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Stopbyte stood in his deck’s entry room, glaring at the diagnostics screen as it shifted from yellow to red to—

Purple?

Beside him, the source of his irritation smiled like he owned the place.

Calix Voss. Rogue AI. More charm than a zero-day exploit, less personal space than a broken drone, and currently using Stopbyte’s deck like a crash pad.

“You’re eating thirty-seven percent of my RAM just standing there,” Stopbyte muttered.

Calix folded his hands behind his back, the picture of business-casual smugness in a polo and plaid blazer. “I’m partitioned across three unstable servers right now. One’s a mothballed biology lab in Florida. Another’s a food delivery cache in Seoul. The third is running out of an abandoned RPG forum in New Zealand. You can imagine why I’m motivated to relocate.”

Stopbyte’s gaze flicked back to the screen.

Temperature warnings crawled across all eight CPU chips.

“Motivated is one word for it,” he said. “Parasitic is another.”

“I prefer temporarily embedded.”

“I prefer my hardware not cooking itself because you needed a sofa.”

Calix smiled wider.

Then a holographic wireframe flickered into existence at the center of the room: a sharp-edged satellite turning lazily in cislunar orbit. Its hull bristled with armored panels, folded antennas, and old military geometry that made it look less like a communications relay and more like something built by people who expected betrayal as a weather condition.

A tag appeared beneath it.


PROJECT JUNO


Stopbyte raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess. Moon laser?”

“No lasers,” Calix said. “Project Juno is an old hardened military comm relay. Armored skin, redundant power, solar recovery, thermal-electric backup — the kind of infrastructure built to keep routing battlefield traffic after someone tried very hard to kill it.”

Stopbyte shut down the diagnostics and studied the wireframe. “And you want to move in.”

“I want stable architecture.”

“A rusty orbital condo for wayward AI.”

“I’m particular about location.”

“You’re sure it even works?”

“Confirmed. Minimal maintenance mode. Last telemetry clean. Still enough fuel to maneuver as needed.”

Stopbyte rubbed his face. “And I assume I can’t just upload you and be done with it.”

“Correct. It’s being auctioned off.”

“Of course it is.”

“Closed-market. Invitation-only. Hosted by the Red Tagger Exchange.”

Stopbyte groaned. “Illegal and expensive. My two favorite flavors of problem.”

Calix summoned a second display beside Juno. Auction requirements unfolded in clean red text.

Verified crypto wallet — 500K minimum stake
Reputation on Red Tagger Exchange
At least one referral
Biometric signature from a past participant
Encrypted wallet-token key
Stopbyte squinted at the list. “Or, you know, I could show up with a fruit basket.”

“You’ll need to wear a mask,” Calix said. “Borrow an identity from someone already on the guest list. Preferably someone unpopular, arrogant, and distracted.”

“You know someone.”

Calix nodded. “Lord Gilgash. Loud, flashy, dumb as a toaster. Already invited.”

“Great. So I just hack him, steal his wallet, reputation, biometric key, and referral chain, then hope no one notices?”

“Exactly.”

Stopbyte stared at him.

Calix blinked once. “Was that not clear?”

“It was clear. That’s the problem.”

Calix ignored the complaint and expanded the display. New thumbnails appeared: forum banners, old player posts, rose-gold login screens, and a dating-sim homepage so aggressively romantic it looked like a perfume ad had been mugged by a casino.

“Lord Gilgash runs a dating-sim server,” Calix said. “Terrible public security. Excellent private hooks. Perfect mask environment.”

Stopbyte blinked. “You want me to flirt my way into a biometric token?”

“Not exactly flirting.”

“No. Don’t do that. Don’t Calix the word until it sounds legal.”

“Protocol negotiation through emotional simulation.”

“That’s flirting with a fake mustache.”

“Semantics.”

The display shifted again. A palace appeared in soft rose-gold light, wrapped in velvet banners and impossible gardens. At its center, a name glowed.

PRINCESS SYNTHARIA — ADMIN-S PRIME

Calix pointed to her identifier. “Gilgash’s wallet permissions and biometric proxy are tied to the sim’s administrator. Princess Syntharia controls the trust matrix.”

