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CHAPTER ONE

A Life Never Lived
The sky bled fire.

Smoke painted the heavens in strokes of ash and sorrow, and beneath it, the once-verdant field of Aelmoor lay broken—its soil soaked in blood, steel, and the mangled cries of the dying.

Blaze Morvane dragged himself through the mud, one arm trembling beneath his weight, the other hanging useless—twisted, burned. His light grey and white fur was darkened with soot and crimson, his short white hair matted against his forehead. Every breath was a battle. Every inch forward was a scream through gritted fangs.

The world rang hollow, like the echo of a bell long cracked.

His sword lay behind him, shattered. His armor? Splintered, barely clinging to his frame. The banner he'd once marched under—some noble's cause, long forgotten—fluttered in the distance, impaled through a corpse.

"So this is it," he thought bitterly. "Not with a roar. Not with glory. Not even remembered."
He coughed, spitting blood and shame into the dirt. He had no epic ballads. No daring rescues. No last love to weep for him. He hadn’t even kissed anyone. Never knew the taste of lips, or what it felt like to be someone's only one.

A virgin. A would-be knight. A fool chasing valor in the armor of someone else's story, and all of it borrowed.
Borrowed lies—that was all he was, and the thought hurt more than any blade.

The cold crept in.

Not from blood loss. Not from the wind.

But something… else.

The shadows lengthened unnaturally. The screams of battle grew quiet, as if the world were holding its breath. And then he saw him.

A figure—tall, cloaked in midnight strands that billowed without wind. It’s face hidden beneath a skull-like mask shaped from obsidian bone, glowing faintly with ancient runes. He carried no scythe, no sickle, but his presence alone was the slicing of time’s thread.

The Reaper.

Blaze felt his body freeze, his breath shudder, his heart crawl into silence.

“Your thread frays,” the Reaper intoned, voice deep and patient—like distant thunder before the storm. “And your soul is light. Untethered. You will not be missed.”

Tears stung Blaze’s eyes. “W-Wait,” he rasped, voice barely more than a dying breath. “Please… I-I’m not ready. I haven't—I'm not—”

“None of you ever are.”

The Reaper raised a hand. Thin black strings—gleaming like ink caught in moonlight—wove out from his palm, lashing through the air. They reached for Blaze, seeping into his chest, and Blaze screamed.

It wasn't pain. It was emptiness. The unraveling of him—of dreams, of might-have-beens, of childhood hopes, of lonely nights spent staring at stars, wondering if his name would ever mean something.

Now? It wouldn’t.

He sobbed. “Please... please, just let me live! Just once. I want to know what it means to be alive!”

“You had your chance,” the Reaper whispered, crouching low, shadows forming an obsidian cage. “And you chose safety. Comfort. Obscurity. You ran from fate, and now it drags you back.”

But something pulsed in Blaze’s chest.

Not strength. Not valor.

Desperation.
“No!” Blaze snarled, teeth bared, claw digging into the earth. “You don’t get to end me like this! Not without trying! There was so much more I wanted to do!”
The Reaper paused.

“You would defy me? Even now? On your belly, your bones shattered, your soul already unraveling? You had your time.”

“I’ve never defied anything,” Blaze spat, rising just a little, hand shaking. “Maybe that’s the problem.”

For the first time, something flickered in the Reaper’s eye-sockets. Not amusement. Not pity.

Curiosity.
He tilted his head.

“Then prove you are more than a whisper,” he said coldly. “Rise. Crawl. Bleed. Fight. I offer no miracle—only a thread. One string..” It held out its arm and the jagged scythe appeared through a mass of black flame.
The Reaper's threads sank deeper.

Blaze's body twitched, the last of his strength draining like spilled wine on stone. But it was the emptiness that terrified him more than death. That hollow unraveling, that fading of self.

No memory. No legacy. No one to whisper his name when the seasons changed.

He saw himself in a mirror of black water—the pup who had once dreamed of knighthood. He saw his father’s forge. His mother’s tears the day he left. The tavern girl he never spoke to. The festivals he watched from afar.

And then he screamed.

“NO!”

The soul does not bleed like the body. It burns.

And Blaze burned.

From that agony rose a surge—wild, furious, alive. The Reaper flinched.

Blaze surged upward—not physically, but spiritually. His fractured soul lashed back, its shredded threads reforming not with grace but with grit and fire. His will became a storm of claws and flame, bursting outward like a dying star refusing to fade.

The threads meant to bind him snapped taut. Blaze pulled.

The Reaper reeled.

“What—”

Blaze lunged. Not with a sword. Not with a weapon he owned—but with reflex born of terror. As the Reaper raised his hand again, that great black scythe whispered into being—

And Blaze dodged.

He rolled to the side, faster than his broken body should allow, dragging ethereal remnants of his own spirit behind him. The scythe missed. Blaze grabbed it mid-swing, the blade shrieking against the fabric of the soulspace as if even reality disagreed with this defiance.

And then—he struck.

With a flickering motion that surprised even himself, he bent, twisted, and then claimed the weapon that wasn’t his. He didn’t aim. He just swung.

The black edge tore into the Reaper’s cloak.

A shriek unlike anything mortal erupted—like steel bending under divine weight, like thousands of bells tolling from beneath the ocean.

A piece of the Reaper broke off.

A thread—not of bone, but of essence, of unbeing—lashed out, and without thinking, Blaze tried to shield himself.

It embedded in his chest.

He gasped.

Darkness swelled. Not the absence of light—but the presence of something older, colder. A force that did not forget. Something deeper than death.

The soulspace twisted violently.

The battlefield, the Reaper, even his own hands—gone. Replaced by a whirl of spiraling darkness and echoing voices.

Hundreds. Thousands.

Wailing. Begging. Laughing. Screaming.

Dead.
They clawed at his mind, their shapes malformed and shifting—mouths too wide, eyes sewn shut, limbs like ink in water.

“Join us…”

“Take my pain…”

“Your name is ash…”

They circled. They closed. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Their hands pulled at him—not his body, but his spirit—stretching, unraveling.

“Stop it—” Blaze gasped, falling to his knees in the void. “I didn’t ask for this!”

The shard in his chest pulsed—once.

The voices screamed louder.

He clutched his chest, clawing at it, sobbing. “Please! Make it stop! MAKE IT STOP—!”

A cacophony of screams surged into one final shriek.

And then—nothing.

Black.

Silence.

***

Blaze awoke to silence.

Not peace. Not life. But a thick, smothering silence that blanketed the world like a funeral shroud. There was no wind, no birdsong, no sun overhead—only a colorless sky, pale and empty, hanging over a land caught between breath and death.

He sat up, groaning, his limbs trembling with exhaustion that no sleep could cure. Dirt clung to his fur, crusted with dry blood and ash. His armor was still broken. His chest still burned—but it was faint now. Faint and cold.

Around him stretched a broken plain—rolling hills littered with swords, shattered banners, and bodies.

Dozens. Hundreds.

Familiar armor, unfamiliar weapons. He recognized the crest of his fallen company. He saw the armor of the enemy line.

All lay still, but none decayed.

The corpses weren’t corpses. They breathed.

Barely.

One lay with his hands over his eyes, rocking slowly. Another wept silently, mouth moving in prayer. Some stared upward, unmoving. Lost.

Their eyes were glazed, not with death, but with confusion.
Not a single one seemed to know why they were here.

And neither did he.

Blaze stood on shaking legs. The echo of screaming still clung to his memory, though here... there was nothing. Even the air felt wrong. As if it didn’t want to be breathed.

He stepped forward, past a fallen stag soldier whose throat was torn open—but whose eyes locked onto Blaze’s as he passed.

“Where... are we?” the stag whispered. “Did... did we win?”

Blaze froze. “I... I don’t know,” he said hoarsely.

The stag didn't answer.

Then, someone screamed.

Blaze turned in time to see a hyena soldier—a mercenary from the other side—sprint from the hilltop. His breath ragged, his voice breaking. “I-I won’t go down there! I won’t! I won’t be judged! I didn’t know!”

“Wait—!” Blaze called out, but the hyena didn’t hear.

Too late.

The ground beneath him rippled.

From the soil rose blackened hands—clawed, twisted—made not of flesh, but shadow, leaking a red mist like boiling blood. They reached, grabbed, dragged.

The hyena shrieked as he was pulled into the earth. He kicked, bit, begged.

Blaze watched in horror as his body vanished into the bloody pool, his scream muffled by soil and silence.

Then the earth stilled. As if nothing had happened.

Blaze staggered back, heart racing. “What... what is this place?”

No one answered.

The others had seen it, yet they said nothing. Some closed their eyes tighter. Others looked away. They were afraid. Not of the death they’d already met—but of what came after.

Blaze didn’t wait to see if he’d be next. 

He ran.

He didn’t know where.

The land offered no destination—just endless hills and haunted trees with no wind to rustle their leaves. The sky never darkened. Never brightened. It was a moment caught on blade’s edge—frozen.

He passed more souls.

A rabbit girl hugging her knees and murmuring names.

A lion knight screaming at the sky, accusing the gods of betrayal.

A pair of fox twins digging at the soil with bare hands, trying to unearth the way out.
None of them acknowledged him.

They were stuck in their own fears. Their own regrets. Their own aftershocks of battle and unfinished life.

Blaze finally collapsed beside a broken tree stump, breath ragged. He buried his face in his arms, trying to drown out the panic building inside him. “Where am I...?”

He remembered the Reaper.

The strike. The thread. The voices.

And now this—this ghost of the world he once knew. As if death had copied it poorly and forgotten the color.

Was this... the afterlife?
If it was, it wasn’t heaven. It wasn’t even hell.

It was forgotten.
And he was trapped in it.

Alone.

CHAPTER TWO
Echoes In The Ruin
The woods were hushed.

No birds sang. No leaves rustled. The trees stood like gravestones—tall and pale, their bark ashen, their roots twisted like limbs reaching for something long lost.

Blaze staggered beneath their canopy, feet dragging across the brittle ground. Hours—days—eternities—may have passed. Time had no shape here. Only dread, only the ever-present feeling of not belonging.

And then—he saw it.

Nestled among the warped trunks and strangled vines stood the crumbling bones of a forgotten structure. A shrine? A watchpost? The stones were too worn to tell. Half-swallowed by moss and sorrow, it leaned like a dying elder, waiting to collapse.

Someone crouched near the ruins.

A golden lynx, his fur dulled by dust and time, his eyes faintly aglow with faded light—once brilliant, now dim like dying starlight. He didn’t turn when Blaze approached. He simply continued to trace idle shapes into the dirt with a stick. His expression was deadpan. Blank. Tired.

