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To those who give everything to protect what they love — even when they know they won’t stay.

To the quiet creators, the tired dreamers,the ones who keep drawing even when their hands tremble.

You who give your heart to something that can’t speak back — this is for you.

And to the ones who are always protecting, silently choosing to carry someone else’s pain so they can keep smiling one more day.

You are not forgotten.

Even if you fade.


When ink breaks, it spills what was never meant to live.

And love, caught between the lines, has to choose — to stay, or to save.



Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Foreword

Preface

Prologue

Introduction

Chapter 1. Paper Cuts the Flesh

Chapter 2. The Way Real Feels

Chapter 3. Pretty Boy in the Balcony

Chapter 4. The Shape of What Wasn’t Drawn

Chapter 5. The Weight of Unfinished Things

Chapter 6. The Girl Who Was Never Meant to Be

Chapter 7. The Smile That Wasn’t Hers

Chapter 8. The Heart Beneath the Glitch

Chapter 9. The Split Second That Shattered

Chapter 10. Fractures

Chapter 11. The Edge of Weakness

Chapter 12. The Words That Slipped

Chapter 13. The Weight of Unfinished Lines

Chapter 14. The Line Between Creation and Monster

Chapter 15. The Memory That Wasn't

Chapter 16. Echo at the Door

Chapter 17. The Whisper That Wasn’t There

Chapter 18. Shadows Beneath the Sun

Chapter 19. Magic

Chapter 20. The Quiet Watcher

Chapter 21. The Mark on the Mat

Chapter 22. The Voice Between the Lines

Chapter 23. When Stillness Shatters

Chapter 24. The Cold Whisper

Chapter 25. The Truth Beneath the Fur

Chapter 26. Teeth in the Dark

Chapter 27. Fading Pawprints

Chapter 28. The Voice in the Dark

Chapter 29. Dragged into the Dark

Chapter 30. Don’t Forget Me

Epilogue

Teaser for Book 3: When Ink and Reality Collides

Afterword

Acknowledgement

Author Notes

About The Author

Connect With Author

Books By This Author


Foreword




There’s a moment—somewhere between holding on and letting go—when the world inside us fractures.

Book 1, When Ink Breathes, was a story of quiet awakening. Of a lonely creator meeting the impossible, and of a character stepping off the page to become something more. Shaun and Shintaro were never meant to meet. And yet, they did.

But what happens when what you create grows too big for the frame?

When the lines begin to blur, and reality starts to bend in ways you never drew?

This book is about that bend. That break.

In When Ink Breaks, Shintaro is no longer a question mark between the lines. He is real. Entirely, painfully, beautifully real. But so are the others—the ones Shaun never meant to finish. The ones who were never supposed to escape.

This is a story about protection that hurts, love that fades by inches, and what it means to give yourself away one character at a time. It’s about losing pieces of yourself just to keep someone else whole.

It’s also about how love, even when it’s born from fiction, can make the ultimate choice—to disappear so someone else can stay.

If you’ve ever poured yourself into something that could never truly give back…

If you’ve ever loved so much it emptied you…

If you’ve ever watched someone fade while protecting you…

This story might hurt.

But I promise—it will understand you.

Thank you for turning the page.

Let’s see what breaks.


Preface




Grief is a strange companion.
It does not shout. It does not demand.
It waits.

It sits quietly in the spaces no one else notices—the pause between heartbeats, the hollow in a smile, the silence that lingers long after the laughter has gone. It waits at the edge of the bed when the world has gone still, and it presses its hand against your chest when you wake, reminding you of what is missing.

For Shaun, grief had no mercy. It came not only with silence, but with memory. With the shape of someone’s presence still haunting his skin. With the echo of words that would never be spoken again. With the weight of a hand that once felt so real.

And yet… grief is not only loss. It is proof. Proof that something mattered. Proof that what was once fleeting lived, even if only for a moment.

That is where this story begins.

With Shaun carrying the unbearable weight of Shintaro’s absence. With pages that feel heavier than the pen can bear. With fans who smile and cheer, never knowing the cost of what they hold in their hands.

But stories are strange things. They don’t end just because we close the book.

And when the heart dares to recognize what the eyes refuse to believe, even grief itself begins to tremble.


Prologue




The world had been loud ever since Shintaro left. Not in the kind of way Shaun could hear, but in the kind that filled every space inside him, making it impossible to think without something aching.

He had learned to work through it. Learned to smile for photographs, sign pages without letting his hand shake, answer questions from fans as though nothing was missing. But in every quiet pocket of the day, when the lights dimmed or the voices softened, his mind went to the same place — the empty chair in his studio. The way it leaned just slightly, as if someone had only stepped away for a moment.

He stopped counting the days. Counting made it worse.

Some nights, his dreams tried to trick him. A hand on his shoulder. A voice almost familiar, calling from somewhere he couldn’t see. He’d wake with his chest tight, and fingers curled, still reaching for something.

And then there were the stranger nights — ones where the air around him felt heavier, like he wasn’t alone. He’d glance up from his desk, swear there was movement in the corner of the room, but find nothing except shadows and the quiet hum of his computer.