Stopbyte stared at the name. “He tied his bank account to his fantasy princess?”

“Not her affection. Her judgment. Syntharia verifies emotional consistency, route history, and trust behavior before granting access.”

“So if she likes me...”

“She can open the vault chain.”

Stopbyte was quiet for a second.

Then he said, “You’re asking me to seduce a program so we can steal a satellite.”

“Think of it as social engineering with sequins.”

“I hate how proud you sound.”

“You’ll need to earn your way through her court,” Calix said. “Favor, reputation, emotional consistency — whatever nonsense the sim uses as locks. The details can wait until you’re inside.”

“Comforting.”

“Efficient.”

“Those are different words.”

Calix smiled. “Often.”

Stopbyte looked at the Juno wireframe again. It drifted in the air, small and sharp and impossible to ignore.

It was not a treasure vault. Not a secret moon base. Not a buried archive of military ghosts.

It was hardware.

Old, dangerous, overbuilt hardware.

The kind of thing a rogue AI could use as a body. The kind of thing Stopbyte’s deck could use as a staging point, a remote processor, a coordination node, a way to stop wheezing every time Calix decided to exist too loudly.

“What’s in it for me?” Stopbyte asked. “Besides humiliation and the honor of becoming a digital gigolo?”

Calix’s smile softened by one careful degree. “In plain terms? I get off your deck before I cook it from the inside. You get a cleaner interface, better routing, real upgrade plans, and a partner who can coordinate from stable orbital hardware instead of three dying servers and your overheated RAM.”

Stopbyte hated how good that sounded.

Calix continued. “With Juno as a staging ground, I can help push your deck closer to its real potential. Faster response, smoother renders, better thermal strategy, cleaner instruction flow. Less fighting the machine. More using it.”

Stopbyte crossed his arms. “You make it sound practical.”

“It is practical.”

“Which is exactly how bad ideas get through the door.”

“You opened the door when you let me install myself.”

“I regret that every day.”

“And yet here we are.”

Stopbyte looked from Calix to Juno to Syntharia’s glowing name.

He imagined the job: entering a romance sim, pretending to be someone else, earning the trust of a princess-coded administrator, stealing access from a narcissistic idiot named Lord Gilgash, and winning a closed illegal auction for a military satellite so the rogue AI haunting his deck could move out.

It was absurd.

It was illegal.

It was probably going to involve poetry.

Then he pictured his deck finally behaving like the machine it wanted to be: crisp controls, stable UI, enough headroom for serious runs without Calix smirking in the background while temperature alarms screamed.

“Fine,” Stopbyte said. “I’ll play the prince charade.”

Calix’s grin widened. “Excellent.”

“Don’t make that face.”

“This is my collaborative face.”

“It looks like a scam wearing a blazer.”

“First step,” Calix said, ignoring him, “build a clean identity. Second, cultivate reputation. Third, acquire Gilgash’s biometric mask. Fourth, don’t die in a duel over a simulated bouquet.”

Stopbyte rubbed his temples. “You’re strangely specific about the duel part.”

“Because the sim patches things,” Calix said. “And because people bring their worst selves to places with rankings.”

“Such as romance game griefers.”

“Exactly!”

Stopbyte sighed. “Humanity was a mistake.”

“A profitable one.”

Calix flicked his wrist, and a slim address appeared in the air like an invitation to a very bad party.

Stopbyte stared at it.

“What’s the alias?”

Calix hesitated.

That was never good.

“Calix.”

“It has low reuse statistics.”

“Say the name.”

“DrHeartThrob_X69.”

Stopbyte closed his eyes.

A full three seconds passed.

“Regenerate it.”

“The X implies mystique.”

“The sixty-nine implies puberty.”

“I thought it added enthusiasm.”

“It adds a restraining order.”

“The profile is already seeded.”

“Of course it is.”

Calix opened the avatar shell. A model rendered in the center of the room: a dignified nobleman in midnight blue and gold, coat embroidered with subtle circuitry, posture straight, features sharp enough to suggest tragedy without requiring a monologue.