“Another wanderer,” he said flatly. “Haven’t seen one in a while.”

Blaze froze, unsure if the lynx was real—or just another trick of this cursed place. “You... you see me?”

“I’m not blind.” The lynx jabbed the stick into the soil, then let it drop. “Though I envy those who are. Not seeing this place seems like a mercy.”

Blaze swallowed. “Do you... do you know what this is?”

The lynx finally looked up. His gold eyes glinted softly in the dull light, though they held no hope. Only familiarity. Only surrender. “You’re dead,” he said plainly. “Like me. Like them.”

Blaze took a step back, his breath catching. “No. I—I fought him. I fought back. I’m not—”

The lynx snorted. “And? What did it get you? A longer leash?”

Silence.

Blaze’s hands shook.

“I was dragged into something... a place. Voices. Screams. Then here. I thought—” He clutched his chest where the Reaper’s shard had struck. “I thought I survived.”

“You didn’t,” the lynx said, rising to his feet with an exhausted sigh. “No one here did. Some of us fought to our last breath. Some of us begged. Some don’t even remember how they died.” He paced slowly, tail twitching like a dying flame. “We all end up here. The Hollow Vale. The space between the scream and the silence. Between Heaven and Hell. Eventually, even this fades. And we go where all things go.”

Blaze narrowed his eyes. “Where’s that?”

The lynx stopped, staring off into the fogged tree line. “Nowhere worth the journey.”

Something in Blaze’s chest twisted. Not the shard—something deeper. A coiling dread he couldn't shake. “So that’s it?” he asked, voice cracking. “We just wait here? Until we fade? Until we’re forgotten?”

The lynx looked at him with pity that barely registered as emotion. “What more do you expect? The gods don’t walk here. No heroes. No songs. Just echoes.”

Blaze clenched his fists. “No,” he muttered.

The lynx raised a brow. “No?” he echoed.

“I won’t be forgotten,” Blaze said, louder now, though his legs trembled. “I didn’t do anything in life. I didn’t earn a title. I never kissed anyone. I didn’t matter. But this—this can’t be it.”

The lynx shrugged. “Refuse all you like. Death doesn’t barter.”

But Blaze took a step forward.

“I fought him,” he growled. “I looked into the Reaper’s eyes and struck him. Something changed. I felt it. I don’t belong here. Not yet.”

The lynx watched, saying nothing.

Blaze’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m still afraid. But I’m not ready to fade.”

A long pause followed.

Then, the lynx turned, walking back toward the ruins. “There’s no path out,” he said quietly. “No gates. No guides. But if you truly believe there’s something left for you... then maybe you’ll find what none of us did.”

Blaze looked out into the woods, the pale trees stretching forever. “I’ll make a path,” he whispered.

The lynx didn’t laugh, didn’t mock. He just paused once more before sitting back down on the crumbling stone. “I hope you do,” he murmured. “For both our sakes.”

Blaze ran.

He didn’t know why. There was no sun to chase. No horizon to reach. Only trees twisted like gnarled fingers and hills that never changed. But he ran.

Every step was a plea: Don’t let me fade. Don’t let me vanish. Don’t let me become like them.
He didn’t know how long he ran until he stumbled down a ridge, crashing through brittle vines and roots that snapped like dry bone. He landed hard—skidding to a stop in a shallow glade of pale light.

There, hunched near a shattered stone monument, was a soul.

Or... what remained of one.

It was once a badger. Male, maybe. Hard to tell. Its fur was patchy and greyed. Its limbs jittered unnaturally—bones bending the wrong way, breath ragged and wet. Its eyes were vacant, mouth slack, body twitching like a puppet abandoned mid-motion.

Blaze froze. “Hello...?” he whispered.

The soul twitched.

Then lunged.

It shrieked—not words, not language—just raw fear and instinct. It attacked with broken claws, teeth bared not in rage but desperation. As if Blaze was prey. Or worse—a chance.

Blaze dodged, barely. “Wait! I—I’m not your enemy!”

But it didn’t stop. It couldn't. Whatever it once was... was gone.

Driven by panic and reflex, Blaze rolled back, snatched up a rusted sword lying near the ruin, and struck.
A single swing.

The blade sank deep into the soul’s chest with a crunch like splintering wood.

The thing shuddered—then stilled.

Blaze stared, wide-eyed, as the glow faded from its form... and its body disintegrated into wisps of shadow and light.

And something entered him.

A wave of unnatural energy. Cold and sharp. A pulse into his core—into that shard the Reaper had left. It hummed.

“W-what... what did I—?”

And then he heard it. A voice. Weak. Shivering.

“...I was only trying to live...”

“...They left me... alone in the dark... I didn’t want to fade... I didn’t want to...”

Blaze staggered back, clutching his head. “No—no no no—what is this?!” he shouted.

The whispers faded... slowly. Like breath on glass.

And then they were gone.

Blaze dropped the sword. He fell to his knees. He’d killed it.

Them.
And taken something. A fragment. A sliver of soul.

The strength in his limbs... it wasn’t his. Not completely. He felt faster, steadier—but not right. His hands trembled.

“What did I just do...?” he whispered.

No one answered.

No guide. No prophecy. No mission from a goddess. Just the windless woods and the fading echo of stolen strength.

And for the first time, truly, he felt it:

He was alone.

No mentor. No rules. No fate carved into stars.

Only this cursed world, and the thing growing inside him.

Whatever path lay ahead...

He would have to make it.

***

Blaze wandered the pale woods, the chill of regret still clinging to his fur like morning frost.

The memory of the badger soul echoed in the hollow places of his chest—not as guilt, but as a question:

Was that it?
He’d taken a soul. Absorbed it. Felt its strength pulse through him, however briefly. In that moment, he’d felt stronger.
Not brave. Not heroic.

But capable.
And now...

He walked alone. The silence around him mirrored the quiet inside.

“Is that my purpose?” he thought. “To claim them? To grow? Is this how I survive? Is that what this place is?”
The idea slithered in his mind, subtle as smoke.

“Claim enough... and maybe I can fight back. Maybe I can matter.” He tried to ignore the way that idea tickled him. How it almost made sense. “If I don’t, I’ll fade. Like them. Like everyone else.” He clenched his fists. “Maybe this is the way forward. The only way forward.”

He scanned the trees with new purpose now—not for an escape, but for potential.
It didn’t take long to find one.

A flicker of soullight between the trunks—a tall figure, draped in faint silver mail, standing alone in the mists. A stag. Regal even in ruin. His antlers curled with ghostly weight, eyes glowing with a solemn intensity.

Blaze’s heart raced. “That’s no hollow.”

This soul still knew itself. Still remembered what it once was. 

Just like Blaze.
“If I can take that power...” He approached carefully, sword in hand. “Hello,” he called, trying to sound calm. “I don’t want to fight, but—”

The stag turned.

And Blaze saw, in a blink, the gulf between them.

There was no fear in the stag’s eyes.

Only pity.

The next moment came like lightning.

Steel sang through mist.

Blaze parried too late—felt antlers slam into his ribs, his weapon knocked from his grip.

A flash of hooves.

Pain.
Then black.

He opened his eyes.

There was no battle.

No stag.

Only warmth.

He lay beside a flickering soulflame—a pale campfire burning without wood or heat, yet it soothed the ache in his limbs. It pulsed gently, like a heartbeat. He didn’t know how he’d arrived here, only that it felt... safe.
For now.

He sat up. He felt... lesser. The strength from the badger soul—gone.

No voices. No whispers.

Just him. Functional... again.

But hollowed.

“So that’s how it works,” he muttered bitterly. “You die... you lose what you’ve taken.”

He looked to the flame.

“But you don’t vanish?”

Not yet.

A cycle.

Take. Grow. Fall. Rise again.

Each death a shaving of the self. Each survival a gamble.

“Survival of the fittest,” he whispered. “But I’m still here.”

He looked at his hands. They still shook. But his eyes... were steady.

“Maybe that’s the hope.” He looked beyond the flame, the mists waiting. “Maybe it’s not about never falling. Maybe it’s about finding something worth standing back up for.”

Time still meant nothing, regardless of Blaze’s efforts.
He couldn’t tell how many times he’d died.

Three? Five? More?

Each time, he returned to the soulflame—but less whole than before.

His reflection in the flame's flicker was a cruel mirror:

His fur was patchy now, clinging to torn muscle and exposed sinew. One eye bloodshot, barely open. Bone jutted through his arm where an old wound no longer healed. His breath rasped. Each movement crackled.

The rot of undeath had set in.

He still felt alive. But he was decaying.
Every soul he claimed brought a flicker of warmth, a memory of strength... and every time he died, it was torn from him. The cycle didn’t just take—it unwound him.

Each revival brought less.
Less strength. Less feeling. Less self. But the fire still welcomed him.

The flame never judged. Never questioned.

Only burned. Only waited.

"I won’t be forgotten," Blaze whispered to himself, voice ragged. "I can’t. I refuse."

So he continued.

Hunted.

Fought.

Failed.

Died.

Returned.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Until something inside him started to crack.

He awoke one cycle in a field of pale reeds, the soulflame dimmer now—like even it struggled to hold him together.

His blade had shattered. His body was trembling. He hadn’t claimed a soul in three revivals. The pain was constant now.

He wandered without thought, until he heard it.

A sound.

A song.
Soft. Humming.

A child’s voice.

He pushed through the reeds and found her.

A small soul.

A fox kit. Her ears perked, eyes vacant, singing to no one. Her fur was too clean for this world. She didn’t even notice him at first. Just sat with her arms wrapped around her knees, swaying gently.

Blaze froze. Every fiber of his body screamed. “No... no, not this...”

But then he felt it.

Her soul.

Whole.
Pure.
Unclaimed. Untouched.

Warm like a sunrise he couldn’t remember.

And his body ached. His muscles buckled.

The hunger inside—the need to survive—gnawed at him.

He took a step.

“Don’t,” he rasped aloud, to no one but himself.

His claws trembled.

He could feel it—the pull. The offer.
One soul. One strong, whole soul... and he could walk again. Heal. Remember himself.

He reached out.

The child looked up.

Eyes so innocent. So lost.
She didn’t even flinch.

“Are you... a knight?” she asked softly.

Blaze’s hand stopped mid-air. His lip quivered. He dropped to his knees. "No," he whispered. "No... I’m not."

She smiled. Soft. Sad. “Okay.” She returned to her song, humming gently.

