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CHAPTER ONE

The Bell In The Fields
The sun in New Kunlun never truly set—just softened, glowing through the thin yellow haze that drifted over the endless terraces of genetically perfected crops. Somewhere between row seventy and seventy-two, a light grey-furred figure leaned lazily against a broken irrigation pipe, paw behind his head, the other casually tossing kernels of enhanced maize into his mouth like popcorn.

“Another fine day in paradise,” Blaze Morvane muttered, his pink bangs shifting over the yellow of his eyes as a breeze passed over the fields. “Sunshine, silence, and just enough supervision to pretend I’m working.” He grinned, sharp canine teeth flashing in the light as he sprawled back with a sigh, the automated drone buzzing past completely ignoring him. Again.

He liked his job in theory—outside work, no heavy lifting thanks to tech, and lots of room to stretch—but let’s be honest: farming was still farming, and when no one was watching, the rows of crops became more like rows of nap opportunities. Especially since he’d only been there three days.
But today… someone was watching.

High above, half-shaded behind translucent data-scrolls and silken overlays of biome readings, Goumang stood atop her elevated observation platform—part throne, part altar, part surveillance deck. The feline’s avian prosthetics clinked softly as she stepped forward, narrowing her sharp, glowing eyes at the slouching figure in the field below.

“…Morvane,” she whispered to herself, the name scrolling beside his data file in red. “Again.”

She did not frown. Goumang did not frown—wasting muscle tension on emotional displays was inefficient. But something beneath her skin twitched. Right now, the same worker had been marked by the bell’s silent report—low productivity, high anomaly risk, elevated serotonin levels without appropriate chemical triggers. Lazy.

Yet… inexplicably stable. No rebellion. No corruption. No ambition.

She turned away, claws clinking on crystal-tile. “Send word,” she murmured to the drone perched in the air beside her. “I will speak to this Blaze Morvane personally.”

Blaze kicked his paws up on the lip of the dry trench and lazily twirled a blade of grain between his fingers, watching it spin like a child would a pinwheel. His ears flicked at the low hum of approaching footfalls—someone else on shift at last.

“Hey, Fern,” he called without looking. “Tell me you’ve figured out how to make time go faster. Or maybe you brought snacks?”

A squat, greenish-furred marmot hybrid trudged past without a word, shoulders hunched and eyes locked straight ahead. Just like the last guy. And the last one before him. Nobody ever talked much out here. Blaze sighed dramatically and sat up, brushing bits of dust from his vest.

“Well, good morning to you too, productivity drones,” he muttered. “Sheesh, you’d think Goumang herself implanted sleep timers in everyone’s spines.”

That got him thinking.

With a sly grin, he stood up, tail swaying lazily behind him as he stretched. “Y’know,” he said to no one in particular—though loud enough for others within earshot, “I get that she's a genius and all, but you ever notice how Goumang always shows up like she’s ready to perform a ceremonial harvest dance at a red-light temple?”

He turned to one of the other workers—a tall elk-type who only gave him a blank look in return.

“I’m serious! Those robes barely cover the essentials. One gust of wind and we’re getting more than spiritual enlightenment, am I right?”

No one laughed. Not even a snort. Blaze chuckled to himself, brushing pink hair from his eye. “Tough crowd. Guess subtlety’s lost on people who drink protein mulch for lunch. Loona would have at least smirked…”
And then—the wind shifted.
Not a breeze this time. A sudden, deliberate rush of air that caused the stalks to bend in synchronized reverence, as a ripple of golden-red light descended from the sky above. A whir of bioengineered feathers and glowing filament outlined the arrival of someone far too important for the fields.

Blaze’s ears slowly pivoted back. His eyes widened a fraction.

A familiar silhouette hovered—then touched down with elegant, clawed precision. Goumang landed like a hawk eyeing prey, her red ceremonial robes flowing like living silk, the high slit along her side revealing the unmistakable curve of synthetic plating and birdlike prosthetic talons.

Oh.

Oh no.

Blaze’s grin faltered just a bit.

The elk-type worker quickly vanished behind a row of corn.

Goumang stepped forward. No words. Not yet. Her unreadable expression fixed directly on Blaze—calculating, cold, and absolutely aware of everything he had just said.

Blaze blinked. “...Soooo. Uh. Great day for crop rotations, huh?”

Goumang’s clawed foot stepped down on the tilled soil without a sound. Her crimson robes shimmered in the dusk-filtered haze, catching flecks of gold and rose as she approached. A long pause hung in the air—unnatural in its silence. Blaze, who usually filled such silences with sarcasm or humming, suddenly found neither was available in his brain.

She tilted her head slightly, voice low, melodic—and completely foreign.
“Ni zǒng shì zhèyàng lǎnduò ma, Morvane?” Goumang purred, each syllable precise and soft, like a blade gliding across silk.

Blaze blinked. “Uhhh… gesundheit?”

She narrowed her eyes, then gave a breathless little hmm of amusement—so faint it was more felt than heard. With a slow flourish, she twirled one of her long feathered fingers in the air, and as it moved, the stalks behind Blaze rustled in unison, like they, too, obeyed her.

Switching tongues, her voice now dipped into something laced with false kindness—like honey drizzled over poison. “A shame. I’d hoped you understood our tongue. But then… you’re more brawn than brain, aren’t you, Blaze?”

The wolf cleared his throat, standing just a bit straighter. “I mean, I do know a couple words in ancient pizza, if that counts.”

Her smile didn’t change, but something in her eyes sharpened. She extended a hand—those feathered digits elegant and unnatural, each motion precise—and with slow, almost intimate movements, ran the tips of two fingers down his jawline, where grey fur met white.

Blaze froze. His tail dropped.

“I’ve been watching,” she said smoothly. “Your work is terrible, of course. But your energy profile is… unique. Playful. Untamed. Full of stress hormones without the corresponding distress. A delightful contradiction.”

“Thanks?” Blaze said, both flattered and very alarmed.

She stepped even closer—now within a breath. “I believe you have… uses... I have not yet explored.”

Blaze swallowed. “Look, if this is about that time I tried pollinating the seed drones by dancing—”

“You will report to my labs at sundown.” Her voice turned from silk to steel in a heartbeat. “Do not be late, Morvane.”

He opened his mouth. Closed it. “Right. Labs. Sundown. Definitely. Nothing weird about that at all.”

Goumang leaned in slightly, whispering near his ear, “I have… requirements. Special ones. I believe you’ll fit them perfectly.”

Then, with a flutter of those crimson robes and a gust of wind so precise it sent a single kernel of corn rolling at Blaze’s feet, she lifted off, rising slowly into the sky once more.

Blaze stared after her, stunned.

“…Yup,” he finally mumbled. “I’m either getting promoted… or harvested.”

Goumang’s sanctum was tucked deep beneath the administrative spires of the agricultural tier—a forbidden zone the field drones refused to name. It did not welcome life; it processed it.

Blaze stepped through the double-doors hesitantly, flinching as they sealed behind him with a hiss like something exhaling its final breath. The air was thick—oppressively warm—and laced with the cloying scent of jasmine... and something rot-sweet underneath. Something spoiled.

Rows of suspended seedlings, pulsing with bioluminescent veins, lined the walls like watching eyes. The floor was metal, but soft underfoot—root-webbed and faintly alive. Blaze rubbed the back of his neck.

“This place gives ‘creepy greenhouse’ a whole new level,” he muttered.

From the shadows ahead, the soft clink of talons echoed, followed by her voice.

“I’m pleased you showed up… intact.”

She stepped into view, robes flowing like blood in water, the golden light catching the fine embroidered symbols of growth and death stitched along her sides. Her mechanical legs clicked with each step, the clawed feet flexing like a bird poised to strike. Her expression? Unreadable—but laced with performative warmth.

“Blaze Morvane,” she said, the syllables like silk through a needle. “You’re even more symmetrical up close.”

He raised a brow. “Uh. Thanks. I moisturize?”

She circled him like a predator studying its new toy, fingers dragging lazily along the air behind him—never quite touching this time.

“You're a curiosity,” she purred. “A creature designed by chaos, yet operating on instinct alone. So much untapped… potential.”

Blaze chuckled nervously. “You know, if you needed a test subject, you could’ve just asked. Maybe offered snacks. A chair. A consent form?”

She stopped in front of him. “Consent is a luxury of the higher Sols. I no longer believe in luxuries.”

Before he could reply, her arm moved in a blur—something cold and gleaming flashing in her fingers. Blaze flinched back just as she snapped it around his neck with a metallic clack.

A collar.

Golden. Ornate. Radiating heat.

Blaze cried out as it sizzled against his fur, the heat burrowing into the skin below like a branding iron wrapped in static.

“Agh—! What the hell?!”

“Calibration in progress,” she said coolly, now holding the ornate silver bell between two feathered fingers. She gave it the tiniest flick.

Ding.
Blaze’s limbs seized. Not painfully—but his body stopped listening. His tail drooped. His mouth hung half-open.

“What… did you—?! I can’t—!”

“You are now linked. Bell to body. A direct neural override.” She tilted her head, voice cold and clinical now. “Your subconscious will still function. Emotions. Humor. Despair. But every motion beyond instinct… now flows through me.”

She stepped closer again, her voice lowering to that mock-sultry tone that made his fur bristle.

“You are my first true trial, Blaze. A living experiment in obedience and resilience. Will your instincts preserve you? Or will nature devour its own?”

The bell rang again, softly. Blaze flinched. His muscles twitched—but he didn’t move. Not unless she willed it.

“If you don’t survive,” Goumang said with a deadpan calm, “then nothing of value is lost. Evolution always consumes the weak.” She smiled faintly. “But I do so hope you struggle.”

Blaze gritted his teeth. The collar burned faintly around his neck, and the pressure behind his eyes throbbed like a headache building from the inside out.

He tried to move—just his arm, a finger, a twitch of his tail. Nothing responded.

Then came the bell again.

Ding.
A jolt seized his spine—not pain, but domination. His knees buckled, dropping him to a kneel with all the dignity of a ragdoll. He gasped, struggling to catch his breath.

“Okay! Okay, that’s… that’s one hell of a dog whistle,” he muttered. “What, do I sit and roll over next?”

Goumang walked slowly around him, her feathered fingers folding behind her back. “You were chosen for that resilience,” she murmured, tone almost admiring. “Most scream. Or drool. You still talk.”

“Give me a few more zaps”—his eyes narrowed—“I’ll join the choir.”

She leaned down toward his ear, breath cool and fragrant like dead blossoms. “I wonder,” she said. “How long until the humor runs out?”

Blaze looked up at her, pink bangs falling across one eye. A spark still flickered in his grin—cocky, reckless, very Blaze. “Well,” he said, “if I’m stuck like this, guess I should enjoy the view. Gotta say—those robes really don’t leave much to the imagination when you’re flying. Bold move. Kinda surprised you don’t get breezy.”

Goumang stopped. Perfectly still.

The change in atmosphere was instant.

Her eye twitched. Her hands—so precise, so graceful—clenched. The silence sharpened like a blade.

“You dare—” she began, voice lower, tighter.

He smirked, just barely. “What? I mean, I’m collared, not blind.”

Her next words came in Mandarin. Measured. Bitter.