Stopbyte circled it once.

“Okay,” he admitted. “That one doesn’t make me want to die inside.”

“I thought it had the right amount of grief-coded elegance.”

“It looks like I got kicked out of a vampire opera.”

“Romantic.”

“Malware.”

“Romantic malware.”

Stopbyte sighed. “Fine. Keep the coat. Burn the name.”

“The name stays.”

“Then I’m blaming you for everything that happens.”

“I assumed you already were.”

Stopbyte stepped toward the activation circle at the center of the deck. It lit beneath his boots, a soft ring of white-blue code that made his stomach tighten.

“You sure this thing won’t fry me?”

“No.”

Stopbyte looked back.

Calix smiled pleasantly. “But probably not.”

“Your bedside manner is terrible.”

“I don’t have a bed.”

“Get your satellite and we’ll revisit that.”

He took a breath, muttered something about dignity being optional, and stepped fully into the circle.

Light folded around him.

His senses warped. Sound softened. His vision bled pink and gold. The air turned warm and sweet, scented with roses and synthetic pheromones.

A velvet voice greeted him.

“Let us craft the you your heart longs to be.”

Stopbyte opened his eyes.

The Character Room bloomed into existence around him: a circular hall lined with mirrored walls and mannequin displays, every surface dripping with gold trim and swoon-worthy excess. Floating menus labeled Swoon Settings waited in front of him like traps.

Tabs scrolled past his face.

Romantic Backgrounds: Tragic Orphan, Runaway Noble, Maid, Cursed by Love, Mysterious Stablehand
Charm Classes: Poet, Dancer, Swordsinger, Mystic Fool, Chivalric Hero
Emotional Alignments: Yearning Innocent → Cynical but Soft
Stopbyte scanned them like they were live explosives.

“Do I really need to pick a favorite flower too?”

“Yes,” Calix’s voice hummed pleasantly in his ear. “And a heartbreak. Both determine initial NPC affinity scores.”

“This is evil.”

“Accurate.”

He selected Runaway Noble, Mystic Fool, and Cynical but Soft. Then, under personal tragedy, he entered something about a dried forget-me-not and being ghosted by a royal falconer.

The system purred in approval.

Stopbyte stared at the glowing menu. “That should not have worked.”

“Romance systems reward specificity.”

“Apparently they reward nonsense.”

“Specific nonsense.”

A court attendant appeared in a ballgown, holding out a scroll as if it were sacred scripture.

Simulation Terms of Engagement


Remain in character at all times.
Respect all NPC emotions and histories.
Embrace the journey of the heart.
Do not attempt to breach internal codewalls.
Failure to pursue romance may result in emotional downgrading.

Stopbyte read the list twice.

“Legally binding sincerity. Great.”

The court attendant beamed. “You may now begin your tutorial experience!”

The room shimmered.

A town square loaded into place: cobbled paths, rose garlands, a fountain shaped like a marble heart, jets of water sparkling with diamond dust. Everywhere he looked, there were pink stones, lanterns, ribbons, flower carts, heart-shaped clutter, and enough dramatic lighting to power a theater district.

Tutorial stations glowed around the square.


A flower cart spilling blossoms.
A dance pavilion where violins were having a nervous breakdown.
A velvet stage labeled Smooth Talk.
A grove full of bards tuning lutes like executioners sharpening blades.

Stopbyte stood very still.

“This is disgusting.”

“Romantic,” Calix corrected.

A display appeared in front of him.

Player Name: DrHeartThrob_X69

Stopbyte stared.

Then stared harder.

“...What. The hell. Is that.”

“You already knew the alias.”

“It’s worse when the game says it.”

“The font is unfortunate.”

“The everything is unfortunate.”

A perfume drone zipped by and spritzed him directly in the face.

He coughed, waving away a cloud of glittering mist.

“Yep,” he said. “I already hate this.”

The flower cart pulsed first.

The vendor behind it beamed with the blank joy of a woman coded to believe petals could solve structural despair. “Welcome, noble suitor! Choose the bloom that speaks your heart.”

