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To those who carry the weight of silence, who keep breathing even when every corner of a room feels hollow, who look for traces of someone who is no longer there—this book is for you.

For the readers who let Shaun and Shintaro bleed ink into your hands, who listened to the heartbeat behind every line, who stayed even when it hurt to keep reading—you made this story more than a story.

And for the ones we lose along the way, the ones who become memory, ache, a voice that lingers in the quiet— you still live here, in between every page.


Sometimes it isn’t the voices that haunt us, but the silence they leave behind.
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Foreword




Stories don’t end when the last page is turned. They linger—

in the quiet of a room that used to hold laughter,
in the space where someone once stood,
in the ache of words that can’t be taken back.

This is not a story of beginnings.
It is a story of aftermath.

When Ink Breaks left Shaun shattered, caught between a grief that felt endless and a silence that screamed louder than any voice. Shintaro’s presence—the boy drawn from lines and given breath—was both a miracle and a wound. What they created together should have been salvation, but creation has a way of leaving scars.

Now, Shaun’s reality is an unsteady ground. Rooms feel too hollow, every shadow feels too crowded, and the thin thread between what is real and what is imagined is fraying. The glitch—what began as a whisper in the dark corner of the studio—has grown into something hungrier, something that demands more than ink and more than tears.

But this is not just Shaun’s story.
It belongs to anyone who has ever felt their world collapsing inward,

anyone who has tried to hold on to something slipping away,
anyone who has ever loved so fiercely that it broke them.


When the Ink and Reality Collides is where memory, grief, and creation clash. It is not gentle, but it is honest. It asks: what remains when the worlds we build cannot hold us anymore?


Turn the page carefully.
The ink is still wet.


Introduction




If you’ve come this far, then you already know—
this story was never meant to be light.


When Ink Breathes began with creation: the quiet wonder of seeing imagination come alive, of watching ink on paper turn into someone real. But creation carries responsibility, and with every line drawn, there was a price waiting to be paid.


When Ink Breaks shattered that illusion. What once felt magical twisted into something heavier, something dangerous. Love and loyalty were tested. Sacrifice became inevitable. And in the end, what remained was not wholeness, but fracture—Shaun left with a silence he could not fill, a glitch in reality that no one could ignore.

Now, we enter the third book— not at a clean beginning, but in the ruins.

This is a story of aftermath.

A story where memory collides with grief, where creation collides with consequence, where reality collides with everything Shaun tried so desperately to hold together.

You’ll find no easy answers here.

But perhaps you’ll find pieces of yourself—
in the longing, in the fear, in the fragile hope that survives even after everything else has fallen apart.

Thank you for choosing to return.
Thank you for carrying this story when it hurt.
Thank you for letting these characters breathe, even in the spaces where reality should have kept them silent.

Now, let’s go back to the studio.
The sun has risen.
And Shaun is still on the floor.


Preface




Some stories arrive gently.

This one did not.

It came with sleepless nights, with questions I didn’t know how to answer, with the weight of silence that pressed harder the longer I stared at the page. It came with grief, with fear, with the terrifying thought that maybe there are stories too heavy to tell.

And yet, this book demanded to be written.


When Ink Breathes was about discovery—about the miracle of creating and being created. When Ink Breaks was about loss—how fragile miracles can be, how easily they slip through our hands no matter how tightly we hold them.

But this third book… this is about aftermath. About what it means to keep breathing when the air feels too sharp. About what it means to keep living when the world you loved is already gone. About what it costs to face the fracture between imagination and reality, and what happens when those two collide.

I wrote this book knowing it would not be kind. Not to the characters, not to me, and maybe not to you. But I also wrote it because stories like these matter—the ones that hold a mirror to pain, yes, but also to resilience. Because in the quiet between endings and beginnings, there is something worth finding.

So if you’ve carried Shaun and Shintaro this far, I thank you. Thank you for trusting me with your time, your heart, your tears. Thank you for letting them breathe beyond the page.

This story belongs to you now, too.


Prologue




The world did not end with a bang.

It ended with silence.