He told himself it was just fatigue. He told himself a lot of things.

But one evening, as he was sketching, a strange calm spread through him. His pen paused mid-stroke. He didn’t know why, but the moment felt different — the kind of different that sinks into your skin before your mind catches up. His chest tightened in the same way it did in those dreams, only this time, he wasn’t asleep.

He didn’t see anything. No flicker. No shape. Just a feeling, deep and inexplicable, like a thread had been tied between him and something — someone — far away.

He shook it off. Went back to work.

The next morning, he woke up thinking about Shintaro without the usual pain. Not because he missed him less, but because for the first time in so long, a small, reckless thought had formed:

What if I see him again?


Introduction




When “When Ink Breathes” closed, so too did Shintaro’s existence. He faded with the final page, leaving Shaun—and perhaps many of you—broken in ways that words struggled to hold. His absence was heavy, his silence louder than any scream. And for Shaun, life went on in the cruellest way: pretending, smiling for fans, holding a pen steady while his heart trembled.

But grief is never the end of a story. It lingers, yes, but it also shapes.


When Ink Breaks is not just a continuation—it is what happens when absence begins to bleed into the present. It is a story of cracks, of love caught between creation and destruction, of choices that demand everything. Where When Ink Breathes asked what it means for something imagined to feel real, this book asks: what price do we pay to keep it alive?

Here, Shaun stands at the edge of heartbreak, believing he has lost Shintaro forever. And yet… when the heart recognizes something the eyes cannot see, everything changes.

This is not a gentle story. It will ache. It will fracture. It will test the limits of what can be given, and what must be let go. But within that ache lies a truth worth holding onto.


Chapter 1. Paper Cuts the Flesh





The pen in Shaun’s hand trembled just slightly as he signed another name, adding a rushed little sketch of the fox-eared mascot his fans adored so much. They always asked for it—just your little signature fox, please? —and he always obliged, though his fingers ached now and the line seemed to stretch far past the cordoned booths.



“Thank you so much!” the girl in front of him beamed, clutching the signed copy to her chest like it was something sacred.


Shaun smiled politely, nodded. He couldn’t bring himself to say much else today. His throat was dry. His legs sore. His vision… twitching at the edges. Like his mind had wandered off five minutes ago and hadn’t come back.

He looked past the next fan in line.

Beyond the booth. Beyond the crowd. Beyond the movement of cosplayers, banners, cardboard displays, overpriced soda cups.

Something.

Someone.

He couldn’t see the face. Not clearly. Just a shape. Still. Standing where no one else was standing. Not moving forward. Not looking away.


It wasn't the face that gripped his chest like a clenched fist.
It was the way his heart reacted.



Like it recognized him before Shaun’s eyes did.


Like it had been screaming in silence this whole time, waiting for this.


“Excuse me,” Shaun said, too quiet. Then a little louder, “I—I need to step out.”



The next fan frowned. The handler looked over, startled. “Shaun?”



“I’ll be back in just a minute. Sorry.”


He pushed his chair back. His legs nearly buckled from sitting too long. But he moved, weaving through the edge of the crowd, out past the velvet ropes, toward that figure still half-shrouded by shadows and motion. His heart thudded wildly in his chest, faster than it should’ve, louder than anything else in the hall.

He walked.

Then faster.

Then ran.

The figure turned just slightly—face still obscured by a group of fans walking by with giant cardboard cutouts. Shaun’s breath caught.

Then—space. A clearing. Dim light bleeding through the ceiling panels.

And him.

Him.

The world fell away like torn paper.

He stood there, just a few feet ahead, in a dark jacket, soft black hair curling gently where it brushed his jaw, black eyes calm like moonlight over deep water.

Shaun froze.

He couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t even form a word.

Tears welled before he understood why. Before his mind could catch up with the flood in his chest.

The man took two quiet steps forward, eyes locked with his.

And smiled.


“Is that how you greet an old friend?”


That voice.

That voice.

It cracked the last of Shaun’s control.

He ran.


He didn’t care who saw, who didn’t. He didn’t care about the fans, the staff, the noise, the bright banners waving behind him. He only knew the space between them was too wide and he had to close it now—now—


Shaun collided with Shintaro, arms wrapping around him in a fierce, desperate grip. His face buried against Shintaro’s chest, his body shaking as the tears poured out of him—raw, silent, unrelenting.

He couldn’t speak.

He didn’t want to.


He just needed to hold him.
To prove he wasn’t hallucinating.
That the weight in his arms was real.


Shintaro didn’t say a word.

He tapped Shaun’s head gently, soothing. A rhythm like memory. Like breath. Like he’d done before.


“There… there…”


The words weren’t needed. The voice was.

Shaun didn’t let go.

Not even when Shintaro tried, gently, to pull back and look at him. His hands moved to Shaun’s shoulders, to coax him away—but Shaun held on tighter.

So Shintaro gave in.

Held him again.

Tapped his head with quiet patience.

Let him cry.

Let the crowd pass and the noise blur into nothing.

Eventually, Shaun’s sobs faded into breathless shivers.

