's feed, Zafira chose the command shadow, and Ione chose the captive river while Elka kept all four paths moving.

Their four-part shape spread across the capital while Party Link Rank 4 held. The household followed Cedran into the sky.


Chapter 21

Cedran Finally Pulled Aggro

By his Blood Mark, Cedran pulled Chad into the sky.

The hero had swallowed the skill along with the Key. Red light tightened between them, and Chad left the palace roof hard enough to crack the stone beneath his boots.

He flew upward face-first, with his long hair streaming behind him.

As he flew upward, Chad said, “Usually I do the pulling.”

By the throat, Cedran caught him while the capital spread below them beneath a halo wide enough to cover districts. Ascension machines climbed through streets and towers toward the hero's armored body, and every gold line ended beneath his skin.

“You wanted my attention,” Cedran said, so Chad stabbed him under the ribs.

From inside the wound, Blood Mark fired and returned Health through Drain. Around Cedran's waist, Chad hooked one leg and used the other to kick free of the grip.

“Finally got it,” Chad said, and Cedran punched him through a bell tower.

Stone exploded around Chad when he hit a second tower, used Guard Line against the impact, and bounced back through Elka's waiting route. The exit placed his spear at Cedran's spine, but the hero turned in time to block.

Below them, the women attacked three different versions of the same god.

Across the rooftops, Zafira fought Cedran's command shadow while every royal order he had ever given marched at her as white soldiers. She did not fight the people who had obeyed; she cut the power that claimed obedience made them his forever.

Along a staircase made of arrows, Elka raced. With every step, the Engine changed its feed paths, moved streets beneath her route, and turned towers into veins. She mapped the moving body while refusing shortcuts through occupied homes.

Ione stood inside the exposed core. Forty-eight thousand six hundred captive souls flowed around her like a river of stars. She held the identity contract open and followed its clauses toward the System line buried beneath it.

Through two hundred paces of ritual noise, Party Link Rank 4 kept their fields visible, but sight did not give Chad control. He saw Zafira's command strain climb, Elka's route weaken, and Ione's soul load grow. No simple buttons appeared to solve them.

On the command soldiers, Zafira saw faces from the palace. Some belonged to guards who had helped the sheik. Others belonged to servants who obeyed because refusal meant death. Into one army, Cedran mixed guilt and survival, daring her to condemn everyone who had ever followed a bad order.

She cut weapons from hands without cutting the memories inside them. Each figure became a witness rather than a soldier, which weakened Cedran's public authority while preserving uncomfortable truth.

Across from Elka, routes rose from her own proven maps. The Engine had copied every path she opened across the series, then ran those paths through lived-in buildings to make her skill part of the feed. She did not destroy the maps. One line at a time, she reclaimed them and closed the parts she had never chosen.

Ione's contract used care as an identity claim. Anyone she had healed appeared beneath her name as a dependent asset. Every person who accepted one of her wards became false proof that authority followed skill.

Ione removed her name from the ownership field, so the healing remained attributed while the people did not.

Beside fear, Chad felt pride move through him. He had no action that could replace any of those choices, and that was why the party worked.

Again Cedran struck, but this time Chad caught the fist with Red Grip. His smaller body folded around the impact while the mark turned damage into health before the hero could follow.

“You're strong,” Chad said, but Cedran lifted his chin.

“I am becoming necessary.”

“Still compensating,” Chad said.

With white fire in his eyes, Cedran said, “You inhabit a body designed to be desired and pretend vulgarity makes you a man.”

Into the royal vessel Key, Chad drove a chainmail-covered knee.

“No. Being a man makes me a man, and vulgarity's a hobby.”

The Key rang without breaking, and Cedran seized Chad's long hair before hurling him toward the palace. In turn, Zafira cut the command that made the throw land first, Elka opened a route back upward, and Ione confirmed Chad's body and soul remained one target. Behind Cedran, Chad returned.

“My girlfriends think I'm hot,” Chad said, “so cope.”

The line reached the three women through Party Link. At once, Zafira's command strain eased, Elka's route steadied, and Ione's soul record marked the joke as current behavior no copied shell had guessed. Cedran had argued that Chad's masculinity depended on performance. One stupid sentence proved something simpler: nobody in the household needed the argument settled before continuing the raid.

He used Storm Anchor on the halo's local strike.

Toward him, white fire meant for the three women curved, making his chainmail glow while skin burned beneath it. His Health fell, Blood Mark drained it back, and Party Link carried safe excess toward Ione when the soul river surged around her.

The hero finally had threat, and Cedran tested that claim by turning away.

He aimed the halo at a district where the Gate Lattice had just returned hundreds of travelers. Although Chad could not pull a country-wide event, Elka's map showed the local feed node on Cedran's armor. He marked the node, used Storm Anchor, and stepped between the hero and the route he had proven.

The strike hit Chad instead of the district and fused three chainmail links to his skin. Until the spear shook, Pain Dividend filled his arms while Blood Mark drained enough from Cedran to keep the wound survivable.

Through the burning pain, Chad said, “Attention restored.”

The hero's second test targeted the Mercy shelters. Ione followed the identity line, found no local source within Chad's range, and said so without apology.

Instead, Zafira used the free network. Her warning reached the shelters, adults chose paths out, and Elka opened enough routes for people to leave before the strike arrived. Chad did not save them by absorbing the impossible. Through systems the party had freed, the country saved itself.

Watching the empty shelters burn beneath him, Cedran said, “Without my command, they scatter.”

Below, evacuees reorganized around injured neighbors. Some followed resistance guides, while others chose family routes or carried water toward the fires. Their movement looked untidy from the sky and worked anyway.

“Looks like people doing people stuff,” Chad said.

“Chaos.”

“Game lobby. Everybody yelling, half the team ignores objectives, one guy's chewing into his mic, and somehow the match continues.” Then Chad reset his stance. “You don't fix it by mind-controlling the server.”

Across Party Link, Elka asked, “Was the chewing man you?”

“Those are only allegations,” Chad said.

That small exchange told the women he remained himself while Cedran tried to turn every decision into proof that freedom failed.

It was not forced attention or a System trick that erased choice. He had made himself the only foe Cedran could not ignore while the women tore down his godhood.

From the halo, Cedran drew a sword, and Chad blocked it with his spear.

They fought over the capital while the storm broke around them. With heroic form, better reach, and a weapon made from national command, Cedran looked built for the duel. Chad brought a petite frame, ruined chainmail, and three years of learning how to make every unfair stat line somebody else's problem.

Their size difference changed every exchange because Cedran could cover Chad's whole torso with one gauntlet. His sword reached farther than Chad's spear after the halo extended it, while Chad's narrow frame offered less target but less leverage and his chainmail had already lost half its rings.

He used the body he had rather than fighting like the restored one he wanted. High Finesse put him inside Cedran's reach before the sword completed a wide arc. With low Force, he could not win a bind, so he let the hero push and turned retreat into a route Elka could bend.

Trying to shame the adaptation, Cedran said, “You move like the woman the System made.”

“I move like a guy with thirty Finesse.”

“Your flesh defines the number.”

“My build defines what I do with it.”

Beneath the halo, Chad slipped and put three rapid spear strikes into one seam. None hit hard alone, but together they refreshed Blood Mark before the previous drain ended and made the health window he needed.

The hero answered with one perfect blow.