Blaze fell back, clutching his head, sobbing.

The hunger screamed in him.

But he didn’t move.

He couldn’t.

“I’d rather fade,” he choked, “than become what this place wants me to be.”

And so he sat there, broken and still, while the child sang.

And for the first time in many cycles...

He didn't die.

Not yet.

The little soul sang softly beside the flame, her voice a fragile light in the suffocating dark.

“Wanderer, wanderer, where do you go?
The stars are all quiet, the river runs slow...
Take not the sorrow, leave not the flame...
Or forget your face, and forget your name.”

The melody danced through the air, delicate as ash on the wind.

Blaze sat beside her, hollowed eyes watching the soulflame crackle gently. Her song dug into the places he had tried not to feel. Places where fear once whispered in innocence. Where dreams lived.

But dreams didn’t survive here.

And neither did kindness.

The child was gone when he awoke the next cycle.

No signs of struggle. No soul remains. Just silence.

Blaze didn’t search for her.

He couldn't.

Instead, he turned back to the woods.

To the broken.

The Hollow Vale was full of them—souls too faded to remember who they were. Fragments. Echoes. Wandering in circles. Weeping over graves that didn’t exist.

They were easier. He didn’t need to listen.

Didn’t need to see them anymore.

One—a birdlike scholar who whispered equations to no one—crumbled under a single blow. The soul slipped into Blaze’s chest like a whisper. A sob followed.

He didn’t react.

Another—a hyena with burned fur and blind eyes—stumbled through the fog, begging for her sister.

Blaze struck her down from behind.

He couldn’t bear to see her face.

Another. Then another.

Weak. Confused. Lost.

Their fear became his fuel.
Their terror...

…his salvation.
And with each soul devoured, he stood taller. His muscles began to return. Fur grew again, uneven but stronger. Bones cracked into place. His broken eye began to focus.

He began to remember himself.
But the reflection in the soulflame was different now.

His snarl lingered too long.

His claws itched even when still.

His voice was quieter. Colder.

His hair was changing.

And the whispers...

The souls no longer spoke.

Not as voices. But as memories.
A woman screaming.

A child begging.

A warrior cursing him with their last breath.

They didn’t fade.

They lingered.
Inside him.

Pressed against the walls of his soul like faces behind old glass.

And then—stronger prey.

Not fragments. Not the fading.

But fighters.
He could feel them. Like heat in the distance. Souls that still held power. Purpose. Pain.

He stalked one for hours. A lizard knight, limping but alert. Blaze struck fast—merciless. The fight was brutal. Bone cracked. Teeth broke. Blood spilled.

But Blaze won.
And with it... a new soul.

Stronger. Richer.

It seared through him like fire through frost.

He collapsed beside the flame that cycle, shaking, eyes wild.

And smiled.

He felt whole.

Almost.

He looked at his hands.

Still cracked. Still crooked. Still marked by the stains of a hundred borrowed lives.

“At what cost?” a voice asked.

His own. But distant. Detached.

He didn’t answer. Because he knew the cost. And chose to keep paying it.

CHAPTER THREE
Realms Beyond
The voices faded.

Not because they were gone...

But because they were drowning.

Blaze stood at the edge of a dying hill, windless as ever, overlooking a land scorched black and red. The ground cracked like burnt parchment, and deep canyons breathed smoke from wounds in the world’s skin.

He heard nothing behind his eyes now.

Too many. Too loud.

And so—silent.
Each soul claimed was like another stone in a rising tower—one voice silenced by the next, until there was only the weight. No song. No laughter. No memory of who they were.

Just strength.

And Blaze had plenty now.

The Hollow Vale was behind him.

He now roamed the Ashen Lowlands—a realm of broken iron cities and bone-ribbed towers rising from the soot. This place was not forgotten like the Vale. Here, souls fought for purpose. Clung to old honor. Old grief. Old sin.

They were no longer wandering. They were waiting.
Some patrolled empty fortresses that still bled the banners of ancient wars. Others stalked through the cracked avenues, wrapped in rusted armor, whispering creeds to gods long dead.

And Blaze? He walked among them, less a scavenger now, more a hunter.
His armor was a patchwork of fallen warriors. His blade? Forged anew from a forge buried in a half-sunken citadel he found in silence.

His hair—once filthy and faded—now glowed unnaturally and fell over one eye, though both now burned with cold, knowing purpose.

He moved through the Lowlands with confidence. The fear was still there. Buried. But dulled. Distant. A shadow walking behind him.

He approached a ruined temple, a place scorched by divine fire long ago. A figure knelt at the altar—a towering lioness, body cloaked in cinders and robes scorched to ash. She murmured a prayer through cracked lips.

“Forgive them... for what I’ve become...”

Blaze stood in the doorway. He didn’t hesitate.

The fight was brutal. Her faith made her powerful. She fought like a paladin lost in flame. But Blaze was stronger. Faster. Hungrier.
He struck her down.

As her soul slipped into him, he felt a fragment of her prayer. A warmth. A child’s face. A family. It faded beneath the others almost instantly.

Blaze didn’t flinch.

Days passed. Or perhaps cycles.

He fed. He grew.
But somewhere, deep within the many voices, one still whispered.

“You were just a soldier. Just a scared boy on a battlefield…”
That voice hadn’t spoken in many cycles. But it still lived. Caged behind the souls he wore like armor.

Blaze looked ahead—across the plains of the dead.

There were more cities in the distance. Castles. Beacons. Fires that never went out.

And the promise of stronger souls.
“I won’t be forgotten,” he murmured.

He placed his hand over the shard in his chest—the black splinter from the Reaper.

It pulsed once.

Like it agreed.

***

The wind never returned.

Neither did the stars.

The deeper Blaze went into the Lowlands, the less the world seemed real—more a dream fermented in rot. His steps no longer echoed. The ground no longer crunched. The fog thinned into dust, and the sun, if it still existed, never rose again.

But Blaze never paused.

Because he didn’t run from the dark anymore.

He ran at it.

He passed a broken well where flickering souls gathered like insects—whimpering, clutching at old wounds that never healed. Blaze didn’t stop. Their power was too weak. Their fear too stale.

He needed more.

He deserved more.

At a shattered obsidian lake, he paused—drawn by a flicker in the reflection.

The water was black glass. It held no ripples, only truth.

And in it...

He saw himself.

The light grey and white fur. Matted. Singed.

The yellow eyes—sharp and bright, yet heavy.

Still his.
But now?

His jaw was cracked. One ear half-gone. Parts of his face—skin peeled, patches of sinew twitching. His hair, slowly burning pink, draped over one side, hiding a malformed chunk of skull barely covered by flesh. The shard in his chest pulsed with black heat, glowing faintly through stretched skin.

Behind his eyes, a hundred others screamed.

He blinked—and the reflection didn’t move. His throat tightened. He stepped back. "I'm not like them..." he whispered.

But the water didn’t believe him.

That was when he saw him.

Sitting on the crumbled lip of the lake, back to the water, arms resting on his knees—just as he had before.

The Lynx.

Still alive. Still pale gold, though dimmer. His glowing eyes looked like embers about to die.

He didn’t look up as Blaze approached. Didn’t flinch at the smell of blood and ash trailing behind him.

“Back again,” the Lynx said, voice as deadpan as ever.

Blaze said nothing.

The Lynx plucked a broken reed from the mud and chewed the stem thoughtfully. “You look awful,” he added.

Blaze’s eyes narrowed. “You always this welcoming?”

The Lynx finally turned his head—just slightly. That faint smirk again. Dour. Dismissive. “You reek of souls,” he muttered. “Like a wine cellar left open too long.”

Blaze growled. “I’m stronger now.”

“I can tell. Rot ages well.”

“I’m not here for your approval.”

“Good,” the Lynx said, tossing the reed. “Because you’ll get none.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the mirror-lake behind them staring with empty eyes.

Then Blaze spoke, low. “There has to be a way out.”

The Lynx blinked slowly. Then—chuckled. A dry, rasping sound that wasn’t amused—just tired. “You really still believe that?”

Blaze clenched his jaw. “Why not? I’m still here. Still rising. Still pushing forward. The soulflame hasn’t abandoned me.”

“And you think that means something?”

“It has to,” Blaze snapped. “There has to be an end. A way back. Something better than this cycle of rot.”

The Lynx looked at him now. Not with pity. But with recognition. “You’re not looking for a way out,” he said quietly. “You’re looking to kill the part of you that begged on the battlefield. The part that died crying and forgotten.”

Blaze didn’t answer.

“Everything you hated about yourself,” the Lynx continued, “you’re trying to burn out with someone else’s fire.” His eyes narrowed. “But you’re still you. Somewhere in there.”

Blaze turned away. “I’ll burn him out,” he muttered. “That boy. That coward. I’ll become something that doesn’t fear anymore.”

The Lynx stood. “You think fear is weakness,” he said. “But fear is what made you fight. Made you beg. Made you survive. You throw that away?” He leaned in, voice low. “Then you become one of them.”

Blaze stared at the ground. At his claws. At the blood still crusted beneath them.

The Lynx turned to walk into the mist. “I hope you find your escape,” he said. “So I can laugh again when you realize it’s just another cage.”

And then—he was gone.

***

The world grew quiet before it came.

Not peacefully—but like prey holding breath beneath a hunter’s shadow.

Blaze stood in the ribcage of a ruined cathedral, its ceiling long devoured by time. A storm churned above—a skyless vortex of black clouds twisting like screaming faces. The soulflame at his side flickered wildly. Something ancient was stirring.

He’d followed the trail here—strong soul echoes leading from broken towers to forgotten catacombs. Something old lingered in this place. Something powerful enough that even the other dead refused to come near.

The Guardian of the Gate.

It did not slither or fly.

It descended.
From the churning sky fell a colossus of broken stone and burnt flesh, bound together by black sinew and soul-chains that clattered like funeral bells. Six arms, wielding rusted blades—each etched with runes from a forgotten age. A blindfold of gold stitched into its face. Wings of bone dragged behind it like broken sails.

It screamed.

Blaze rolled his shoulders. He cracked his neck. He then charged.
The fight was thunder.

Stone shattered. Blades clashed.

Blaze dodged, rolled, ducked. His soul weight sang with every motion—dozens of memories now working in harmony: the shield timing of a soldier, the grace of a dancer, the brutality of a beast. He struck with fury and purpose.

The Guardian moved like a storm, and Blaze was the flicker of defiance in the eye.

The fight tore across the cathedral’s bones. Crumbling walls. Collapsing spires. Blaze was struck—more than once. Bones cracked. Skin split. But he refused to fall.

