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For the ones who create quietly, in the dark. 

May your stories always find someone who sees them—even if that someone is drawn by your own hand. 
I drew you to fill the silence. 
But you stayed long enough to teach me how to speak.
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Introduction




What happens when the lines between creator and creation begin to blur—not with grandeur, but with a whisper?

This story doesn’t begin with a bang. It begins in a small apartment, with a blinking cursor, a rain-soaked window, and a young man who’s forgotten how to feel connected to the world outside his screen.

Shaun is not a hero. He doesn’t fight dragons or cast spells. He draws. He erases. He redraws. He’s quiet. Withdrawn. Haunted by the spaces between panels that once brought him joy but now only echo with emptiness. And then—Shintaro appears. Not on the page, but in the room. The same Shintaro Shaun has drawn countless times. Only now he’s blinking. Breathing. Asking questions Shaun doesn’t know how to answer.


When Ink Breathes is a story stitched from silence. It’s about loneliness so deep it finds form. About art as both sanctuary and mirror. About a bond that blooms slowly, not from destiny, but from understanding.

This is not a story about falling in love with someone perfect. It’s a story about creating someone who reminds you you’re still capable of love at all. Even if they aren’t supposed to exist.

So if you’re ready—step into the quiet. Let the panels turn. Let the rain fall. Let the ink breathe.


Preface




I never set out to write a story like this.

At first, it was just a quiet idea. A what-if. What if someone lonely enough could create a character who somehow understood them better than anyone ever had? What if that character became real—not in a loud, fantastical way—but gently, like breath fogging glass? Like a sketch brought to life by need alone.

I think many of us have wished, at some point, to be seen without having to explain ourselves. For artists, writers, and anyone who creates, our work often becomes the safest place we know. It’s where our shadows settle, our joys take shape, and our pain gets rewritten into something survivable. Sometimes, it’s where we hide. Sometimes, it’s where we’re found.


When Ink Breathes is a love story—but not only between two characters. It’s a love story between a person and their work, between the self they show the world and the one they keep tucked between the lines. It’s about loneliness, yes—but also the quiet miracle of being understood by something—or someone—you made.

If you’ve ever poured your heart into something that couldn’t love you back, this book is for you.
If you’ve ever wished your characters could reach out and hold your hand when you couldn’t lift your pen, this book is for you.
If you’re here now, reading this, this book is for you.

And maybe, just maybe, it’ll breathe for you too.


Prologue




The first light of morning crept through the half-drawn curtains, spilling across the wooden floor and climbing slowly onto the table where sketch papers and notebooks lay scattered in a careless mess. The sunbeam slid past pens, over the corner of a cup that still held cold, unfinished coffee, and finally landed on the sleeping figure slumped across the desk.

The light struck the lenses of his glasses, sending a sharp reflection into his eyelids. Shaun flinched. He groaned faintly and blinked as though the brightness itself was intruding on the only peace he could claim. His hand rose sluggishly to shield his face, fingers brushing against the smudged lenses of his glasses before pushing them up the bridge of his nose.

Shaun looked dishevelled—his hair sticking in awkward angles, his shirt wrinkled from a night spent leaning on his arms instead of a bed. The quiet of his apartment wrapped around him like an old companion, unbothered by the signs of his restless hours.

He wasn’t the type to live in noise or seek out bustling company. Shaun preferred the comfort of solitude, the quiet that pressed in close but not suffocating. It wasn’t loneliness—it was a chosen kind of isolation, one that made room for his thoughts, his worlds, his characters.

On the desk in front of him lay half-finished sketches: a boy with fierce eyes, a girl caught mid-smile, fragments of a scene that hadn’t yet found its words. The graphite strokes carried an odd tension, as though they were drawn not just by his hand but by the weight of emotions he refused to speak aloud.


Chapter 1. His Usual Day




Shaun winced as he pushed himself upright, his body protesting the motion. His neck throbbed with a dull, stubborn ache, stiff from hours hunched in the same position. He pressed his fingers into the knot of muscle, working at it in small, frustrated circles, muttering something half-formed under his breath. A stretch followed, long and slow—arms rising above his head until his shoulders gave a muted pop. The sound was oddly satisfying, though the relief it offered was fleeting, barely more than a sigh slipping past his lips.