On the buckler, Chad took it, let his shoulder slip rather than lose the guard, and used the pain Resolve to drive Red Grip around Cedran's sword arm. Ione's ward reset the joint only after Chad reached a stable route.

Optimization no longer meant punishing his body until it obeyed. It meant using every available strength while accepting repair before damage became identity.

He slipped the first cut, took the second on his shoulder, marked the third, and drained through the fourth.

In small pieces, Cedran's Health fell, and the Engine healed all of them.

Each repair came from a different feed. The first spent Country Health through a capital ward, the second borrowed strength from a captive soul, and the third traveled along a road Elka had not yet severed. Ione called the sources as they appeared, forcing Chad to cancel Blood Mark whenever a wound stopped belonging solely to Cedran.

The start-and-stop drain ruined his health rhythm. One canceled mark left him unable to heal a sword cut, while another ended a heartbeat before Bloodway returned the women's damage. Even when the party attacked correctly, Chad's Health fell.

“He wants you to keep the mark active through contamination,” Ione said.

“Not feeding on civilians for uptime.”

Across the link, Cedran heard. He timed every clean wound to match a dangerous party event, making Chad choose between healing himself and leaving one of the women without Overflow.

Without pause, Chad rejected the false choice. He used Shared Pulse before the attack, spent Health on the endangered woman, then marked Cedran only after the feed cleared and drained the cost back. The loop required exact timing from four fields, but it kept both choices honest.

In turn, Elka mapped each clean gap, Zafira delayed Cedran's command by one breath, and Ione marked the instant personal Health split from stolen sources.

The windows grew longer, and Cedran's Health finally stayed down.

“Elka,” Chad called, “how is the feed?”

“Mapped, but not cut,” she answered.

He called Zafira next, and she said, “Command shadow is losing.”

When he called Ione, she answered, “Contract found. It has a System witness beneath it.”

Across the sky, Cedran heard the answer.

He attacked all three fields without turning from Chad. The command shadow ordered Zafira to protect civilians by leaving the fight. Across the feed, Elka received one route to Ione and none back. Inside Ione's ward, the captive contract filled voices asking her to stop before the proof hurt them.

Though he could not stop the content, Chad could make Cedran pay for split attention.

Every distant attack made one gap in the hero's guard. Through Perception, Chad counted them, attacked the third, and drove Blood Mark deep enough that Cedran had to choose between keeping pressure and stopping the drain.

To stop the drain, Cedran broke away, so Zafira used the freed command pressure to expose another false order. While the space weakened, Elka built her own return route, and Ione checked that the captive voices were copies before keeping the real records beneath them.

The hero's multitarget advantage had become four openings because the party refused to collapse into Chad's duel.

His sword changed direction mid-swing and aimed at the exposed core.

Without delay, Chad used Take It on the strike.

The strike stayed aimed at Ione because the distance exceeded the local route, and Chad did not pretend his class could solve that.

Across Party Link, he called, “Elka!”

Her arrow arrived beneath his heel, and Chad stepped through the route into the core. He caught the sword on Guard Line one pace from Ione's back.

The blade entered his abdomen and dropped his Health to twelve.

Ione did not leave the contract to heal him; she trusted the build. Neither Zafira nor Elka left her field.

Through the sword, Chad marked Cedran and raised Drain Ward.

His Health returned through the mark in a red flood.

“That's right,” he said through his teeth, “so stick it in deeper.”

For one sharp beat, silence crossed Party Link.

“Combat context,” he added without much hope.

“There is no context capable of saving that sentence,” Ione said.

When Cedran tried to pull the sword out, Chad clenched both hands around the blade.

“Now you're leaving early?”

With a hard laugh, Elka split the feed line by accident with her next arrow.

The Engine shuddered as Zafira's knives crossed through the last command soldier. Across the capital, Cedran's public orders went dark, but resistance groups stayed free and no new command appeared.

Ione reached the System witness.

The three independent fields struck Cedran's ascended body at once.

His Health dropped below half, and the threshold changed the city. For the first time since the soul storm began, Cedran's halo flickered and let natural daylight through while people below saw an imperfect body inside the god-shaped light.

Some cheered, while others fled because a wounded sovereign looked more dangerous than an invincible one. The party used neither reaction as authority.

Across the failing armor, Chad saw his own restored shell reflected. Cedran had placed it so every personal wound appeared on the male body Chad wanted, turning damage into a preview of destroying his reward.

After checking the records, Ione said, “The shell is not receiving harm, only a visual link.”

“I know.”

His hesitation remained. Knowing a trigger was false did not prevent it from reaching something real.

Across the rooftops, Zafira met his eyes and said, “You are allowed to dislike this.”

While fixing the route beneath his feet, Elka added, “And continue anyway.”

From the unhurt shell to Cedran's checked personal bar, Chad looked. “Good. Because I'm about to continue aggressively.”

He renewed the mark only after Ione called it clean.

CEDRAN HOLT — INCOMPLETE ASCENSION

Phase: sovereign integration
Personal Health: 48%
Heroic command: disabled
Physical feed geometry: mapped, partial severance
Captive identity contract: exposed
Sovereign vessel: active

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 45
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 45
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 45

Country Health feed: active
Core captive souls: 48,600

At his falling bar, Cedran looked.

The four fields had one clean opening before the next phase. In six seconds, Zafira could finish breaking command, Elka could cut the remaining feed, and Ione could free the captive contract if Chad held Cedran inside the mark.

Inside the hidden room, six seconds had been trivial. In the sky, each one held a sword exchange.

Around the hero, Chad locked Raid Anchor. Cedran tried to leave by becoming an order, then a road, then a name inside the captive pool, but Zafira denied the first route, Elka the second, and Ione the third. He remained a body Chad could hold.

Across the ribs, Chad took one cut and healed part of it through Blood Mark. He slipped another, accepted a third through the thigh, and kept the spear buried where Cedran's armor could not close without moving him.

Three seconds.

In one breath, Zafira removed the last distant command soldier, Elka found the final national feed line inside Cedran's spine, and Ione reached the clause that made every captive wound count as his Health.

As Cedran saw all three losses coming, he stopped trying to escape Chad.

Instead, he grabbed the spear and pulled the petite tank against his armor, putting Chad's body between himself and the women's lines. In reply, Elka held her shot, Zafira refused to command Chad aside, and Ione would not blur his soul to make the block useless.

Without warning, Chad released his spear, and the sudden lack of force made Cedran stumble. Red Grip caught the mark outside the weapon and pulled the hero forward while Chad dropped beneath the three clean attack lines.

Five seconds.

The women's strikes landed.

On six, the trap closed.

Below half, Cedran's personal bar fell, and the last clean route to the royal vessel opened.

For the first time, fear disturbed the perfect hero's face.

He released the sword and plunged both hands into his own chest. The sovereign vessel Key opened like a second mouth.

His Health bar vanished, and a larger number replaced it.

CEDRAN HOLT
HEALTH SOURCE: AMARAT
Current Health: 18,071,902

Every wound on Cedran closed while people collapsed in the streets far below. The hero smiled again.

“Now,” he said, “to kill me, you must kill the country you claim to save.”


Chapter 22

The Final Boss Dropped His Halo

He pulled the spear out of his own stomach.

Across from him, Cedran had eighteen million Health because the country was paying for every point.

Every red point Chad drained from the hero came out of somebody below. The mark had become a weapon against the people it was supposed to protect. He canceled it before the next pulse, losing his sustain.