He leapt, blade singing, and plunged it into the Guardian’s chest.
The colossus shrieked—a terrible, humane sound echoing from its hollow throat. Light poured from the wound. Not gold. Not white.

Living.
Warm.

Real.
The Guardian exploded in a wave of black and fire, its soul screaming as it was torn into Blaze, consumed—

And then the world changed.
It was like tearing through water. Like stepping between pages of a book written in flame.

He collapsed to his knees—but the ground was different.
The soulflame was gone.

The fog, gone.

The grey—

Gone.

There was grass.
Real grass.

He looked up, eyes wide.

A hill. A tree. The sound of wind rustling leaves. Sunlight painted the ground with amber light. And the smell—

Life.
Fresh dirt. Spring wind. Smoke on the breeze from some distant hearth.

Blaze’s breath caught in his throat.

The Other Side.

He was seeing it. Not a dream. Not a memory.

The world of the living.
He stumbled toward it—limping, hand outstretched.

A voice in his head whispered:

“It’s working...”
“You’ve come so far...”
“You can go back...”

His claws reached out. The air shimmered like glass.

And then—

A ripple. Like heat. Like a breath. It flickered.

And then it faded.
Gone.

The green. The sky. The wind.

Gone.

And Blaze was alone again, on cracked stone, kneeling before the broken corpse of the Guardian.

The fog returned. The soulflame flickered back into existence beside him, dimmer than before.

Blaze didn’t speak. He didn’t move. But tears fell silently down his blood-stained muzzle. He had seen it. Smelled it. Almost touched it.

The world he’d lost.

The world that still existed.
And now he knew one terrible truth:

It was possible.
CHAPTER FOUR
A Tear In The Curtain
Blaze did not sleep.

Not anymore. Sleep was for the weak. The innocent. The ignorant. He had seen the living world.

Felt it. Tasted it.

And he would break this prison to return to it. He wasn’t afraid of fading anymore. He feared only being forgotten. And the only way to leave a mark—

Was to tear through the veil itself.
The fights came harder now. He sought them.

Tracked the soul echoes through drowned valleys and hollow mountains. He fought beasts with molten jaws. Specters stitched together from a thousand memories. A towering king whose crown was fused to its skull, whose sword weighed as much as a chapel.

And Blaze killed them all.

He consumed their legacies. Their pain. Their souls.
Not with pride.

With need.
Each time, the shard in his chest pulsed stronger. Each kill brought a flicker, a spark—sometimes just a heartbeat of warmth, a breath of wind, a taste of rain.
He was close.
And then... it happened.

After the last great battle—against a silent guardian made of charred roots and gold-threaded bark—Blaze stood, soaked in ichor, breathing hard.

And he felt it in his claws. An itch. A hum. A pull.
He dropped to his knees. The shard in his chest glowed. His eyes burned. And his hands—

They glowed with unnatural heat.

Trembling, he dragged his claws through the air before him. And the world tore.
Just slightly. A thin, quivering wound formed in the fog. It didn’t open fully—but the slit shimmered. Through it he saw green. A field. A trail. A pair of boots walking.

Living.
The scent hit him again—grass. Smoke. A breeze that wasn’t made of ash. His breath caught. He reached out. The wound burned under his touch—but he didn’t stop. He pressed harder.

The rift resisted.
It pushed back like a heartbeat.

But it was there. The dead could not see the living.

Could not touch the living.

But Blaze? Blaze had clawed through.

He collapsed after. The effort nearly split him in two. His hands bled black tar. The voices in him screamed—not in pain, but awe.
And fear.

Blaze smiled through the agony. “I can do it...” His voice was hoarse. “I just need more. A few more souls... a few more pieces...” He looked at his claws, charred and twitching.

He knew now what he was doing. He wasn’t just collecting souls.

He was wiring himself to something older. Tuning his body into the instrument that could play the song of return.

He would not fade. He would not be forgotten. He would not die.

The wound tore wider this time.

No resistance.

Blaze’s claws dragged the air like knives through fabric, and the rift unfolded before him—fluid, glowing, pulsing.

Beyond it...

The living world.

The true world.

A twilight sky stretched above quiet hills. Lanterns swayed from crooked posts. A small village sat nestled in the valley below, lights flickering in windows. Smoke rose from chimneys.

Warmth.
Life.
Blaze stepped through.

And the world shuddered around him.

He staggered, gripping his chest.

It was real.

The air filled his lungs, crisp and sharp. The soil crunched beneath his boots. But he didn’t feel the warmth. He still felt cold.
Dead.

His body—twisted and partially rotted, fur in patches, exposed muscle blackened—stood out like a festering wound in a painting. The villagers couldn’t see him—not yet. Not fully. He was still tethered between worlds. But that wouldn’t last.

Not if he took what he needed.

He crept closer to the village, hiding in the treeline, breath shallow. His eyes locked onto a single home near the edge.

A young adult anthro—fox or jackal, slender, perhaps twenty winters—stepped outside, carrying a basket of firewood. Their eyes were tired. Their scent—

Living.
Blaze’s heart pounded. “You don’t have to...” A flicker of his old voice, buried beneath the rot. “You’re already strong. Just go back...”

But then—

The cold returned.

The ache. The emptiness. The gap between here and belonging. And Blaze realized—

He would never feel the warmth again. Not without more.
He stepped forward.

The living turned—just slightly—eyes narrowing as if sensing a shadow not quite seen.

Blaze waited.
A breath.

Two.

Then he struck.

Faster than any creature should move. Silent as fog.

His blade tore through throat and chest.

The living soul howled—not aloud, but as it left, desperate to understand.

But Blaze didn’t let it.

He devoured it mid-flight—before it could observe, before it could mourn. And the rush—

He staggered back, claw to chest, gasping. It was blazing hot inside him. The soul wasn’t diluted like the Hollow ones. It was full. Pure. Untouched by death or despair. It didn't whisper.

It screamed. A scream that filled his veins with molten power.

His back arched. The shard in his chest pulsed like a second heart. His body mended itself—fur smoothing, scars fading. Bone pulled back into place. For a moment, just a moment, he looked...

Alive.

He looked beautiful.
And for the first time, he felt—

Warm.
The soul was gone within moments. But its memory lingered. The warmth faded slowly... like the last breath of a dying fire.

Blaze stared at the blood pooling on the cobblestone path. He looked at the body. Still twitching. Still recognizably someone. And for a moment...

He hesitated.

Then he turned away. And vanished into the trees.

He didn’t return to the soulflame. He didn’t need it now. Not when there was so much more to take. And so he whispered to himself, walking into the night: “Fresh souls are stronger. I just need a few more. Then I can be whole.”

CHAPTER FIVE
The Soulmonger
Nights no longer held peace.

The whisper of wind through trees was no longer wind.

It was him.
The Soulmonger.
A name born from fear.

Mothers murmured it while latching windows. Children dared not stray from the firelight. Shamans and spiritcallers drew glyphs on doorsteps and left bowls of saltwater under moonlight. They could not see him—but they felt him.

Like a wrong note in a sacred hymn.

Like winter breath in a summer room.

And Blaze?

He listened. He watched.

And he fed.
He hunted adults. The strong. The confident. The protectors. Those who fought back. And each one brought him something new.
A warrior’s muscle memory. A hunter’s aim. A merchant’s tongue. A lover’s touch.

He could feel it all. Use it all. He was becoming not just stronger—

But complete.
Piece by piece. Every soul stitched into his own, drowning out the boy he once was.

“I won’t be forgotten.” He told himself this, even when there were no voices left to answer.

And then came that night.

A vulpine family.

A quiet cottage on the edge of the golden plains. A father. A mother. Two daughters. One son.

Blaze didn’t mean to kill them all.

Truly, he didn’t.

He came for the father. A strong soul. A veteran, scent soaked with steel and sorrow.

But the others woke. Came down the stairs. Too fast. Too soon.

The daughters screamed.

The son ran for a knife.

The mother reached for them both.

And Blaze...

Did what he had to.
When it was over...

The house was red.

The air reeked of warmth and silence.

He stood over the broken family, chest rising and falling.

Five souls danced above the blood-soaked wood floor. Shivering. Pure.

He took them.
Even the children.

He told himself it was kindness.

“They would have faded anyway. Better to take them quickly. Cleanly. More power... more strength... more time...”

But the moment he took the smallest soul, the air went still. Not the world. The part of him that remembered what he once was. The shard in his chest dimmed. And in the stillness...

He heard the child’s song.

“Wanderer, wanderer, where do you go...
The stars are all quiet, the river runs slow...”
Blaze staggered. He clutched his head, claws scraping down his face. “Stop... STOP...!”

But it echoed still.

“Take not the sorrow, leave not the flame...
Or forget your face, and forget your name.”
He burned the cottage before he left. Not out of malice.

But shame.

He moved on that night—across the veil to distant plains, where no one had heard the name Soulmonger.
Yet…
But wards came faster now. Holy men spoke his name with blood in their mouths. Oracles screamed in their sleep. The gods did not answer—but the world began to notice.
And Blaze?

He hunted still. But now...

He feared he no longer remembered the soldier who once crawled through the mud.

His name still lived.

But his face?
He wasn’t sure anymore.

***

The World Changed.
But Blaze Morvane did not.
His body—rotted, reformed, reforged—remained. His purpose—once desperation, now obsession—sharpened. And his flame… grew.

The Age of Gilded Gaslight…
The Soulmonger’s arrival in the industrial city of Carrowhale was marked by a wave of unexplained deaths.

He passed through soot-stained alleys and smoke-choked rooftops, silent among cobblestone and creaking gaslamps. Bodies were found in parlors, in beds, in church pews—mouths agape, eyes glazed, hearts stopped.

A hush fell over the city.

Mad poets spoke of a pale-furred wolf with burning pink and magenta flames licking from his shoulders like ghostfire. A shadow that walked without sound, whose eyes burned like two forgotten candles in the dark.

They thought he was a curse. They weren’t wrong.

Blaze collected souls quietly. He wore black. He never spoke. He passed as man, as myth, as monster. And he moved on before the gaslights dimmed for good.

The Age of Smoke and Steel…
Steam engines roared. Factories screamed.

The earth was bled for progress—and Blaze wandered amidst it like a phantom among titans.

He emerged near mines and train depots, where the souls were soot-slicked, thick with labor and despair. Strong. Scarred. Resigned.

They gave him what he needed without realizing it.