Silence wrapped the apartment. Not the comfortable kind, but the heavy, lived-in stillness of a space left untouched too long. Only the refrigerator broke it, humming faintly from the kitchen, a reminder that time hadn’t stopped even if he had. Shaun shuffled forward, bare feet brushing the cool floor, his gait more instinct than decision. He opened a cabinet, pulled down a bowl, and then simply stood there, staring at the empty curve of porcelain as if it might tell him why he was holding it. Hunger, maybe. Habit, more likely.

This was his rhythm now—days and nights dissolving into one another until he couldn’t remember where one ended and the next began. Write. Draw. Pour himself into lines and shadows until exhaustion dragged him under. And yet, it was never just work. Every mark he laid down carried something of him: a fear he hadn’t spoken aloud, a grief he hadn’t dared to share, a fleeting joy he was afraid wouldn’t last. His characters bore those fragments willingly, quietly. To anyone else, they were fiction. To him, they were breath itself—sanctuaries carved in ink, the only places where the weight of reality didn’t crush him.

His manga was never just entertainment. It was confession. Refuge. A language only the page could hear, spoken in lines and shadows that most people would never fully understand.

Shaun tipped the cereal box, listening to the hollow patter of flakes against porcelain. The sound filled the kitchen, sharp in the otherwise unbroken quiet. He stood there a moment longer than needed, the spoon idle in his hand, eyes drifting back toward the desk where scattered papers and unfinished sketches waited like patient companions.

A faint smile curved at his mouth, touched with irony. This was his life—quiet, repetitive, demanding. Yet within those lines, within the faces and voices he conjured from ink, he found truths that reality had always denied him. Fragments of himself stitched into every panel. Pieces of a world where he could breathe without restraint.

And so, when the last bite was gone and the silence of the kitchen closed in again, Shaun knew where he would return. Back to the desk. Back to the paper. Back to the one world that asked nothing of him—except that he keep creating it.

Shaun drifted back into the studio, the dull ache in his neck still ghosting across his muscles. Yet the sight of his desk—familiar, chaotic, magnetic—pulled him back into its orbit as if gravity itself resided there. Papers sprawled where he had abandoned them, sketches half-born and waiting, the faint mingling scent of graphite and ink grounding him like a ritual.

He pulled the chair out, fingers brushing the worn edge of the desk, ready to sink once more into the rhythm that demanded everything of him. Then—

A sharp beep shattered the quiet.

The sound lingered unnaturally in the silence, a foreign intrusion in a room meant for nothing but him and the page. Shaun froze, his hand hovering over the desk. He almost ignored it—he always did. The phone was noise, distraction, an open door to a world he had worked hard to keep at bay. But the alert had already burrowed into his thoughts, refusing to be dismissed.

With a long breath through his nose, heavy with reluctance, Shaun leaned across the cluttered table and picked up the phone.

Two unread messages blinked at him, the screen’s glow briefly catching in his tired eyes.


The first name was sharp, heavy, familiar: His editor. Though that title didn’t quite cover it. She was his handler, his lifeline to the industry, the tether that kept him from vanishing completely into his own silence. She juggled the fans, the deadlines, the expectations he often couldn’t face. Without her, the gears of publication would grind to a halt every time Shaun retreated too far into himself.



The second name was gentler, almost luminous against the screen: Mom. Just three letters, but the weight behind them was entirely different.


He hesitated. His thumb hovered, indecisive, before pressing the editor’s message first. Better to deal with responsibility before softness.

You’re disappearing again. It’s been four months. Your fans are asking for you. Don’t make me keep stalling them.

The words struck with a practiced rhythm—firm, almost scolding, yet underpinned with care. She had sent variations of this message before, so many times it almost read like a script. And still, it worked. The guilt slipped under his ribs before he could stop it.

Four months. He blinked at the number. To him it hadn’t felt like that long at all. When he worked—or failed to work—time blurred into something unreliable. Days bled into nights, weeks into sketches and rewrites, until the world outside his studio seemed to vanish entirely.

Shaun leaned back, shoulders pressing against the worn chair, thumb hovering over the keyboard. He didn’t like explaining himself. Explaining meant admitting he was late, that he was stuck, that the story wasn’t flowing the way it should. And explanations carried shame. Shame was heavy.

So he typed fast, before he could overthink.

I’m working on a story. I don’t have time for that. You can handle it if you want.

Curt. Dismissive. Defensive, even. But it was all he could manage. He didn’t reread it. He never reread these replies—because if he did, he’d delete them and then never send anything at all.

He switched to the second message. His mother’s.

Hey Shaun, how are you? Everything okay? Always take your vitamins, don’t skip meals.