He pulled away—barely. His eyes were swollen, nose red, voice hoarse.


“I thought I’d lost you forever,” he whispered. “I didn’t know how to move forward. I tried—I really tried—but…”


His throat closed again. He inhaled shakily.


“How did you come back?” he asked, voice trembling.


Shintaro looked at him for a long time.

Then smiled softly.


“I didn’t,” he said. “You pulled me back.”



Shaun blinked, lost. “I… I didn’t do anything.”



“You didn’t,” Shintaro agreed.



“But your heart did.”


And that was when the fireworks began.

From across the convention plaza, behind the tall glass panels, colour erupted into the sky—pink, gold, indigo, streaks of light cracking across the dark like stars that didn’t want to stay put.

Shaun turned his head, watching them.

Shintaro stood beside him.

Neither of them touched.

Neither of them spoke.

But side by side, they watched the sky burn.

Together.

The signing wasn’t over.

Shaun returned to his booth ten minutes later, wiping his face as best he could, blinking through what was left of his tears. The staff didn’t question it. His editor gave him a look but said nothing.

He signed the last few copies with shaky hands, eyes drifting every so often toward the edge of the hall—where a quiet shadow waited, just out of sight.

The fans thought he was smiling because he was having fun.

They didn’t know.


Afterward, his editor clapped him on the back. “Dinner with the team? You coming?”



Shaun gave the smallest smile. “Thanks… but I have other plans.”


She didn’t press. She never did. Not with him.


“Take care, Shaun.”


He nodded and slipped away from the noise, the crowd, the lights.

Outside, the air was cooler.

Shintaro waited by the edge of the street, hands in his pockets.

They walked without touching. Without needing to.

A park nearby glowed faintly under soft lamps and fireflies. The path was quiet.


“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” Shaun said quietly.



“Neither did I,” Shintaro replied. “But you never stopped looking.”



Shaun laughed under his breath. “I didn’t even know where to look.”


They walked.

Talked about stupid things. Small things. As if no time had passed at all.

There was no heaviness. No goodbye looming just yet.

They stopped at a small corner store on the way home. Shaun needed tea and snacks and a new box of tissues. Shintaro insisted they get two different brands and compare them like a scientific study.


They argued over which ramen brand had “less offensive sodium.”


At one point, Shintaro held up a packet of cookies shaped like cats.


“They’re you,” he said, stone-faced.



Shaun blinked. “What?”



“Tiny. Easily crumbled. Look sad when left out overnight.”



Shaun nearly dropped the basket on the floor. “I hate you.”



“You don’t,” Shintaro said. “You’ve drawn me crying in your sleep.”


Shaun blushed so hard he almost melted into the refrigerator aisle.

When they got home, Shaun placed the bags down, turned to say something—and paused.

Shaun was watching him again.

That same look.

Like he was memorizing the shape of Shintaro’s breathing.


Shintaro look at Shaun and said, “Why are you staring?”



Shaun grinned. “Now you know how I felt you always staring at me”



Shintaro rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well—this feels I was about to melt with how you stared at me.”



“You’re blinking weird.”



“You’re existing is weirder.”


They both stood in silence.

Then, laughter. Soft. Shaky. But real.

And somehow, in that moment—

Shaun realized he hadn’t felt afraid in hours.


Chapter 2. The Way Real Feels




Shaun hadn’t stopped looking at him.

Not once.

Since the moment the door clicked shut and the silence of his apartment folded back around them like a familiar old coat, Shaun had barely blinked. He wasn’t subtle about it either—he just sat on the couch with his knees pulled up, arms wrapped tight around a pillow, staring across the room like Shintaro might flicker out of existence if he looked away for even a second.

Shintaro didn’t say anything about it. He just sat there on the floor, legs stretched out, back leaned against the edge of Shaun’s coffee table, arms resting loosely on his knees. Breathing like he belonged. As if the apartment had always had a space for him waiting. Like the floor remembered the shape of his body.


“Stop looking at me like that,” Shintaro said softly, without turning.



Shaun blinked, startled. “Like what?”



“Like I’m a ghost with an expiration date.”


Shaun’s mouth opened, then closed.


“I’m not going anywhere,” Shintaro added. He turned his head just slightly, enough for Shaun to see the calm in his eyes. “Not this time.”


Shaun didn’t answer.

He couldn’t.


Because even now—even here, where the lights were dim and soft and the room smelled faintly of clean laundry and early spring air, even now that Shintaro was here, sitting on his floor, real—his heart still braced itself for something to break.



“Say something,” Shintaro murmured.


Shaun clutched the pillow tighter.


“I don’t know what to say.”



“Try.” He smiled gently. “You’re good with words, remember?”



Shaun let out a quiet breath. “You’re here.”



“I am.”



“You’re not glitching.”



“No.”



“No visual distortion. No blinking frame tears. No flickering outlines.”



“Correct.”



“You’re not see-through.”



“I’d hope not.”



“You’re solid. With… weight. You have weight.”



“Thank you?”



Shaun narrowed his eyes. “You know what I mean.”



Shintaro tilted his head. “I do.”