A silence so thick it pressed against Shaun’s chest like weight he couldn’t shove away. The kind of silence that rang louder than screaming.

He was lying on the studio floor when the sun found him. A pale gold light slipped past the blinds and crawled over his body, as if reluctant to touch him at all. His cheek was against the hardwood, sticky with dried tears. His glasses hung crooked, one lens smeared, the other fogged from the warmth of his skin. Strands of hair clung to his damp face, framing eyes swollen from crying long after the room had given up listening.

The studio itself was unrecognizable in its stillness. No scratch of a pen across paper. No familiar hum vibrating from the corner where the glitch once pulsed like a malignant heart. The wall stood blank now, pretending innocence, as though it hadn’t ever spawned veins of static that clawed across reality itself. The absence of that darkness was not relief—it was worse. It was the suggestion that maybe it had only retreated, waiting, hungry.

Shaun’s breathing was shallow, uneven. Each inhale stuttered, as though the act of pulling in air was too heavy a task. His body curled inward slightly, a posture not of rest but of defeat.

On the table, his phone came alive again.

A name flashed across the screen. Vibrations rattled against wood. The buzz was sharp, relentless, dragging the silence into something unbearable. It kept going, over and over, until the call timed out and the screen dimmed. A moment later, it lit again. Another name. Another call unanswered.

Shaun did not move.

The world outside his apartment was already awake—traffic swelling on the street, voices rising and fading, someone laughing too loud in the distance. Life carried on stubbornly, cruelly, as though it hadn’t noticed that his had collapsed inward.

Shaun’s eyes fluttered once, heavy and reluctant, before slipping closed again. The tears on his cheeks caught the sunlight, faint glimmers against the exhaustion carved deep into his face.

For a moment, the stillness felt endless.

And then—
somewhere deep in the apartment, too faint to belong to any machine— there was a sound.

A hum. Low. Uneven. Almost like static.

It crawled under the silence, into the bones of the room, barely there, but enough to make the air shift. Enough to make Shaun’s body tense, even in unconsciousness, as if his heart recognized something his mind refused to wake for.

The phone buzzed again.

The hum lingered.

And Shaun, broken on the floor, remained caught between both.


Chapter 1. What the Glitch Left Behind




The sun was climbing again. Slow, reluctant, pale against the horizon, it inched its way upward as though the act of rising cost it something. The light it cast was not bold, not triumphant, but thin and hesitant—fragile ribbons that stretched across the sky, dissolving the last traces of night. It spilled over the city in uneven strokes, like a sheet being drawn back from a body that didn’t want to be seen, revealing more than it cared to. The day began not with brilliance, but with a weary sigh.

Outside, life was beginning its usual hum. The buses groaned and shuddered as they pulled from their stops, exhaling clouds of exhaust into the crisp air. Pavement echoed with hurried footsteps—heels clicking, sneakers dragging, the shuffle of people already late before the morning had properly arrived. The shrill laughter of schoolchildren cut sharply against the greyness, bright but fleeting, their voices carried away by the wind as they hauled heavy bags down the street. Horns blared in bursts—short, impatient, repetitive—like arguments too old to ever be settled. Car doors slammed, shutters rolled open, metal gates clattered as shops stirred awake. The world pushed forward with mechanical precision, the stubbornness of routine holding everything together, as if the very act of moving meant survival.

But inside the apartment, it was a different universe altogether.

The walls seemed to mute the city’s pulse, filtering the life outside into a distant, muffled echo. The sound of buses, of laughter, of horns—they reached no further than the windows, dissolving into a silence that clung heavily to the rooms. Here, time did not march with the same insistence; it drifted, suspended, unhurried, as if the apartment had been sealed off from the momentum that carried the world outside. The air was still, unwilling to stir, reluctant even to move with the faintest draft.

It was not the silence of peace, but of absence.

While the streets beyond pulsed with insistence, the apartment held itself apart—untouched, unmoved, a quiet universe waiting for something that no longer arrived.