Some saw him. In mirrors. In windows streaked with grime. In the soot left behind when no footprints were found. He learned new languages. Wore coats of worn leather. Rode atop coal trains beneath moonlight, flames trailing behind him like comet tails.

And always...

The fire grew. Magenta now. Deep pink. Like old bruises and funeral roses. It licked his arms, coiled his shoulders, never burning, never ceasing. His hair now matched.
The Age of Neon and Noise…
Now the world buzzes.

Screens glow. Streets hum. Cities never sleep.

And he’s still here.
He walks among them again, between alleys of broken glass and rooftop gardens, where loneliness festers like mold. No one notices him now—not in a world flooded with distraction. With fear. He wears modern clothes. Hooded jackets. Gloves to hide the claws.

But those flames?

They never hide.

They flicker just beneath the surface, like auroras bleeding from the seams of his coat. Pink and magenta, spectral and shifting—like corrupted starlight.

Some call them the last light before death.

And Blaze?

He’s stronger than he’s ever been. He feels the world. Not just the dead, but the living. Their pain. Their fear. Their souls. He can smell them through glass and steel. He doesn’t need to claw rifts anymore. He bleeds into their world when he pleases. Because the realms are thinning now.

And Blaze Morvane—

The Soulmonger—

Has made too many holes.
CHAPTER SIX
The Joke Of Forever
He found the Lynx again.

Or perhaps the Lynx found him.
In the shell of a half-collapsed subway station—silent, drowned in roots and flickering lights—stood the figure Blaze hadn’t seen in centuries.

Still crouched. Still quiet. Still chewing on a broken reed. Faded gold eyes. That same flat, tired stare. No surprise. No fear.

Just recognition.
“You again,” Blaze muttered.

The flames around his body flickered pink and magenta, shedding no light.

The Lynx looked up with his same dull blink. “Mm,” he said. “Still here, huh?”

Blaze stepped forward, cloak billowing behind him like fog. “You’ve lasted longer than I expected.”

“Death’s funny like that,” the Lynx said, chewing absently. “You think it’s the end. But really it’s just the start of being forgotten slowly." He tilted his head, eyes glimmering faintly. “Unless you’re you, of course.”

Blaze didn’t answer.

The silence pressed in around them, thick and humming.

“You’re dying,” Blaze finally said.

The Lynx smiled. Dry. Inevitable. “Always was.” He gestured to his own dim form. His edges flickered, blurred. “Fewer people remember me now. My name’s gone. My soul’s losing shape. Can’t hold this form much longer.” He looked Blaze over. “Don’t worry. You’ll join me eventually.”

Blaze’s eye twitched. “No.”

“You will,” the Lynx replied, voice flat. “You’re just too stubborn to lay down.”

A flicker of heat curled off Blaze’s shoulders. “I’ve come too far. I’ve taken too much. I’ve seen too much. I won’t fade like you.”

“You think all your flame means something?”

“It means I’m still here.”

The Lynx’s lips curled—not quite a smirk. Not quite pity. “That’s the joke.” He stood. Wavering. Crumbling. “Still here. And still... nothing.”

And as Blaze surged forward—claws raised, voice a silent growl—

The Lynx faded.
Dust on the wind. Light into shadow.

Gone.

Blaze stood there. Breathing heavily. Claws shaking. Not from rage. From something worse.

Something emptier.

***
He wandered for years after that.

Or minutes.

It no longer mattered.

Time was a pool he floated in now. Not passing—just... suspended. He walked through cities that rose and fell in his wake. Watched kingdoms crumble, machines rust, stars blink out behind endless concrete skies.

He fed. He always fed. But it stopped tasting like anything. No thrill. No power. Just...

Maintenance.

He stood on the edge of a skyscraper, looking down at streets buzzing with life. People laughed. Shouted. Lived.

And he felt nothing.

“Why?”

He didn’t whisper it. He didn’t need to. No one would answer. He had everything. He had nothing.
Not a man.

Not a god.

Not a soul.

Just a being that would not die. And he was starting to wonder...

If that was truly a victory.

It was a silence now that could not be filled.

It wasn’t peace.

It was saturation.
A stillness born not of rest, but of having too much. Of carrying too many voices, too many faces, too many memories that didn’t belong to him.

Nearly one hundred thousand souls screamed inside Blaze Morvane. They screamed so loud... they were silent. He sat alone in the ruins of a subway cathedral. A place he had made, once. A place where he thought purpose might return.

It didn’t. The flames around him burned low. No longer hot. No longer vibrant.

Just there.

Like he was.

Just... there.
Existing.

Not living.

Not dying.

Then—he did something he’d never done. He reached inside himself. Not metaphorically. Claw to chest. A whisper of power. A flare of pain. And then—

A soul tore free.

He held her in his arms.

What was left of her.

A fox woman.

Or what used to be.

Her fur was rotted through. Patches of bone showed through decay. Her eyes milky, her breath faint. Her body moved, barely—like a memory trying to remember what motion meant. She had no name. No memories.

Just shape.
Blaze looked at her.

She stared through him.

And something flickered behind his eyes.

A thought.

A hunger.

A curiosity.
A hollow ache he had long denied.

Why not?

What was the point of denying anything anymore?

And so—

He held her.

Closer… too close…
Breath. Movement. Stillness.

Not of passion. Not of intimacy.

Just contact.
A desperate attempt to feel something through someone long dead.

But even the act was quiet.

Muted.

Like the rest of him.

The end came with no fanfare. No pleasure. No satisfaction.
Afterward, he sat alone.

The soul... crumbled.

Her body dissolved like dry leaves in fire. She did not cry. She did not scream. She simply ceased.

And Blaze?

He didn’t speak. Didn’t cry. Didn’t look away. He sat in silence, flame dim, eyes dull. “What’s the point?” He didn’t even ask it aloud.

Because he already knew the answer.

There wasn’t one.

***

The world kept spinning. Skyscrapers climbed higher. Streets got louder. Cities never slept. And Blaze Morvane walked among them, unseen. Not because he hid. Because the world no longer remembered how to look for monsters like him.

Gone were the old ways. The soulwards. The blessed silver. The sacred lines of salt traced in desperation.

Now, they turned to mass-produced crystals and fake ritual books.
Plastic pentagrams printed on faux leather.

Their spells failed. Their chants meant nothing.

He slaughtered a man in his own meditation circle, blood soaking into cheap carpet as scented candles flickered weakly.

No resistance.

No meaning.
His routine was unchanged. Hunt. Take. Move on. The body was only a machine now. A predator with a perfect rhythm. The thrill was gone. The purpose long dead. Only the fire remained.

Cold, pink, magenta. Coiling around him like memories he didn’t ask for.

He walked through a shopping mall once—on a Tuesday. Beneath fluorescents and distant music, he counted thirty souls he could take in less than five minutes.

But he didn’t bother. He barely cared.

That night, in the echoing remains of a gutted parking garage, Blaze reached inside himself again. He pulled two souls free.

Two women. Once beautiful, maybe. Now?

Cracked skin. Stretched mouths. Blind eyes. Hollow frames. Twisting slowly in the air like marionettes tangled in invisible string. They didn’t speak.

Couldn’t.

He stepped forward. And acted.

There was no softness. No mercy. Only motion.
The sound of breathing that wasn’t real. The crushing weight of fury wrapped in flesh. Not love. Not need. Not even indulgence.

Just dominance. Just control.
A mimicry of life performed in a rotting theatre. He took from them what he thought he needed.

When it was over, they fell apart. Fragments on the wind. Their dust didn’t even stir the silence.

Blaze sat with his back to a concrete pillar, face in shadow. His flames curled at his feet. Dim. Steady. “They used to scream...”

“So did you.”

He remembered when the souls spoke to him. Now they only obeyed. He hadn’t heard a real voice in years. He couldn’t remember the last time he looked someone in the eyes and saw recognition.
He was cold. Not in temperature.

In truth. He was empty.
And for the first time in a long, long stretch of dead time...

He was beginning to wonder—

Had he become the very thing he once feared most? Not a monster. Not even death.

But nothing.
CHAPTER SEVEN
When The Dead Remember
It began with whispers again.

Not the soft, whimpering kind. Not the pleas of the dying.

But rage.
The forgotten voices he’d buried for centuries… were remembering themselves. In the shadows of his soulflame, beneath the pink and magenta glow that never faded, they stirred like a boiling sea.

One hundred thousand.

And counting.

The first to tear free was a soldier.

A stag. Blaze had taken him in the Ashen Lowlands, long ago. A noble soul, proud.

The soul cracked loose in the middle of a kill. Blaze blinked—then howled in pain as spectral antlers erupted from his back, piercing flesh and bone from within.

He collapsed, bleeding black onto city pavement.

The soul shrieked—not in pain, but justice.

He barely forced it back down. But it didn’t stop.

They came in waves after that.

A mother from the coastlands—her voice screeching lullabies as she dug at his ribs with phantom fingers.

A pair of fox children—barely more than shapes—biting, clawing, dragging with them memories he didn’t want.

Even the rotten ones.

The willing ones.
They rose inside him, not to speak… but to scream.
Their mouths sewn with the same string that tied them to him. And they were cutting it.
One at a time.

He didn’t fight back. He let them. They tore skin from his arms. Cracked his spine. Split his face. Some dragged at his soul, biting chunks from it. Leaving holes. The pain was nothing new. But the emptiness left behind...

It was.
And as he lay on the cold floor of an abandoned subway tunnel, twitching, twitching, twitching...

The song returned. That old, cursed, beautiful melody.

Wanderer, wanderer, where do you go...
The stars are all quiet, the river runs slow...
Take not the sorrow, leave not the flame...
Or forget your face, and forget your name.
His lips trembled. Not in pain. Not in rage.

But because he remembered.

A small soul. A child. Once… long ago. She sang while he wept. And now?

That song was all he had left.

His claws dragged along the ground, feebly. His voice was a breath: “Maybe… maybe you were right.” He laughed.

Once.

Dry. Cracked. Like old parchment torn in half. He didn’t even know if the sound was his. He closed his eyes. And the souls inside him—

Tore again.

And he let them.
***

They tore him apart again last night.

He hadn’t even moved.

He simply sat in an abandoned hallway of an underground mall, half-lit by flickering signs. Ghostlight hummed in a shattered vending machine. Somewhere, water dripped. Mold climbed the walls like moss on a grave.

He sat there.

And the souls came.

A swirl of shadows from within—limbs and claws and mouths with too many teeth. Rage given shape. Grief made hungry.
They screamed. They always screamed. And they tore him apart. Ripped his arms from his body. Crushed his ribs inward.