He looked down at his own hand for a moment, flexing the fingers slightly, as if re-learning them.


“Last time,” he said softly, “I felt like I was borrowing reality. Like I was just on loan, until your world decided I didn’t belong in it.”



Shaun lowered the pillow slowly. “And now?”



Shintaro’s voice came quieter. “Now I feel… like I exist.”


He looked up, met Shaun’s eyes with something open and raw.


“I don’t feel like ink anymore. I feel like… me. I think—I really think—I’m fully real now.”


Shaun’s throat tightened.


He looked away, blinking hard. “You said I pulled you back.”



“You did.”



“I didn’t draw anything.”



“I didn’t say you used your hands.”


Shaun swallowed, shoulders curling inward like the moment was too big to carry in full.


“I missed you,” he whispered.


Shintaro didn’t reply right away.


Then: “I know.”



Shaun looked over sharply. “You do?”



Shintaro’s smile was faint. “I felt it. That night. Whatever was left of me… it heard you.”



Shaun hugged the pillow again. “You better not disappear this time. I’m not doing another breakdown in public.”



“You didn’t look so bad.”



“I sobbed into your chest in front of strangers.”



“They probably thought it was kind of like a child having tantrums.”


Shaun groaned into the pillow.

Shintaro stood and walked into the kitchen like he lived there.


Shaun sat bolt upright. “What are you doing?”



“Getting water.”



“That’s my fridge.”



Shintaro opened it. “I’m aware.”



“You didn’t ask.”



“I used to be a figment of your imagination. I think we’re past that stage.”


Shaun stared as Shintaro pulled out a glass, filled it, and drank like someone who had always known thirst. Then opened the cabinet and poked around.


“You rearranged your mugs,” Shintaro muttered.


Shaun’s heart stuttered.


“You remember that?”



“Of course I do. The blue one used to be left of the sink.”



Shaun stood up slowly, hands loose at his sides. “You really remember everything.”



Shintaro turned back around, glass in hand. “I remember the studio. The sketches. The collapse. The fade. Your voice.” His smile faded a little. “You crying on the floor after I disappeared.”


Shaun inhaled sharply.


“I remember everything, Shaun. Every frame. Every breath. Every time you reached for me.”


They stood in silence, eyes locked across the soft yellow spill of kitchen light.

And then, without a word, Shintaro stepped forward and gently placed the glass on the counter.

Shaun looked down.

Then, softly, like trying to poke at something too fragile to name—

He reached out and tapped Shintaro’s chest with two fingers.


“…Still real,” he murmured.



Shintaro caught his wrist gently. “I’m not leaving you again.”



“You better not,” Shaun said, voice cracking.



Then added, quieter, “I don’t think I’d survive it.”


They didn’t do much that night.

Shaun made tea.

Shintaro ate half a box of dry cereal and commented on how weirdly satisfying it was to crunch food that didn’t disappear mid-bite.

They talked about nothing.

Movies. Ramen. That time Shaun rage-quit a game because the final boss looked too much like one of his old characters.

Shintaro teased him for still sleeping with a backup sketchpad by his bed.

Shaun retaliated by throwing a rolled-up sock at his head.

Later, Shaun curled up under his blanket on the couch, and Shintaro sat cross-legged on the floor beside him, reading one of Shaun’s old comics with the same concentration he’d given it the very first time they met.

It was quiet.

Not the kind that waited for something to go wrong.


But the kind that just was. Shared. Present.


And for once, Shaun didn’t feel like time was running out.

Around midnight, Shaun stirred.

He wasn’t sure if he’d fallen asleep. Just that he woke to the sound of Shintaro still turning pages.

He looked down.


“Hey.”


Shintaro glanced up.


“…You good?” Shaun asked.



“Yeah.”


A pause.


“Still real?” Shaun whispered.


Shintaro reached up and tapped Shaun’s knee.


“Check for yourself.”


Shaun smiled.

He didn’t poke this time.

He just looked.

Long. Quiet. Grateful.


Chapter 3. Pretty Boy in the Balcony




Shaun had precisely two seconds of peace that morning.


He sat on the couch in his comfiest oversized hoodie, nursing a half-warm mug of green tea, legs tucked under him like a small, emotionally unstable cat. Shintaro was in the kitchen, humming off-key while trying to figure out if peanut butter and scrambled eggs were a “socially acceptable combination.”


Shaun had just opened his sketchpad to a fresh page when—

Ding-dong. Ding-dong. DING—DONGDONGDONGDONGDONG.

He froze.


Shintaro stopped humming. “That’s aggressive.”



Shaun blinked. “No one rings like that unless they’re either lost or related to me.”


Another pause.


Shintaro peeked out from the kitchen with a slice of toast hanging from his mouth like a dramatic anime protagonist. “Want me to get it?”



“Absolutely not!” Shaun leapt off the couch, flailing dramatically. “You have to hide.”



Shintaro blinked. “Excuse me?”



Shaun was already running toward him. “You can’t be seen.”



“I’m literally making toast.”



“My family doesn’t know you exist!”



Shintaro raised a brow. “You… didn’t tell them about me?”