Every room was a museum of absence. Not just empty, but curated by silence, preserved as though time itself had paused the moment life walked out the door. Each space seemed to hold its breath, waiting, reluctant to let go of what had once been alive within its walls.

The guest room, once carrying faint warmth, now felt like a mausoleum. Its stillness was oppressive, not restful—the kind of silence that pressed down on the chest rather than soothed it. The bed was too neatly made, sheets tucked in with military precision, untouched since the last time someone had dared to lie there. The neatness felt unnatural, like a performance staged for no audience, a desperate attempt to disguise the fact that no one would return.

The curtains hardly stirred, even when the faintest breeze pressed against the glass. They hung stiff and heavy, as though weighed down by dust and memory. Morning light filtered through them in weak, uneven patches, illuminating little more than the edges of furniture, the corner of the bedframe, the flat expanse of carpet. The light did not chase away the shadows; it only deepened them, sharpening the emptiness until it became unbearable to look at.

The air itself seemed reluctant to shift, thick and stagnant, unwilling to circulate as though even the smallest breeze would disturb something sacred—or fragile. There was a hush to it, the kind of hush that belonged not to homes but to churches, or tombs, or the moments before a confession. A hush that suggested if one listened closely enough, they might hear a whisper that shouldn’t exist, the residue of a voice no longer present.

Shadows collected in the corners, stretching long and uneasy, their shapes warped by the slant of the light. They clung stubbornly to the walls, crawling inward like stains that could not be scrubbed away. The room carried their weight, wearing them like scars, as though it itself were haunted—not by flickering phantoms or drifting figures, but by the memory of someone who hadn’t left willingly. The kind of haunting that doesn’t rattle chains or slam doors, but simply lingers in the silence, refusing to be forgotten.

The room was not simply empty. It was preserved. Preserved and waiting, as though the absence itself had teeth.

The living room bore no signs of yesterday’s chaos or comfort. Everything stood in order, too careful, too deliberate, as though life had been scooped out and only the shell remained. Sunlight cut across the sofa cushions in clean, accusing lines, each stripe of light sharp as a blade. It illuminated nothing alive—only emptiness, only the suggestion of where people once sat, where warmth had once lingered.

No voices murmured in the air, no laughter rose suddenly and awkwardly to cover tears. The quiet was absolute, the kind that made the ears ache, as though the walls themselves had swallowed sound whole. Even the little noises that once belonged to the space—the creak of the floor when someone shifted their weight, the clink of a mug placed on the table, the restless tapping of a pen scratching against paper—were gone, replaced by a stillness so heavy it seemed to press into the bones.

The static quiet filled everything in its place, claiming every corner and surface like an intruder that had made itself at home. It was not a silence born of peace but of abandonment, a silence that accused, that dared anyone to break it and prove there was still something left worth breaking it for.

Even the faint scent of dog fur that used to cling stubbornly to the fabric was fading now. That soft, earthy smell that once carried the memory of life, of paws scrambling against the floor, of a weight leaning into the couch, was dissolving into nothing. In its place was only dust—dust gathering in thin layers along the edges of the cushions, dust settling in the grooves of the coffee table, dust replacing presence with absence.

What lingered was not comfort, not memory, but silence—endless, indifferent silence.

The kitchen was worse—too clean, too still, the kind of stillness that didn’t feel natural but enforced, like a room holding its breath. Once it had been a stage for little disasters: rice left too long on the stove until it scorched at the bottom of the pot, soups bubbling over in frothy defiance, a frantic laugh spilling out after the smoke alarm screamed louder than any human voice could. Those messes had carried warmth in them, proof that life was unfolding there in imperfect, noisy ways.

Now, the stove was cold, untouched for days, its surface gleaming with a kind of sterile emptiness. The counters stretched bare, cleared of clutter that once spoke of hurried mornings and late-night experiments—no knives left drying by the sink, no half-chopped vegetables waiting to be finished, no coffee mug forgotten near the edge. The sink itself looked too polished, too hollow, as if even water had abandoned it.