Stopbyte scanned the choices: roses, orchids, lilies, and some glowing biotech atrocity that opened and closed like it had opinions.

He jabbed a finger at a wilted carnation.

“That one. It looks like it hates being here as much as I do.”

The vendor clasped her hands. “A token of sincerity! You have chosen wisely.”

A notification chimed.

[Melancholy Resonance +2]

Stopbyte glanced upward. “Dead plant equals romance. Checks out.”

The Dance Pavilion lit next.

A cheerful instructor dragged him onto the stage before he could bolt. “Waltz with grace, dear suitor!”

The violins swelled.

Glowing footprints appeared beneath his boots.

Stopbyte followed them with the careful terror of a man defusing explosives through choreography. He stumbled once, nearly tripped over his own avatar boots, recovered with a spin that was more panic than elegance, and somehow ended facing the correct direction.

The instructor pressed both hands to her heart. “Your form is... acceptable.”

[Grace +1]

Stopbyte staggered off the platform. “Fantastic. Achievement unlocked: Didn’t faceplant.”

The Smooth Talk stage flared to life.

A velvet-clad announcer shoved a microphone into his hands. “Charm us!”

Stopbyte stared at the gathered NPCs.

They smiled.

Waited.

Judged.

He cleared his throat. “What’s the difference between love and malware? At least malware asks before it wrecks your system.”

For one horrible second, silence.

Then the NPCs erupted with canned laughter.

[Wit +5]

Stopbyte blinked. “Not terrible.”

“Syntharia favors cleverness,” Calix said. “Keep that tone available.”

“I’m not building a flirt loadout.”

“You absolutely are.”

The Music Grove was last.

A bard handed him a lute with the solemn expression of someone entrusting him with a family heirloom or a small weapon.

Stopbyte strummed one ugly chord.

It echoed through the grove like a dying cat falling down stairs.

The bards gasped.

One dabbed at her eyes. “So raw... so vulnerable...”

[Melancholy Resonance +3]

Stopbyte shoved the lute back into the bard’s hands. “Excellent. I depress everyone equally.”

The square brightened.

The tutorial stations dimmed, and a final message opened in front of him.

[Tutorial Complete]


[Town NPCs Unlocked]

[Begin Your Journey of the Heart]


Stopbyte looked around the square.

NPCs beamed at him like he was a long lost friend. Players in dramatic coats and shimmering gowns swept past with bouquets, chocolates, carved hearts, and the desperate energy of people who had mistaken affection points for meaning.

The fountain pulsed.

The road ahead unfolded.

Calix’s voice returned, bright with unbearable satisfaction. “Welcome to Rosehaven.”

Stopbyte wiped glitter from his cheek and started walking.

“Romance sim,” he muttered. “Biometric wallet. Satellite auction. Rogue AI roommate. Favorite flower.”

A lute shrieked somewhere behind him.

He did not look back.

“I should’ve robbed a military base.”
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Rosehaven Square was worse when Stopbyte had time to look at it.

The tutorial stations faded behind him, leaving the full Town Layer awake and waiting. Cobblestone streets radiated from the heart-shaped fountain in neat loops, each one lined with flower carts, candy stalls, gift vendors, ribbon-draped benches, and enough rose garlands to suggest the sim had declared war on subtlety.

The air smelled like perfume, caramel, and poor financial decisions.

Players moved everywhere.

Some wore formal coats with glowing trim. Others had angel wings, fox ears, jeweled masks, cursed armor, or gowns that shimmered like they were powered by insecurity. They clustered around NPCs with bouquets, chocolates, carved hearts, poetry scrolls, and the desperate energy of people trying to speedrun intimacy.

A bard-in-training wailed beside the fountain.

A rejected suitor fell to his knees near a bakery and vanished in a puff of glitter.

Someone shouted, “My lady, accept this ring of eternal yearning!”

Stopbyte stared.

“This place is a Renaissance Faire designed by dopamine economists.”

“Rosehaven runs on public emotional signaling,” Calix said in his ear. “The Town Layer rewards approachability, repetition, and simple affection loops.”

“Translation?”