“New rule,” he said, “nobody damages him.”

With a laugh, Cedran said, “Then kneel.”

“No damage and no ass-kissing are compatible positions.”

The rule removed more than offense. His mark could not drain, and Bloodway had no marked target. The dividend supplied power Chad could not spend on attacks, while Overflow had no excess healing to share. Most of his build went dark while Cedran remained capable of hurting everyone.

He opened the skill list and looked for verbs that did not reduce Health: Guard, Pull, Anchor, Intercept, and Witness. Those would be enough.

He used Red Grip on Cedran's sword arm rather than the hero's body, changing the attack line without causing damage. His guard turned the next cut aside. Then Counterclaim caught the title's effort to class Zafira as part of Cedran's national Health, pulling only that hostile claim to Chad. Each defense bought the women one action.

In turn, Elka mapped the halo's monument routes, Zafira tested public support, and Ione split the country bar from the person beneath it. None could solve the whole mechanic in one turn, and Chad could not refill the Health he spent buying another.

Seeing the resource problem, Cedran slowed his attacks. Chad had to hold his defenses longer while Country Health kept paying for the hero's passive healing.

“You will run out,” Cedran said, and Chad raised his guard.

“So will the title.”

His answer was not confidence. The plan came down to one exchange at a time. Spend personal Health, gain proof, and never let haste turn national damage into healing.

From beneath his chainmail, Chad ripped a strip of cloth and bound the hole in his gut. Ione's ward closed over it, but she did not heal him through the captured Engine because they had learned that lesson.

“His personal Health still exists,” she said, “but the country is assigned ahead of it.”

“Priority layer?” she asked, and Ione nodded.

“And title.”

At the word, Cedran's halo brightened as letters circled its inner edge.

`HERO OF AMARAT — THE COUNTRY IS HIS BODY`

Without warning, Elka shot the bright halo.

The arrow passed through and struck a house below. Chad used Red Grip on the route, not the projectile, and dragged it aside before impact.

“Physical object?” he asked, but Elka shook her head.

“Physical claim, anchored in four monuments.”

Across from him, Zafira studied the title. “The words are fed by public recognition.”

Beside her, Ione held the identity contract open. “Recognition gathered under false survival terms.”

“So we don't punch the guy,” Chad said. “We uninstall his fan club instead.”

Then Cedran sent the halo downward.

Its edge cut through the capital. He could anchor only the section within thirty paces, so he chose the line crossing an occupied shelter. His anchor pulled that local damage into his guard. The halo dragged him across the sky, chainmail sparking against white fire.

When four routes opened from the halo to statues Cedran had raised after earlier victories, Elka moved first. She did not destroy the monuments because people had built homes against two of them and a market beneath the third. Instead, she shot the narrow seams joining stone to title.

One connection broke, but the severed monument remained standing. Its stone hero still held a sword over the market, while the pose stopped feeding Cedran's halo and merchants kept sheltering behind the base.

The second monument stood inside an occupied tower, with its route running through apartments built around the statue's legs. Each time Elka found a clear shot, Cedran shifted the title seam; direct damage would collapse six floors.

Through the tower, Elka asked whether the residents would accept a temporary route out. Most did, but one family refused to leave an injured relative, so Ione checked the body and Zafira sent the exact delay rather than declaring the tower clear.

Across the shelter line, Chad held Cedran's halo while workers carried the relative down Elka's route. The delay cost him seventy Health without a mark to refill it.

When the tower emptied, Elka did not shoot the statue. Instead, she shot the space its route had occupied before apartments existed, forcing the title to return to a past anchor that no longer touched the building.

The second connection broke, but the third monument had fallen years ago. In Cedran's public record, memory of that statue anchored more strongly than stone, which gave Elka nothing solid to cut, so Zafira asked people what it meant now.

Answers conflicted. Victory. Fear. Safety. A lie. A convenient meeting point.

Ione preserved every meaning and rejected the Engine's attempt to compress them into ownership. The remembered route split into thousands of private associations, none large enough to support the halo alone.

The third connection faded, and Cedran defended the fourth personally.

It stood over the palace where his party had killed the sheik, and its route claimed every survivor freed by that raid as proof of lasting heroic power. She could not deny the rescue without rewriting her own history.

With cold certainty, Cedran told her, “You owe your life to me.”

“I owe the opening to your violence,” she said. “What I did with it belongs to me.”

Before Cedran's sword reached her, Chad caught it. Through the moment Zafira chose to help other captives rather than follow the heroes, Elka traced the monument route while Ione fixed that choice under Zafira's identity. Her knife split rescue from ownership, and the fourth link broke.

Through the gap, Zafira sent a free question across the resistance network.

*Do you recognize Cedran's ownership of your life?*

The answer returned from streets, shelters, camps, and ruined villages.

Thousands answered with the same clean word: no.

No voice had to agree for the others because refusal arrived as thousands of separate choices.

In reply, Cedran flooded the same network with older answers. Citizens had thanked him after battles, sworn loyalty during crises, and named children for the hero who arrived when nobody else could. The Engine stacked those moments over the present refusal and claimed thanks never ended.

Yet Zafira kept those old answers. “Recognition of a deed is not ownership of a life.”

Ione split each statement by time and cause. A vow made under attack remained part of the speaker's history, but it could not answer a new question forever. Back through monuments and public records, Elka traced the old claims and cut only the route that made them speak now.

Some living people still admired Cedran, and their praise stayed visible.

One resistance group even chose to keep his statue standing after rejecting his claim over them. The disagreement did not weaken Zafira's proof, because the Key required ownership rather than affection.

Cedran looked down at the mixed answers. “They will regret this when order fails.”

“Regret doesn't make the original choice yours,” Zafira said.

The halo lost another band of light and shrank before Cedran struck at Zafira.

He stopped the solid blow and took it across his wounded gut. His Health dropped below half with no mark to refill it.

Pressing harder, Cedran said, “You cannot outlast me.”

“Don't need forever,” Chad said as he caught the hero's wrist. “Need my girls to finish.”

“They are not yours,” Cedran said, but Zafira stepped inside his reach.

“Correct. We are with him.”

Her knife entered the first word of the title.

Ione proved the country was made of millions of people, none joined to Cedran's body. Elka cut the monument's last returned seam, so the public claim lost its witness and Zafira cut *HERO* away. Across the sky, Cedran's halo cracked as Country Health fell out of his bar and his own Health returned beneath it at thirty-one percent.

At once, Cedran tried to put the country back by opening the four monument routes again, but Elka had not merely broken their current links. She had shown the claim needed his halo at their center. Moving to reclaim one monument would expose him to Chad, while staying in the duel left the title bare.

The hero chose the duel, and Zafira cut his priority for that choice. Before the bar could borrow another identity, Ione fixed it while Chad waited until every proof settled. Only then did he activate Blood Mark.

With a hard grin, Chad said, “Found you.”

For the first time, his bar carried normal limits, and his wounds had places. Thick armor blocked some damage, Endurance cut more, and healing needed a real source rather than the country.

The hero looked smaller without becoming weak or harmless.

He changed tactics from royal command to everything he had learned before the Keys. His sword work sharpened, his footwork lost its grand pauses, and the remaining halo shrank into a useful shield. Now Chad met the man who might once have deserved the title before he decided one victory meant owning every later choice.