The words slowed him down in a way the editor’s never could. His expression softened without permission. He could almost hear her voice, gentle but insistent, carrying the same small reminders she’d repeated his whole life. The kind of concern that wasn’t grand or dramatic, just steady, constant. She never asked about deadlines. She never asked about the industry. Just about him.

For a moment, Shaun sat motionless, the silence of the studio pressing around him. Her message pierced deeper than she knew. Because behind her words was the quiet fear that he wasn’t okay—that he was unravelling in ways she couldn’t see from afar.

His thumb lingered longer this time before typing. Honesty was fragile, something he rationed even with her.

I’m okay, Mom. Just busy working on a story. I need concentration.

Shorter than she deserved. Colder than he meant. But safe.

He stared at the message, the blinking cursor daring him to add something more. He didn’t. He hit send, and the screen went still.

Almost guiltily, he flipped the phone face-down on the desk, as though hiding it would erase the weight of what he hadn’t said—to either of them. The silence reclaimed the room, but it felt heavier now, thick with the echo of two voices he couldn’t fully answer.

The world around him sank back into silence, swallowing the faint echoes of his phone as though they had never existed. The studio waited, still and unchanging, as if holding its breath for him. The papers lay scattered across the desk, not accusing, not impatient—simply patient, like loyal companions that would always be there when he came back.

Shaun exhaled slowly and rubbed his temples, pressing against the dull ache that lived behind his eyes. It did little to ease the weight, but the gesture itself was familiar, a kind of prelude. Then, with the heaviness of a man giving in to gravity, he lowered himself into the chair.

The pen met the page with its familiar resistance, the faint scratch of ink on paper cutting clean through the silence. His hand began to move almost of its own accord, lines unfurling into shapes, fragments of a world forming in careful strokes. Bit by bit, the pull deepened. His body was still in the studio, but something inside him was already gone, pulled beneath the surface into a place only he could see.

For Shaun, this was never just work. It was never only storytelling, or art, or creation. It was survival. Each mark he laid down anchored him, reminded him that he still existed in some way that mattered. The demands of the outside world—emails, expectations, the voices of people who wanted pieces of him—blurred at the edges until they no longer mattered. Even tenderness, the kind that softened him when he least expected it, grew faint and distant. All that remained sharp was this: the story. The characters. The fragile sanctuary they offered him when nothing else seemed to hold.

His shoulders curved forward as he bent closer to the page, posture forgotten, breath shallow and uneven. Time loosened its grip here, minutes slipping into hours without his notice. The world he built became the only one worth chasing, each panel a doorway, each face drawn a reminder that he could still breathe somewhere, even if not here.

And so he continued, hunched in the glow of the desk lamp, chasing the phantom world in his head as though it were the only purpose left to him—the only existence that mattered.


Chapter 2. His Refuge




Minutes bled quietly into hours, the studio holding him in its muted cocoon. The only sounds were the steady scratch of pen against paper, the faint whisper of pages shifting beneath his hand, and the occasional creak of his chair whenever he shifted just enough to stay in rhythm. Shaun’s body was still, almost statue-like, except for the restless motion of his hand. The world outside had no place here; in this small room, only the fragile universe unfurling in ink existed.

Time loosened, stretched thin, until it no longer moved in any way he could measure. He was lost in it—until the first pulse of pain struck hard against his temple.

At first it was small, just a dull throb at the edges of awareness. He brushed it aside, focusing harder on the lines before him, willing the ache to fade with the momentum of his work. But the pulse grew heavier, layer upon layer pressing down, a slow tightening band that cinched across his skull. It didn’t relent. Each beat of his heart echoed through his head like a drum, vibrating behind his eyes.

Migraine. He knew this enemy too well. It always came for him when he pushed too far, when he forgot food, water, sleep. Sometimes it crept in gradually like this, other times it struck with such ferocity that the entire world tilted away and abandoned him. Those were the times he had collapsed, faint and helpless, the story ripped from his hands.

His vision blurred at the edges now, colours smearing into one another as though the world itself was melting. He blinked rapidly, squinting, trying to force his eyes to hold focus, as if sheer stubbornness might keep the haze at bay. But the paper wavered beneath his gaze, the lines trembling in ways his hand had not drawn.

Frustration slipped from him in a sharp sigh. He lifted his free hand, pressing two fingers to his temple, kneading in small, deliberate circles. The skin was tender beneath his touch, heat building there. His neck had stiffened into a tight knot from hours of immobility, so he tilted his head back, stretching until the tendons pulled, vertebrae shifting with a muted crack. The relief was shallow, fleeting, gone almost as soon as it arrived.