“Nǐ zhège wú lǐ de gǒuzázhǒng… wǒ huì ràng nǐ zhīdào shénme shì zhēnzhèng de yīnmù hé tòngkǔ.”

He blinked. “That sounded aggressive. Or maybe like a threat wrapped in a poem?”

She seethed. The feathered fingers reached for the bell again, her robes flaring as she turned back toward him. “You think yourself clever. But you are nothing. An anomaly. An animal who got lucky.” Her voice rose—not in volume, but in sheer presence. “I am Goumang of the Ten Sols. You kneel in the sanctum of creation itself. Your life is raw material. You will either evolve… or be discarded.”

She rang the bell again.

Ding.
Blaze’s body arched unnaturally before slamming flat to the floor. Every limb went stiff. His mouth hung open, gasping but unable to shout.

And still… he wheezed, “Bet you say that to all your lab rats.”

She stared at him—livid, feathers bristling, but behind it all… curious. “If you’re still laughing after what comes next,” she said, turning toward a series of shadowy instruments humming to life behind her, “perhaps… you’re more than anomaly.” Again, in Mandarin, a whisper meant for her alone:“Huàn yī zhǒng fāngshì shǐ nǐ tìdài zhè shēntǐ… bùrú ràng nǐ chéngwéi gèng héshì de dòngwù.”
The machines purred.

The trial was only beginning.

CHAPTER TWO
The Blooming Trial
Blaze stood still—because he had no other choice.

The collar’s grip on his nervous system was total. One twitch from Goumang’s bell and his limbs locked, bent, moved, or collapsed on command. Each time she gave an order, his body responded with unnatural precision.

“Lift your arm.”

His arm shot up like a puppet’s.

“Lower it.”

It dropped.

“Run in place.”

He ran—silent, mechanical, his breaths huffing while his eyes screamed.

She sat watching from her control dais, legs crossed in mid-air, robes spilling like red flame over the edge. The gold trim of her sleeves shimmered with data feeds as they projected his vitals in ghostly green. Her bell, hanging from one clawed finger, rang only when necessary.

"Your muscle response is… efficient,” she murmured. “Better than expected for something so lazy.”

“Thanks,” Blaze gasped between controlled strides. “All those naps must’ve… charged me up.”

“You’re amusing,” she replied. “I wonder how long that will last.”

She rang the bell twice—ding ding—and Blaze collapsed mid-step, hitting the cold floor in a rough sprawl. His limbs shivered, twitching.

“Lie flat,” she commanded.

And he obeyed. Not because he wanted to. Because he had no other way.

From above, heavy restraints descended from the ceiling, clamping softly but firmly around his wrists, ankles, and chest. A padded table rose beneath him, tilting and adjusting until it cradled his body like a surgical bed.

Goumang descended with her usual elegance, talons clicking on the platform. She leaned close, a long needlelike instrument twirling between her feathered fingers. Its contents glowed faintly—an iridescent serum shifting from gold to purple to blue.

Blaze’s ears pinned back. “...That doesn’t look like painkillers.”

She smiled. Not warmly. “This is the Tao virus,” she said, with all the gravity of someone discussing the weather.

His brow furrowed. “Wait… the virus? The one killing your—”

“Yes.” She stepped closer, tilting his chin with her fingers. “An accidental consequence of our ambition. The Solarian flaw. It unravels our bodies. Destroys our minds. And when it does not kill us…” Her gaze drifted, briefly, to something distant. “It changes us. We bloom.”

“Into zombies. Or glass statues.”

“Incorrect,” she whispered. “Into data. Into the next stage.”

She inserted the needle into the side of his neck with the grace of a musician plucking a string.

The serum hissed.

Blaze’s back arched slightly, his eyes wide—but he couldn't move beyond what she allowed. Couldn’t stop it. Couldn’t resist it.

“The virus adapts uniquely to each host,” she said, watching the injection site glow faintly. “Solarian tissue breaks. Withers. But you…” She leaned close, brushing his cheek with the back of her feathered knuckles. “You are something else. Not pure. Not engineered. Instinctual. Alive. Your eyes tell me that. You feel almost… infernal.”
He coughed. His pupils dilated as the orange sclera became more dominant. Something inside shifted.

Goumang smiled—not kindly. “I want to see what the virus does to you, Blaze Morvane. Whether it kills you. Bends you. Or makes something… new.”

He shivered violently, fur bristling. Already, faint flickers of bio-luminescent patterns danced beneath the skin of his arms—too fast for normal mutation.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be watching every moment.”

Then, quietly, in Mandarin, she added: “Nǐ huì chéngwéi yī gè jìlù. Huòzhě… yī gè yèwǎn de jìnggǎn.”
Blaze screamed.

It was raw, animal, unfiltered—ripping through the sterile air of Goumang’s sanctum like claws down glass. His body arched against the restraints, veins pulsing with glowing heat, eyes wide with agony as the Tao virus coursed through him like wildfire.

Beneath his fur, his skin shimmered. Light pulsed through his limbs in fractal blooms—crystal spores, like jagged petals, ruptured from his shoulders, his arms, his ribs—

—and then crumbled.
The glittering growths shattered like ash-glass, disintegrating before they could take root. The luminous patches faded. The glowing trails in his veins dimmed, burned out like a fuse that refused to ignite.

Blaze gasped, his chest heaving, pupils dilated into slits. Sweat and frost clung to his fur, breath steaming in the air.

And still… he was alive.

Goumang stepped back from the observation deck, stunned. “No,” she whispered.

She approached quickly, scanning his vitals projected mid-air. Neural stress peaked. Cardiac rhythm—erratic, but stable. Cellular degradation—aborted. Mutation—attempted, but reversed.

“Impossible,” she hissed.

She leaned in over him, watching the last flecks of crystallized spore dust drift away from his fur like dying embers. Blaze groaned beneath her—weak, trembling, but still conscious.

“W-what… the hell was in that?” he rasped.

Goumang didn’t answer. Her mind was moving too fast. Too many variables. She had expected data, a specimen to log, a failure to discard. Not…

This.

She paced rapidly, muttering under her breath. “The pathogen failed… Why? Adaptive resistance? No Solarian has ever… no creature has ever—”

She stopped.

Turned to Blaze.

Eyes wide with something that looked almost like awe—and behind it, terror.

“You rejected it,” she said. “Your body—devoured the mutation. Refused to bloom. Reversed the spread. As if…” She paused. “As if it knew.”

She stood straight again. The silver bell spun on one of her clawed fingers, absentmindedly.

“This must be reported.”

She turned, cloak flaring behind her like wildfire. Her talons clacked rapidly across the tile floor as she activated a glowing scroll of data and encrypted it into a relay spike.

“The Council must be informed. If your condition holds… you may be more than an anomaly. You may be the key.”

She never looked back at him.

“You will remain restrained. For now. Should your mind shatter from the delayed effects, I want to see the precise moment.”

The sanctum doors hissed open as she vanished into the tower, robes trailing like blood behind her.

Blaze lay there, strapped and aching, watching the spores that had tried to bloom from his chest now melt like snowflakes.

“…Sooo…” he muttered to the empty chamber. “Not dead yet.”

A pause.

“…Still not the weirdest date I’ve been on.”

And though alone, and barely conscious, he couldn’t help but grin—just a little.

***

Time passed strangely in Goumang’s sanctum.

Blaze couldn’t tell how long she’d been gone—an hour? A day? Maybe longer. The restraints bit into his wrists and ankles, and though the pain of the injection had dulled, a strange warmth still lingered beneath his skin. He stared at the ceiling, half-lucid, trying to make sense of what had happened.

He survived.

He shouldn’t have.

And then… the doors hissed open again.

The heavy sound of talons. A swish of robes.

She returned.

But this time, her steps were heavier. Sharper. Each click of her feet echoed like punctuation marks on a building fury.

She paced the floor, muttering—not to him, not yet. Her voice low, bitter, snapping between Mandarin and English as though the two were bleeding into each other from sheer frustration.

“Tāmen zhǐ huì kāihuì... měitiān de yánjiū bào... méiyǒu jǐnjí gǎn...”
She clenched her hands behind her back, turning sharply. “The council approved the findings,” she said aloud now. “But action? Deployment? Reinforcement? No. Not until they’ve bled all the charts dry. As if charts will bury the dead.” Her eyes flared with cold light, frustration sharpening her elegant features. “While our people bloom into corpses and glass statues,” she snarled, “they debate timelines.”

Blaze shifted slightly, still restrained, his voice hoarse. “So I’m guessing... they didn’t throw you a party.”

She paused. Her head tilted.

And then—

She smirked.
It was a slow, curling thing. Calculated. Cold. But there was fire behind it now—a choice made.

“No,” she said, stepping closer, her voice dropping into that sultry, deliberate cadence again. “But I don’t need permission. If the council won’t act… I will.”

Her eyes met his, the glint within them unreadable. “You’ve proven yourself… exceptional. Resistant. Adaptable.” She reached for the sash at her waist. Her dark fur shimmered as she let it slide through her fingers. “You carry something in your DNA,” she whispered, drawing nearer with every word, “that no Solarian body does. No artificial code. No divine design. Just chaos. Life.”

And then—without hesitation—her robe fell.
Silk whispered against the floor, revealing her in full beneath the artificial lights. Not just the curvature of her form, but the strange, inlaid geometry of her synthetic body—grown, forged, elegant and dangerous.

Blaze’s mouth went dry. His ears burned.

“Wait, wha—?”

She climbed onto the edge of the table, graceful, commanding.

“If the virus cannot destroy you,” she purred, leaning over him now, “perhaps I need to harvest something… purer. Directly from the source.”

He swallowed hard. “You mean—like… blood? Plasma? Spit? Maybe a swab?”

She leaned in, voice barely above a whisper.

“I mean seed, Blaze Morvane.”

His eyes widened. He wasn’t sure whether to panic or be impressed.

She traced one feathered finger down his chest, just above the collar. “If your body holds the cure… then you won’t be wasted. You’ll be used.” She sliced his pants with a sharp claw, opening the front with surgical precision.
Blaze coughed nervously. “Well… this is a weird way to ask for a second date.”

And then she silenced him—not with pain.

But with purpose.

The lights dimmed. The collar stayed hot.

What came next would not be recorded in her data scrolls.

But it would change everything.

His jaw snapped shut. 

Goumang tilted her head, feigning pity. “Poor sapling. All that fire, reduced to kindling.” Her claw hooked under his chin, forcing his gaze upward. “Now… Beg.”

“I’m really not the—”

The bell chimed.

Blaze’s throat seized. The words tore free, raw and involuntary: “P-Please—!” His ears burned. Goumang’s laugh was a blade dragged over silk.

“Good,” she crooned. “But crude instincts are beneath my craft. Let us refine you.” Her claw drifted lower, tracing his sternum, his abdomen—then flicked dismissively. “Show me.”

The command punched through him. Blaze’s body arched as heat flooded his groin, his sheath tightening. Against his will, his cock swelled to full length—thick, canine, and embarrassingly erect. He choked back a whine, tail thrashing. Goumang’s pupils dilated, her clinical detachment fracturing for a heartbeat.