With a sharp counter, Cedran cut Blood Mark from his side and stopped the drain. “I was a hero before the Engine.”

“You probably were,” Chad admitted.

The answer disturbed him more than denial.

“Then you admit my right,” Cedran said eagerly.

“Good patch doesn't mean you own the game.”

Through a clean wound, Chad marked him again. Cedran struck back, and for several exchanges no national rule decided the fight: spear met sword, Finesse fought reach, and Endurance bought each man another mistake.

Around them, the three women held their bounds without making an edge Chad had not earned. The direct duel mattered because stripping stolen power had shown a real fighter underneath, and Chad still had to beat him.

He struck, and Drain flooded his wounds. In healing, Bloodway returned Elka's next arrow, Ione's solvent strike, and Zafira's command cut. Cedran blocked the spear, but every other field passed through a different weakness.

The hero retreated upward, but Elka closed the route. He tried to order space beneath his feet after Zafira had taken the title, then tried to make the captive contract count his wound as theirs after Ione had split the people apart. At last, Cedran fell, and Chad followed.

Her fixed route kept the fall inside the fight, but neither man had stable ground. Through the royal vessel, Cedran could fly. Chad could only bend his fall with Red Grip and any broken halo shard that passed close enough to seize.

He hooked one white shard and swung beneath Cedran's sword. The movement exposed his back, so Zafira cut the hero's follow-up priority before the blade landed. Ione checked the wound channel for Country Health contamination and found none.

After checking the route, Ione called, “Clean.”

He released the shard, turned in open air, and drove his spear into Cedran's side. The mark returned enough Health to survive their impact against the next halo shard.

From public memory, Cedran formed wings. Every feather held an image of someone who believed heroes should stand above common people. Neither Zafira nor Elka could cut belief itself or route around a symbol with no solid source.

Using the wings, Chad attacked the body. He let Cedran gain height, anchored the lift, and made the hero's own upward force fight his Presence. The wings stalled while Ione split Cedran's choice to ascend from every witness who had dreamed it for him, and the feathers became plain light.

As the wings failed, Cedran said, “You diminish everything.”

“I make it pay its own Health bar.”

They fell through the last bright layer and crashed through the halo together. Over the capital, white shards spun like broken glass as Cedran drew another sword. With the spear, Chad met it, lost the first exchange, and learned the rhythm on the second.

The hero fought beautifully because every motion assumed the world would make room for him. Each cut began with certainty, every turn expected an audience, and every recovery waited for some hidden system to pay the price.

He fought ugly and carefully. Every Blood Mark tick now came from Cedran's checked personal bar, but the royal vessel still tried to join Country Health between strikes. Before each attack Ione called “clean,” then “hold” whenever the gold route touched red.

He obeyed both words.

During one hold, Cedran opened Chad from collarbone to waist. The spear remained still even while Blood Mark promised enough healing to erase the wound. Across the links, Zafira cut the returning title and Elka severed the feed seam; Ione called clean only after Chad fell to fourteen Health.

He struck once, and Drain restored him without costing the country.

With a cruel smile, Cedran said, “You hesitated.”

“I waited for consent.”

“From women who cannot understand this power,” Cedran said.

As Elka's next arrow removed another feed line, she said, “We understand your route better than you do.”

While cutting the heroic guard around his sword, Zafira said, “We understand your command.”

After dissolving the gold film over his Health, Ione said, “We understand your theft.”

Resetting the spear, Chad said, “And I understand aggro.”

With both hands, Cedran attacked him and gave up every distant defense. That was the clean threat state Chad had built toward: one finite boss using personal power inside one local fight while the women kept the bounds honest.

The duel accelerated as Chad's high Finesse created small openings, Presence kept Cedran invested in closing them, and Endurance converted wounds into time for Blood Mark. Force remained seven, so every thrust used Cedran's momentum or Elka's route angle instead of trying to overpower him.

Neither Zafira nor Ione made attacks for him or supplied borrowed damage. Their fields kept the fight fair while Chad won it with his own class.

He took a shoulder cut to get inside, hooked Cedran's knee with one boot, and used his shorter height to drive upward beneath the breastplate. When the hero grabbed his hair, Chad followed the pull and headbutted him.

With a wet crack, Cedran's proud nose broke.

“You look ridiculous,” he said.

He spat blood. “You lost a duel to a five-three blonde in torn mail.”

“You are not a man,” Cedran snarled.

“Still obsessed with my build.”

In anger, Cedran opened his guard while Zafira cut his priority, Elka fixed the fall route, and Ione split the royal vessel from the remaining captives.

Through the broken halo, Chad drove the spear.

The heroic title exploded, and Cedran's Health reached zero.

CEDRAN HOLT — DEFEATED

Personal Health: 0 / 4,880
Country Health substitution: severed
Heroic command Key: disabled
Physical feed Key: disabled
Captive identity Key: disabled

ASCENSION KEYS DISABLED: 3 / 4
Remaining Key: sovereign vessel

CHAD BACONIZER
Class: Worldblood Guard
Level: 47
Health: 690

Force: 7
Finesse: 31 (+1)
Endurance: 38
Perception: 20
Focus: 24 (+1)
Presence: 26

Ascension Engine core: exposed

Cedran's armor went dark as his body fell through the Engine core and struck the empty throne. No System resurrection appeared, and no hidden Health bar replaced the first. The hero was dead.

Without trusting the zero, Ione checked the body. His identity remained attached, his own history had ended, and no captive record filled the corpse. Elka closed every solid retreat while Zafira removed the command that might call death a brief heroic absence.

Only after all three fields agreed did Chad dismiss Blood Mark.

He expected triumph, but relief arrived with anger and the hollow knowledge that Cedran would never know why he lost. The hero had seen people as material until his last breath.

Beside the throne, Zafira stood and said, “He did free us from the palace.”

“And used that fact as a chain,” Chad said.

“Both remain true.”

They gave the contradiction one honest second. Then Ione saw the surviving Key move.

Beside the women, Chad landed on the bare core housing. For one dangerous second, victory felt possible.

Then the sovereign vessel Key left Cedran's chest.

It did not need him anymore.

The Key entered the Ascension Engine, and every captive soul snapped toward the center. Streets became veins, mountains appeared in the machinery, and the country's border burned across the sky as one closed circle.

Ione read the contract and went pale.

“Irreversible merge,” she said. “The Key is making Amarat the vessel.”

The Engine began its final pulse while forty-eight thousand six hundred captives screamed as one, and the System put a timer over the world.

COUNTRY ASCENSION MERGE
Completion: 12 seconds
Projected party-wide damage: fatal
Projected Country Health after completion: 0

Looking at Zafira, Elka, and Ione, Chad said, “Same four jobs.”

They were already moving.


Chapter 23

I Tanked the End of the World

Twelve seconds was plenty of time for a bad plan.

Chad had survived most of his life on less.

He drove his spear into the center of the Ascension Engine and declared the sovereign vessel merge as the marked encounter. Raid Anchor caught the local pulse. Worldblood Guard spread red lines to three voluntary endpoints.

“My action is the final damage,” he said.

Fourfold Return waited while Zafira ran toward the command ring, Elka dropped into the physical feed, and Ione entered the captive identity river. The timer reached eleven.

The Engine struck Chad with a country, but his class rejected the lie that it held all of Amarat. A proven route ran from the sovereign vessel Key through the core and into the four-person encounter, so Chad caught that attack and nothing beyond it.

