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Chapter 2: Light Your Heart Up

(March 21st - Soul Society; The Day Seishin Left)

Lanterns burn low, golden and almost sleepy, throwing wild shapes against the barracks walls. This place, usually noisy with booze-fueled laughter and the clatter of cups, feels haunted tonight. The second those sliding doors groan open, you can practically feel conversation shrivel up and die. It’s not even subtle—every head turns, every joke is left to rot mid-sentence.
In come Ichigo, Rukia, Chad, Orihime, and Uryu, trailing exhaustion like it’s part of the uniform. Their steps echo, hollow, and there’s grit and dust smeared all over them. Seriously, they look like they’ve spent years crawling through the world’s longest tunnel with no light at the end.
Ichigo’s leading, eyes shadowed, jaw so tight you’d think he’s chewing nails. In his hands—look, you don’t have to be a genius to read this story. He’s clutching Seishin’s Zanpakutō, the blade all battered, chipped like it’s seen one fight too many, and a hollow mask fragment, hanging together by pure stubbornness. That’s not the sort of thing you bring back unless something’s gone sideways in the worst possible way.
Orihime’s right at his elbow, clutching a letter like it’s her only lifeline. Her fingers tremble, tight but careful, pressing that folded paper against her chest as if it might flutter away.
The whole room shifts. Captains and Lieutenants—Shinji, Komamura, Kensei, the lot—are right up front, all eyes. The background noise? Gone. You could hear a pin drop, or maybe just your own heartbeat if you listened close enough. Shinji, always the guy with a joke or a sly smile, tries for warmth, raises his cup in greeting—but the smile slips off his face so fast it’s almost painful when he spots what Ichigo’s carrying.  
“Ichigo... Where’s Seishin?” His voice goes from welcoming to stone-cold in two seconds flat, when he sees Ichigo with a defeated look on his face, and in his hands, the brittle sword that is Seishin’s Zanpakuto as well as the dulled fragment that was his Hollow mask.
Silence wraps around the room—tight, suffocating. It’s as if everyone suddenly remembers how to hold their breath. Eyes flick from Ichigo, to the brittle sword, to the mask, and back.
Ichigo’s shoulders drop, the fight draining from his face for just a second. He looks wrecked, like he’s been dragging this answer for miles. His voice is rough, barely above a whisper but somehow it fills the room.
“He’s gone.” Ichigo muttered aloud before he looked up at the others in the barracks. “Seishin is gone. He left the Soul Society.”
You’d think the walls themselves flinched. Komamura’s ears twitch, Kensei’s jaw grinds back and forth like he’s chewing on a bad memory. Nobody moves, but the tension stacks up—heavy, pressing, like a storm about to break.
(gruff, voice cracking just a bit)
“Gone? What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” Kensei’s gruff voice cracked a bit. “Did he just run off, or—?”
Orihime steps forward before he can get the words out, her voice so soft but cutting through the quiet like a knife.
“He left this for all of you.” Orihime offers up the letter, hands trembling but determined. Shinji takes it, fingers shaking more than he’d ever admit. For a second, all you can hear is the whisper of paper. It’s almost sacred, that hush. Shinji reads—first just his lips moving, then aloud, voice gaining weight with every word:
.....
“To Ichigo... and to everyone who stood with me in the battles we fought together--
By the time you read this, I’ll be long gone. 
I don’t know where this road will take me, and I’m not asking anyone to follow.
Truth is... I can’t go back to the Soul Society and I no longer belong in that world we bled to protect. My powers were gone the moment Yhwach struck me when Ichigo and I delivered the final blow to him. That part of me, the part of me that fought beside you to that fateful day... it died the moment we won.
I won’t let you all risk wasting your time searching for a broken man. 
This path--however far it goes--it’s mine to walk alone. I had fun working alongside you all... You all are like my second family to me. Thank you for all you’ve done; I won’t forget it all.
Forever in your memories.
—Seishin.”
.....
The words hang there, heavy and raw. Shinji’s eyes go glassy for a second, but he wipes it away with a smirk, like he’s daring anyone to call him out on it.
Soifon steps up, arms folded, her face stormy. There’s a bite to her words, but there's concern underneath.
“He worked himself to the bone. Never let us see him struggle. The fact he left ’cause he thought he was useless… that stings. We can’t just pretend it doesn’t.” Soifon said with her eyes closed.
Captain-Commander Shunsui Kyōraku leaned back slightly in his chair, fingers resting loosely against the armrest. His hat dipped low, shadowing his eyes, and for once there was no trace of his usual laziness or humor.
“…A smile like that,” Shunsui said quietly, “usually means someone’s already made up their mind.”
“He was disciplined. Quiet. Carried his burdens without complaint.” Byakuya, even the iceberg, doesn’t blink, but his words are colder than usual, sharp with respect. “Walking away—it isn't a weakness. It’s him chasing whatever truth he thinks is out there.”
“That idiot... He carried more pressure than the rest of us, ...and he never complained once.” Toshiro folded his arms, his words mixed with straightforward concern and brotherly encouragement. “I saw him struggle with doubt, but he never quit. He pushed through every challenge, even when I thought he might break.”