Sliding his glasses off, he pinched the bridge of his nose, squeezing his eyes shut. Behind his lids, darkness bloomed thick and sudden, but it wasn’t restful. Shapes of light lingered, jagged and insistent, dancing in his periphery like afterimages burned too deep into his sight. Even when he opened his eyes again, the floating sparks remained, stubborn as ghosts.

He reached instinctively for his wrist, turning it toward the dim glow of the desk lamp. The hands of his watch came into focus, and his stomach dropped. Nearly night. The window panes no longer caught daylight but the faintest traces of dusk. The sky outside was bruised with violet and grey, the city beneath it already swallowed by shadows.

He hadn’t noticed. He hadn’t noticed the hours slip away, hadn’t noticed the light drain from the world beyond the glass. The day had starved itself into evening without his consent.


And so had he.
No food. No pause. Not once. His body was demanding what his mind had refused to give.


A rueful breath slipped from Shaun’s lips—half laugh, half self-scolding. Of course he had a headache. Of course his body was rebelling. It was only ever a matter of time. He lived like this too often, pushing until something snapped, forgetting that survival meant more than ink and paper. His body was demanding the care he kept denying it.

One hand drifted to his stomach, rubbing absently. Hunger stirred there in faint protest, but it was muffled, buried beneath the heavier demand of the migraine clawing through his skull. The ache had grown into a steady hammer, pounding behind his eyes until even thought came fractured, ragged at the edges.

With a grimace, Shaun reached for his phone. The glow of the screen stabbed into his tired eyes, making him flinch, though he didn’t put it down. His thumb hovered uncertainly before he began scrolling through the food app, vision skipping across the list without focus. None of it mattered. He wasn’t searching for taste, not even satisfaction—just something, anything to silence his body long enough to return to his desk. At last, he tapped a familiar order. Something simple. Something that would arrive without effort.

Cooking was out of the question. The thought of chopping, waiting for water to boil, hovering by a pan—it was unbearable right now. His patience had evaporated with the daylight. Tonight, he couldn’t spare a single ounce of energy for anything outside his work.

Because what he wanted most wasn’t food. It was the pages waiting for him, still spread across the desk like an unfinished conversation. They asked for nothing but his ink, his silence, his surrender.

Food ordered, Shaun let the phone drop face-down onto the desk and leaned back into his chair. His body sagged under the weight of exhaustion, but his fingers twitched with restlessness, aching to close again around the pen. The contradiction tore at him—his body begging for stillness, his mind begging for escape.

The migraine only pressed harder. A relentless, throbbing pulse drummed against the inside of his skull, louder, sharper, stealing clarity from his thoughts. His vision wavered again, edges blurring, light bleeding into halos. Shaun pressed his palm hard against his temple, as though he could shove the pain back into the dark, but the pressure did nothing. If anything, the agony only spread.

At last, he shoved the chair back from the desk. Its legs scraped faintly across the floor, the sound brittle in the silence. He pushed himself upright, but the motion tipped him sideways, unsteady.

His first step faltered. The world lurched off balance, shadows sliding across the room in strange, shifting angles. He staggered, caught himself against the doorway with a sharp intake of breath. For a moment he stayed there, one hand braced on the frame, head bowed as though the room itself might spin him away if he lifted it.

His breath came shallow, uneven. But eventually, he forced his body to move, peeling himself off the doorway. Slow, halting steps carried him out of the studio, one hand trailing along the wall like a tether, his gait uneven as he made his way toward the living room.

The couch was waiting like a lifeline. Shaun sank onto it, his body sagging into the cushions, every muscle too heavy to hold. He fumbled for the remote on the low table, pressed the power button, and let the television flicker to life. Bright colours danced across the screen, voices echoed faintly in the quiet apartment, but he didn’t care what played. He wasn’t watching.

He leaned back, resting his head against the cushion, closing his eyes. Just the sound of the TV was enough—noise that wasn’t silence, something to fill the hollow that had grown too deep in his solitude. His breathing slowed, eyelids heavy, and he felt himself sinking. Sleep teased him, close enough to taste.

Then the doorbell rang.

The sound snapped through the fog like a blade. Shaun flinched, groaned, and pushed himself up from the couch. His body protested with every step toward the door, but the thought of food drew him on. He opened it to find the delivery bag waiting, exchanged a mumbled thanks, then shut the door with a dull click.