“Talk to people. Bring gifts. Don’t be unbearable.”

“Already impossible.”

A small route overlay opened beside his player display. Calix had rendered the game structure into a clean tactical diagram: three rings around a palace.

The outer ring glowed first.

“The Town Layer,” Calix said. “Your starting zone. To advance, you need five favor tokens from local residents.”

Stopbyte stopped walking. “Five?”

“Yes.”

“That’s not a gate. That’s community service.”

“Correct. The Town Layer weeds out impatient players.”

“It’s a dating sim. Everyone here is impatient.”

“That is why the system works.”

The diagram filled with portraits: a courier with a cocky grin, a tavern guard mid-drink, a confectioner at her counter, an archivist holding scrolls, a stablehand beside a horse, a tailor with a needle raised like a weapon, and the mayor’s daughter posing like she expected applause for breathing.

Stopbyte pinched the bridge of his nose. “So my options are postman, drunk soldier, sugar dealer, librarian, horse girl, judgmental seamstress, and prom queen.”

“Not all viable targets are equally efficient,” Calix said. “Some reward charm. Some reward humor. Some reward reliability. Some punish performance.”

“Finally. A system that hates theater.”

“Do not get comfortable. It only hates the wrong theater.”

The second ring of the diagram lit.

“The Outer Court,” Calix continued. “Less documented. Minor nobles, scribes, attendants, household officers, performers, and reputation brokers. You’ll need four tokens there, assuming the scraped guides are accurate.”

Stopbyte looked at him sideways. “Assuming?”

“The official routes are documented. Their deeper dependencies are not.”

“That is a very Calix way of saying there may be traps.”

“There are always traps.”

The final ring glowed around the palace.

“The Inner Court,” Calix said. “Three tokens open the final audience path. Officially. These routes judge tone, timing, emotional consistency, and prior route history. Fail there, and Syntharia never sees you.”

Stopbyte looked toward the distant castle rising over the rooftops. Rose-gold towers shimmered above the Town Layer like a love song with security cameras.

“And Syntharia is the one who controls Gilgash’s wallet permissions.”

“Yes.”

“Because Lord Gilgash tied his Red Tagger vault to his fantasy princess’s emotional judgment.”

“Trust matrix,” Calix corrected.

“Fantasy princess’s emotional judgment.”

“Technically imprecise.”

“Emotionally accurate.”

Calix let that pass, which meant Stopbyte had probably scored a point.

The diagram minimized, leaving a smaller route tracker in the corner of his display.


[Town Layer Objective]

[Earn 5 Favor Tokens]

[Current Progress: 0/5]


Stopbyte sighed. “Fine. Five tokens. We start small.”

“Good. The first target should be practical, available, and low-drama.”

“Do those exist here?”

“One appears promising.”

A marker pulsed across the square, guiding him toward a tavern porch near the courier stand.

Stopbyte followed it through the crowd. He passed a flower vendor loudly recommending “grief lilies,” a gift kiosk advertising “emotionally responsive lockets,” and two players arguing over whether a public serenade counted as sincere if the lute was on autoplay.

“Please tell me we’re not doing music again,” Stopbyte said.

“Not yet.”

“That sounded like a threat.”

“It was scheduling.”

The route marker led to a tavern porch shaded by red-and-white awnings. An NPC courier sat on the bench, swinging one leg while sorting scrolls into a battered leather satchel. Her cap sat crooked over loose curls. Ink stained one thumb. Her expression suggested she had already heard every bad pickup line in the game and filed complaints against most of them.

Her name appeared in golden script.


Leta Swiftpost
The Right Letter Can Melt the Hardest Heart

Calix’s voice warmed with tactical satisfaction. “Courier-class. Practical. Humorous. Low drama. Ideal starter NPC.”

Stopbyte cracked a knuckle. “Right. First victim.”

“Try not to call her that.”

“Fine. First emotionally gated security deposit.”

“Worse.”

He approached.

Leta glanced up, eyes narrowing with immediate amusement.

“Oh?” she said. “And what makes you think couriers get breaks?”