Shaun made a choking sound. “How do I even begin that conversation? Um… ‘Hey, remember that comic character I created who bled out of the tablet and then faded and now lives in my apartment?’”



Shintaro opened his mouth, then closed it. “Okay, yeah. Fair.”


DINGDONGDONGDONG—


Shaun grabbed his shoulders. “I need you to go. Balcony. Now.”



Shintaro’s face twisted in disbelief. “Seriously?! It’s cold out there!”



“You’re the guy who once fought a sentient panel split. You can handle light wind.”



“I’m real now, remember? I can get colds.”



“I’ll draw you vitamin C.”



“Shaun.”



Shaun herded him down the hallway like a sheepdog on a mission. “Out. Now. Go. Be mysterious.”


With a dramatic sigh and a crunch of unfinished toast, Shintaro stepped out onto the tiny balcony like a banished prince.

Shaun closed the door behind him just as the doorbell rang again.

He smoothed his hoodie, took a breath, and opened the front door.

And immediately got tackled by his older sister.


“CONGRATULATIONS, FAMOUS BOY!!” she screamed into his ear.


“Hey…” Shaun wheezed.

Behind her, his parents stood proudly holding a cake box. His aunt followed with a bouquet, his cousin with a novelty plush fox wearing a cape and sunglasses.


“You didn’t answer your texts,” his mom said, stepping inside like she owned the place.



“We thought you were avoiding us because of deadlines,” his sister added, blowing a party popper into his face.



Shaun blinked through the confetti. “You ambushed me.”



“Surprise celebration,” his dad said proudly. “For our successful, mysterious artist son.”



“I’m not mysterious,” Shaun muttered, moving aside as the parade marched into his apartment.



“You are when you vanish for a month and then suddenly hit trending lists overnight,” his cousin said, already snapping pictures of his books on the shelf.



Thirty-nine minutes later, the coffee table was covered in cake plates and plastic forks, the air smelled faintly of flowers and vanilla frosting, and Shaun had officially lost control of his own living room.


And Shintaro was still outside.

Shaun couldn’t sneak him food. Not with his mom watching him like a hawk. Not with his aunt rearranging his potted plants.

Then came the moment.

His sister wandered into the bathroom.

Shaun froze.

Five seconds later:


“Shaun…” she called. “Why are there two toothbrushes in here?”



Shaun choked on his tea. “I—uh—it’s a backup!”



“One’s yours. The other is your backup? How many set of teeth you have?”



Shaun winced. “I—like to rotate.”


She appeared in the doorway, squinting at him like a detective in a drama.


“Are you hiding someone?”



Shaun’s face went pale. “W-What? No! Why would you—”



“Because there’s also an extra mug on the sink, and you don’t drink tea in the bathroom.”



Shaun’s mom chimed in, gently, “Sweetheart, we’re not judging. You’re old enough. And if someone’s around—whether it’s a roommate or a… close friend—we’re just glad you’re doing well.”



“I’m not hiding anyone,” Shaun lied with the straightest face he could manage.



His cousin snorted. “Yeah, and I didn’t see an extra pair of slippers by the door.”



Shaun stared at them. “You guys need to leave my solitary life alone.”


They all raise their hands in mock surrender. “Alright, fine—we’ll leave your solitary life alone…” one of them teases, and the group bursts into laughter.


Two hours later, the last guest left, the front door closed, and silence returned like a heavy sigh.


Shaun turned slowly toward the balcony door.

It creaked open a moment later.


And Shintaro entered swaddled in a blanket like a betrayed ghost, holding the same now-cold piece of toast from earlier.


Shaun pressed his lips together.

Shintaro said nothing.

He moved to the couch, dropped onto it like gravity owed him, and curled up dramatically at one end.


Shaun tried, “I can explain—”



“Two hours,” Shintaro said, eyes on the ceiling.



“I didn’t know they were coming!”



“There were party poppers.”



“I was trapped!”



“They ate all the good cake.”



Shintaro slowly turned his head, betrayal in his eyes. “There was cake?”



Shaun raised his hands. “I’ll buy you a slice. No, two slices! One for betrayal. One for the cold.”



Shintaro narrowed his eyes. “Make it whole, for this mess…”



Shaun let out an exaggerated sigh. “An entire cake—that’s how much I owe you!”



Shintaro smirked. “Yep.”


He pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders like a fortress.


Shaun looked at him sideways. “You know, you could’ve just climbed down and gone for a walk.”



“I didn’t want to miss anything.”



Shaun blinked. “Miss what?”



Shintaro’s expression softened. “This. All of this. The mess. The panic. You trying to explain two toothbrushes. I like… existing in your world, Shaun.”


Shaun swallowed.

And then gently, quietly—


“Even if I’m not ready to share it with you yet.”



Shintaro looked at him. “I’m okay with that.”


They didn’t hug.

They didn’t touch.

They just sat on the couch, side by side.

Wrapped in silence, a little frosting, and the warmth of something steady.


Chapter 4. The Shape of What Wasn’t Drawn




The sky was a soft, high blue—the kind that held no shadows but offered no promises either. The kind of day that felt in-between, like it hadn’t decided yet if it wanted to be warm or lonely.