The bag was set on the dining table, but hunger had not yet outweighed the throb in his skull. He shuffled to the kitchen, opening a cabinet by habit. The small bottles inside clinked faintly as he reached for one, twisting the cap with tired fingers until the familiar rattle answered him. He shook out a pill, swallowed it with a gulp of water from the tap, and exhaled as though the medicine might chase the pain instantly.

Carrying the bag, Shaun returned to the living room. He pulled out the containers and ate there, cross-legged on the couch, the food warm and simple but strangely grounding. Each bite dulled the sharp edge of hunger, though the migraine still lingered, pressing against his temples like a tide refusing to retreat.

When he finished, he didn’t bother clearing the wrappers. He leaned back again, head falling into the cushion, the TV buzzing in the background with voices and sounds that blurred into static.

His eyes slipped closed. The heaviness was irresistible now, dragging him down into its undertow. Days of broken sleep, nights stolen by stories and pages, caught up to him at last.

Within minutes, Shaun drifted away—leaving the glow of the television to fill the room with its empty company.


Chapter 3. His World





Shaun woke with a jolt, his body tensing before his mind fully caught up. The sharp, prolonged honking of a truck outside dragged him out of the heavy fog of sleep. He blinked groggily, his eyelids half-shut, lashes sticking together from the weight of exhaustion. Instinctively, he turned his wrist and squinted at his watch.


8:00 a.m.

For Shaun, that was nothing short of a miracle. He hadn’t slept that long in weeks—months, maybe. The endless cycle of work, migraines, and shallow rest had made true sleep feel like a forgotten luxury. He lay there for a moment, breathing steadily, waiting for the familiar throb in his temples. But it wasn’t there. The migraine was gone. A small, almost disbelieving smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

He sat up, rubbed his face, and surveyed the mess around him. Take-out wrappers and a half-crumpled delivery bag sat on the table where he had eaten last night. With sluggish movements, Shaun gathered them up and tossed them into the bin. His body still felt heavy, but the absence of pain gave him a strange clarity—enough to push him into motion.

He walked to his bedroom. Once, it had been a place of comfort, a space meant for rest. Now, it was little more than a closet with a bed in it—a place to change clothes, to dump laundry, not to sleep. His real nights belonged to the studio or the couch, wherever exhaustion caught him.

Grabbing fresh clothes, he headed straight to the bathroom. Steam filled the air as he let the shower run hot, standing under it longer than usual, letting the warmth chase away the last shadows of fatigue. Drops slid down his face, carrying with them the weight of the previous day.

When he finally stepped out, towelling his hair dry, he felt almost human again. Almost.

He drifted to the kitchen, pulled open the refrigerator, and frowned. Empty. Not even leftovers. With a sigh, he checked the cupboards—cereal, just cereal. No bread, no eggs, nothing fresh. He poured the cereal into a bowl, added the last of the milk, and ate in silence, spoon clinking against the porcelain.

But even as he finished, he knew what came next.

He hated going out. The press of people, the small talk at the registers, the stares that lingered too long. But he was out of stock. Not just running low—completely out. He couldn’t keep himself alive on cereal and coffee.

With resignation, Shaun pulled on his hoodie, tugged the hood low over his head. He slid on sunglasses, even though the day outside wasn’t particularly bright. It was less about shielding his eyes, more about shielding himself. Head lowered, shoulders hunched, he locked the door behind him and stepped into the outside world.

The supermarket was its usual chaos—carts rattling, voices overlapping, children tugging on sleeves, announcements echoing faintly from the ceiling speakers. Shaun didn’t linger. He moved quickly, weaving through the aisles like someone on a mission. Bread, rice, milk, frozen meals, instant noodles, a few snacks he wouldn’t admit to craving—each item tossed into the basket with brisk efficiency. The quicker he finished, the sooner he could return to the safety of silence.

At the register, he kept his sunglasses on, muttered the shortest responses possible, and left as soon as the transaction was done. The outside air hit him like a relief.

On his way back, he paused at a small coffee stand tucked along the sidewalk. The aroma of roasted beans curled into the air, pulling him in despite himself. He ordered a black coffee, murmured thanks, and held the cup close, letting the warmth bleed through the paper into his hands.

By the time he returned to his apartment, Shaun felt the invisible weight of the outside pressing off his shoulders. Inside, he unpacked the bags with methodical precision, placing everything in its place—the fridge humming contentedly as it finally filled, the cupboards no longer barren.