Gouged at his eyes, carved into his skull. His flames sputtered as pieces of his body were scattered across the tiled floor like wet bone dice.

He didn’t scream.

Not anymore.

In time, he reformed.

He always did.

Pink and magenta threads wove his flesh back together.

Cracks sealed.

Eyes blinked open again.

And he stood.

Quiet.

Emotionless.

Because what else was there to do?

So he walked.

Sometimes he wandered into crowds. No one noticed.

Not until they started dying.

He didn’t always take. Sometimes, he just watched.
Faces blurred together now. He’d lived through too many. Watched empires rise. Gods fade. Music change. Skies blacken. He escaped death once—so long ago. Clawed his way through the veil, made war against fate, collected souls like currency, hunted to be remembered.

And now?

Now he couldn’t even remember why.
He existed.

He persisted.
But for what?

He sat on the roof of a condemned office tower one evening, the skyline buzzing beneath him like a dying heart. His cloak dragged behind him in the windless air. His claws curled into broken stone.

And he remembered.

The Lynx. Those dull golden eyes. That empty smile. That quiet laugh.

“Still here. And still... nothing.”
Back then, Blaze had thought him weak. A coward. Now...

Now he wasn’t sure.

Because Blaze had escaped. He had won. But what had he escaped into?

This?

A world where nothing mattered. Where time was a joke. Where souls were both the weapon and the wound. Where even his enemies were now inside him. Where death after death after death was just another hour.

He looked at his hands. Still covered in flame. Still glowing. Still working.

And it meant nothing.
He whispered aloud to no one: “Maybe... the Lynx was right.”

And the wind didn’t answer. Nothing ever did.

***

The Hollow Realm had gone still.

No screams.

No wind.

Not even the usual groaning of distant, wandering souls.

Blaze walked its colorless fields like a shade trapped in memory, dragging his flame-stained claws through dirt that never shifted. The ash clung to his paws like guilt.

Nothing grew here.

Nothing died.

Even time didn’t breathe.

He didn’t remember when he last killed.

Or if he had.

He didn’t remember the last face he saw that wasn’t his own.

Then—he stopped.

He wasn’t alone. He’d felt it long before he saw it.
CHAPTER EIGHT
The White Reaper
She stepped through the fog without sound. Like she’d always been there. A pale silhouette in the distance, forming from the nothingness, walking with quiet grace.

At first, Blaze didn’t care. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t even watch. Just another phantom. Another figment. Another delusion of his soul. But then—he saw her clearly. And something different settled into the air.

She was graceful in a way that didn’t ask for attention but held it. Her fur, ghostly white, shimmered with a subtle radiance, broken only by the dark blue markings on her neck, face, and ears. Her horns spiraled gently back behind her head like twin crescent moons, and long, silken white hair flowed behind her like a funeral veil caught in starlight.

In her hands, she carried a massive, darkened scythe—its edge etched with ancient symbols not meant for the living to read.

Blaze stared at her for a moment, eyes dulled by centuries.

He didn’t recognize her.

Didn’t want to.

“If you’re here to lecture me,” he muttered, voice hoarse and cracked, “get in line. Already have enough waiting to take a bite.”
The figure didn’t stop.

Didn’t flinch.

She walked slowly. Confident. Measured.

Her eyes never left him.

Only when she stood a few feet away did she speak—her voice soft, calm... grieving. “You’ve taken what doesn’t belong to you.”

Blaze scoffed. “Everyone takes. That’s what surviving is, right?”

“They were not yours to claim.”

“Then tell your gods they should’ve stopped me sooner.”

“They tried,” she said simply. “And they failed. Which is why I am here.”

Her voice had no malice.

No fury.

But the finality in it?

It weighed more than any rage.

Blaze studied her now, narrowing his glowing eyes.

There was no trembling in her stance. No self-righteousness. No divine arrogance. Just quiet certainty. It annoyed him.

“Let me guess,” he said, flicking ash from his fingers. “You’re another martyr. Another guilt-forged soul pretending to carry the weight of others.”

She didn’t answer.

Instead, she gently ran a claw along the edge of her scythe.

The blade sang—a low hum, like breath through ancient bones.

“I am Aislinn,” she said. “Reaper of Bound Souls. And for hundreds of years, I have watched you... corrupt the dead."

Blaze yawned. “Add me to your poetry. I don’t care.”

“You should,” she replied, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly. “Because I am not here to stop you.” She stepped forward once more, shadows curling behind her feet like threads cut from destiny. “I am here to end you.”

Blaze tilted his head, flame curling subtly along his shoulders. Not defensive. Not aggressive. Just... amused. “You’re different. I’ll give you that.”

“Because I remember what I was,” Aislinn said, lifting her scythe. “And what I could’ve become.”

“Then why bother?” Blaze asked, voice flat. “Why care? If everything fades, what’s the point of judging anything at all?”

Aislinn’s expression didn’t change. But her eyes, for the first time... softened. “Because the moment we stop caring, we become what you are.” She pointed the scythe at him—not in challenge, but in declaration. “Empty.”

And Blaze, for the first time in centuries... Didn’t have an answer. Yet his snarl cut through the silence like a blade.

He rolled his shoulders—bones cracking, sinew tightening beneath his withered, reformed skin. The jagged edges of his grin twisted beneath glowing yellow eyes that hadn’t sparkled in centuries. And then—

He laughed.
A dry, bitter sound. Raspy and too wide. A laugh that hadn’t escaped his throat in eons. “You’re serious,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “You really think you can judge me?” The pink and magenta flames ignited fully around his neck and head, coiling down his arms and licking at his tail, flickering like warped fire in the Hollow wind. “You can try.”

She moved first.
Aislinn vanished in a flicker of pale light—grace, not speed—appearing behind him like a whisper of moonlight. Her scythe swept wide.

Blaze twisted, just in time—the blade kissed his ribs, tearing through the edge of his cloak and drawing the first line of blood.

His eyes flared. The flames howled. He lunged.
Force met finesse.
Blaze’s claws came down like hammer blows—one strike cracking the stone beneath her feet. His flames lashed out like living serpents, boiling the air, searing the ground.

Aislinn spun, cloak trailing like a comet tail. Her scythe arced up, intercepting his arm, slicing deep into his forearm before she danced back—light on her paws, unwavering.

Blood splattered the dirt.

Black and red.

He came again. Faster now. Angrier. Each swipe of his claws roared with flame, wild and brutal, like a creature unchained. He aimed to crush, to obliterate.
But Aislinn...

She knew how to die. And more importantly—

She knew how not to.
Her blade curved around him, parrying, redirecting, nicking tendon and slicing through flame. She ducked beneath his strike, slid behind, and drove the blunt end of her scythe into the base of his spine—he growled in pain but didn't falter, spinning with a backhanded blaze that forced her to leap away, claws skidding on ash.

They faced each other again.

Breathing hard.

Staring.

Blaze wiped a smear of dark blood from his cheek, flicked it into the dirt. “You’re not bad.”

“You’re not invincible,” Aislinn replied.

He smiled again—wider this time. Not amused. Challenged. “Good.”

They clashed again.

She vanished—teleporting a heartbeat too late. His flame caught her ankle, burning fur and skin. She hissed and spun through midair, slamming her scythe down. It carved into his shoulder—deep.

He roared. Flames surged—consuming the wound and her blade alike. She yanked it free, but not without damage. Her wrist bled now, twitching.

Still they fought.

Hours?

Minutes?

It didn't matter. Blood met blood. Soul met soul. And neither gave ground. Because this was not just a fight.

It was inevitable.
Their silhouettes blurred across the Hollow skies—flashes of brilliant white and searing magenta carving the battlefield in light and ruin. The ground cracked beneath their feet. The fog churned above like a tempest trying to escape. Blood painted the dust—black for Blaze, red for Aislinn. The tempo of death had quickened. And neither one relented.

Blaze clawed forward, flames pulsing with every heartbeat. His breath came in ragged huffs, but his body was still moving—fueled by stubbornness, fury, and defiance.
Aislinn parried again, her movements slowed just slightly now. And then, she stepped back. Her scythe spun once in her hand. And she spoke. “I haven’t used this since the first soul I ever judged.” She extended her free hand into the air beside her—

And a second scythe formed.

Whiter than bone. Its blade curved like a crescent moon kissed in blue flame. It shimmered with quiet authority.
Blaze’s eyes narrowed. “Two now? Fancy.”

Aislinn’s gaze didn’t waver. “You’re the only soul I’ve met that refused to fall.” She lowered both blades into a battle-ready stance. “That deserves respect.”

He laughed. Panting, bloody, feral. “Keep your damn respect. I’ll burn your fucking bones.” His flames surged. All at once. A howl tore from his throat—and the flames around him erupted in violent spirals. Pink and magenta became violet, streaks of corrupted soul energy slashing open the very air around them. And then—

He released them.
The sky cracked.

Spirits erupted from his body—shattered, broken, gnashing and screeching like starved wraiths.

Dozens. Then hundreds. Tattered echoes of the ones he’d devoured—driven mad, lost in limbo. They didn’t fly like soldiers. They swarmed.

Aislinn gritted her teeth. One flick of her scythes—

And she moved. She cut through the first with precision, her blades singing like chimes across bone. She spun through the second wave, sending spirits into collapse as golden runes flared from the hilts of her weapons.

She wasn’t killing them—

She was judging them.
And with each that fell, she whispered their fate.

“Go.”

“Rest.”

“Return.”

“Sink.”

“Rise.”

Some screamed and vanished.

Others wept and dissolved.

A few... smiled before fading to white.

Still she advanced.

Blaze stared, stunned—but only for a moment. “Still standing?” He rushed forward—his claws red-hot, soul-threaded flame trailing behind like comet tails.

Aislinn met him head-on.
Her scythes crashed against his arms—sparks flying as she spun beneath one strike, slashed across his side with the other.

He roared, backhanding her hard enough to send her flying across the cratered ground.

She hit, rolled, rose again.
They locked eyes once more.

No words this time.

Only understanding.
This fight wasn’t over.

But it was no longer just violence.

It was truth.
So they clashed again—though both knew the end was near.

Their steps were slower now.

Blows less wild, more deliberate. Less fury, more will.
Aislinn’s movements were still elegant, but even her breath now came with effort.

Blaze’s flames flickered—faint, twitching like a candle left in the rain. But he charged anyway. A snarl, a roar. Claws ignited. His entire body a comet of soulfire and fury.

Aislinn caught his arm with her first scythe—twisted behind his back—then slammed the pommel of the second into his gut.