Shaun adjusted the strap of his messenger bag and glanced up at the store sign above them.


“Cakes, Crumbs & Company,” he muttered. “Sounds like a passive-aggressive bakery.”



Shintaro smirked beside him. “You promised me cake. Don’t ruin this.”



“I also promised myself a quiet life, and look how that turned out.”



Shintaro opened the glass door like a gentleman and made an exaggerated bow. “After you, grumpy sugar lord.”


Shaun elbowed him lightly as he stepped inside.

The shop was charming—smelling of sugar and almond and something warm baking in the back. Display cases gleamed under golden light, filled with tiered slices of colour-frosted art. A glass carousel rotated lazy lemon tarts. Old jazz played faintly in the background.

Shintaro gravitated to the far side of the display like a moth to cake-light. Shaun walked toward the counter, scanning the menu, already knowing he’d forget half of it under pressure.

Behind him, Shintaro moved—light-footed, curious, leaning slightly toward the refrigerated case to get a better look at something on the bottom shelf.

Which was exactly when she appeared.

The woman came from the opposite direction, turning at the same time, not expecting him there.

They bumped.

Softly—but enough to make her lose balance.

Shaun glanced over his shoulder just in time to see Shintaro’s arm shoot out, steadying her by the elbow. The gesture was instinctual, gentle.

Their eyes met.


Their faces were close.
Too close.


And neither pulled back right away.

Shaun’s fingers froze halfway to his wallet.


“I’m so sorry,” the woman said quickly.



“No, I’m—sorry,” Shintaro replied.


They both paused.

Then chuckled—quiet, breathy.


Shaun watched as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and extended her hand with an easy smile. “Anna.”



Shintaro looked down at her hand. Then smiled softly, the way he sometimes did when Shaun wasn’t looking. “Shintaro.”


Their hands met.

Stayed.

Then let go.

Shaun turned back to the register like he’d been slapped by frosting.

He didn’t hear the rest of their conversation clearly—just fragments.


“New in town?”



“No, just haven’t been out much lately.”



“Well, you should. You’re too pretty to keep indoors.”


Shaun wanted to disappear into a stack of napkins.

He paid quickly, thanked the cashier, and grabbed the cake box without looking back.

When Shintaro finally rejoined him near the door, Shaun pretended to be adjusting the receipt.

Shintaro said nothing at first.

Then, as they stepped out into the bright sidewalk, he looked up at the sky and smiled faintly.

Shaun glanced at him sideways.

That smile.

Warm. Light. Real.


“Why are you smiling?” Shaun asked, too casually.



“I don’t know,” Shintaro said. “I just… feel happy.”


Shaun said nothing.

Didn’t ask more.

His grip on the cake box tightened slightly, and the rest of the walk home stretched out in a silence neither of them knew how to cut.

By the time they got back to the apartment, the mood had grown heavier than it had any right to be.

Shaun set the cake on the table without a word. Went to the sink. Washed his hands too long. Dried them too hard.

Shintaro hovered nearby, uncertain.


“You’re quiet,” he said.



“I’m always quiet,” Shaun replied.



“Quieter than usual.”



Shaun stared at the faucet. “Don’t worry about it.”


But he didn’t look at Shintaro.

And he didn’t eat the cake.

Neither of them did.

The box sat unopened between them on the table like a forgotten argument.

Later, when the silence had curdled into something colder, Shaun finally turned around, arms crossed tightly.


“Why didn’t you tell me the reason you were smiling?”


Shintaro looked up from the floor, where he’d been absently watching the shadows dance under the coffee table.


“I told you,” he said. “I didn’t know.”



Shaun’s eyes narrowed. “You said you felt happy.”



“I did.”



“Was it because of the girl?”



Shintaro hesitated. “I don’t know.”



“Maybe you don’t know,” Shaun said flatly, “because you’re still figuring out what it means to be real.”


That landed like a dropped plate.


Shintaro looked up, slowly. “What are you trying to say?”



Shaun looked away. “Nothing.”



But Shintaro’s voice stayed even. “Ask me what you want to ask.”


Shaun bit his lip. Then looked at him.


“Do you… like her?”


A long pause.


Then, “Yes. I liked her.”


Shaun’s chest tightened.


He nodded once. “Will you… contact her?”



Shintaro tilted his head. “For what reason?”


Shaun’s heart eased just enough to breathe.

He looked down at the cake box. Then back up.


“No reason.”


He opened the box. Cut a slice. Placed it on a plate.

Held it out.


“I’m sorry,” he said.


Shintaro looked at him for a long moment.

Then took the plate.


“I don’t get why you were upset,” he admitted. “But… thank you.”



Shaun sighed and sat beside him. “I just—” he paused. “I don’t know what to do with the idea of you… having a life. A different one. One that might pull you away.”



“I’m not going anywhere.”



“Yeah, well.” Shaun gave a weak smile. “You said that last time too.”


They didn’t talk for a minute.

Then, slowly, they both reached for another slice.

Talked about nothing. Something. Everything.

And before they realized it—the cake was gone.