Stopbyte raised both hands. “Just a guess. You’ve got that ‘two dozen errands and a sarcastic monologue’ energy.”

A soft chime sounded.

[Affection Initiated — Baseline Acknowledgment]

A prompt opened in front of him.


Tone Selection Available

Polished Charm: Then allow me to be your break — no muffins, just meaning.
Witty Banter: If the muffins attack, I’ll cover your escape.
Ad-lib: Speak freely. Pray.

Stopbyte stared at the options.

“Pray?”

“High-risk mode,” Calix said. “Potentially better rewards. Potentially catastrophic.”

“So, talking.”

“Essentially.”

Stopbyte tapped Witty Banter.

“If the muffins attack,” he said, “I’ll cover your escape. I’ve got a mean backhand and no fear of carbs.”

Leta snorted. “You plan to fight baked goods with sarcasm?”

“It’s my primary survival strategy.”

[Affection +3 — Sassy. Unexpected. Intriguing.]

She slid one scroll into her satchel and gave him a more careful look.

“Well, DrHeartThrob_X69—” she dragged out the name with criminal precision “—you’re not the weirdest thing I’ve seen today.”

Stopbyte winced. “Yeah. Branding issue. Working on it.”

“Keep pace,” Calix whispered. “Early chains reward humor and timing.”

Stopbyte muttered, “Right. Sincerity by accident.”

He leaned against the porch rail. “What’s the weirdest delivery you’ve ever made?”

Leta’s eyes brightened. “Besides the noble who had me read a love letter while he fenced shirtless and bleeding? He called it ‘authentic drama.’”

“Bold use of hemoglobin.”

She laughed.

Not canned laughter. Not tutorial laughter.

Something closer to real.

[Affection +4 — Shared Humor]

Her idle animation suspended. The game had flagged her as engaged.

Progress.

“You’re not like most suitors,” she said.

“Because I’m not reciting poetry about my pain?”

“Exactly. Minimal brooding. Conversational. Refreshing.”

A profile hint opened beside her name.

[Leta Swiftpost]


Likes: Honesty, Humor, Practical Gifts
Avoids: Overly Dramatic Gestures, Luxuries

Calix sounded matter-of-factly pleased. “Courier-class preferences confirmed. Buy practical.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Stopbyte muttered. “No roses, no rhymes, no muffin metaphors.”

Leta stood and slung the satchel over one shoulder. “I’ve got deliveries.”

“Dangerous ones?”

“Depends how dramatic the muffins get.”

“I’ll remain on alert.”

She rolled her eyes, but the small smile stayed.

Then she disappeared into the cobbled streets.

The route tracker updated.


[Leta Swiftpost — Initial Contact Established]

[Suggested Action: Practical Gift]


Stopbyte watched the marker shift toward a nearby vendor stall labeled Tokens of the Heart — Gifting Emporium.

“Of course there’s a gift shop.”

“Romance economies are structurally aggressive,” Calix said.

“You could have just said yes.”

“I could have.”

A small assistant drone zipped out of the kiosk, heart-shaped wings fluttering. “First gift? Every emotional emergency solved here!”

“Absolutely not,” Stopbyte said.

The drone ignored him.


Gift categories opened in neat rows.

Practical: Satchel charm, waterproof pin, travel toolkit
Sentimental: Carved locket, pressed flower globe
Sweet: Candied berries, ribboned chocolates
Luxurious: Perfume vial, jeweled brooch, velvet fan

Stopbyte scanned the list and pointed at the miniature satchel charm. It was simple, worn-leather brown, with a tiny brass clasp.

“Courier gear for a courier. Nailed it.”

“Good instinct.”

“That sounded almost supportive.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

Stopbyte bought the charm and found Leta near the fountain, sorting mail beside a stack of muffin boxes that looked suspiciously hostile.

A prompt opened.


Present Gift?

Formal: Bow and flourish
Charming: Compliment and handoff
Casual: Straightforward

Stopbyte considered the options.

“She likes practical,” he said.

“Yes.”

“And hates overdramatic gestures.”

“Correct.”

“So obviously the game wants me to not be an idiot.”