His Health fell to one hundred as Pain Dividend filled him with power. There was no valid Blood Mark left to drain because Cedran was dead and the Key had no living Health. This time Chad had to hold without feeding.

“I have the pulse!”

Holding it required active choices every fraction of a second. The Key changed damage type from physical to ritual, then command, then identity pressure, trying to slip outside whichever defense Chad used. Guard Line caught the physical edge, Storm Anchor held the ritual source, and Counterclaim pulled hostile ownership without validating it, but no skill handled all three.

Chad rotated them by feel while the pulse ground through his Health. One mistimed change would send damage toward the women's separate fields before their actions completed. He could not watch every bar and the source at once, so he trusted Party Link's danger weights without using them as orders.

Elka's route flashed highest risk, then Ione's identity field, then Zafira's command ring. Chad locked Overflow out because no healing existed and kept his entire remaining build on the local pulse.

The tank role became less spectacular as the others moved away. He stood with both hands on a melting spear and made one terrible event remain exactly where the party had declared it.

Zafira reached the command ring, which wore every crown Amarat had ever accepted. Kings, saints, heroes, and frightened councils spoke through it, each claiming that survival required obedience now and freedom later.

She did not seize the crowns and instead opened the voluntary resistance network one last time.

“The Engine claims emergency command,” she said. “Refuse if you choose. Accept if you believe it. I will not decide for you.”

Ten seconds.

The country answered unevenly. Some people refused at once, some hesitated, and some accepted because the sky was ending and a command felt safer than choice. Zafira preserved every answer.

The Key tried to treat acceptance as authority over everyone. Zafira separated each yes from every no and each silence from both. People who wanted emergency direction received routes from leaders they selected, while those who refused remained outside the command field.

One district accepted Halric's advice without restoring his crown. Another followed a healer, and three neighborhoods coordinated through bells with no leader at all. The methods contradicted one another and still kept people moving.

Zafira did not need to prove command was always wrong. She needed to prove one sovereign could not turn local trust into universal ownership.

Then she proved the Key required unanimity it did not have.

Her knives entered the false collective claim and split the command ring, completing Zafira's decisive action.

The shattered command ring retaliated against her alone. Every rejected crown became a blade aimed at the woman who had refused to replace it. Chad could not pull command damage, and Zafira had already spent both knives completing her action.

She closed her endpoint before the blades touched, preventing their authority from traveling into the household. Then she caught one crown in each bare hand and used the separate public answers as friction against the merge.

Blood opened across her palms as her Health dropped, but the ring could no longer make injury proof that refusal had failed.

Zafira reopened her endpoint only after the command blades lost their titles. The red line returned with her decisive action intact.

Nine seconds.

Elka fell through a body made from geography. The physical feed had no single line now because it used roads, wells, walls, and the roots beneath farms, while broad destruction would tear Amarat apart.

She searched for the one route belonging only to the Engine.

The Key created false empty routes faster than Elka could reject them. One passed through an abandoned house whose owner was still captive in the core. Another crossed a dry well that remained the only water source on a future map. A third used a graveyard and classified the dead as unoccupied material.

Elka treated history as part of the terrain. She asked Ione to confirm ownership where bodies could not answer, then preserved uncertain routes instead of spending them for speed.

Seven seconds remained when she had rejected every easy shot.

Chad saw her route stability fall below ten percent. He could send Overflow only after receiving excess healing, and there was no living enemy left to drain. The women had to finish without the resource engine that carried them through earlier fights.

Elka braced her bow with shaking hands and kept looking.

Every obvious path crossed a home or a living body. Every shortcut offered a cleaner shot by assigning the cost elsewhere. Elka ignored them.

Eight seconds.

Chad's Health reached forty-two while the pulse reached for the women too. Guard Line could not erase their events, so he used Party Link Rank 4 to hold field authority through the interference while they faced their own damage.

Zafira closed her endpoint for one instant as a broken command crown tried to enter it, and the red line vanished cleanly. She reopened by choice, as she had every time.

Seven seconds.

Ione stood among 48,600 captive souls while the contract called them one reservoir. She rejected the count long enough to see people: a potter with clay beneath her nails, a soldier who hated marching, and an old man who remembered the smell of pears. They were thousands of lives, none interchangeable, and another captive lay below their records.

The System contract itself had been chained into the Engine. It was not a person, but it had been forced to report ownership as progression and coercion as consent.

Ione placed one hand on the souls and one on the contract.

“You are not one thing,” she told them.

The captive System answered with its own damaged panel. It had recorded levels for massacres, skills for ownership, and titles for forced obedience because the Engine controlled the categories it was permitted to see.

Ione did not declare the entire progression false. Chad's class, the women's growth, and every earned choice remained real. She separated observations from the hostile labels placed over them.

Damage stayed damage, healing stayed healing, and consent stopped inheriting from survival.

The corrected definitions moved through all four fields. Fourfold Return recognized voluntary actions rather than mere participation, and the final Key lost its ability to manufacture completion by assigning one person's work to another.

Six seconds.

Chad reached twenty Health, and the Engine offered him the shell again.

His old male body appeared beyond the spear, empty and perfect, with a prompt open over its chest.

EMERGENCY VESSEL TRANSFER

Transfer now to survive.
Party outcomes not guaranteed.
Memory correction required.

He punched the prompt, and his knuckles passed through it.

“Worth trying.”

Five seconds.

Elka found the route.

It was the path Cedran had used to enter the Engine. A single empty line traveled from the throne into the sovereign vessel Key without crossing one civilian body.

She planted both feet against a turning gear and drew her bow until the string touched her cheek.

The Engine showed her every route that might fail if she fired.

Elka chose the one she had proved.

Her arrow entered Cedran's empty path and split the physical feed from end to end.

Roads remained roads, wells remained water, and homes remained standing. The Engine lost its body, completing Elka's decisive action.

The severed geography did not vanish. It fell toward the capital as thousands of harmless-looking route fragments, each capable of attaching Engine ownership wherever it landed.

Elka could not shoot all of them, so she changed the path and gave every fragment one destination: Cedran's empty throne. The first impact cracked the seat, the next hundred buried it, and the remaining routes collapsed into machinery that no living person occupied.

Her bowstring snapped under the load. Elka caught the broken ends around one wrist and held the route manually until the final fragment landed.

Only then did she release it.

Four seconds.

The pulse turned fatal as four damage numbers appeared, one over each member. Chad's was larger, but every number exceeded its target's remaining Health.

Fourfold Return did not trigger because Ione had not completed her action, and Chad could not do it for her.

He could not substitute his Health, his certainty, or his love. He held the marked encounter and trusted the woman inside the river.

Three seconds.

Ione separated the first soul and then the second.

The contract fought her with scale. Forty-eight thousand six hundred individual truths were too many to name before the timer ended.

She changed the proof: one identity was not another, and the rule held for every pair. The reservoir designation collapsed.

Forty-eight thousand six hundred gold bars appeared, and Elka's empty physical route carried them out while Zafira's broken command ring could no longer order them back. Ione freed the captive System contract beneath them and completed her decisive action.

The corrected contract asked whether each freed soul wanted immediate return, temporary protected holding, or delayed reunion while a safe body route was found. Ione could not collect 48,600 conscious answers before the fatal pulse.