“Fascinating,” she breathed. Her feathered hand closed around him, the touch icy yet electrifying. Blaze’s hips jerked, a traitorous groan escaping as her thumb stroked the slit. “Organic, yet… malleable.” She met his glare, her voice a venomous purr. “Shall we see what sprouts from such fertile soil? Cum.”

Ding.

Blaze’s vision whited out. His cock pulsed violently, release ripped from him in thick, staccato spurts. Goumang caught the strands in her palm, feathers retracting to reveal glass vials embedded in her wrist. She pooled his semen into one, studying it as it shimmered—unnaturally iridescent, flecked with glowing heat.

“Ah… Yes,” she hissed. “The Tao’s decay… it amplifies your essence. A delicious paradox.”

Blaze panted, slumped against the altar. His voice cracked. “Y’done… playing yet? Didn’t even buy me dinner.”

Goumang’s grin turned feral. She leaned close, her tongue flicking the sweat from his throat. “Playing? No. This is cultivation.” Her free hand pressed over his heart, claws pricking his flesh. “Your defiance ferments beautifully. Let us… press further.”

“Go rot in a ditch, you overgrown houseplant—” Blaze snarled, thrashing against the restraints pinning his wrists. The collar scorched his throat, but he kept glaring. “You think this collar makes you a god? You’re just a glorified gardener—”

Goumang paused. For a heartbeat, her impassive mask cracked—not into anger, but cold amusement. “Nǐ de zhǒngzǐ huì zīyǎng wǒ de zhǒngzǐ,” she murmured, the ancient syllables slithering like roots through stone.

“Okay, yeah… still don’t get it,” Blaze spat.

She didn’t answer. Her talons flicked, and the remaining shreds of his clothing disintegrated. Blaze’s fur bristled, but before he could curse again, she floated upward, the restraints tilting his head back. Her thighs framed his muzzle, the scent of her—sickly-sweet decay and sharp ozone—filling his nostrils.

“Pleasure me,” she commanded.

The collar flared. Blaze’s jaw unclenched against his will, his tongue lolling out. Gou Mang lowered herself onto him, her slit glistening with sweet sap. He gagged as her taste flooded his mouth—bitter, like poisoned honey—but the collar forced his tongue to work, lapping at her with mechanical precision.

“Fascinating,” Goumang breathed, her voice shuddering slightly. One feathered hand gripped his ear for balance; the other prodded his throbbing cock, now fully exposed. “Canine bifurcation… crude, yet efficient.” Her claw traced the swollen knot at his base. “A shame. This will require… modification.”

Blaze’s muffled growl vibrated against her. He hated how his body reacted—the way his cock ached despite the fury, the traitorous heat pooling in his gut. Okay, maybe hate was a strong word. 
Goumang’s hips rolled, grinding against his tongue. “Defiant and responsive. A rare hybrid.” Her feathers twitched and curled around his shaft. “Let us… graft refinement to your primal design.”

Her fingers squeezed.  His knot swelled further, veins bulging under the pulsing flesh. Goumang watched, rapt, as his cock began to drip—warm, sticky strands of hot clear pre.
“Yes… Yes,” she hissed, her rhythm on his tongue faltering for the first time. “The decay within you ferments…!”

Blaze’s vision blurred. He couldn’t tell where his body ended and her experiments began. The collar’s hold wavered—just enough. With a guttural snarl, he bit down. Just enough to warn. He had to remind himself to keep control here.
Goumang stiffened. A single drop of blood dripped from her thigh onto his nose.

For a heartbeat, the sanctum fell silent.

Then her feathers lashed his face, drawing blood. “Insolent weed,” she whispered, voice trembling with perverse delight. “You… adapt.” Her talons seized his jaw, forcing him to meet her gaze. “Good. I detest fragile tools.”

Her fingers twisted. Blaze howled as his cock erupted, sap-like cum splattering Goumang’s chest. She caught a glob on her claw, scrutinizing it. “Fertile… but untamed. We will prune you into perfection, little wolf. You are soil. I am the gardener. You will grow as I command.”

Goumang’s fingers tightened in Blaze’s fur, forcing his muzzle deeper against her as she rode his tongue with methodical precision. Her free hand traced the veins of his throbbing cock, taking notes aloud in Solarian—cold, technical terms that clashed with the slick sounds filling the sanctum.

“Silence,” she commanded, though Blaze hadn’t spoken. The collar flared preemptively, smothering his growls into muffled vibrations. She hummed approvingly. “Baseline canine arousal… adequate. Let us refine the parameters.”

Her clawed thumb pressed into his slit, coaxing a bead of precum. Blaze’s hips jerked, but she held him fast. Goumang tilted her head, observing the way his knot swelled under her touch. “Primitive,” she mused, “but efficient. A single, undignified eruption. We shall… optimize.”

The bell chimed.

“Cum.”

Blaze’s body seized. His cock pulsed violently, spilling over her clawed grip—but she didn’t let him soften. The collar’s hold forced him rigid, denying release’s relief. Goumang collected the strands in a glass vial, her feathers humming as they analyzed its composition. “Acceptable viscosity. Again.”

“Cum.”

Another chime. Another agonizing climax ripped from him. Blaze’s claws splintered the altar, his vision swimming. Goumang didn’t pause, swapping vials with robotic efficiency.

“Cum.”

The third time, nothing came but a weak dribble. She frowned. “Depletion threshold reached at 8.2 milliliters. Disappointing.” Her slit finally lifted from his muzzle, leaving his face glistening. “But rectifiable.”

Blaze gasped for air, his voice raw. “Go… water your own damn plants…”

CHAPTER THREE
The Long Experiment
The lights gradually returned to their clinical brightness, banishing the dim heat of what had just occurred. The sanctum's cold hum reasserted itself. Machines whirred. Fluids pulsed in tubes. Nothing in the room acknowledged what had transpired—nothing but the faint steaming vials now gently clinking into position on the nearby collection tray.

Goumang, precise as ever, redressed in smooth, practiced motions—her robes settling once again like ceremonial armor across her form. The momentary vulnerability had vanished, swallowed by the cool, calculating presence that had always lurked beneath her charm.

Blaze lay strapped to the table still, chest heaving, fur damp, ears twitching faintly from overstimulation. His thoughts were a tangle of questions, sensations, and what-if’s. He didn’t speak. Not yet. Words wouldn’t come anyway.

Goumang didn’t look at him right away.

She focused instead on the samples, reading the readouts on a nearby monitor with detached interest. Her long feathered fingers moved swiftly, cataloging each vial with methodical grace.

“Efficient collection,” she said, more to herself than him. “High motility. Biofluids holding at thermal peak. No post-viral degradation.”

Blaze groaned faintly. “Glad you’re satisfied…”

Finally, she glanced down at him—just for a moment. The smirk on her face wasn’t warm. It wasn’t cruel either. It was the smirk of a scientist who had just realized her experiment might rewrite a theory.

“There will be many tests,” she murmured.

Then, with a tilt of her head, she spoke softly in Mandarin, eyes glittering. “Nǐ de quánlèi jiégòu... hěn yǒu yìsi.” She paused, studying his form—still twitching with residual nerves. “Gēnjù jiégòu hé fǎnyìng... xūyào jìnxí yánjiū.”
Blaze blinked slowly, dazed. “Not sure what you said… but I’m guessing it wasn’t a compliment.”

Her smirk widened. “I’m not in the habit of complimenting test subjects, Morvane.” She tapped a control pad beside the table. The restraints didn’t release. “You’ll rest now. A few hours. Then we begin phase two.”

Another vial clicked into place.

“Let’s see what else your mutt blood is hiding.”

She turned to go.

And Blaze, staring at the ceiling, exhaled hard. “…Yup. Definitely still the weirdest date I’ve been on.”

***

Time lost its shape in Goumang’s sanctum.

There were no windows, no day or night—just the sterile green glow of overhead lights and the steady rhythm of machines that fed, monitored, and restrained. Blaze stopped counting the hours. Then the days. Eventually, even the weeks blurred into one long, relentless cycle.

Every morning—or what passed for morning in the lab—began the same way.

Blood.
Drawn with careful hands, sometimes a vial, sometimes a liter. Sometimes from the veins, sometimes deeper. Goumang never wasted a drop. She noted the viscosity, hormone levels, mutation markers. She charted everything.

“Still no rejection,” she’d murmur to herself. “Still resisting bloom. Fascinating.”

Blaze tried to joke the first few times. “Hey, if I give you enough, do I get a punch card? Ten vials, one free juice box?”

She didn’t respond. Just turned and tapped notes into her scrolls.

Then came the pain tests.

Exposure to nerve stimulants. Electrical conduction through muscle fibers. Stings from engineered insectoid drones that fed on damaged tissue and spat it back out, healing just enough to repeat the process. He was made to scream. Not because she enjoyed it—but because the data demanded it.

“You endure more than most,” she said once, watching as his limbs spasmed under controlled voltage. “Is that instinct? Or simply defiance?”

“I call it…” he gasped, “…customer loyalty.”

He laughed, once. Then threw up.

Endurance trials followed. Forced runs on motorized treadmills. Suspended combat drills against holographic predators. Sometimes blindfolded. Sometimes sedated. He lost track of how many times he passed out.

And Goumang? She never wavered.

Even when the other Solarians sent messages inquiring about progress, she merely replied, “Specimen 001 remains viable.” No further explanation. The council didn’t push for more.

By the third week, Blaze could barely lift his arms. He was starting to think this was a mistake. Starting to.
His once-pristine fur was matted in places. His voice had grown hoarse from effort and screaming. His body trembled even at rest. And yet—he hadn’t bloomed. No crystals. No spores. The virus still lingered, but never completed its cycle. It was stuck, like something in him refused to die or change.

Goumang took note of that too.

“Even when pushed past the natural threshold… your mutation flatlines,” she said during one debrief. “No degradation. But no elevation either. Stasis.”

She watched him lying flat on the examination table, eyes half-lidded.

“You’re degrading physically,” she said aloud, “but not biologically. You’re surviving. But for how long?”

Blaze didn’t answer. He couldn’t.

He wasn’t going to slip, however.
And still, Goumang recorded.

Every twitch. Every breath.

The wolf who once joked about her robes was quiet now.

And the Sol of Agriculture stood over him—half-fascinated, half-frustrated—whispering calculations like prayers.

***

Blaze no longer knew what day it was. Or even if days still happened outside the lab.

The lights in Goumang’s sanctum never dimmed. They only changed hue—cooler tones when he was meant to “rest,” harsh clinical white when it was time to be prodded, drained, commanded.

Occasionally, faint sounds echoed through the reinforced walls. The whine of far-off sirens. Screams. A tremor in the infrastructure. The subtle shift of an empire beginning to splinter.

He noticed how Goumang’s steps became sharper. Her tone more clipped. Her bell-hand trembling—barely—but there.

During one blood draw, he spoke, voice quiet. No jokes this time.

“...What’s going on out there?”

She didn’t answer.

He looked up at her through tired eyes. “You’re worried.”

She met his gaze for only a second. “Silence.”

And the tests resumed.

But this time—there was no ceremony. No smirk. No sultry act to hide behind.

Her robe fell in a single motion.

She climbed over him again, expression a mask of frustrated necessity. She said nothing of desire. Nothing of pleasure. Only the outcome.