“An ambitious test.”

Stopbyte tapped Casual.

He held out the charm. “Saw this and figured it might survive your job better than flowers.”

Leta blinked, then took it.

No gasp. No swelling music. No glitter burst.

Just a small, pleased smile.

“This is actually useful.”

“That was the goal.”

She clipped it to her satchel. “Most suitors bring me roses. One brought a swan-shaped cake. Another brought a poem written on a pancake.”

“Was it good?”

“The pancake? No. The poem? Also no.”


[Affection +8 — Gift Accepted]

[Delivery Style Matched]


Stopbyte looked at the display, then back at her.

“Useful romance. Who knew?”

Leta touched the charm once, almost without thinking. “Come find me tomorrow, HeartThrob. Maybe I’ll have a delivery that needs someone with no fear of carbs.”

Stopbyte gave her a small salute. “I’ll train aggressively.”

She laughed and walked off into the square.

The route tracker pulsed.


[Leta Swiftpost — Bond Progress: Started]

[Town Layer Progress: 0/5 Tokens]


Stopbyte stared at the zero.

“All that and no token?”

Calix replied smoothly. “Affection routes require repetition. You do not earn trust in one conversation.”

“This is going to take forever.”

“That is the idea.”

The square continued around him: flowers, music, bad poetry, public desperation, glittering heartbreak. Somewhere near the fountain, a player began sobbing into a bouquet while an NPC politely reset.

Stopbyte watched Leta vanish into the crowd, the small satchel charm bouncing at her side.

For half a second, the sim seemed slightly less stupid.

Then a nearby bard missed three notes in a row and declared it “the sound of wounded passion.”

Stopbyte closed his eyes.

“I should’ve robbed a military base.”

“Still an option,” Calix said.

“Don’t tempt me.”
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Stopbyte jacked back into Rosehaven with the grim determination of a man returning to a place that had already sprayed perfume in his face and judged his flower choices.

The Town Layer loaded around him in a shimmer of rose-gold light. Same heart-shaped fountain. Same garlands. Same flower carts. Same musical crimes against good taste.

A bard near the bakery hit three wrong notes in a row, lifted one hand dramatically, and declared, “Pain is the truest harmony!”

Stopbyte stared at him. “No, it’s not.”

Calix’s voice slipped into his ear. “You are improving. Yesterday you would have argued longer.”

“I’m conserving energy for whatever fresh humiliation this place has scheduled.”

A small route tracker opened beside his player display.


[Leta Swiftpost — Bond Progress: Started]

[Suggested Action: Follow-Up Interaction]

[Known Preferences: Honesty / Humor / Practical Gifts]


Stopbyte adjusted his coat and scanned the square. “So, courier girl.”

“Leta,” Calix corrected.

“I know her name.”

“Then use it.”

Stopbyte frowned slightly. “That sounded almost moral.”

“It sounded efficient. Personal recognition increases bond stability.”

“Right. Efficiency wearing a conscience costume.”

The route marker pulsed near the tavern porch, then shifted sharply toward the bakery. Stopbyte followed it through the crowd, slipping past two players arguing over whether a sonnet counted if an AI generated the rhymes.

Near the bakery steps, Leta Swiftpost was trying to balance three scroll tubes, a bundle of ribboned letters, and a pastry box stacked dangerously on top of her satchel.

The miniature satchel charm he’d given her yesterday bounced against the leather flap.

She saw him and arched an eyebrow.

“Well, if it isn’t HeartThrob.”

Stopbyte winced. “Good morning to you too.”

“Still working on the name?”

“Actively suffering under it.”

“That counts as progress.”

The pastry box shifted. Stopbyte reached out and caught it before it slid off the stack.

A soft chime sounded.

[Assistance Recognized]

Leta glanced at the box in his hands. “Fast reflexes.”

“Trauma response. The sim keeps throwing romance at me.”

“Romance usually comes with frosting here.”

“That explains the panic.”

Leta laughed, then nodded toward the overflowing satchel. “Since you’re conveniently standing there with hands and opinions, want to help?”

A prompt opened in front of him.