No clatter of utensils broke the air, no rhythmic slice of knife against cutting board, no hiss of oil rising in a pan. The silence of the kitchen was sharper than elsewhere, because it was a silence where sound should have lived—an orchestra of daily rituals now muted. Even the absence of smell was its own kind of wound; where once there lingered the faint traces of garlic, soy sauce, or something sweet just pulled from the oven, now there was only the faint scent of metal and cleaning agents, a smell too clean, too final.

The absence here was loud, oppressive, pressing against the walls like another presence entirely, a ghost that refused to be named but made itself known all the same. It sat heavy in the air, a reminder that rooms do not stop remembering just because people stop living in them.


And then there was the studio.



Chapter 2. The Studio




The window blinds were half-open, crooked in a way that suggested someone had once meant to close them fully but never bothered to finish the motion. Through the slanted gaps, narrow ribbons of light spilled across the floorboards in uneven stripes, carving the room into fragments of brightness and shadow. The light was pale, thin, hesitant—less like illumination and more like intrusion.

Dust floated lazily through the air, caught in those beams, each particle drifting as if it had forgotten gravity. For a moment, they seemed almost alive, illuminated like tiny planets orbiting in a system no one would ever chart, glowing briefly before sinking back into invisibility. The room breathed around them in silence, as though it had become a universe of its own, vast but abandoned.

Against the far wall, canvases stood where they had been left—leaning, stacked, unmoving. Their surfaces were not blank, but they carried the weight of incompletion. Unfinished sketches stared back with hollow eyes, shapes and faces caught in mid-creation, trapped in outlines that would never be filled. Some lines were sharp, urgent, drawn with intent; others faded off into nothing, hesitant, abandoned halfway. Together they seemed less like works in progress and more like ghosts of ideas, haunting the room with their silence. The hollow eyes of the sketches seemed to follow, demanding something they would never receive, their expressions frozen in a kind of quiet accusation.

The room felt less like a place of art than a graveyard for it—each canvas a monument to something that had been started but never lived long enough to become whole.

On the floor, Shaun lay crumpled on his side, his body folded into itself as though gravity had claimed him entirely. There was no grace in the way he rested there, only the heavy collapse of someone who had been stripped of strength long before his knees gave way.

The light from the half-open blinds touched him like an afterthought—indifferent, casual, sliding over the slope of his shoulder and the uneven rise of his chest, spilling across the messy tangle of his hair. It didn’t warm him; it only revealed him, casting his outline against the wooden boards as though he were just another piece of the room’s abandoned furniture.

His glasses had slipped askew, one arm bent awkwardly beneath him, pressed into the floor at an angle that spoke of no intention, no care. It was the posture of someone who hadn’t lain down but simply fallen, caught mid-step, mid-thought, mid-life, and left where he landed.

His face was half-hidden behind the strands of his unkempt hair, but what showed carried the raw imprint of a night that hadn’t permitted rest. His cheeks were damp, streaked with the fragile shine of tears that had not fully dried. His eyelids, swollen and red, looked bruised by exhaustion, the lashes clumped together where salt and sorrow had gathered. There was nothing peaceful in his stillness.

He didn’t stir. He looked less like someone sleeping and more like someone who had surrendered—broken under a weight too invisible to name, too relentless to fight. A silence hung about him, not the gentle hush of dreams but the oppressive quiet of a body that had given in, of a spirit too tired to hold itself together any longer.

The corner of the studio—once corrupted, once alive with a faint static that crawled like a parasite—was empty now. The wall stood bare, unmarked, its surface smooth as if it had never known intrusion. No glitch shimmered there, no dark veins clawed at the plaster, no malignant hum vibrating low enough to settle in the bones. Just a hollow patch of wall, blank and defiant, pretending with quiet conviction that nothing had ever been wrong at all.

But the absence was worse than its presence.

There was something unbearable about that blankness, something dishonest. It was too clean, too still, like a wound healed too quickly, leaving behind no scar yet aching as if the injury were still fresh. The silence it left behind wasn’t the relief of danger passed; it was the silence of being gaslit by a room, of being told by the walls themselves that your memory had betrayed you.