“I need more seed,” she muttered, not even looking him in the eyes.

Blaze grimaced, weak, barely able to respond. “You’ve… taken everything...”

“You’ll give more.” Her voice was sharp. “You were built to. All you’re good for.”

Gou Mang’s sanctum hummed with the low, grinding pulse of Tao machinery. She straddled Blaze’s hips, her hands pinning his wrists. His cock—still hard from the collar’s cruel insistence—twitched against her, slick with dripping precum.

“Breed,” she commanded, tone detached, as if ordering a drone calibration.

Blaze’s body obeyed, hips bucking upward despite his exhaustion. His knot pressed against her entrance, swollen and unyielding. Goumang arched a brow. “Canid locking mechanism… primitive. A flaw to excise in later iterations.”

But as she sank onto him, her clinical commentary faltered. The knot stretched her, flesh straining to accommodate. Blaze gritted his teeth, sweat-drenched fur sticking to the altar. “Y’wanted a show? Here’s your damn—”

The collar flared, choking his taunt into a groan. Goumang’s feathers fanned out, sensors glowing as she monitored his biometrics. “Focus on function, not theatrics. Your role is to obey.”

She began to move—methodical, precise—each thrust logged in her holodisplay. But Blaze’s body betrayed them both. His knot swelled further, locking them together. Gou Mang froze, talons digging into his chest. “...Anomalous inflation. Cease.”

Blaze’s smirk was venomous. “Can’t. Your collar’s cranked me to ‘fuck’ mode, gardener.”

She struck him, drawing blood. “Silence.” But her own breath hitched as the knot pulsed inside her, triggering a feedback loop her Tao-enhanced systems couldn’t suppress. Her feathers trembled.

Blaze felt it first—the faint, involuntary clench of her inner walls. His ears flicked. “Oh, shit. You’re—”

“Cease observations!” she snarled, but it was too late. The knot’s relentless pressure forced her over the edge. Goumang’s back arched, a clipped, staticky moan escaping as her climax ripped through her—clinical, yet undeniable.

When it ended, she slumped forward, her forehead nearly touching his. The sanctum’s lights flickered, systems overwhelmed by her biometric spike.

Blaze grinned weakly. “Guess weeds… fertilize pretty good, huh?”

Gou Mang’s talon seized his throat. “A glitch,” she hissed, though her slit still throbbed around him. “One I will excise.” But her pupils were dilated, feathers bristling with chaotic energy.

The knot held.

And when it ended and his knot deflated, she stood, wiping herself clean with clinical detachment. Her feathers barely fluttered as she turned away.

She glanced back at him, still strapped to the slab, chest heaving, eyes distant.

Her words were venomous.

“That is what survival looks like?” she scoffed. “Pathetic. A broken mutt with nothing left but reflexes.”

He didn’t respond.

“Fine,” she snapped. “Then we’re done.”

She reached for the bell.
Ding.
His arms unlocked.

Ding.
His body stood on its own, puppeted.

“Into the pod,” she ordered coldly.

Blaze’s legs moved without will. Each step heavy. Hollow. Guided by the sound.

The chamber at the far end opened—an upright capsule lined with soft blue light, faint pulses rippling through a pool of gel inside.

He stepped in.

The glass slid down.

The fluid began to rise.

It filled around his ankles, then his thighs. His breath slowed, heart thudding dully against his ribs. The last thing he saw through the distorting glass was Goumang’s silhouette, arms folded, robes redraped, face emotionless.

“You’ve outlived your purpose. Let’s see what remains when you sleep.”

The liquid touched his neck.

“Shit…”

Then his jaw.

His lips.

Then—

Darkness.
No pain.

No breath.

Just a falling sensation.

And then—

Dream.
CHAPTER FOUR
A Bitter Mercy
It felt like only a moment had passed.
Blaze’s eyes snapped open as the pod hissed, fluid draining in thick spirals around him. The glass peeled open with a sluggish groan, and he collapsed forward, coughing violently, slime clinging to his fur in ropes. His muscles ached, but they responded. For the first time in weeks, he wasn’t bound by the bell. He was moving by his own will.

His first breath of air was thick with smoke and ozone.

The silence hit him next.

Not sterile quiet—but unnatural. No humming lights. No whispering scrolls. No steady clink of mechanical limbs.

Blaze slowly rose, eyes scanning the lab.

It was ruined.

The lights above flickered, sparks dripping from severed conduits. Screens were cracked or shattered outright, most frozen in static—some burned black, others slowly flashing red glyphs of corrupted data. Scorch marks lined the walls like claw wounds. Drones lay crumpled and twisted across the floor, their wings half-melted.

No sound.

No bell.

He moved cautiously, pawsteps silent against cracked tile. No signs of struggle—just aftermath. Like the storm had passed, and he’d been dropped into the eye.

He passed through twisted doorways and collapsed support beams until he reached her inner sanctum—where Goumang had kept her private terminal, her archives, her throne.

And there she was.

She stood—barely.

Her back was to him, shoulders trembling, head bowed. The once-mighty Solarian’s crimson robes hung in tatters, clinging to torn skin and shattered plating. Her mechanical legs? Gone. Reduced to sparking stumps, mangled wreckage strewn across the floor. What remained was real—torn flesh and shattered bone trembling where synthetic had once replaced it.

And around her throat?

A golden collar.
Just like the one she had used to control him.

It hummed faintly.

Her body swayed in place, as though held upright only by some cruel momentum. Blood pooled beneath her. One of her feathered arms hung limply at her side, twitching.

Blaze froze.

His voice barely found breath. “...Goumang?”

She didn’t respond.

Just the faintest shudder. A whisper of a sound—air escaping her lips in a trembling wheeze. She wasn’t dead. But she was no longer herself.

Trapped.

By her own creation.

He stepped closer, heart pounding, the eerie quiet making every breath feel too loud. She’d once towered over him—cold, commanding, in total control.

Now she was still.

Broken.

Collared.

The irony wasn’t lost on him.

His hand hovered near the device at her neck. He didn’t know whether to help. To run. To finish what someone else had clearly started.

And as he stood there, caught between instinct and conscience, the room pulsed—once—with dim red emergency light.

Somewhere deeper in the ruins, something stirred.

Blaze looked down at her trembling form. His throat dry.

“…guess I woke up just in time, huh?”

Blaze stood there a long time.

He watched her tremble—feathers twitching, breath shallow, the once-flawless lines of her Solarian body corrupted by veins of bloom, glowing faintly beneath torn skin like cracks in shattered glass. Her collar buzzed with every labored breath, as if mocking her with each pulse.

 “Damn it…” he muttered, rolling his head back.
He groaned, stepping forward. “Of course I can’t just leave you here, you controlling, data-obsessed bitch.”

He reached up.

The golden collar hummed, resisting at first. But then—snap. It unlocked in his hand, dropping free with a mechanical sigh. Goumang collapsed forward instantly, no longer held by its invisible grip.

Blaze caught her.

Barely.

Her full weight sagged into his arms, her body hot with fever, twitching with faint spasms of crystalline bloom as spores writhed just beneath the skin. Her head lolled against his shoulder.

He grit his teeth and carried her.

Through the broken corridors, back into the ruin of her testing chamber. Blood stained the floor where he’d collapsed countless times. Now it would stain her, too.
He laid her gently on the nearest examination table, brushing strands of silvered feather and hair from her face. “Still alive,” he muttered. “Barely. But you’re not gone yet.”

One of the functioning monitors flickered—some automated prompt pulsing on the screen. "Override: Solarian Genome Scan Active. Apply foreign serum?”
Blaze stared.

Then looked down at himself.

His arms were still scarred from the needle tracks. The virus still swam in his blood—but dormant. Neutralized.

He grabbed a sterile injector from the side tray—hands shaking as he filled the vial with his own blood.

“I don’t know if this’ll work… but you sure as hell believed it could, didn’t you?”

He leaned over, pressing the injector to the base of her neck—where skin met Solarian circuitry.

He hesitated.

Then, he pushed it in.

The click echoed like a gunshot in the empty lab.

The fluid transferred.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then—

Her body convulsed.

She arched on the table, mouth open in a soundless scream. The bloom-spores in her skin flared bright, then—dimmed. The jagged crystal under her flesh began to shrink. Melt. The color faded from blue to soft white to nothing.

The bloom was receding.
The monitor beside them exploded with data. Warnings. Rapid genome rebalancing. A biological cascade.

But Blaze wasn’t reading it.

He just held her hand.

Even after everything.

He was still trying.

She stirred with a weak groan, the kind that didn’t come from pain, but resentment.

Blaze leaned against the examination table, arms crossed, still panting lightly from exertion. He watched her eyes flutter open—those sharp Solarian irises dulled now, like ancient glass weathered by wind and fire.

Her fingers twitched, gripping the edge of the table. She tried to sit up. Her balance wavered—no legs to brace with. Blaze stepped forward without thinking.

“Easy. You were about two minutes from blooming like a bad science project.”

Her head snapped toward him. Pale feathers trembled, fur on end. "You—" she croaked, then grimaced. She coughed, voice rough, but the attitude was already returning. “You… removed the collar.”

“Yeah. I’m sentimental like that,” Blaze said dryly. “Or maybe I just like saving the lives of people who tortured me for a month. Go figure.”

She stared at him.

Then looked down at her body. At the tangled lines where bloom had receded. At her real legs—or what was left of them. The blood. The broken edges of bone. Her jaw clenched.

“You… injected me. With your blood.”

“Uh-huh.”

“You had no authority.”

Blaze let out a breath that almost resembled a laugh. “Still giving orders? Lady, you were twitching in a puddle of your own blood.”

Goumang’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t need help.”

“Oh yeah?” Blaze gestured around. “Really making a comeback standing on two stumps in the middle of a collapsed lab. Real vision of health.”

She looked away. Her fingers dug into the edge of the table. The flickering monitor continued pulsing above her with genetic readouts and stabilized vitals—because of him.
“I had control,” she whispered bitterly. “I had results. Purpose.”

She looked back at him again, and there it was—behind the mask of arrogance: pain. Not physical. Existential.
“They came. The infiltrator. Yi. He breached the sanctum. Destroyed my archives. Released the infected. Slaughtered the Solarian inner tier with a blade of bone and rage.” Her voice trembled—anger, not fear. “The council is gone. The bioforges are offline. No more cloning. No more rebirth. There won’t be anything left.” Her lip curled. “The Solarian species is… extinct.”

She didn’t cry. Goumang didn’t cry. But her whole body trembled.

“It wasn’t supposed to end like this. We were divine. And now?” She looked down at her ruined body again. At the broken remnants of the very system she’d built. “Now I’m just one more mistake in the rubble.”

Blaze was quiet for a long beat. Then, finally: “Well,” he muttered, “guess you’re not special anymore.”

She looked up at him, fuming.

“Good,” he added softly. “Now you’re like the rest of us. Maybe that means you can start over.”

Her expression twisted between disbelief… and something like shame.

Blaze crouched beside the table, arms trembling slightly as he helped ease Goumang’s limp, bloodied form over his back. She didn’t weigh much—less than he expected, with her prosthetics gone—but the deadweight of her pride added pounds he could feel.
Her breath was shallow against his shoulder, one arm weakly draped over him for balance. She refused to wrap her arms fully around his neck, of course. That would be too humane.