He glanced around the room, voice firm.
“He fought with the heart of a Captain, and he never wanted the title in the first place” Toshiro continued. “That idiot deserves more... We need him back.”
A quieter voice followed.
Lisa Yadōmaru stood with her arms crossed, expression unreadable, gaze lowered slightly.
“He never asked to be saved,” she said.
There was a pause—brief, but heavy.
“But he always saved others anyway.”
“Kid had more guts than half this room put together.” Kensei crossed his arms over his chest. Trying hard as usual, ends up between a scowl and a smile. “All I can hope is that he's stubborn enough to come back in one piece.”
At Unohana’s former seat, Captain Isane Kotetsu sat straight-backed, hands folded tightly in her lap. Her fingers trembled faintly, but her voice held steady.
“During the war…” she began, swallowing softly, “Seishin was injured more times than he reported.”
Several captains turned toward her.
“He insisted others needed treatment more,” Isane continued. “Always.”
She lowered her gaze.
“A smile like that,” she said quietly, “is what patients wear when they’ve already accepted their pain.”

“Kid’s got more power than most of us; even more demons in his head than he lets on about, and yet he locks it away like it’s nothing.” Shinji breathes out, half-amused, half-exasperated, mouth twitching toward a smile.  “He doesn’t explode or lash out. Hell, he may ask for help at times.”
Shinji’s grin faded as he remembered the times he smiled, even during the times he’s in pain.
“And that’s the real problem.” Shinji exhaled slowly before turning to the other captains. More towards Shunsui. “Because you can’t bring someone home like that by draggin’ him. You gotta remind him that he doesn’t have to carry it alone.”
Shinji turns to Ichigo for a moment. Ichigo knows Seishin just as much as the others, and Shinji saw what Seishin was like when he stayed with him, Kensei, Lisa and the other Visoreds. Both Seishin and Ichigo nodded before returning to the Captains’ attention. 
“And if Miyuri’s right, and that power’s sealed...” Uryu pondered as he fixed his glasses.
“Seishin still thinks he lost his powers.” Ichigo added. “That was not his choice.”
“Well, here’s the thing, Ichigo.” Shinji said. “If we go after him like captains, he’ll run.”
“But if you all go after him,” Orihime stepped forward--her eyes remained locked to Shunsui and the others, “I’m sure he’ll listen.”
A faint, knowing smile appeared on Shinji’s face.
“You make a compelling point, Orihime.” Shinji said. 
Shunsui and the others murmured over the idea Shinji, Orihime and Ichigo had shared. They later returned their attention to Ichigo and the others.
“You did the right thing bringing this news to us,” he said.
“Now...” Shunsui exhaled softly. “...we plan to bring him home.”
Ichigo scans the room, eyes hardening with that stubborn determination everyone recognizes. Moments later,  the party is officially over. But what’s left? It’s not just silence—it’s a kind of shared hope, heavy but real. 

(Now Playing Over Again from Mike Shinoda’s Post Traumatic Album)
 Ichigo and the others were settling in Seishin’s barracks. The silence lingers for a moment within the empty room. Ichigo, who’s looking at the mask fragment in his hands, wonders how Seishin’s doing. ...living with normality ...or a shallow illusion of one. His glare hardened as he gazed at the mask fragment, void of anything, just a soul-less relic. Rukia grew concerned about Ichigo, but knows that pain all too well. Ichigo’s worried, just like her and the others are. Seishin was like a spark of joy they needed. Now that he’s gone, so is that spark. Rukia stood up and approached Ichigo.  Her voice breaking the still air lingering around them.
“You’ve been quiet, Ichigo... but I can see it. You got some ideas where he might have gone, right?”
“I... I don’t know for sure.” He lowered his gaze to the mask shard, thumb tracing the fracture line.
“But Seishin’s not the kind of guy who disappears without a reason.”
Orihime stepped closer, hands clasped tightly in front of her.
“You think he planned this…?”
“I think,” Ichigo replied slowly, “that he went somewhere he thought we wouldn’t follow.”
Renji frowned. “That narrows it down to about a hundred places.”
Chad shook his head. “Not for someone like him.”
Uryū adjusted his glasses, eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “If he lost his powers… then he wouldn’t go somewhere that depends on strength.”
Ichigo nodded once.
“Yeah.”
Rukia studied his face carefully. “You’re not guessing anymore.”
Ichigo finally looked up.
“…No.”
The room stilled.
“There’s one person who might know,” he said. “Or at least help me confirm it.”
Orihime’s eyes widened slightly. “Who?”
Ichigo glanced down at the mask fragment one last time before closing his hand around it.
“Kisuke.”
Renji blinked. “That shady shopkeeper?”
“The same one,” Ichigo replied. “If anyone noticed something off about Seishin before he left—or can tell me what it means to lose power like that—it’s him.”
Rukia nodded slowly. “Then that’s our first move.”
Ichigo shook his head.