She preserved the unanswered state.

Elka's route carried only identities with verified endpoints. The others entered a holding field without ownership, surveillance, or forced destination. Zafira's broken command ring could not classify delay as disobedience.

The rescue total would count everyone only after the Engine fell and the pending choices remained possible. Fourfold Return recognized Ione's action because she had freed the people, not because she had completed their choices for them.

Two seconds.

Fourfold Return opened, and consent prompts reached every endpoint separately.

Chad accepted. Zafira accepted after verifying the command ring could not use survival as authority. Elka accepted once the physical feed was clear, and Ione accepted only after the captive holding field stood independently.

The skill armed at four of four because no majority rule filled a missing answer.

The fatal pulse landed.

Chad felt the end of the world enter his body as chainmail disappeared, skin burned, the spear melted beneath his hands, and every red line went white.

Zafira, Elka, Ione, and Chad each reached one Health.

The skill closed until each recovered by her own path above twenty percent. It offered no second rescue.

One second remained, and so did the sovereign vessel Key.

The Engine offered to count removal as Chad's fourth decisive action, which would erase Ione's completed proof and make the victory his alone. He rejected the credit before touching the Key, so four declarations remained four actions.

Only after the record settled did he reach forward.

It had no command, no physical feed, and no captive reservoir. It still had the last fraction of Country Health already inside the local merge.

Chad had one Health and no spear, so he wrapped both arms around the Key.

“Mine.”

Red Grip answered through his bare hands.

The Key fought like a living heart, pulling back against him while the Engine tried to define Chad as its new vessel.

Counterclaim took the hostile ownership effect and made it target him without making the claim true.

Ione lifted her head from the empty soul river. “You are not the vessel.”

Elka found one final route out of the machine. “You are the exit.”

Zafira cut the command word from *mine*. “You are Chad.”

He pulled harder until the Key came free and the timer reached zero. Nothing ascended, and the Ascension Engine broke.

Gold light erupted through the capital, crossed the country, and rose into a sky that no longer had a kill counter. Forty-eight thousand six hundred souls returned along Elka's route, each carrying Ione's identity proof and no command except the choices waiting at the other end.

The pending souls in Ione's holding field did not disappear from the count. Freed System rules classified release as separation from Engine ownership, while destination completion remained a later individual state. Elka's route stayed open without compelling movement.

Across Amarat, verified bodies received people who chose immediate return, and shelters accepted others. Some souls waited because home was unsafe, unknown, or gone, while Zafira's network carried options instead of one national destination order.

Country Health stabilized only after every Engine feed stopped, but it did not return to maximum. The final value held the cost of roads broken, wards spent, and people harmed during the raid without counting those losses as failure.

Seventeen million nine hundred four thousand one hundred eighteen.

Alive was not untouched.

Victory preserved enough future for repair to remain possible.

The sovereign vessel Key cracked in Chad's hands.

The failure wager appeared over it.

Memory erasure, permanent female conversion, imperial marriage, and forced heirs.

Every term burned.

The Balcony attempted one final ruling.

`FAILURE CONDITION TRIGGERED: CHAD BACONIZER AT 1 HEALTH.`

Ione raised the freed System contract. Failure had been defined as the Ascension Engine completing, not Chad reaching a critical bar. Zafira removed spectator authority from the interpretation, while Elka showed the wager route ended at a machine that no longer existed.

Chad had no Health to spend fighting the claim. He supplied the one thing still his alone.

“I do not consent to your rewrite.”

The Balcony displayed every episode it had watched across the series, trying to establish entertainment as consideration for ownership. Images flashed: his arrival, the palace, each filthy joke, every wound, and every intimate moment the deities had attempted to observe.

The hidden room's privacy field appeared as a blank interval.

One unowned choice was enough to disprove total spectator access. The household had always contained parts the Balcony could not claim.

The freed System severed the last viewing route.

For the first time since Chad arrived in Amarat, he felt no audience behind reality. No silent laughter waited for his reaction. The victory belonged to the people inside it.

ASCENSION ENGINE — DESTROYED

Engine Health: 0
Enemy ascension Keys: 0 / 4
Core souls released: 48,600 / 48,600
Core identity losses: 0

BOOK FOUR SOULS RELEASED
Mercy Wells: 12,440
Gate Lattice: 9,008
Saint Channel: 16,264
Ascension Engine core: 48,600
Total: 86,312 / 86,312

Country Health: 17,904,118 / 18,604,000
Country ascension merge: failed
Spectator ownership: severed

BALCONY WAGER
Status: ended unfulfilled
Memory-erasure claim: void
Identity-rewrite claim: void
Marriage claim: void
Reproductive claim: void

PARTY ADVANCEMENT
Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 46
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 46
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 46

Chad fell, and the country reacted before Heaven did. Elka's freed routes opened across the capital, but she lacked the Health to select one. Resistance groups saw four bodies falling through the gold rain and built their own rescue attempts: nets between rooftops, blankets across alleys, and hands reaching from broken balconies.

None could catch a fall from that height, but the effort still mattered because Amarat no longer waited for one hero to solve the sky.

The Engine had no floor anymore, and Chad dropped through gold rain beside three women at one Health each. Elka tried to make a route, but Fourfold Return required independent recovery before it could open again. Zafira had no command left to steal, and Ione's hands shook too badly for a ward.

Chad reached for them anyway, and their four hands met as the broken Engine disappeared beneath the capital.

For one long heartbeat, there was only sky. Then something above the Balcony answered without an audience, owner, applause, wager, or demand.

True Heaven opened as warm daylight beneath them.

The light caught every falling body separately. It did not merge the household into one shape or choose Chad as the person whose survival mattered most. Zafira, Elka, and Ione each received enough support to keep falling without dying, while Chad remained at one Health beside them.

No reward panel appeared until the four joined hands by choice.

Chad expected Heaven to call his refusal noble, his suffering necessary, or his leadership proven. The light offered none of those verdicts. It treated what he had done as history rather than currency.

That absence made the next words trustworthy in a way praise never could.

A voice without possession spoke Chad's name.

“Your body is yours to choose.”


Chapter 24

Original Loadout, No Refunds

Heaven did not touch Chad until he answered. Warm light held the four of them above the broken capital, with Zafira, Elka, and Ione wounded but alive within reach. Each had one Health, and none had been asked to pay for him.

A choice opened without a countdown, and Chad read it twice.

TRUE HEAVEN — RESTORATION OFFER

Recipient: Chad Baconizer
Authority over choice: Chad Baconizer

Available restoration:
- healthy nineteen-year-old male body
- identity preserved
- memory preserved
- class and progression preserved
- Party Link preserved by member consent
- no ownership, service, marriage, or reproductive claim

Decline is permitted.
Delay is permitted.
Questions are permitted.

After four books of traps wearing polite language, the lack of fine print felt suspicious.

“What's the soul cost?” he asked.

“None.”

“Country Health?”

“None.”

“Do I have to swear loyalty, join a celestial battle pass, or agree that angels can use my face in promotional material?”

“No.”

The answer carried no impatience as Chad studied his small, bloodied hands. He looked down at the petite body that had carried him through slavery, escape, three countries, a demonic ritual, and the end of the world.

It had never made him less of a man.

He did not need to hate it to want his own shape back.

“Girls?”

Zafira's crimson lips curved. “Your choice.”