When the task was done, Shaun drifted toward the window in the living room. The curtains were half-open, and through them he could see the world outside in motion: people hurrying to work, buses groaning at the stops, children in uniforms dragging their schoolbags. Life, busy, loud, insistent.

He stood there for a long moment, coffee cooling in his hand, watching them. Watching a life he no longer felt part of.

And then, quietly, he turned back to his desk—toward the world he knew was waiting for him in ink and silence.

Shaun lowered himself into the chair, the fresh smell of brewed coffee still lingering faintly in his hand though most of it was already gone. His body was tired, yet his mind was restless, restless in the way it always became when the blank page—or, in this case, the glowing screen of his tablet—waited before him.

He reached over and pressed the power button. The tablet flickered to life, the soft hum of the machine awakening filling the silence of his apartment. The light from the screen bathed his face, a stark glow against the dimness of the studio.

His stylus lay nearby, waiting, and when he picked it up, he felt that familiar rush of anticipation—the quiet electricity that always struck in the moment before creation began. He twirled the stylus once between his fingers, a ritual of sorts, and touched it to the glass.

The screen lit with the last image he had left unfinished: a man, caught mid-drawing, half-complete yet already stunningly alive in form.

Shintaro.

Even incomplete, he was arresting. Shaun’s gaze lingered on the sharp lines of his jaw, the way his features carried both nobility and wildness. His hair—black, messy, yet somehow purposeful—framed his face like a crown of shadows. His eyes, though half-shaded and barely coloured in, seemed unnervingly expressive, as if they were already watching him. Tantalizing. Intense. They carried a strange depth, almost as though Shaun had stolen them from someone real rather than inventing them with his imagination.

His lashes were long, drawn with care; his brows thick but elegant, hinting at character and strength. The nose, perfectly straight, almost sculpted, gave him a regal sharpness, and below it—Shaun had spent more time than he’d admit sketching and reshaping—the lips. Kissable. Too full, too real, too human.

Shintaro looked like a prince. No, not the polished, storybook kind—something wilder. A prince who had escaped his palace, who carried secrets behind his eyes. Someone untamed. Someone who belonged to a kingdom no one else could reach.

Shaun had sketched him as tall, towering—six feet at least, maybe a little more. It was deliberate. The contrast amused him, though he’d never admit it aloud—Shintaro was everything he wasn’t. Strong where Shaun felt fragile. Striking where Shaun felt invisible. Confident where Shaun shrank away. At five-five, Shaun barely reached the shoulder of the man he had created.

But there was more to Shintaro than appearance. He wasn’t just a figure on a screen. He was a manifestation. A composite of emotions Shaun could never say out loud. He was born from loneliness, from long nights of silence, from the ache Shaun carried quietly inside his chest. Shintaro wasn’t just a character—he was Shaun’s refuge, his unspoken confession, the anchor that kept him tethered when life threatened to dissolve into emptiness.

Tonight, as Shaun stared at the drawing, he felt it again—that strange, prickling unease.

The man on the screen was looking at him.

Not in the casual, blank way unfinished sketches often seemed to glance, but directly—straight into Shaun, as though the lines of graphite and digital ink had managed to capture something sentient.

It was ridiculous. He knew it. It was his own fault for pouring too much into the drawing, for shaping Shintaro with such care that even he, the creator, could be fooled. Still, the sensation crawled over his skin, cold and insistent. His fingers tightened around the stylus.

He leaned forward.


The eyes seemed to follow. Deep. Piercing. Not just looking, but seeing.



Shaun let out a nervous laugh, shaking his head. “God, I’m losing it,” he muttered, voice rough in the quiet room. But the words didn’t comfort him. They fell flat, empty, like someone muttering to ward off a presence they didn’t truly believe was gone.


He considered closing the file, maybe even erasing it, starting over with something safer, something less consuming. But his hand hesitated. Shintaro wasn’t just a drawing anymore. He was… important. Needed. As much as it unsettled him, Shaun couldn’t bear to erase him.

So instead, he sat there in the dim studio, stylus hovering above the screen, caught between two warring urges: the desire to continue, to give Shintaro life in ink and light, and the irrational fear that every line he added only brought the man closer to something impossible.

And though Shaun told himself it was foolish, he couldn’t shake the sensation that the man on the screen wasn’t just alive in his imagination.

He was alive—waiting.
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