The air carried a weight to it, thicker in that corner than anywhere else, as though the void had not erased what was once there but swallowed it whole, digesting it quietly in the dark. The longer the eye lingered on that patch of wall, the heavier the quiet became—a silence so sharp it pressed into the skull, burrowed into thought, made doubt bloom like mould in the back of the mind.

It was the kind of quiet that makes you question yourself. That makes you wonder if static had ever hummed in your bones, if veins had ever writhed in the plaster, if something had truly breathed in that corner—or if it had only ever been you, unravelling.

And through it all, the phone would not stop.

It sat on the table beside him, a stubborn intruder in the stillness, its screen flashing in harsh bursts that cut against the dim light of the room. Each buzz rattled through the wood in small, insistent jolts, demanding attention it would never receive. Over and over, it came alive, vibrating with the persistence of something that refused to be ignored. Name after name appeared on the glowing display—family, friends, strangers who meant well, voices that might have mattered once—only to fade into nothing and return again. The cycle repeated, merciless and monotonous.

Each call was swallowed whole by the silence. No answer, no gesture toward the device, no acknowledgment beyond the faint, metallic hum of vibration filling the space. The sound was at once distant and piercing, a reminder that life outside these walls was still reaching, still trying, still alive.

The phone rattled against a forgotten coffee mug, the two objects knocking together in dull rhythm. A low, repetitive thud filled the air, too steady, too deliberate, until it began to sound less like noise and more like a heartbeat—mechanical, hollow, a pulse without warmth. A heartbeat no one wanted to claim, pounding out the truth of absence more effectively than silence ever could.

Shaun didn’t move. Didn’t turn his head. Didn’t flinch, as though even the smallest reaction would admit that the world still had a claim on him.

The phone kept calling.

And outside, the world—cruel, indifferent, unpausing—carried on. Buses still heaved forward, children still shouted, horns still bled into the air, and the city’s relentless rhythm mocked the still body inside the apartment. The world moved. Shaun did not.


Chapter 3. When He Opened His Eyes




Shaun was still lying on the cold floor of the studio when a touch broke through the heaviness pressing down on him. A hand—warm, steady—rested gently against his shoulder. For a moment he thought it was just another echo of his own mind, some phantom of longing conjured out of exhaustion. But the pressure was real. Solid. Familiar.

His eyes fluttered open, sluggish, heavy with the weight of too many sleepless nights. At first the world was blurred, swimming in streaks of light and shadow. His vision stung, as though it didn’t quite trust what it was seeing. But then, through the haze, a face emerged.

Shintaro.

He was there, kneeling beside him, smiling with a gentleness that hurt more than it healed. The kind of smile that carried both sorrow and reassurance, like he knew this moment could only last so long.

Shaun’s breath caught in his throat, breaking on the edges of relief and despair. His chest shuddered as tears welled, then fell freely, tracing hot, uneven paths down his cheeks. He clung to the sight of Shintaro as though afraid that even the smallest blink might erase him.

With careful strength, Shintaro slid an arm behind him, lifting him from the floor, supporting him until Shaun was sitting upright against the weight of his own weakness. The movement was unhurried, tender, as if every small gesture mattered.


Shaun’s voice trembled when it finally broke free, raw and cracked from the tears that had already burned his throat.
“I thought… I thought I would never see you again.” His words fractured, dissolving into sobs. “Why did you do that? Why did you leave me?” His shoulders shook violently as the desperation spilled out of him. “You know I can’t live without you. I can’t… I can’t continue like this… not without you.”


His head bowed, tears dripping from his chin, each one a confession of how hollow he had become in Shintaro’s absence.

Shintaro reached out, thumb brushing gently against Shaun’s damp face, wiping the tears that wouldn’t stop coming. The touch was steady, unshaken, as though it carried all the strength Shaun had lost. His gaze was unwavering, his voice calm, low, but full of certainty when he spoke.


“You can,” Shintaro said softly, the words both command and promise. “And you will.” He leaned closer, pressing the weight of his presence into every syllable. “I will always be with you. Always. No matter what you see, no matter what you feel, I am here.”
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