Elka reached for him through the light. “We know who we're taking home.”

Ione checked the offer one last time. “The terms are clean.”

Chad took Elka's hand while Zafira claimed the other and Ione rested her palm over his heart.

“Male,” he said. “Healthy. Nineteen. Keep everything that happened.”

“Chosen,” True Heaven replied.

The change began at his heart without erasing the body he wore. Every scar, earned reflex, and memory moved into the form he had named. His balance shifted as his limbs lengthened and his shoulders spread. The softness at his chest flattened beneath Ione's hand while muscle and bone settled into familiar lines.

His hair shortened but kept one black streak near the temple.

His voice returned last. “Test,” he said.

The word came out deep enough to rattle his ribs.

The new body was not Cedran's shell. Chad's restored knees recalled old strain without the damage, and his thumb kept its scar. His shoulders matched the healthy young man he might have built through sane training rather than a hero statue.

His class settled across a broader chest, longer reach, and new center of balance without losing one learned reflex. The spear that had melted in the Engine returned as a class projection, and Chad caught it on the first try.

He nearly overreached, and Elka steadied the weapon. “Your range changed.”

“Buff.”

“Adjustment.”

Zafira circled him once, openly admiring without pretending the current sight erased the body she had loved before. “Your armor will require rebuilding.”

“Full plate eventually.”

“With a narrow waist?”

“Masculine taper.”

Ione tested his Party Link point. It closed at once, reopened only when Chad chose, and carried no private facts from the change. “The bond knows you without using the former shell as an anchor.”

Chad looked at three familiar status bars from behind unfamiliar hands. “Same party.”

“Same man,” Zafira said. “The man I loved before Heaven caught up with him.”

Elka's eyes widened as she took in his height, broad shoulders, flat chest, and the rougher line of his jaw. Her open delight warmed into a look that promised several poor decisions in private.

“You were hot before,” she said. “This is unfair.”

Zafira bit her lower lip. “I loved you when wanting this body hurt. I love you more after watching you refuse it rather than buy it with strangers' lives.” Her gaze moved down his restored masculine frame and returned with no trace of restraint. “And I am thrilled that Heaven gave our man what was always his.”

Ione's careful fingers moved from his heart to his jaw. Her warm smile nearly undid him. “Your identity is continuous. Our love is continuous.” Her thumb brushed the new edge of his jaw. “My enthusiasm has increased.”

Chad laughed with his old sound in his own chest and his own hands holding theirs.

“Original loadout.” He looked down and verified one private detail. “All equipment included.”

Zafira followed his glance and went very still.

“Equipment,” she repeated.

“Combat-adjacent.”

Elka covered her mouth, but her eyes stayed below his waist. “Extremely adjacent.”

Ione's cheeks colored. “A secure examination will be required.”

True Heaven lowered them into the palace sanctuary before the discussion became theological.

Resistance healers met them among the gold rain. Plain medicine, clean bandages, water, and sleep carried each party member above twenty percent Health. Fourfold Return opened after the last woman healed by her own route, and no one needed it.

Recovery made the change ordinary in ways Heaven's light could not. Chad misjudged door frames, reached past cups, and nearly knocked Elka over when an old combat turn used his new shoulder width. His deep sleepy voice kept startling him.

The women made his adjustment neither tragedy nor joke unless Chad did first. Ione checked joints and balance with permission. Elka changed route spacing for his longer stride, and Zafira found masculine clothes while he learned the fit.

His first rebuilt armor pinched at the hips and floated around the waist. Chad complained until the smith asked whether he wanted the old measurements restored.

“No,” he said immediately. “New pattern. Better taper.”

Choosing the new body meant learning it rather than demanding it behave like memory.

At night, he sometimes reached for anatomy no longer there and woke confused. Other mornings, the restored weight between his legs made relief hit so sharply he had to sit still. The women allowed both reactions without making either an identity test.

He remained Chad during delight, grief, awkwardness, and morning erections dramatic enough for Elka to begin rating them.

“Ten,” she announced on the second day.

“Scale?”

“Inconvenience.”

“Still a high score.”

For two days, the capital counted survivors. Roads stayed open, Mercy tents gave cures without hidden hooks, and freed souls returned to lives that belonged to them. Halric's surrendered command did not grow back after the crisis.

Victory had not erased all damage. Some bodies died before their souls returned. Some families rejected people changed by years inside the lattice. Saint Channel memory loss could be treated but not always repaired.

Ione wrote care records with exact terms, doubt, and the right to refuse. Elka mapped brief homes without turning them into assigned ends. Zafira helped form a council whose first rule let districts withdraw power they had granted.

Chad carried stone, guarded tense reunions, and learned his restored reach through work. Strangers seldom recognized the famous petite blonde tank in the tall young man with one black streak and the same filthy mouth.

The loss should have hurt, yet the three women knew him each time they entered a room. Their certainty mattered more than a crowd's understanding.

Halric found Chad repairing a shelter wall and asked whether Heaven had made him a prince.

“Worse,” Chad said. “Homeowner.”

“You do not own a home.”

“Endgame quest.”

The prince offered an estate as a national reward. Chad refused the first version because it carried permanent service rights over nearby workers. Zafira rewrote the terms into an abandoned property transfer with no attached people, Elka verified the roads, and Ione checked the old ownership records.

Only then did the household accept. On the third night, Chad and the women entered the hidden room where they had chosen the raid.

Elka checked every wall, Ione checked every ward, and Zafira closed the door before naming the room private. Each Party Link endpoint remained voluntary.

Then all three women looked at Chad.

Their attention hit harder now that he stood taller than all three women. Zafira barely reached his shoulder, Elka was a little shorter, and Ione stood between them. None wore much armor. Zafira's fishnet sleeves ended at bare shoulders, Elka wore a short green wrap, and Ione's dark robe showed one thigh.

Chad wore a towel.

“You know,” he said, “I spent years trying to looksmax into this exact situation.”

Elka walked forward and hooked one finger into the towel. “How did that go?”

“Tragic accident. Excellent long-term return.”

She pulled, and the towel fell.

Zafira's breath caught. Ione's gaze moved over him with no clinical excuse left. Elka looked delighted by every part of the answer.

Chad let them look. After so long being seen as a beautiful woman while declaring the man inside, desire for the body he chose felt unreal.

“Still me?” he asked.

Zafira crossed the room and put one hand against his chest. “Make a terrible joke.”

“Three gorgeous women cornered me naked. I'm about to demonstrate party penetration.”

Her eyes closed.

“Regrettably,” she said, “it is him.”

Elka laughed into his shoulder. Ione pressed a kiss over his heartbeat.

They did not rush.

Zafira kissed him first, slow and deliberate, while Elka explored the changed lines of his back and Ione traced every scar Heaven had carried forward. Chad asked before his hands moved beneath cloth, each answer was clear, and each woman asked in return.

Clothing reached the floor piece by piece.

Their bodies were familiar and newly charged. Chad knew Zafira's soft breasts, Elka's strong thighs, and Ione's little sound when a kiss found her neck. They knew how he liked to be touched, yet his restored body changed the route without changing the trust.

They learned him together as Elka's curious hand drew a broken breath from his chest, Zafira watched his face while she touched him more boldly, and Ione adjusted when he answered her question. Desire hardened between them, visible, ordinary, and his.

“Extremely healthy,” Ione murmured.

“Medical verdict?” Chad asked.