“Don’t jostle me,” she hissed near his ear, her voice still laced with venom.

“Right, sorry,” Blaze muttered, rising slowly. “Let me just float you outta here instead.”

“You could try to show some respect,” she grumbled.

He snorted. “I carried your half-dead ass out of a lab you nearly killed me in. You’re getting exactly the amount of respect that earns.”

Goumang huffed. Her claws twitched weakly against his chest. “Fine. But keep your posture straight. My spine’s still functional.”

He smirked. “Wouldn’t want to upset the mighty Solarian princess.”

They started moving.

The corridors were worse than before—twisted wreckage and flaming circuitry snaked through the once-pristine facility. Goumang gave directions in clipped tones between winces. Her voice hadn’t softened, but her edges had dulled. Weakness didn’t suit her, and she hated needing help. But she gave it anyway.

“Yi’s still here,” she muttered after a long silence.

Blaze’s ears perked.

“He’ll kill everyone,” she said through grit teeth. “Every last one of us. He’s already brought down two tiers. Killed Sun En.”
Blaze felt her tremble.

“He’ll bring the whole craft down. Burn it. Collapse it into itself.”

“…And you’re sure the escape pods still work?”

“They’re automated. External power. If the core’s not breached yet, there’s still a chance.”

She didn’t mention that the escape pod terminal was sealed behind two levels of infected containment corridors. Blaze figured that part out on his own soon enough.

As they crept around the shattered remains of a lab bulkhead, he saw them.

Fungal corpses.
Former Solarians—glowing with crystal bloom, fungal roots spilling from their mouths and eyes. Once beautiful, perfect, godlike. Now? They moved in slow, twitching stutters, heads jerking at odd angles, whispering in low, wet voices that no longer belonged to them.

One turned toward him—a once-immaculate engineer, face frozen in a half-smile, now hollow and blooming.
Blaze ducked behind a collapsed drone arm, holding his breath, Goumang’s weight firm against his back.

“Don’t move,” she whispered, voice suddenly low and very real. “The spores in their heads react to vibration.”

“No pressure,” Blaze muttered through clenched teeth.

They crept.

He weaved them through the flickering shadows, dodging the undead stumbles of her former people. Goumang remained silent now—her once-commanding tone gone, replaced by something bitter and almost mournful.

Eventually, she spoke again, voice hoarse.

“They’re gone. All of them. We tried to fix it. Hide it. Patch the code. Delay the collapse.” She coughed, closing her eyes briefly. “But the virus… the Tao… it was smarter than us. It was always smarter. And now…” She let the rest trail off. “They’re not coming back,” she whispered. “The Solarians are… finished.”

Blaze paused just long enough to look at her over his shoulder.

“But you’re not.”

She met his eyes—too tired to glare, too proud to say thank you.

“…Not yet,” she murmured.

Ahead, the door to the escape pod chamber waited—sealed, glowing faintly. One clean corridor between them and the last flicker of hope.

Blaze adjusted her on his back and stepped forward.

“Let’s make sure someone makes it out of this burning goddamn temple.”

The final corridor opened like the throat of a dying beast—sparking wires, low hydraulic groans, and air that reeked of rust and ash. Alarms blinked but no longer wailed, as if even the ship had grown tired of warning the dead.

Blaze stumbled through the doorway with Goumang clinging weakly to his back, each of his steps labored and soaked in tension. Blood—not his—dripped down his side from where her arm had reopened. He didn’t complain.

The escape pod bay was circular, lined with launch tubes. Each one dim.

Each one… empty.
Except for one.

“Of course,” Blaze muttered. “One damn pod.”

It rested at the end of the launch rail—its outer casing dented, the hatch crooked. Smoke hissed from a gash along its side, and sparks danced over the control panel like insects drawn to a corpse. Its lights blinked in no rhythm.

Goumang groaned against him. “Put me down.”

“You’re not walking,” Blaze shot back.

“I said put me down,” she snapped—though her voice cracked halfway through.

He sighed, carefully lowering her beside the pod. She slumped awkwardly, grabbing a pipe for balance with one shaky hand. Even bloodied and broken, she tried to pull herself upright, jaw clenched like a vice.

Blaze hovered behind her, unsure.

She waved a weak hand toward the interface. “It’s a tier-four override. It’ll reject your input. You have to burn out the signature check and reroute launch manually.”

He stared at the blinking terminal.

“…You wanna walk me through that again in ‘guy who didn’t graduate from evil space school’ terms?”

She growled low under her breath. “Upper left conduit. Bypass it with the relay node to its right. Strip the wire. Connect the loose end to the thermal manifold port. Not the auxiliary power—unless you want us launched into the sun.”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” Blaze muttered, already fumbling with the panel. “Gods, even half-dead, you’re still a control freak.”

“You’d die without me.”

“I was dying because of you!”

She didn’t argue.

Sparks flew as he crossed the last wire. The panel flashed green.

The pod whined, systems booting with a stuttering breath. Lights flickered to full. Pressure equalized. The hatch popped open with a groan of protest, and the small interior cabin blinked to life—barely enough space for two, especially with her injuries.

Blaze turned, sweat and soot staining his fur. “We’re in business.”

Goumang slumped forward again, breath shallow.

Without hesitation, Blaze stepped to her side and lifted her—again—this time gently, arms beneath her back and legs, like he was carrying a fragile, burning relic.

She tried to protest.

“Stop squirming,” he muttered. “You weigh nothing but ego.”

“You’re holding me incorrectly,” she growled, though her words were faint.

“You’re lucky I’m not dragging you by your feathers.”

He eased her into the pod like a broken crown, settling her in as gently as possible. She winced, but didn't fight it. There was no energy left for pride.

As he climbed in beside her, sealing the hatch, she looked at him through half-lidded eyes.

“Even now… you act without understanding. Do you even know what you’re saving?”

Blaze looked down at her—scorched, brilliant, broken.

“Not a clue,” he muttered. “But it’s breathing. That’s enough.”

The pod shook.

Launch sequence engaged.

As they braced for escape, Blaze rested his head back and exhaled.

They were leaving behind a dead empire.

And maybe—just maybe—carrying something worth saving.

***

The stars didn’t move.

They just hung—infinite, patient, uncaring—outside the narrow viewing panel of the escape pod. Beyond them: the slow-burning remains of a god-machine, New Kunlun cracking apart in the distance like a fractured myth.

Inside the pod, silence reigned.

Only the faint hum of environmental systems and the occasional rattle of loose bolts reminded them they were still alive—barely. Wrapped in emergency blankets, Blaze sat with his back against the pod wall, legs stretched out, arms limp at his sides.

Across from him, strapped awkwardly into the padded seat, Goumang looked… small.
Her robe was barely intact, soaked with dried blood. Her feathers were wilted. Her silver prosthetics, once symbols of transcendent perfection, were now melted scrap. Only the bloodied stumps of her original legs remained, wrapped tightly in Blaze’s makeshift bandages.

And yet—her posture was still as proud as her strength would allow. Chin lifted. Shoulders drawn. A dying goddess unwilling to fold entirely.

“…You didn’t save me,” she said suddenly, voice raw and quiet.

Blaze didn’t turn. He just kept staring at the stars. “Cool. So that makes this a charity case?”

She scoffed softly, though it came out more as a cough. “You acted without knowledge. Without purpose. It was instinct. Chaos. There’s no nobility in that.”

Blaze leaned his head back and let the silence breathe before answering. “Maybe,” he said. “But it kept you breathing.”

Goumang didn’t respond right away. Her fingers fidgeted with the edge of her robe—torn, but still somehow clutched like a symbol of dignity.

“…We’ll die out here,” she said at last. “Pod navigation was damaged. Signal corrupted. The beacon won’t reach far. There are no allies left to hear it.”

Blaze finally looked at her.

“You really know how to kill a mood, y’know that?”

She turned her head—slowly, weakly—but not to glare. Just to meet his eyes.

“You don’t fear it?”

He was quiet for a long moment, then shrugged slightly. “I think I stopped fearing death somewhere between the blood extractions and the electro-torture treadmill. This? Floating in a tin can? It's almost peaceful.”

Her brow twitched faintly.

“I was a Solarian,” she whispered. “We were meant to surpass gods. And now… I’m nothing but a broken shell. A… passenger.”

Blaze gave a tired smile. “Welcome to the club.”

She actually let out a breath that might have been a laugh—but cut short. It hurt too much.

They sat like that for a while. No accusations. No orders. No tests. Just two survivors.

One broken by a dream too big.

The other too stubborn to lie down.

Outside, the stars watched in silence.

The air inside the pod had grown thin.
Blaze’s breaths were ragged. The stale recycling system sputtered behind the wall with every wheeze, warning lights blinking an angry orange. The panel said it all: oxygen critical. 3 minutes remaining.
He stared straight ahead, jaw tightening.

“I was hoping we wouldn’t get here,” he muttered.

Goumang shifted weakly in her harness, glancing at the flickering warnings. “So. This is it.”

Blaze didn’t answer right away. He simply took a deep breath and closed his eyes, focusing on one place, and one time. Home.
“You’re not making peace with death?” Goumang asked, watching him with narrowed eyes.

“Nah,” he muttered. “Just tuning the frequency.”

She blinked. “What—?”

He pulsed. Blaze grit his teeth. His nose began to bleed. The glow intensified, the very air around them beginning to ripple, warp—as if the pod interior had been dropped into a pool and was now distorting with every breath.

“What… what is this?!” Goumang snapped, struggling weakly in her seat.

“Hold tight,” Blaze grunted. “This isn’t exactly FDA approved.”

A portal ripped open.
Right there, in the middle of the pod—a shimmering circle of blue light carved through reality itself. On the other side? Earth. Modern Earth. Rooftop skyline, night traffic, flickering billboards—civilization in a way Goumang had never seen.

“Nǐ shì fēngzi ma?!” Goumang gasped, clutching her seat. “Zhè shì shénme yāo shù?!”

“Let’s call it… family science,” Blaze said with a half-laugh, half-grimace. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Jiāohuàn shíkōng? Zhè bù kěnéng!”
“Okay, well… I wasn’t really supposed to use the gate tech again,” he admitted. “Last time I tried, I ended up on trial in Hell.”
She stared at him. “What.”

“No time!”

The oxygen warning blared its final tone. With a burst of strength and desperation, Blaze grabbed her—again lifting her up bridal-style—and ignored her flailing protests.

“Put me down, you reckless mongrel—!”

“Nope!” he barked, charging into the pulsing portal.

And the pod was gone.
They emerged in an alley behind an old city block—cool air rushing into their lungs, the sound of a distant bus horn blaring, the scent of cheap takeout and warm pavement.

Blaze stumbled, knees nearly buckling, but stayed upright.

Goumang blinked rapidly at the neon signs, the passing drone of a car, the skyline. Her body trembled. Blood crusted her feathers. She looked around in complete, stunned horror.

“What… is this place?”

Blaze smiled, tired but triumphant.

“Home.”