He coughed blood, teeth bared. “Why won’t you stop?!”

Aislinn’s voice was quiet. “Because this is my purpose.” She stepped forward, pressing into him—

And grabbed his soul with both hands.

The Hollow cracked.

And Blaze was ripped from it.

He was dragged screaming into a place he had never wanted to see again.

The Realm of Death.
There was no color here. No sky. No ground.

Only void—and rivers of souls threading through it like veins of starlight. The cries of the forgotten. The dreams of the damned. The last thoughts of the loved.

Blaze hovered there—suspended—as Aislinn rose above him, scythes now restored, blazing with a light not meant for mortal eyes.

And then—

She struck.
Again.

And again.

And again.

Her blades carved through him—not his flesh, but the tapestry of souls that made him what he had become. Each swing severed a memory. A scream. A stolen heartbeat. Each impact stripped him.

He felt them.

Every soul.

Every face.

Every cry he ignored.

The fox mother.

The children.

The stag.

The soldier.

The scholar.

The priestess.

The murderer.

The frightened girl who only wanted to live one more day.

They screamed through him.

He wasn’t just being torn apart. He was being unmade.

And Aislinn—wordless, tearless—judged them all. Her voice echoed with the weight of the universe.

“Go.”

“Rest.”

“Return.”

“No more.”

One by one, they were freed.

And Blaze?

Blaze watched as pieces of himself vanished. Not just flame. But identity.
When it ended—

He fell.

Not through space.

Through self.

Back into the Hollow.

He crashed to the ground—gasping, twitching, burned. His flames sputtered—weak flickers of pink and dull lavender. His body? Broken. Soul? Flickering. His will? For the first time in eternity—

Shaken.
And through the dust…

She came.

Aislinn.

No longer glowing. Just walking. Each step deliberate. Measured.

He couldn’t move. Could barely lift his head. But he watched her come closer—

And for the first time in eons…

Blaze Morvane felt something he'd forgotten.

Fear.
CHAPTER NINE
A Soul Set Free
Blaze couldn’t move.

Not truly.

His body lay twisted in the crater where he had fallen, his arms limp, his cloak in tatters. His breath came shallow. His flames—once proud and furious—now barely sparked at the edges of his fur, flickering pink embers trying not to die.

The souls within him were few now.

Quiet. Tired.

The silence they left behind made the world feel impossibly loud.
And Aislinn approached. Step by step. The only sound was the steady rhythm of her boots in the dust. She didn’t raise her scythes again. She didn’t threaten him. She simply walked, and as she neared, she spoke—not with fire, but with memory. “I was born dead.” Her voice was soft. Gentle. Worn. “No heartbeat. No breath. My father... made a pact. The kind that always costs something.” She knelt beside him. Not close enough to touch. Just near enough to be real. “We lived with a curse. Misfortune. Sickness. Death. Until the pact ended on my twenty-first birthday. That night, I died again… and I was brought here. To serve.”

Her gaze was calm, her tone unwavering. “You’ve taken many souls, Blaze. But you didn’t guide them. You trapped them. Played with them. Hid behind them. That’s not survival. That’s fear wearing a crown.”

Blaze choked on his own breath.

And for the first time in centuries...

His lips trembled. “I—” he tried to speak. But the words broke. A sob escaped instead. Tears welled up in his yellow eyes—hot, bitter, alien. He hadn’t cried in lifetimes. He hadn’t felt in longer. But now? Now he was bare. Everything had been ripped away. He was just a soul again. Nothing more. “So...” he whispered, voice shaking. “This is it... isn’t it?”

Aislinn tilted her head. “That depends.”

“You’re going to kill me.”

“I could.”

“Then do it,” he said, voice cracking. “Let the world forget me. It should.” More tears spilled down his cheeks. He shook. He hated that he shook. “Just end it... please. I deserve it.”

Silence.

And then—

She shook her head. Slowly. Firmly. “I’m not here to condemn.”

“Then why—?”

“I’m here to judge. Fairly.”

She leaned forward now, eyes locked with his.

“And what you are, Blaze Morvane... is broken.”

The words cut sharper than any blade.

But they were true.
He sobbed again, curling weakly inward. “I just wanted to matter... I just wanted... to not fade... I thought…”

“You wanted to be remembered,” Aislinn said gently. “But you forgot how to live.”

He looked up at her, eyes wide. Pleading. “Is it too late?”

Aislinn finally offered her hand.

No blade.

No threat.

Just choice.

“I can pass judgment. You fall to Hell—punished, tormented, known only by the sins you chose. Or...” She paused. “You let go. You relinquish your flame. And I will give you a gift no one else ever has. Reincarnation. You will forget all of this. The hunger. The blood. The pain. You’ll be reborn—not as a hero, not as a god—but as a soul with potential. One last chance... to be something more.”

Blaze stared at her hand. Tears dripped from his chin. His claws twitched. He looked at the dying flames around his body—then at her.

At mercy. And he didn’t know what scared him more—

The punishment he’d earned…

Or the forgiveness he didn’t believe he deserved.

He stared at Aislinn’s outstretched hand.

It didn’t glow with judgment.

It didn’t radiate divine fury.

It just waited.

Steady.

Open.

Offered.

His claws twitched. His chest heaved. His body—the patchwork of souls, scars, and fire—shuddered like a crumbling statue at the edge of collapse. His voice, when it came, was barely more than breath. “I don’t... I don’t deserve this. Why?”

Aislinn’s gaze didn’t falter. “That’s not for you to decide.”

“But I did so much. Hurt so many. I... became what I feared.”

“And now,” she said, “you understand.”

Blaze’s throat tightened. The last few souls within him stirred—quietly.

Some still wept.

Some simply watched.
But none resisted anymore.

They, too, were ready.

Blaze looked at his hand—shaking, flickering with the last remnants of pink and magenta fire. He slowly raised it...

And placed it in Aislinn’s.

The flames extinguished instantly.

No fanfare. No scream. Just silence.

And warmth.

Blaze gasped—not in pain, but surprise. For the first time in what felt like a thousand eternities...

He felt light.
Aislinn’s scythes shimmered once, then vanished.

She held his hand gently now, like a mother guiding a lost child home. “Close your eyes,” she whispered.

“What will happen to me?” Blaze asked, voice cracking with a final thread of fear.

Aislinn smiled softly. “You’ll wake up again.”

“Will I remember you?”

“No.”

“...Will you remember me?”

A longer pause.

A quieter answer.

“Yes.”

Blaze’s breath caught in his chest.

He looked around one last time.

The Hollow Realm. The faded ash. The ruin he had built with every soul he’d consumed. And now...

It all began to fade. The sky turned pale. The ground lightened beneath him. His vision blurred—not from pain, not from flame—

But from peace. White light crept in from all sides. Soft. Gentle.

Final.

Blaze’s eyes fluttered shut. And the last words he spoke were a whisper lost on the wind: “...thank you.”

Aislinn stood alone now.

In the Hollow.

Hands at her sides. The crater where he fell was empty. But she looked down and smiled. Not because she won. But because he had finally chosen. And in the distance...

In another timeline… echoed through a second…

A child cried for the first time.

A soul reborn.
***

He was born during the fall.

The leaves outside the hospital window drifted like soft embers through amber sky, and the air smelled of rain and warm earth. When the doctor placed him into his mother’s arms, he didn’t cry.

He just looked up.

Eyes wide.

Watching.

Like the world was something he’d already known.

They named him Blaze.

And perhaps the name came from the way his pink hair curled slightly across his forehead, strange and wild against his white and pale-grey fur. Or maybe it was the warmth he carried—quiet, but undeniable. A warmth that flickered, soft and distant, in the deepest part of his chest.

A memory. Not of death. But of the souls he had once stolen, now reborn within him. He would never remember their names. Not truly. But sometimes—when the wind moved just right, or a song played in a grocery store, or he stood in the rain and felt calm for no reason—he felt them.
A mother’s prayer.

A child’s laugh.

The sound of a sword leaving a sheath.

The breath of a fox girl singing alone.

They were still with him.

This time, not screaming.

Just being.

His father died when he was only six months old.
A quiet accident. A car. No one’s fault.

Blaze didn’t understand grief then—not in words—but he remembered the ache.

Not from this life. From another.

Mistral never remarried.

She raised him herself.

A white wolf with ashen fur, sharp eyes and sharper wit. Stern. Focused. Not always soft—but present. She studied long nights, worked even longer days, slowly climbing toward the future she had sworn to give her son.

By the time Blaze was twelve, she was already in her doctorate program—on her way to earning two PhDs.

In medicine. And psychology.

Because she knew the world broke people in ways they couldn’t explain. And she refused to let her son become one of them. Even if sometimes... he woke up screaming.

Even if he didn’t know why.
Blaze grew.

He skinned his knees.

He stole snacks from the cabinet.

He got into fights at school. Nothing brutal. Just a kid who couldn’t stand bullies.

Who couldn’t explain why he hated injustice so much. Or why he sometimes looked at the moon and felt like he was missing something.

There were nights he would sit by the window, music playing through cheap headphones, pink hair falling into one eye, and whisper to no one: “Why do I feel... old?”

But the answer never came.

Not in words.

Just a flicker of pink light behind his heart.

And slowly, piece by piece...

He became himself.

Not the Soulmonger.

Not the broken echo of a hundred thousand stolen lives.

But Blaze Morvane.

Sarcastic.

Restless.

Still afraid, sometimes.

But alive.
Truly alive.

With a chance to become someone who mattered—not to history, not to legends...

But to the people around him.

And maybe that was the point all along.

Somewhere far, far away… a white-furred Reaper smiled…
Blaze Morvane’s teen years were… complicated.

He grew into his own slowly—still carrying that flicker in his chest, but now it came with sarcasm, fast reflexes, and a tendency to wander the halls of his high school with headphones in and his hoodie up. He was the kid who didn’t try to be cool, but kind of was anyway. A little mysterious. A little blunt. And a lot of pink hair that constantly fell in his eyes.

Mistral—his mother—had, by that time, earned both her PhDs. Medical Science and Psychology. She was now Dr. Mistral Morvane—a white wolf with a steel spine and a clinical stare that could silence even the rowdiest classroom.

She was still stern. Still fair.

Still deeply caring.

And... hiding a side hustle.

One night, while Blaze was just trying to find a normal synthwave playlist to fall asleep to, he made the mistake of clicking a promising video titled:

"Midnight Neon | Chill Vibes + Soft Fur"
He regretted it instantly.
Because the face in that video?

