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CHAPTER ONE: The Quiet Arrival
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The transfer student came without ceremony.

No banners. No welcome committee. Not even a teacher waiting at the front gates.

Just a girl with ink-black hair and a single suitcase standing beneath the pale blush of cherry blossoms that shouldn’t have been blooming.

Sakura Crest Academy loomed ahead, carved into the mountain like a secret palace — white stone towers kissed by mist, its gothic spires tangled with creeping vines and ancient wards. Even the air shimmered here, tinged with magic and tradition. The kind of place that reeked of power and legacy.

Ren Hoshino stood at the threshold, her eyes half-lidded, emotionless.

She didn’t flinch when a blossom drifted down and landed in her hair.

Didn’t move when the bell tower echoed across the campus, sounding the eighth chime of the morning.

She simply stepped forward.

Each footfall crunched gravel beneath her black shoes, echoing faintly in the stillness. Students passed her on the stone paths, wrapped in sleek uniforms and whispers. Their navy jackets gleamed with the gold insignia of their Tier — First Class or Upper Division. None of them looked twice at her... until they noticed the cherry trees.

Then they stopped. Stared.

Because the sakura trees weren’t just blooming. They were glowing.

Softly. Wrongly.

One girl near the courtyard turned to her friend and whispered, “Isn’t it too late in the season?”

The friend nodded. “They only bloom during the Spring Ascension. That was weeks ago.”

And yet the blossoms opened in full today — delicate, silky, trembling as if awakened by some forgotten memory.

Ren didn’t smile. She didn’t acknowledge them.

But deep inside, something shifted. Stirred.

Like an old song beginning again.

By the time she reached the administrative building, the receptionist barely looked up.

“You’re late,” the woman muttered, sliding a digital tablet across the marble counter. “Transfer students are usually assigned dorms before orientation. You’ll have to catch up.”

Ren signed the form silently.

“Hoshino, right?” the receptionist asked, tapping the screen. “Ren Hoshino. No affinity listed... huh. No prior school files. No Tier recommendation.”

She looked up, eyes narrowing. “You weren’t scouted?”

Ren said nothing.

The woman frowned and leaned forward slightly. “What makes you think you belong at Sakura Crest, Miss Hoshino? This is a school for the gifted. The elite.”

“I know,” Ren said, her voice soft — almost delicate — but carrying weight beneath it. “I’ve come a long way to be here.”

The receptionist’s frown deepened. Then, as if deciding not to waste any more breath, she stamped the tablet with a glowing sigil and handed her a map.

“Class 1-E. That’s Low Tier,” the woman said. “You’ll get a full evaluation after midterms. Until then, stay in your lane.”

Ren accepted the map and left without another word.

Outside, the sakura trees were still glowing.

No one else seemed to notice anymore, but they pulsed in the corner of her vision — like they remembered her.

Like they were waiting.

She passed stone statues of long-dead founders, magical seals embedded in the walkways, and banners fluttering in the wind bearing the school’s crest: a red sword through a blooming cherry blossom.

Her dorm was in the far east wing — worn brick, narrow windows, and moss curling at the edges. The Low Tier hall.

The unwanted.

Ren found her room. Unlocked the door.

A plain space. One bed. One desk. One window.

But when she stood at that window and looked outside, the cherry trees swayed in perfect unison — not with the wind, but with her breath.

And for the first time in centuries, the seal beneath the school grounds gave a faint, almost imperceptible hum.

She closed her eyes.

And it welcomed her home.

She unpacked slowly.

Not because she had much — just a few changes of uniform, a weathered notebook, and a tiny lacquered box she never opened. But each item had weight. Memory. Intention.

She placed the notebook on the desk, its cover worn with finger marks and ink smudges. Inside were no class notes or study plans. Only sketches.

Faces. Symbols. Dreams.

Ren hesitated before opening it — then flipped to the first page.

A drawing of a woman under cherry blossoms, blood in her hair.

A sword through her back.

Ren blinked once and turned the page.

She made her way to orientation late.

The auditorium sat beneath the central tower, carved out of obsidian rock and lit by floating lanterns that whispered softly in the high ceiling. Rows of students in pristine uniforms filled the velvet seats, divided by color-coded sashes representing their Tier.

Gold. Silver. Bronze. And at the far back — barely visible — the dull gray of the Low Tier.

Ren slipped into her seat just as the Headmaster began to speak.

He looked ancient. His beard fell past his chest like a winter waterfall, and magic shimmered faintly around his shoulders. Every word he spoke rang with a spell that made it impossible to look away.

“Welcome to Sakura Crest,” he began. “Where bloodlines, power, and legacy meet. Where the strong are forged, and the unworthy... vanish.”