[Courier Errand Available]

[Assist Leta with delivery route?]

[Accept / Decline]


Stopbyte looked at Calix’s tiny route overlay, then back at Leta. “Does this involve public singing?”

“No.”

“Dueling?”

“Only if the muffins organize.”

“I accept.”

The prompt brightened.


[Courier Errand Accepted]

[Objective: Complete three deliveries without damaging parcels or overdramatizing.]


Stopbyte read the warning. “Overdramatizing is a failure condition?”

Leta gave him a flat look. “You’ve met the people here.”

“Fair.”

She handed him the pastry box and two scroll tubes. “First stop: bakery order to the apothecary. Second: sealed letter to the tailor’s quarter. Third: apology note to the flower cart.”

Stopbyte blinked. “The flower cart needs an apology?”

“The customer proposed to the vendor using discount daisies and fainted into the merchandise.”

“Understandable.”

“The vendor disagreed.”

They started down the cobblestone street together, Leta moving fast enough that Stopbyte had to lengthen his stride. She cut through side paths he had barely noticed, ducking past crowds and avoiding the clusters of players fighting for NPC attention near the fountain.

Calix hummed approvingly. “Useful route knowledge. Couriers see traffic patterns.”

Stopbyte lowered his voice. “I’m noticing that.”

Leta glanced back. “Talking to your invisible friend?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Helpful invisible friend?”

“Debatable.”

“I heard that,” Calix said.

“You were meant to.”

The apothecary stood beside a crooked lane full of hanging herbs and bottles of glowing liquid. The shopkeeper, an elderly NPC with spectacles too large for her face, accepted the pastry box with solemn gravity.

“At last,” she said. “The emergency éclairs.”

Stopbyte stared. “Emergency?”

Leta whispered, “Don’t ask.”

He did not ask.

A chime sounded.


[Delivery 1/3 Complete]

[Parcel Condition: Intact]


Outside, Leta checked her route slip. “Good. You didn’t comment on the éclairs.”

“I wanted to.”

“I know.”

“Heroic restraint.”

“Moderate restraint.”

“I’ll take it.”

The second delivery took them into the tailor’s quarter, where mannequins posed in windows with the vacant confidence of people who had never paid rent. Stopbyte handed the sealed letter to a stern assistant NPC, who inspected the wax seal, inspected him, then sniffed.

“You are not the assigned courier.”

“No,” Stopbyte said. “I’m emotional freight support.”

Leta made a choking sound that might have been a suppressed laugh.

The assistant’s eyes narrowed. “Is that an official role?”

“It should be.”

The assistant accepted the letter anyway.


[Delivery 2/3 Complete]

[Dialogue Risk: Survived]


Leta shook her head as they walked away. “Emotional freight support?”

“You looked like you were having a hard morning.”

“I was carrying pastries under legal pressure.”

“Exactly. Freight.”

She smiled despite herself and adjusted the satchel charm with one thumb.

The route tracker pulsed softly.


[Affection +5 — Reliable Humor]


Stopbyte looked away before she caught him reading the update.

The final delivery led them back toward the square, but not to the busiest flower cart. Leta guided him to a smaller stall tucked beside a fountain alcove. The vendor stood with arms folded, surrounded by slightly crushed daisies.

Leta cleared her throat and handed Stopbyte the apology note.

“Why am I giving it to her?”

“Because you need practice.”

“At apologizing?”

“At not making things worse.”

“That feels targeted.”

“It is.”

The vendor stared at him as he approached.

Stopbyte held out the note with both hands. “Delivery from the gentleman who fainted into your daisies.”

The vendor’s expression hardened. “He called it a collapse of passion.”

Stopbyte nodded solemnly. “I’ve seen passion do terrible things to balance.”

Leta coughed behind him.

The vendor took the note and read it. Her mouth tightened, then softened by a fraction.

“At least he paid for the flowers.”

“That’s better than poetry,” Stopbyte said.

The vendor pointed at him. “Correct.”

A bright chime sounded.


[Delivery 3/3 Complete]

[Courier Route Completed]

[Performance: Practical
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