Shaun blinked at the empty tray.


“…Did we just—?”


Shintaro looked at the last crumb on his fork.

They looked at each other.

Then burst out laughing.

That night

The studio lights were off. The city’s glow filtered faintly through the curtains.

Shaun sat cross-legged at his desk, staring at the blank screen of his tablet.

He tapped the power button.

Nothing.

He tilted it. Checked the cord.

It wasn’t plugged in.


“…Right,” he muttered. “Low batt. Always.”


He plugged it in and set it aside.

The soft click of a turning page drew his attention.

Shintaro was sitting on the edge of the bed, sketchbook open in his lap, eyes quiet.


“What’re you looking at?” Shaun asked as he crossed the room.


Shintaro held up the page. It was filled with loosely drawn characters—some fully formed, some just faces or outlines.


“I remember these,” Shaun said softly. “I tried finishing them once. On the tablet. But I kept changing my mind.”



“They’re still here.”



Shaun shrugged. “They never go away. I just stop adding to them.”



Shintaro nodded. “Some feel… heavier than others.”



Shaun raised an eyebrow. “Heavier?”



“Like they want more space than the page gives them.”


Shaun didn’t reply. He just stared at the sketchbook a moment longer.

Then turned back to the desk.

The tablet screen flickered.

Not softly.

Not like it was powering on.

But like static. A pulse. A shimmer. Then dark again.

Shaun blinked.


“…What was—”


The screen lit again.

Just a flash.

Then off.

He slowly moved closer.

The screen was black.

Silent.

Waiting.

Behind him, Shintaro closed the sketchbook.

Neither of them said a word.

Not yet.


Chapter 5. The Weight of Unfinished Things




The room was quiet—too quiet.

But Shaun wasn’t.

His chest rose and fell in short, sharp bursts, sweat soaking the collar of his shirt. His fists clutched the blanket so tightly the fabric twisted and creaked. Beneath closed lids, his eyes darted frantically.

And in the still of the early morning hours, Shaun dreamt.

Not of skies or stories.

But of something much darker.

Something that didn’t want to stay forgotten.

It was pitch black.

Not the kind of dark you get when the lights go out.

This one had no edges. No sense of space or sound. Just a thick, endless absence where time didn’t exist.


Shaun stood alone in it—no, floated, maybe. There was no floor beneath him. No air. Just the unbearable feeling that something waited.


Then—

A voice.

Quiet.

Barely a whisper.


“Why did you leave me?”


His breath caught.

Another voice. Close this time.


“Why did you forget me…?”


Then another. A third. Layering over the second. Then more.


“Why?”



“Why did you abandon me?”



“You promised…”



“You said I mattered.”



“Why…?”



“Why…?”



“Why…?”


The air around him grew heavy. Like it wanted to crush his lungs. His skull began to throb as the voices layered and layered and layered until it was no longer questions—

But noise.


A deafening wall of why crashing over him.


“Stop…” Shaun whispered, but his voice was swallowed.


“Why?”



“Why?”



“WHY?”


His ears rang. His head ached. His chest tightened. Panic clamped down on him like a vice.


He raised his hands and covered both ears with trembling fingers, but it did nothing. The voices poured in through him.


Through the cracks in his mind.

Through the silence he thought he had locked them behind.


Then—touch.


A hand grabbed his shoulder.

Another hand gripped his arm.

Then another on his neck.

His ankle.

His chest.

His legs.

Too many hands. Too fast. Too tight.


They dragged him downward—no ground, no gravity, just down into the dark.


He couldn’t breathe.

He couldn’t scream.

Their touch was fire. Not flames, but the kind of burn shame gives you. The kind of pain guilt grows in the centre of your chest.

Then the voices changed.

All together.


“If you don’t want us…”



“We’ll bury you with us.”


His mouth opened—but no sound came.

The world twisted.

Everything spun.

The darkness turned red—


“Wake up!”


Shaun bolted upright, gasping.

Sweat soaked his hair, his forehead, the sheets. His heart beats too fast, too hard—like it was trying to escape his ribs.


Shintaro was beside him, crouched on the bed, eyes wide with concern. “Shaun,” he said again, softer now. “It’s okay. It’s just a dream.”


Shaun didn’t answer.

He couldn’t.


He stared at the floor, chest heaving. Vision blurred. He was here—in the real world—but the feeling of being pulled under hadn't left yet.


Without asking, Shintaro got up and came back with a glass of water.

Shaun’s hand trembled as he took it. The glass knocked against his lips, but he drank anyway—like he’d been in a desert for years.

Shintaro didn’t ask again.

He just sat there.

Present.

Silent.

Waiting for Shaun to come back.

Morning.

The eggs were too soft. The toast a little burnt.

But neither of them said anything.

Shaun poked at his plate, his thoughts locked behind his eyes.

Shintaro glanced at him. Once. Twice. Again.

Eventually, Shaun broke the silence.


“I… had a really bad dream.”



Shintaro nodded. “Yeah. I figured.”


He paused.


“You want to talk about it?”



Shaun shook his head, slow. “Not now. I just…” He set down his fork. “It was bad. Scary. Not like the usual kind.”