A few students laughed nervously.

Ren didn’t. She stared forward, her fingers grazing the edge of her seat.

The Headmaster continued: “This year, the Student Council will take on an even more active role. You will respect them. You will fear them. Or you will be corrected.”

The double doors creaked open behind him.

And they entered.

The Student Council.

Five of them.

Dressed in custom-cut uniforms with crimson sashes and polished boots. They didn’t walk so much as glide, the crowd parting for them instinctively. Everyone leaned in. Whispered.

Ren didn’t.

She sat back in her seat and watched.

The one in front — tall, cold, perfect — had silver-white hair tied back at the base of his neck. His eyes were a shade too sharp, a little too pale. Like frost that could cut.

Kaito Tsukishiro. Student Council President.

The others followed behind: Sayaka with her veil of silk-black hair and illusionist smirk. Daichi, the brash Disciplinary Chair, all broad shoulders and earth-shaking strength. Emiko, sharp-eyed and silent, calculating behind her Secretary’s poise. And Riku, the Treasurer — always too smug for his own good, eyes glinting like he knew secrets no one else did.

They were royalty here. Untouchable.

Unquestioned.

Ren’s gaze locked with Kaito’s for less than a second.

But it was enough.

His steps faltered. Barely. Like he’d tripped on a thread of memory.

Then, just as quickly, he turned away.

The Headmaster smiled as they took their seats behind him. “Let your excellence shine,” he said, “and never forget where you stand.”

The lanterns flickered.

A breeze stirred the edge of Ren’s notebook.

And somewhere beyond the auditorium walls, a cherry blossom petal floated down... landing silently at the gates of a sealed crypt buried deep beneath the school.

The first crack appeared.

After the ceremony, Ren walked the edge of campus alone.

The others avoided her. She didn’t mind.

She passed the archery field, the spell garden, the glass observatory where upperclassmen practiced celestial magic. She passed stone stairwells etched with ancient warnings and statues whose eyes seemed to follow her.

But none of it frightened her.

None of it felt new.

Instead, her feet led her to the old courtyard — the one near the eastern wall. Abandoned. Overgrown.

Except for the sakura tree in the center.

Gnarled. Blackened. Blooming.

She sat beneath it, cross-legged, and placed her hand on the soil.

The world narrowed.

In her mind’s eye, she saw it clearly.

A battlefield.

Cherry petals falling like snow. Magic screaming through the air. Her own hands glowing red, blood dripping from her lips.

And five silhouettes standing over her. Their faces—

Her breath caught.

She snapped her eyes open.

The wind had stopped. The courtyard was deathly still.

But carved faintly into the bark of the tree was a symbol.

A single crimson blossom.

And beneath it, ancient script — a name long buried:

Akari no Hime.

The Crimson Blossom Goddess.

Ren rose slowly. The notebook in her bag pulsed against her spine.

She didn’t speak.

But in her chest, a whisper bloomed:

They think I’ve forgotten.

Soon, they’ll remember.

The courtyard remained empty long after Ren left.

The tree stood quiet, petals drifting without wind, the carved name pulsing once with a soft, red glow before fading back into the bark — as if hiding its truth once more.

Ren walked the perimeter path back toward the dorms, her shoes barely making a sound against the cobbled trail. Night had begun to fall, casting long shadows across the academy. Lanterns flickered to life one by one, triggered by magic woven into the stones.

And yet... the dark didn’t feel empty.

She felt it again — the pull.

Something beneath the school.

A hum of energy that called to her bones.

No one else seemed to notice. The students moved in packs now, gossiping about orientation, about who got placed in which Tier, about how unfair the Council’s system was. But none of them questioned it too loudly.

Because fear was tradition here.

And fear was power.

Ren slipped through the Low Tier dorm entrance just as a trio of boys passed her in the hallway, laughing until one caught sight of her.

He stopped walking.

The others noticed and turned too.

“What’s her deal?” one of them muttered.

The taller boy frowned. “Didn’t see her in the first-year groups. Is she even supposed to be here?”

“She’s the transfer,” the third added. “Class 1-E. Probably failed her placement.”

Ren didn’t flinch. She didn’t meet their eyes. Just kept walking.

But the hallway lights flickered as she passed.

One of the boys jumped. “Yo—did you feel that?”

They all looked up.

The lights steadied.

Ren disappeared around the corner without a word.

Back in her room, she sat cross-legged on the floor, the notebook open in front of her and the lacquered box beside it.

She hesitated before touching it.

The box was deep red, etched with floral patterns older than modern memory. She traced one corner, and the lid clicked open softly.
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