CHAPTER FIVE
Apartment of Ghosts and Code
The ride from the alley to his apartment was… awkward.
Blaze sat behind the wheel of his topside ride, one hand gripping the steering wheel, the other keeping Goumang’s half-conscious form stabilized in the passenger seat. A blanket covered her bloodied legs. Her feathers were still matted. Her breath rattled faintly in her chest.

She hadn’t spoken once since they crossed over.

The city lights danced across the windshield. Neon signs, holographic ads, and the occasional blur of late-night pedestrians watching them curiously—none of it seemed to register with her. Only once did she mutter, almost to herself:

“This world is… backwards.”

Blaze didn’t argue. He just turned the wheel and pulled into the cracked parking lot behind his building.

His apartment wasn’t much.

A third-floor walk-up with flickering hallway lights and a door that needed a firm shoulder to open. He kicked it open with practiced effort, carrying her in like a fallen relic of a dead empire.

The lights were low.

And then—

A low, glitching chime from the corner.
Mangle stood from her perch near the far wall—her body still misshapen, but stabilized, faint light flickering in her mismatched eyes.

“::̵̨-w̶̺͋el̸͚͌co̴͍͒me̷̘̓... b̴̛̥a̸͕͠ck::̶̨̋,” she buzzed, voice fragmented through failing audio.

“Hey, girl,” Blaze said quietly. “Miss me?”

Goumang’s eyes flicked toward the animatronic hybrid. Her face twisted in open disdain. “That thing is alive?”

Mangle’s head tilted. One clawed hand reached toward Goumang in something like curiosity.

Before she could speak again—

A soft chime from Blaze’s phone.
From the corner of the apartment, Mal0 stepped out from the shadows—sleek, furred, wolfish, skull-faced. Numbers flickered across her black form like living data.

“0ut̷put᠎.᠎1᠎:: i̸̾n̸c̷͎o̴͈͒meD–::s3ns0r m4tch::”

“She’s a guest,” Blaze said calmly, helping Goumang into a low-sitting couch. “Keep the growling to a minimum, Mal.”

Mal0's digitized growl faded into silence. She moved closer, curious but not hostile.

Goumang glared between the two odd figures. “You associate with… broken machines and hallucinations.”

“Call it a hobby,” Blaze muttered, kneeling beside her. “I fix the things other people gave up on.” He unwrapped the blankets from her legs. The damage was worse under proper light—torn tissue, cracked bone, melted implants.

He looked up at Mangle. “You still got those spare prosthetic parts from when I rebuilt you that other time?”

“::͍y̸̯e̴͚͠s̶̰̋. l̴̝o̶̢͐c̵̞̐a̸̯̅t̴̳͑e̵͎͘d̵̬͒::̶̰̿” She limped to the back room, mechanical limbs whirring.

Blaze turned to Mal0. “I’ll need stabilization wiring, something with flex. Scan her vitals and run match diagnostics.”

Mal0 tilted her skull-like head. “h̶e̸r?̵. ᠎c0rruP7=̵tEd v4lue̸s… f1Ne. rUn̵n1n̷g.”

Goumang watched them move around her like ghosts through smoke. Her arrogance didn’t vanish—but it wavered.

“You’re building me legs,” she said bitterly.

“Yep.”

“Without permission.”

“You’re welcome.”

She narrowed her eyes, but her strength faltered. Her voice lowered.

“I am the last of my kind,” she whispered. “And now I’m surrounded by scraps and shadows.”

Blaze finally looked at her.

“No,” he said softly. “You’re surrounded by survivors. You should learn the difference.”

The workshop space in Blaze’s apartment was cluttered—half garage, half science fiction fever dream. Cables hung from the ceiling like vines, tools littered every surface, and blueprints—real and digital—flickered across monitors surrounded by half-soldered machines.

And in the center of it all sat Goumang.
Stripped of her once-majestic robes, now dressed in a simple oversized hoodie Blaze had found in a closet, she sat perched on the edge of the reinforced workbench, eyes narrowed as Mangle calibrated the last servo in her new legs.

They were… crude.

Not Solarian. Not divine.

Just scrap, reinforced joints, and cobbled together tech from old animatronics and salvaged prosthetic rigs. They hissed faintly when she flexed her toes—clunky, metallic, beneath her—but they worked.
Barely.

“::a̶l̸i̴g̷n̶m̷e̶n̵t̵... o̴n̷l̸i̶n̵e::̴,” Mangle buzzed, stepping back and giving a glitchy chirp of approval.

Mal0 hovered nearby, watching the vitals scroll on a jury-rigged monitor. “n̴o̷te᠎:̷ s7ress l3vels h1gh. p4in–᠎l3ft joint.ˮ

“Yeah, I see it,” Blaze said, wiping sweat from his forehead as he tightened the last clamp. “Servo’s running hot. We’ll need to reinforce the casing later, but… it’s holding.”

Goumang tested her weight.

She stood.

It wasn’t elegant. Her balance wavered. Her lip curled in silent frustration.

But she stood.
“Functional,” she muttered through clenched teeth. “Primitive. Inefficient.”

Blaze smirked, holding out a small white pill bottle with a raised brow. “And painful, I’m guessing.”

She glanced at the label—Mistral Morvane’s handwriting still on the cap. Her eyes narrowed.

“You stole these.”

“Borrowed,” Blaze corrected. “Long-term loan.”

She hesitated.

Then took the bottle.

“Just don’t take more than two,” Blaze added. “Unless you wanna see music.”

She popped one into her mouth and swallowed dry, jaw tight. The fire in her legs dulled slightly. Not gone. But quieter.

Silence hung in the room for a moment, broken only by the faint hiss of Mangle adjusting wires and Mal0 pacing in a lazy circle like a shadow on loop.

Then:

“…Thank you,” Goumang said.

Barely audible.

Blaze looked over, surprised. She didn’t meet his eyes.

“Don’t get used to it,” she added quickly, biting off the words. “I’ll walk again without your scraps soon enough.”

He chuckled softly. “Sure you will.”

But they both knew—for now—she walked because he made it possible.
And she hated how much that mattered.

The sun had just started setting, casting gold through the half-closed blinds. Blaze sat on the couch with a datapad in one hand, watching Goumang awkwardly practice walking between the wall and kitchen counter. Her steps were improving—more stable, less wobbly—but her pride clearly hurt more than her balance.

Mangle chirped glitchy encouragement from the corner.

Mal0 prowled near the front door, her digital form flickering faintly, bored.

And then—

The door rattled.
Blaze blinked.

A second later it slammed open.

“Yo, dumbass,” came the unmistakably growled voice of Loona, standing framed in the doorway, tail flicking, eyes narrowed. “Where the actual fuck have you been?! Not a single god damn text in over a fucking month, you asshole! I was worried… worried I wouldn’t kick your ass again!”
Blaze’s ears perked. “Loona?!”

She stepped inside, leather jacket zipped halfway, boots thudding against the tile, and her usual attitude dialed up to eleven. Her fiery gaze swept the apartment quickly—instinctively scanning corners like she expected someone to jump her.

She spotted Mangle. Gave her a short nod.

Mal0 got a blink.
Then her eyes landed on Goumang.
And they didn’t move.

“…Who the hell is that?”

Blaze scratched behind his ear. “Uh. So. Long story.”

Loona’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Oh, I bet it is. Did you fucking realm leap again, you fucking idiot?!”
Goumang straightened stiffly, her expression a complex cocktail of disdain, fatigue, and existential regret.

“You consort with hellbeasts,” she said flatly.

“I’m his girlfriend, bitch,” Loona shot back instantly.
Blaze winced. “We don’t need labels to—”

“Shut up, Blaze,” both women said in unison.

The silence after was heavy.

Goumang folded her arms with difficulty, balancing on her new legs. “I am Goumang. Last Solarian. Once divine. Now apparently… lodging with a tech-salvager and his gallery of corrupted algorithms.”

Loona raised a brow. “Uh-huh.” She glanced at Blaze and stepped closer. “So, what? Couldn’t resist? What’s this one’s story?”
Blaze sighed. “Just… you know. Was playing a game and thinking.” His voice lowered. “She enslaved me, it wasn’t my fault!”
Loona blinked. “…And you let her live?”

“She was already halfway dead. And I dunno. I just… didn’t want to be like her.”

Goumang looked away at that.

Loona scoffed. “You’re too soft for your own good, dumbass.”

“Isn’t that why you love me?”

Goumang, now quietly sitting on the arm of the couch, stared at the two of them in stunned silence.

“You’re dating… her?” she asked.

Blaze shrugged. “She’d deny it.”

“I’ll deny you something, alright,” Loona said automatically.

Blaze grinned.

Goumang exhaled slowly, pinching the bridge of her nose. “You know, for a moment, back in the escape pod, I thought maybe you’d saved me for something greater. Some higher meaning. Destiny.” She looked around the apartment. At the half-functioning tech, the half-repaired dog from hell, the skull-faced wolf glitch, and Blaze’s tired but happy smirk. “…Now I think maybe I should’ve let the Tao finish what it started.”

The apartment door creaked open—this time with no knock, no warning. Just the subtle whir of a key override being used with practiced precision.

Blaze paled. “Oh no.”

Loona’s ears perked. “What?”

Goumang immediately turned her head toward the door, tensing instinctively—ready to verbally dismantle whatever new threat arrived.

Then:

Dr. Mistral Morvane stepped in.
Long white coat. Elegant scarf. Visor perched just-so. A datapad under one arm and a thermal mug in the other. She moved with a kind of surgical confidence—graceful, sharp-eyed, and completely unfazed by the smell of solder, scorched tech, or the questionable group of beings now staring back at her.

She took two steps in, stopped, scanned the room.

“...Let me guess,” she said calmly, “you used the dimensional gate again.”

Blaze smiled sheepishly. “Hi, Mom.”

Mistral looked at the state of her son—burned sleeves, blood on his shirt, Mangle glitching softly in the corner, Mal0 slinking along the wall like a ghost, Goumang in shredded robes and scavenged cybernetic legs glaring from the couch—

And then her eyes landed on Loona.
“Ah, Loona. I see you’ve also seen my son’s return,” Mistral said with a polite tilt of her head.
“Oh yeah,” Loona folded her arms.

Both ladies turned to Blaze and spoke in unison. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

Blaze turned pink.

Goumang snorted.

Mistral turned toward her calmly. “And you must be the reason my son bled half his mass and nearly cracked open his own mind, again. Not to mention the celestial courts that are watching him. Solarian, I presume?”

Goumang's expression tightened. “The last. You’re his progenitor?”

“I’m his mother,” Mistral said, setting down her datapad. “I tolerate his reckless brilliance, and every now and then I’m reminded he’s worth keeping around.”

“Somehow,” Loona muttered, but she couldn’t hide her smirk.
“I heard that.”

Mistral turned to Blaze, folding her arms. “So. Who gets to explain why you brought a bio-collapsing alien royal into our dimension this time? I’m not appearing before the infernal court again, Blaze.”
Blaze scratched behind his ear. “I was gonna get to that.”

“I’m sure you were.” She sighed. “I’ll need her DNA, a full scan, and a guarantee she’s not shedding crystal bloom onto my floors.”

“I’m not contagious,” Goumang growled.

“Prove it.”

The two women locked eyes.

And to Blaze’s amazement… neither blinked.
Mistral turned to the kitchen. “I’ll get my scanner.”