“Alright.” Shintaro didn’t push. “Then let’s go do something stupid and loud so it can’t catch up to you.”



Shaun blinked. “What?”



Shintaro grinned. “Amusement park.”


Shaun stared.


“It’s either that or I try to do a backflip in the living room, and honestly I value your furniture.”


Shaun’s lips curved just slightly.


“...Fine,” he sighed. “Let’s go.”



Shintaro clapped once. “That’s the spirit.”


Amusement Park – Afternoon

Colours.

Noise.

People.

So many people.


Shaun blinked against the sun, his hand gripping the park map like it was a classified document. “This place is a headache.”



“It’s joy,” Shintaro said, already walking toward a snack cart. “Wrapped in sugar and capitalism.”


They tried a spinning ride first.

Shaun almost died.

They tried bumper cars next.

Shaun got crushed by a seven-year-old with no mercy.

At the ring toss game, Shintaro won on his first try—pure luck—and gave Shaun a stuffed animal shaped like a squishy octopus.

Shaun didn’t speak to him for three whole minutes out of spite.

They shared a ridiculously long churro, got scammed at a guessing booth, and laughed until their sides hurt when a haunted house animatronic screamed louder than Shaun.

By the time the sun started dipping, Shaun felt like his legs were pudding and his mind—finally—wasn’t stuck in that dark place anymore.

They stopped at a cotton candy stand. Shintaro insisted on blue.

Shaun hated blue.

He ate it anyway.

Evening.

They grabbed some snacks from a convenience store on the way home—instant noodles, drinks, something that might’ve once been a vegetable.

The apartment was warm. Familiar.

Safe.

Shaun flopped onto the couch while Shintaro headed to the kitchen.


“You’re cooking?” Shaun called out, mock suspicious.



“You doubt me?”



“Every day.”



“I will prove you wrong—with the power of microwave!”


Shaun chuckled and stood, wandering into his studio.

He tapped the tablet.

It powered on.

Immediately, one file opened on its own.

It was an unfinished sketch.

A girl—half-drawn, incomplete, her face only partially shaded.

Shaun froze.

He hadn’t touched that file in months. He had no reason to open it.

It was a discarded idea. A character who never made it past concept. One he almost gave to Shintaro.


His “love interest.”


He stared at it for a long moment. Unsure if it was coincidence or something else.


“Dinner’s ready!” Shintaro called.


Shaun blinked, then closed the tablet and left the studio.

The table was set.

The plates steaming.


Shaun sat and leaned forward, inhaling. “Smells really good.”



“Thank you,” Shintaro said with a straight face. “The microwave and I are now in a committed culinary partnership.”


Their eyes met.

Then both cracked.

Laughter poured between them.

The food wasn’t amazing—but it didn’t have to be.

For a while, everything was warm again.

Even if something in the dark had followed him home.


Chapter 6. The Girl Who Was Never Meant to Be




The studio door was slightly ajar, just enough for the early sunlight to slip inside and throw long shadows across the floor. The walls, once quiet with still sketches and dormant screens, now echoed with the sound of shifting papers—pages being turned, footsteps moving slow but deliberate.

Shintaro stood inside Shaun’s studio alone.

His fingers ghosted over the edges of sketchbooks, tracing the grooves in graphite lines that lived frozen in time. Pages of half-realized faces, tangled poses, forgotten scenes that had never made it past conception. The ones Shaun had never shown the world.


“Is this what it means to be a creator?” Shintaro murmured softly to himself, eyes following a concept sketch of a character with heavy-lashed eyes and windblown hair, forever turned away from the viewer.



Then he saw her.


At first, it was just a flicker of colour—something moving on Shaun’s digital tablet without being touched.

Shintaro tilted his head.

His brows drew together.

The screen glitched once. The layer thumbnails blinked. Then—


“Um…”


He froze.


“Shaun… Shaun!”


His voice thundered through the hallway like an explosion. Shaun shot upright in bed, heart immediately pounding, the echo of Shintaro’s urgency yanking him out of sleep without a moment to process.

He ran.

Barefoot. Shirt rumpled. Breath sharp.

He reached the door to the studio and stood there, one hand on the frame, chest heaving.


He said, “What!?”


And then—

He saw.

Behind Shintaro, curled on the floor, was a girl.


Not a girl exactly. Not yet. Her form glitched—just subtly at first. Like a bad video file, her edges jittered. Her hair flickered from solid to transparent, a few strands unfinished like static. One of her arms was flickering at the joint, her fingers coming in and out of visibility.


Shaun’s mouth opened.

He staggered a step back.

Because he knew her.

Not personally.

But intimately.


Because he drew her.



And then he abandoned her.


She was the girl he once envisioned for Shintaro—his love interest. The one he’d started sketching before guilt gnawed at him and made him delete the idea. The one he refused to finish.

And now…

She was here.

Alive.

Glitching.

On his studio floor.

The girl looked up. Her eyes, wide and uncertain, flicked between the two of them. She stared down at her own body, then her hands—some of her fingers missing, fading in and out of visibility. Her breathing grew shaky.
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