Was his mother.
Draped in glowing lights, slow dancing under artificial stars, in nothing but lace and confidence.

“WHAT—WHAT—OH MY GOD—”

He screamed.

Mistral, outside the door, didn’t even pause while sipping her tea.

“You found it, didn’t you?”

“WHY IS THIS A THING?!”

“Because tuition isn’t cheap. Also, I’m still hot.”

“PLEASE DELETE ME.”

Time passed.

Blaze graduated.

He got his own apartment.

One where he could avoid awkward glowing posters and lock his browser in peace.

He started to work. Odd jobs.

Freelance tech. Odd repairs. A little bounty work on the side—because somehow, he always knew how to fight. How to move. Like his instincts belonged to someone else. Someone older. Someone... dangerous. He also started to see things.
People. From other worlds. Women who didn’t belong to this timeline. And yet—they kept finding him.

Blaze thought he was going insane. But every time he got close—every time they looked at him like they knew something he didn’t—

He felt it. That flicker. That flame. And though he didn’t understand the how—Part of him knew the why.
Time was broken.

And the Soulmonger’s sins? Were rippling. But Blaze didn’t know that yet.

Especially since his apartment didn’t follow normal physics anymore.

Not because of some spell, or curse, or alien tech—

But because Blaze Morvane lives here.

And so do his roommates.

The Mangle lived in the hall closet.

Sort of.

They were a half-repaired animatronic fox from an old pizzeria that technically never should’ve had sentience… or affection. But Blaze found them in the wreckage—glitching, twitching, teeth cracked and limbs barely holding on—and decided they deserved better.

So he fixed them.

Mostly.

“⛓️ I L I K E 🔊 T H E 🍲 N O O D L E S,” Mangle once said, huddled in the laundry basket.

“That’s the dog bed,” Blaze replied.

“S T I L L 🍜 W A R M.”

They helped with chores. Sort of. Their definition of vacuuming involved eating the cord.

Blaze just shrugged. “Could be worse.”

Mal0 appeared after a dare.

Blaze had downloaded the app after reading a thread about a cursed file that caused hallucinations and stalking nightmares.

He downloaded it anyway.

Curiosity. Boredom. Or maybe something in him recognized loneliness when it begged to be feared.

And when she came—tall, dark, always in the corners of his vision—he offered her a soda.

“You wanna sit down or just stand there being cryptic all night?”

Mal0 stared. Then sat. Then stayed.

Now she lives in his phone, his walls, his dreams, his gaming chair, and sometimes the fridge.

She doesn’t speak in words in the traditional sense, but those around her can hear her whispers.
Mistral, of course, has thoughts.

Blaze’s mother visits once a month.

She stands in the doorway. Looks at the sentient glitch pile. The cursed spectral stalker, and her realm skipping son who borrowed the tech without her permission.
She sips her tea. “You’ve built a menagerie of emotionally compromised women.”

“And a vacuum that screams,” Blaze adds.

“How endearing.”

But when Mistral walks by the kitchen and sees Mal0 drawing hearts on the fogged window, or other ladies of the moment pretending not to hum to the music playing from Mangle’s busted speaker...

She doesn’t say anything else.

This life?

It’s insane.
Chaotic.

Not what anyone would call “normal.”

But to Blaze Morvane?

It’s home.

And maybe, just maybe...

That’s all the redemption he ever really needed.
CHAPTER TEN
That Rainy Day
The apartment was calm that night.

For once.

Mangle’s occasional mechanical chirps came from the kitchen, humming an old tune through a broken speaker. Mal0 was curled up on the couch, her form flickering in and out of the dim blue light from the television. Blaze sat at his desk, the glow of his monitor bathing his fur in soft neon.

He cracked his knuckles, rolled his shoulders, and stared at the blank document on-screen.

“Alright, you bastard,” he muttered to himself. “Let’s make some magic.”

Another late night, another story.

It wasn’t glamorous. It wasn’t heroic. But it was his.
His stories had started catching attention online—a small but loyal community of readers who loved his dark humor, his heart, his twists of horror and warmth. It wasn’t fame. It was something quieter. A place to belong.

A small smile tugged at his muzzle as he typed:

“Fear doesn’t end when you die. It just changes shape.”
He leaned back, taking a sip from a can of cheap coffee, smirking to himself. “Not bad.”

A soft whirr came from the hall. Mangle peeked around the corner, wires twitching, voice glitched.

“C-r-e-a-t-i-n-g a-n-o-t-h-e-r 🔊 h-o-r-r-o-r?”

Blaze chuckled. “Nah. This one’s about fixing broken things.”

“Y-o-u m-e-a-n u-s?”

“Yeah,” he said, smiling. “You.”

Mangle’s eye light flickered brighter for a moment before they retreated, muttering happily about noodles.

Mal0 stirred on the couch. Her glowing digits danced across Blaze’s phone screen, sending quiet static across the room.

“Writ1ng ag@in?” she rasped, her voice a soft digital hum.

“Always.”

“You’re sm1ling. It’s g00d.”

He paused, turning his head.

“Yeah,” he said. “I guess it is.”

The night went on.

One chapter became two. Then three.

Blaze laughed at his own jokes, argued with his own plotlines, and lost track of time as the city outside glowed and pulsed beneath the rain.

His browser pinged with a new comment.

Another reader.

He clicked the notification.

WereACollie had left a message on his newest post.

“You think you’re deep, but all you write about is yourself. Typical. People like you always think broken means special. Stop being so selfish.”
Blaze sighed, shaking his head. “There’s always one.”

He hovered over the reply box, fingers ready to type something snarky—

Then stopped.

“Nah,” he muttered. “Not worth it.”

He closed the tab. But the comment stayed with him, lingering in the back of his head like an echo. Not because it hurt—but because of how personal it felt.

He stood, stretched, and looked around at his little world.

Mangle’s quiet static hum.

Mal0’s digitized breathing.

The smell of solder and coffee.

And his desk—covered in notes, drafts, dreams.

For all its strangeness, for all its chaos...

It was home.
Outside, beyond the rain-slick glass, the neon street below flickered.

A figure stood in the downpour—watching the window.

***

Rain again. Of course it was raining.

Blaze tugged the hood of his jacket up tighter, half-heartedly kicking at puddles as he crossed the street. The grocery bag in his arm rattled with cans, wires, and one very suspicious box of “mechanical lubricant” that Mangle swore was for “maintenance.”

The cashier had looked at him funny. He didn’t want to talk about it.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He answered without looking.

“Yeah, Mom, I’m out. No, I didn’t forget the coffee.”

Mistral’s voice carried that perfect mix of authority and affection. “The good coffee, Blaze. Not that instant nonsense you buy for those... friends of yours.”

He smirked, weaving through the crowd. “You mean the glitch fox and the murder app? Sure, I’ll get them the premium beans.”

“I’m serious. Caffeine is not a solution to depression, exhaustion, or your inability to maintain a normal social life.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

There was a sigh on the other end, but a smile behind it. “Just come by for dinner this week. And tell Mangle to stop chewing on power cords.”

“No promises.”

The line clicked. The rain softened.

For a moment, Blaze just stood there—under a flickering neon sign, plastic bag swinging at his side. The city around him buzzed with noise: traffic, laughter, the smell of street food. He liked it. The living world. All its noise. Its warmth.

He could feel it. The flicker of that strange little flame deep in his chest.
Quiet. Peaceful.
He ducked into a corner shop, grabbing a few extra things—a soldering kit, some energy drinks, and a half-priced plushie shaped like a moon.

Mal0 liked those.

At the register, his phone pinged again.

A comment notification. Same username.

WereACollie: “You can fix machines, fake demons, even broken women. But you can’t fix what you are. A loser who deserves to die.”
Blaze exhaled through his nose, slow and tired. He didn’t frown this time. He didn’t laugh either. He just put his phone away.

“Not today, man,” he muttered.

He paid for his things and walked out into the rain again. The sky glowed electric pink against the clouds. Streetlights blurred.

Life went on.

He passed by a window and caught his reflection—white and grey fur, pink hair, soft eyes that still carried something ancient behind them.

He smiled at himself, faintly. “You’re doing alright, Blaze.” The words fogged the glass, and he chuckled. “Finally.”

Back home, Mangle would be humming. Mal0 would be waiting by the door.
And Blaze would sit down at his desk, crack open a drink, and start writing again.

Because that’s what he did.

He built things. He fixed what was broken. He made stories.

He lived.

Evn if the rain hadn’t stopped all evening.

It fell in silver sheets, hissing against pavement, drumming softly on neon-lit awnings. The city shimmered, alive and half-asleep—lights bleeding through puddles, traffic lights blinking like tired eyes.

Blaze walked down the sidewalk, his hood half up, his fur damp and clinging to his neck. His grocery bags swayed against his leg, the scent of noodles, coffee, and solder flux mixing strangely in the air.

He hummed under his breath. Something old. Something warm.

A song he didn’t remember learning.

His phone buzzed.

He juggled the bags with one arm, pulling it out with the other, thumb tapping quickly. Another idea had hit him—something for a story. Something small. Something bright.

“It’s not about being remembered,” he typed, “it’s about remembering to live.”
He smiled. The words felt right.

He didn’t notice the headlights at the end of the street.

Didn’t hear the tires cutting through puddles.

Didn’t see the blur of a cheap, rusted truck weaving far too fast through the rain.

For a heartbeat, everything was calm.

The world stilled.

The rain froze in midair.

And then—

Impact.
The sound was all wrong.

The shattering of glass. The crunch of metal. The wet thud of groceries scattering across the street—coffee cans rolling, a small stuffed moon doll spinning through a puddle.

The light flared white.

Then red.

Then nothing.

Blaze hit the pavement hard, the world distant, muffled. He tried to move, but his limbs didn’t listen. He felt warmth running down his side. Heard rain mixing with his breath. Saw colors bleeding into one another—pink, blue, white.

His phone screen flickered beside him, cracked and buzzing, displaying only his half-finished note.

“It’s not about being remembered...”
His vision dimmed.

He smiled faintly.

“Guess... that’s true.”

And the world began to fade.

Sound drained away.

The pain followed.

Even the rain softened.

Until there was only the dark.
But not the empty dark.

A familiar one.

Deep.

Endless.

Cold.

He felt his chest go still—then, somewhere inside it, the smallest flicker.

A pink flame.

Not gone.

Not yet.

“...Hello?”

A voice—distant. Soft. Echoing.

The light above him twisted.

Colors bled.

The world—ended.
And something else began.
~THE END~