As she walked away, Loona leaned toward Goumang and whispered, “Your bad attitude makes a lot more sense now.”

Goumang, stiff with pride and mild humiliation, looked away. “I hate it here.”

The night settled gently across the apartment.

Mistral was back in her lab nook, tuning a portable genetic scanner and muttering to herself in three different scientific languages. Mal0 was perched at the window, numbers crawling lazily across her dark fur as she watched traffic pass below. Mangle sat in the corner, humming glitched static that—somehow—sounded vaguely like a lullaby.

And on the living room couch?

Blaze, Loona, and Goumang sat in a strange, tense triangle of proximity. A half-eaten takeout container of noodles sat on the coffee table, steam rising, untouched.

“I still can’t believe,” Goumang muttered, “that this is what existence has come to. You share space with a stitched horror, a walking error message, and…” she motioned vaguely at Loona, “a bipedal furnace with attitude.”

Loona, legs propped up on the table, didn’t even flinch. “Takes one to know one, bitch.”

“I was divine,” Goumang hissed.

“Yeah, well, I’m Loona,” she shot back, digging a claw into the noodles. “And this dumbass,” she added with a jab of her thumb at Blaze, “is the reason we’re even having this weird-ass conversation. Seriously, what the hell, Blaze?” She smacked him in the back of the head.
Blaze looked up from his spot on the floor, sipping something vaguely soda-adjacent. Which nearly spilled when she smacked him. “I was gonna let the space zombie fungus have her, y’know. But she gave me that pathetic twitchy ‘I don’t wanna die’ look.”

“I never gave you such a look.”

“You totally did,” he said with a smirk.

Goumang sighed, settling more into the couch. The servos in her legs clicked faintly as she adjusted. “You’re insufferably stubborn. Illogical. Crude. And loud.”

Loona smirked. “Sounds about right.”

“But…” Goumang added, eyes narrowing slightly, “...he did survive me. And Hell, apparently. Which I’m not sure is the more impressive feat. It explains the infernal signatures and perhaps his resistance to the Tao.”
Loona chuckled, wiping her mouth with the back of her paw. “He’s like a roach. Stupidly persistent. Doesn’t get hints. Keeps crawling back. I told him to leave me alone like, five fucking times.”

“You could’ve just mauled him.”

“I tried.” She paused. Then added with a quiet grin, “Now he’s my dumbass.”

Blaze smiled. “My Luna Tuna.”
“Shut up,” Loona barked, ears flicking red.

Goumang actually gave a soft laugh—short, sharp, almost bitter. “Persistent mutt. I suppose he is. Much like a weed.”
They exchanged a glance.

And for the first time, Goumang and Loona shared something other than insults.

A smile.

Mocking, sure—but real.
Blaze blinked between them. “Wait. Are you guys… bonding? Over me?”

Loona rolled her eyes, then ruffled his hair. “Don’t flatter yourself, idiot.”

“You’re like fungus,” Goumang said. “You grow on people.”

Mistral called from the other room, deadpan: “He definitely grew in someone.”

“MOM—!”

The laughter—brief, strange, jagged—carried over the static hum of the apartment.

And for a fleeting moment…

It almost felt like family.

The night wore down slowly.

Loona leaned against the doorway, arms crossed, eyes half-lidded with reluctant affection. Mistral stood beside her, discussing multi-dimensional resonance decay like it was tea gossip.

“Tell your mother not to dissect me next time,” Loona muttered to Blaze.

“She didn’t try to dissect you.”

“She stared at me like a diagram again.”

“She does that.”

With a sigh and a scoff, Loona stepped forward. “Guess I’ll see you back in Hell. Can’t stay tonight. Just wanted to give you a hard time and remind you that, if you ever do this again, I’m breaking your ankles Misery style. Got it?”

Blaze grinned. “Same time next week?”

“Don’t push it.”

Then—before she could psych herself out—she kissed him. Short, sharp, with more heat than sweetness. Her claw curled into his shirt for half a second. Then she shoved him back.

“Still my dumbass,” she growled, turning to vanish into her summoning portal.

Mistral gave her son a long look. “Try not to destabilize this one. She seems to have bite.”

Then she was gone too.

The door clicked shut.

Silence.

“You may take the couch,” Goumang said stiffly from behind him.

Blaze turned, already pulling off his jacket. “No way. You’re the one with the cyber legs. That thing sinks like a sand trap.”

“I don’t sleep.” She said it like it was fact. Final. Absolute.

“Yeah, well, you need to.” He waved toward the bedroom. “The bed’s not exactly royalty grade, but it’s soft and doesn’t smell like burnt wires.”

She hesitated.

Frowned.

Then… tried the couch.

Ten minutes passed.

Blaze was in bed, curled under a worn blanket, half-asleep—

Thud.
The sound of servo-driven feet hitting floorboards.

Grumbling muttered. “Zhè gè shāfā shì gè wánxiào…”
A shadow moved at the bedroom door.

Blaze opened one eye. “You seriously—?”

“Shift over,” she snapped, already climbing into the bed.

“Okay but—”

She shoved him. Efficient. Ungraceful.

He slid sideways with a grunt, halfway off the mattress now.

“Y’know, you could ask—”

“I am reclaiming some semblance of dignity.”

The sheets rustled as she pulled the blanket halfway over her.

Then—

A mechanical chirp.
A shimmer of black static.
Mangle and Mal0, ever attuned to their unofficial pack leader’s comfort patterns, took Blaze’s squirming as invitation.

Mangle slunk in from the hallway, clicking softly.

“::̶s̷e̶e̶n̴.̴...̷s͝p̶a̶c̸e̶.̴.j̶o̶i̶n̶?̴::”

Mal0 followed, slipping through the shadows like digital mist. “N̶3w ̵s̴p4T d3te̴ct3d. a̴̡d̶͇d̷̺͋i̸͓̓n̸̢̍g᠎.”

They both climbed in.

Mangle curled near the foot of the bed. Mal0 sprawled across Blaze’s legs, her skull-like face turned toward Goumang like a lazy challenge.

Goumang stared at the ceiling, wide-eyed.

“I was Solarian royalty,” she muttered, almost like a prayer.

Blaze sighed. “Yeah. Welcome to the jungle.”

Silence.

Then, almost too quiet to hear:

“Zàijiàn, shèngyán.”
CHAPTER SIX
A Game of Gods and Ghosts
The apartment was quiet.
Sunlight cut in through the half-closed blinds, dust motes floating lazily in the golden haze. The usual hum of Blaze’s cluttered living space had dulled into a sleepy background murmur. With Blaze and Loona gone—off running errands or chasing another client—Goumang was left to herself.

Her new legs clicked softly as she walked through the space. She moved without grace but with a kind of prideful precision. Each step felt… stable now. Adapted.

She paused near the coffee table where Mangle sat idly, dismantling an old toaster and fitting it with optic wiring for no clear reason. Her eye flicked toward Goumang.

“::̴he̸ ̵l̶e̸f̴t̵.̴ ̸b4ck ̸s̸o̸o̶n::̷.”

“Where?” Goumang asked with mild disinterest.

“::̷m̶4̶r̸k̶e̵t.̷ ̴f̴o̶o̸d̴ ̴r̷e̶s̴u̸p̶p̴l̸y̴::̵”

Mal0 drifted in from the hallway, tilting her skull toward Goumang.

“h̸e̷ s4id n0 sn4k3s.̷ s̶t0p a5kiN̵g.̴”

Goumang eyed the two odd beings.

“…Why do you stay here?”

Mangle paused. Her voice warbled. “::̸h̵e ̶s̷a̴v̴e̷d̴ ̶m̶e̸.̴ ̷t̸o̷o̴k̵ ̴m̷y̵ ̵d̴a̶t̴a̶... r̴e̸s̴c̷u̸e̵d̵.̵::̷”

Mal0’s flickering digits danced briefly across her chest.

“d̶idnt ru̵n.̴ ͜s7a̶yed.̷ m3.̷ not sc4red.”

Goumang said nothing.

Not right away.

But she moved slowly toward Blaze’s desk. His terminal was still active, left open like always, a tangle of screensaver lights dancing across the monitors. She tapped the keyboard once and brought up the last window he had open.

It was a launcher.

A video game.

She scanned the name.

Nine Sols.
Her blood ran cold.

She opened it.

It loaded instantly, skipping through intros Blaze had long since bypassed. And there—on the screen—her world.
New Kunlun.

The temples. The floating rings. The red robes. The familiar shrines.

She sat down.

Clicked through the interface. Found a wiki. Read.

Her hands began to tremble.

The words on the screen bled through her thoughts like poison:

Goumang: One of the Ten Sols. Overseer of agriculture. Initially revered, but revealed to be morally compromised. Uses Apemen as experimental fodder. Acts as a mini-boss. Defeated by protagonist Yi in a hallway combat trial. Left to rot with a collar around her throat.

Left.

To rot.
She stared at the entry. At the video thumbnail of her defeat. Of her collapse.

She was a villain.
Not a god.

Not a martyr.

A mechanic.
A checkpoint boss.
And Blaze—

Blaze had pulled her out of that fate. Saved her. Changed it. Without her permission. Without her knowledge.

Because she was from a game.
A game?!
Her hands curled into fists.

She stood slowly, the air around her suddenly heavy.

“Everything…” she whispered. “Everything was built… coded… scripted.”

She staggered back from the desk, her legs twitching slightly, fighting against a mind unraveling.

“I was written. I was measured.”

She turned sharply toward the front door, breathing sharp, her voice rising.

“HE KNEW—!”

She gritted her teeth.

“Blaze Morvane,” she growled in Mandarin. “Nǐ gǎi biànle shǐmìng. Nǐ xiùlǐle yīgè yóuxì ér bùshì yī gè rén…”
Her hands shook.

She looked again at the monitor. The game still running.

Goumang—her—still standing there on screen. Collar tight. Blank stare. Forgotten.

She reached out… and shut the screen off.

The game was off.

But its shadow clung to her.

Goumang sat in silence for what felt like hours, her synthetic legs motionless beneath her, her fingers folded stiffly in her lap. The glow of the deactivated monitor seemed to linger on her skin.

She was trembling.

And she hated that she was trembling.

In Solarian doctrine, weakness was waste. Doubt was death. She had built a society—engineered food, balance, control. She had culled chaos, culled instinct, culled anything that didn't fit.
And now?

She had been nothing but pixels and design notes.
A character arc.

A checkpoint.

A villain.
The door creaked behind her.

Mangle approached first, claws softly scraping the floor.

“::̵s4w... ̶th3 ̴fil3.̶::” she buzzed, her voice unusually gentle. “::̶b4z3 ̷nevr̸ h̷1d ̸y̷0u.̶::”

Goumang didn't look up. “He shouldn’t have saved me.”

Mal0 drifted closer, static crawling across her skin. “he ̵do3sn’t s4v3 ̴w1nn3rs.͜ he̵ sa̸ves ̷wh4t l3fts. wh4ts 4l1ve.”

“I was a god,” Goumang whispered, voice cracking. “Not someone who needed saving.”

Silence.

Mangle tilted her head, glitching softly. “::̵n0̷ g0d ̴l1ves̵ 4lon3.::”

Goumang clenched her fists and stood.