“Personal enthusiasm.”

That nearly finished him before they had properly begun.

Zafira saved his dignity by kissing him again. Elka guided his hand between her thighs, where warmth proved exactly how much she liked what she saw. Chad touched her until laughter gave way to breathless instruction, then followed every word. Her first climax tightened her body against his hand. Her second came with Zafira kissing her and Ione holding her steady.

No one competed because they passed pleasure around the room like the best kind of party resource: freely given, eagerly received, and never taken without an answer.

Ione came apart beneath Chad's mouth, one hand in his hair and the other linked with Elka's. When she recovered, she pulled Zafira close and returned the attention until Zafira's careful composure broke twice in low, helpless sounds.

Chad watched them adore one another and understood that the household had never been three lines ending at him. Love crossed between every member, while he remained their man, their tank, and their chosen leader in a party where leadership never meant ownership.

When they drew him onto the bed, the women made the choice together.

Choices came first, with comfort checked and boundaries spoken without embarrassment.

His restored body could father children, and that fact carried too much hope to leave buried under jokes.

Zafira met his eyes. “I want your child, Chad. I want to try tonight, if you want that with me.”

“I do.”

Elka drew his hand to her waist. “Me too. No quest marker. No heir order. Us.”

“Us,” he agreed.

Ione asked last because she wanted every term plain. “I want to conceive with you by choice. Tonight may begin that pregnancy. Do you want the same?”

Chad answered without a joke. “Yes.”

Zafira straddled his hips and guided him inside her at her own pace. The first deep joining stole every joke he had prepared. Her hands spread over his chest while Chad held her waist and waited whenever her breathing changed.

“Still you?” she whispered.

“Always.”

She moved.

Elka kissed Zafira while Ione touched Chad, then they traded places and attention without hurry. Pleasure built through affection rather than performance. Each woman was brought to climax more than once through patient attention from Chad and the women who loved her. They told him what they wanted. He listened.

Elka chose him next, laughing once when his changed reach surprised them both. Ione chose him after her and kept one hand linked with Zafira's. Each woman repeated her wish for a child before she drew Chad close for the shared finish. He answered yes each time. Their conception attempts remained three freely chosen acts inside one loving celebration, never a reward screen or a claim on anyone's body.

Afterward came laughter, tangled sheets, warm skin, shared water, and Ione checking everyone despite drooping eyes. Elka sprawled across Chad's chest, Zafira curled against his side, and Ione claimed his other shoulder before tucking the blanket around all four.

No one disappeared when the wanting ended, and that mattered most.

Chad woke before dawn with three women still touching him.

“We should get married,” he said.

Elka opened one eye. “That is your proposal?”

“Strong opening. Direct objective.”

Zafira lifted her head. “To which of us?”

“Yes.”

Ione considered him from the pillow. “Legally difficult.”

“We killed the guy who wrote the law.”

“Cedran did not write marriage law.”

“Then we intimidate whoever did.”

Zafira laughed softly. “No compulsory command, remember?”

“Fine. We persuade aggressively.”

Elka pushed herself upright. Her hair fell wild around her face. “One household?”

“One household.”

“Routes open when we choose and private when we close?”

“Always.”

Ione rested a hand over Chad's. “Children welcomed by all four of us, whether tonight worked or takes longer?”

The future opened in him so quickly it hurt.

“Yes,” he said. “But I want them. With you. All of you, if you want that too.”

Zafira placed her hand over theirs. “I do.”

Elka added hers. “I do.”

Ione smiled. “I do.”

They made vows without crowns, priests, or System compulsion. Zafira promised truth before obedience, Elka promised a route home that never became a cage, and Ione promised care without ownership. Chad promised to stand in front when danger came, beside them when choices did, and never confuse leadership with possession.

They also made ordinary promises. Chad would not train through dangerous warning signs to prove discipline, Zafira would say when control became exhaustion, Elka would mark a route home before chasing the next horizon, and Ione would accept care without turning every need into a task.

Family came last because it carried the most future. The capital's emergency had ended, their accepted home could hold children without making them symbols of victory, and each woman had chosen her own body, timing, and care. Chad's restored fertility was possibility, not a claim.

The beginning was the decision they made together.

The System waited until every person had spoken.

SERIES COMPLETION — CHAD'S CURSED BUILD

CHAD BACONIZER
Class: Worldblood Guard — Rank 2
Level: 48
Health: 702
Body: healthy nineteen-year-old male
Identity: male, preserved
Memory: preserved

Force: 7
Finesse: 31
Endurance: 39 (+1)
Perception: 20
Focus: 24
Presence: 27 (+1)

Zafira Nahal — Knife Dancer Level 47
Elka Korrin — Trail Archer Level 47
Ione Kess — Ward Alchemist Level 47

WORLD-BLOOD GUARD — RANK 2
After destruction of the Ascension Engine, the four-person link may retain drain and Overflow across any distance while every member is inside the same chosen household instance.
The feature grants no targeting, surveillance, or authority outside active consent.

HOUSEHOLD INSTANCE — OPEN
Members: 4 / 4 consenting
External ownership: none
Spectator access: denied
Future family setting: chosen

Six weeks later, Ione set three alchemical test strips on their scarred kitchen table, and each showed the same violet line.

Zafira read hers twice before her command voice broke into a laugh. Elka whooped loud enough to startle a cart horse outside. Ione checked the control marks, checked them again, and finally let Chad lift her from the floor.

All three women were pregnant, and Chad held his wives while joy knocked every clever line out of him. They kissed him, kissed one another, and cried without shame. No System notice appeared because their children were lives, not progression rewards.

Two years later, Chad woke in the home they had built above a road Elka designed, under laws Zafira helped make voluntary, and beside a clinic where Ione's cures carried full terms.

The house had the kitchen they imagined, including a scarred table large enough for arguments, maps, and meals. Its courtyard had three exits, and the clinic door stood near enough for Ione to reach without letting patients cross private rooms.

Chad's weight rack occupied one corner beneath a written rule requiring water and a spotter. The women had added a bench where all three could supervise while offering contradictory advice.

Three small beds filled the two sunny rooms beyond the household bedroom, though the children treated the split as a tactical suggestion and often slept in one heap after lunch.

Zafira's daughter had her amber eyes and Chad's stubborn refusal to crawl around an obstacle when she could climb over it. Elka's son chased every open gate until Elka built a painted practice route through the courtyard. Ione's daughter watched adults with solemn focus, then laughed hardest whenever Chad swore at furniture.

All four adults were parents to all three children. Each mother kept her own bond and history with the child she had carried, while no child lacked another lap, another teacher, or another person ready to answer a midnight cry.

Morning light crossed the large bed as three toddlers launched their daily raid. The first landed on Chad's stomach, the second captured Zafira's pillow, and the third crawled over Ione to help Elka steal the blanket.

“Formation,” Chad mumbled.

His wives laughed, and their love had grown past the fierce certainty of the last battle without losing any heat. Zafira kissed his jaw, Elka sprawled across his chest, and Ione caught his hand before pressing it to the warm, noisy life around them.

Chad looked at the three children they had chosen into being and the three women who still looked at him like Heaven had restored something precious for all of them.

His body and memories were his, while the women beside him belonged to themselves and chose him anyway. Outside, Amarat was alive; inside, his wives and children dog-piled him before breakfast.

Chad tanked the whole household at once.
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