Her legs hissed, stabilizing. Her pride had not.

She waited until Blaze returned.

He stepped through the door with a grocery bag in each hand, humming something vaguely from a game soundtrack. When he saw her standing there, pale and rigid, the smile faded from his face.

“…Goumang?”

She was silent for a beat.

Then her voice exploded.

“Nǐ zhīdào nǐ zuòle shénme ma?!”
Blaze flinched. “Okay, that’s a strong opening—”

“Nǐ gǎibiànle wǒ de mìngyùn!”
She shoved him, hard enough to make the bag drop. Cans rolled across the floor.

“I was meant to die there! I was written to die. Do you understand what that means?! That was my end! My legacy!”

Blaze stared, stunned.

She was shaking.

“Nǐ sǐ le, Blaze. Ránhòu nǐ huílái, pòhuài le yīqiè! You died, then came back and broke everything!” Her voice cracked. Her words hitched. “Wǒ yǐwéi wǒ shì shén. Yǐwéi wǒ shì zhèngquè de. I thought I was a god. I thought I was right.” The tears came without warning. Goumang collapsed to her knees, arms limp at her sides. “I thought I was doing what was best. For my people. For balance. Survival of the fittest.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “But maybe I was just a script.”

Blaze knelt slowly beside her.

He didn’t say anything.

Not at first.

Then: “You were written to die. Sure. But you're still breathing. Right now.”

She didn’t look at him.

“I changed your ending. That doesn’t mean what came before wasn’t real. You made choices. You believed in them.”

“But they were wrong,” she whispered.

Blaze sighed. “Yeah. Maybe. But you get to figure that out now. Yourself. Not because of code. Not because of Tao. Because you’re here.”

Silence.

Then Mangle gently walked over, placing one warm, humming paw on Goumang’s shoulder. Mal0 sat beside them, her hollow eyes flickering with soft red pulses.

The room was quiet.

No gods.

No scripts.

Just people—flawed, broken, surviving.

Together.

***

The cool night air clung to Goumang’s skin, faint and damp from the city below. She sat on the fire escape just outside Blaze’s apartment window, hunched slightly, her mechanical legs resting on the railing, her elbows braced against her knees. She didn’t move, save for the occasional twitch of her fingers or flicker of her eyes.

The noise of the city hummed beneath her—distant sirens, traffic like a dull pulse, a dog barking down the block.

The apartment behind her buzzed softly with machine noise. She needed distance. Not from the others.

From herself.
She stared out at the skyline. Not Solarian. Not divine. Just steel and lights and noise. Built not by gods, but by persistence.

She didn’t notice the sound of claws on metal until the scent hit—ash and ozone.

“Room full’a half-scrapped robots too much for you too?” came Loona’s voice, low and rough.

Goumang didn’t look. “I needed air.”

Loona swung one leg over the windowsill and dropped onto the fire escape beside her. She popped the cap off her lighter, lit a cigarette with a flick of practiced fingers, and leaned against the railing like she owned the sky.

They didn’t speak for a while.

Then:

“You look like shit,” Loona offered casually.

“I feel like it,” Goumang replied without heat.

“Blaze said you were the smart one.”

“I was. Once.” She sighed. “In a world that no longer exists.”

Loona took a drag and exhaled, watching the smoke rise past the bars. “Wanna talk about it or just brood out here all night?”

Goumang turned her head slightly. “You’d… listen?”

“I don’t do therapy,” Loona warned. “But yeah. I can listen. Seems I’m okay at that.”

A pause. Then Goumang answered quietly, her voice tight but composed. “I found… my origin. A game. A file. A villain. I was written, coded, and then discarded. Meant to be defeated. My death wasn't just planned, it was expected.”

Loona didn’t laugh or snort or make a smartass comment.

She just took another drag.

“So… you’re mad at Blaze ‘cause he broke your script?”

Goumang nodded. “I built an empire. I thought I was right. I engineered survival. Purpose. Strength. And now…”

She trailed off.

Loona looked over at her, eyes narrow but not cruel. “Now you’re in a hoodie, sitting on a fucking fire escape in the middle of a dirtbag city, next to a hellhound. Sounds about right.”

A long pause.

Then, Goumang—actually smiled.
A small one. Bitter, worn, but real.
“Existence is strange,” she muttered.

Loona smirked. “Yeah. That’s one way to put it.”

More silence. The cigarette burned low.

Loona let it hang from her lips.

“You know, I hated him when I first met him.”

Goumang glanced sideways.

Loona shrugged.

“When Blaze landed in Hell? Cocky, smiling, trying to act like he belonged? Ugh. I wanted to fucking deck him. And I did. More than once.”

Goumang raised an eyebrow.

“He wouldn’t stop talking. Wouldn’t go away. Just kept showing up. Annoying. Pushy. Relentless.” She exhaled. “But… he looks. You know? He sees things.”

Goumang tilted her head.

“Not in a ‘let’s write a poem about it’ kinda way. Not romantic. Just… real. Broken stuff. Wrecked people. He notices. And he listens. Not all the time—he’s still an idiot—but he gives a shit. Even when he shouldn’t. You know he broke infernal law to save your ass, right? Stupid dumbass. Not thinking. Again.”

Goumang was quiet.

Then: “He didn’t leave me,” she said softly. “Even when I told him to. Even after everything I did.”

“Yeah,” Loona muttered. “He does that. A lot.”

She flicked the cigarette off the edge of the fire escape, watching the ember trail disappear into the night.

Then turned.

Slight grin.

“So. I gotta ask.”

Goumang blinked. “Ask what?”

Loona crossed her arms. “You and Blaze. You guys… fuck or what?”

Goumang paused. The answer didn’t come right away.

Then: “It wasn’t… that. Not how you mean it.”

Loona raised a brow.

“It was during testing,” Goumang said, straightening slightly. “I harvested his genetic material. Repeatedly. To analyze his anomaly against the Tao virus.”

Loona stared. “…So like… clinical?”

“Yes.”

“Cold?”

“Yes.”

“No emotion?”

A pause.

Goumang looked out at the lights again. “…No. There was fear. And… desperation. But not love.”

Loona nodded slowly.

“Okay,” she muttered. “Weird, but okay.”

Goumang sighed. “Would it have mattered?”

Loona tilted her head. “…Maybe. A while ago, yeah.”

Another silence.

But the air was lighter now.

Two women.

Both scarred.

Both surviving.

Not friends.

But not strangers anymore either.

The night air lingered, cooler now, brushing past Goumang’s face as she stood slowly from the edge of the fire escape. Her legs clicked quietly beneath her, steady—imperfect, but hers now.

Loona stood beside her, arms crossed, gaze fixed on the lights beyond the skyline.

Neither of them rushed to speak again.

Then Goumang finally broke the silence, her voice low, reflective:

“Perhaps… the Tao isn’t always meant to balance.”

Loona tilted her head slightly. “You saying it’s broken?”

Goumang gave a faint smile. “No. Just… flawed. Maybe balance isn’t always about symmetry. Maybe… weight matters. A single grain. A single weed.” She glanced sideways, almost amused as he eyes narrowed. “And Blaze Morvane is the most insufferably persistent weed I’ve ever encountered.”

Loona smirked, ear flicking. “That’s one way to describe him.”

Goumang adjusted her sleeve. “I suppose I’ll remain at the apartment. For now.”

Loona raised an eyebrow. “For now?”

“I have nowhere else to go. And I intend to rebuild my strength. Understand myself. And the world I’ve been thrown into.”

A pause.

Then Loona said, with an edge of casualness that didn’t quite hide the warning: “Well, while you’re staying… just make sure you keep your hands off my dumbass.”

Goumang turned, lips twitching. “He is technically mine. I did sample his seed.”

Loona glared. “Don’t.”

Goumang raised her hands. “Scientific context only.”

Loona muttered something under her breath but couldn’t stop the small huff of laughter.

Goumang let out a small chuckle herself—dry, awkward… but sincere.

They didn’t like each other, not quite. But something in the fire escape silence had changed that tension into something more manageable. Like two wolves who’d circled long enough to recognize the other wasn’t prey.

“Come on,” Loona grumbled. “If you’re gonna hog the couch again, I’m getting the window seat.”

“Just keep your elbows to yourself this time.”

They climbed back inside.

Two survivors.

Two scars.

And one oblivious dumbass waiting on the other side of the door with microwaved leftovers and a smile that made no sense to either of them—

But meant more than they were ready to admit.

The apartment was warm.

Not in temperature—Blaze always kept the thermostat slightly off—but in energy. The flicker of a classic movie rolled across the TV screen, casting shifting colors across the furniture. A half-eaten pizza lay open on the coffee table beside three bowls of popcorn, some kind of spicy hell jerky, and at least one item that was definitely not edible but Mal0 insisted on claiming anyway.

Blaze was on the couch, legs kicked up, a game controller in one paw and his head half-tilted onto a cushion. Mangle had settled near his feet, occasionally reaching out a claw to tap buttons in cooperative play. Mal0 hovered behind them, not playing but watching with almost analytical intensity, like she was memorizing strategies she'd never use.

Goumang sat curled in the armchair beside them, legs folded beneath her like a perched bird of prey—except with a blanket draped across her lap and a cup of cider she pretended not to enjoy. The movie was absurd. The game even moreso. She had mocked both at first, then asked for the controller on turn three.

Loona was sprawled across the other end of the couch right near Blaze, sipping soda through a bent straw, half-asleep and quietly smirking every time Blaze lost a life with dramatic flair.

“Okay, but seriously,” Blaze said, mouth full of popcorn, “if someone doesn’t get that power-up in the next thirty seconds, we’re gonna die and Mangle’s gonna crash the whole system again.”

“::̴not̴ ̷my̸ f̶4u1t̸ t̷hi̸s̴ ̶t̴ime̸::̸,” Mangle chimed in, glitchy but smug.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Goumang murmured, eyes locked on the screen, “but I… want to beat this level.”

Loona cracked an eye open. “Welcome to the dark side, bitch.”

The night carried on like that. Laughter. Snark. Soft digital hums and controller clicks. A low rhythm of strange companionship that didn’t need purpose.

Just being here was enough.

For once, existing was balance enough.

Then Blaze’s phone buzzed.

He glanced down lazily and swiped it open.

A message from Mom.
Mistral Morvane: “Christmas is mine this year. Apartment's too small for the usual chaos.”

“Bring your friends. All of them.”

“Yes. Even the one that speaks in binary glitches.”

“Also, send Loona my love. Can’t wait for her next heat cycle.’”

“Curious.”

Blaze blinked.

“Uh… guys?”

Everyone turned.

He held up his phone.

“Christmas at Mom’s.”

There was a long pause.

Then Loona groaned into a pillow. “Oh hell no.”

Goumang raised an eyebrow. “Your mother?”

“She called me a ‘distant structure collapsing in on itself’ during my last scan,” Mal0 murmured.

“::i̵ ̴li̵k̶e̶ ̴he̶r::̶,” Mangle offered cheerfully.

Blaze just sighed and leaned his head back against the couch.

“Well... it’ll be festive?”

No one answered.

He grinned.

Balance was overrated anyway.
~THE END~