“No,” he said quietly. “Mine.”
Chad stepped forward. “Ichigo—”
“I’ll go first,” Ichigo continued, voice firm but not harsh. “If I’m wrong, I don’t want anyone else chasing ghosts.”
He met each of their eyes in turn.
“But if I’m right…”
His hand tightened around the fragment.
“Then I’m not waiting.”
A beat passed.
Orihime smiled faintly, worry and trust tangled together. “Then… come back with answers.”
Ichigo turned toward the door.
“I will.”
As he stepped out of the barracks, the room felt just a little less empty.
Not because Seishin was gone—
But because someone had finally chosen to go after him.
(Song Ended)
(Present Day - Playing Place To Start from Post Traumatic album)
July 4th... Independence Day for many people to celebrate ...if you’re in America. Otherwise, it’s just like any other day. But for Seishin, it’s a day with new challenges upon his arrival. 
The ferry docked with a dull, metallic groan.
Seishin stepped onto the pier without ceremony, the sound of water slapping against concrete echoing behind him. The scent of salt and oil hung thick in the air—sharp, unwelcoming. He didn’t look back at the sea. There was nothing left for him there.
Ahead, Honnō City rose like a living organism.
The lower districts sprawled outward in harsh geometry—stacked buildings, narrow streets, tangled walkways layered atop one another like a city that had grown without ever stopping to breathe. Neon signs flickered even in the daylight, buzzing faintly, their colors muted beneath the shadow cast from above.
Because above everything—
It watched.
Honnōji Academy loomed at the peak of the city, an angular monolith carved into the skyline itself. Its sheer walls caught the light like a blade edge, white stone and steel cutting cleanly against the sky. The closer Seishin looked, the more oppressive it felt—not because of its size, but because of its intent.
This wasn’t a school.
It was a throne.
Seishin exhaled slowly, hands tucked into the sleeves of his coat. He carried nothing outward now—no force to announce him, no weight to justify the attention. And still, the city reacted. Eyes lingered a moment too long. Footsteps hesitated behind doors. Conversations dimmed as he passed. Honnō City noticed outsiders More than that—it measured them.
“Figures,” he muttered under his breath.
The ferry’s horn sounded behind him, long and hollow, before it pulled away—cutting off the last easy route back. Not that he’d intended to take it.
He adjusted the strap at his shoulder and started forward.
Seishin began the climb.
(Now Playing Place To Start(Alternate Version) ft. Dimitris from Post Traumatic album(look it up on YouTube))
From the first incline, Honnō City didn’t feel like a city so much as a scar carved into the side of a hill—layered, deliberate, and left to fester. The road rose in uneven stretches, bending just enough that the summit stayed out of sight, as if the city itself refused to show its end until you earned it.
At the base, the buildings leaned inward, crowding the streets like spectators daring him to keep going. Structures here were stacked rather than designed—concrete poured atop older concrete, patched with rusted metal sheets, planks of wood, and whatever else had survived long enough to be reused. Balconies sagged under the weight of laundry and scrap, cloth fluttering weakly in the sea breeze. Power lines tangled overhead, drooping low enough that Seishin had to duck once, the cables humming faintly like exposed nerves.
Windows told their own stories.
Some were cracked and taped together, glass spiderwebbed but never replaced. Others were barred tight, dark behind iron grates. A few glowed with tired, yellow light—rooms where someone was still awake, still working, still refusing to stop just because the city had forgotten them.
The air was heavy.
Grease from street food clung to it, mixing with sweat, salt, and smoke. Vendors shouted over one another, voices rough and practiced, selling meals meant to fill bellies rather than please tongues. Arguments flared in sharp bursts and died just as quickly. Laughter existed here, but it sounded strained—like something borrowed rather than owned.
People moved with purpose, but not confidence.
They walked fast, shoulders tight, eyes alert. Hands stayed close to pockets, bags hugged to chests. No one lingered without reason. No one stood still long enough to become a target.
Seishin passed through quietly, unnoticed. Just another man with a bag and nowhere obvious to be. For the first time since losing his powers, the anonymity didn’t feel like a curse.
I belong here, he thought distantly. At least… I don’t stand out.
The incline steepened.
His breath deepened, chest rising and falling in a way he wasn’t used to noticing. Each step pulled at muscles that had once been reinforced by something more than flesh. There was no Shinigami speed to smooth the climb, no spiritual strength to dull the burn. Gravity argued with him honestly, and his body had no choice but to answer.
And slowly—almost politely—the city began to change.
Cracks in the pavement thinned, then vanished altogether. Trash disappeared from gutters. Graffiti faded, replaced by blank concrete walls and clean, unmarked surfaces. The buildings straightened, standing taller and closer to identical, their sharp lines and flat faces stripping away any sense of individuality.
Order replaced chaos.
The streets widened. Streetlights buzzed overhead, fluorescent and cold, casting stark pools of white that swallowed shadows instead of hiding them. Footsteps echoed here, sharp and lonely. Conversations dropped to murmurs, voices careful not to rise too high.
People looked different too.
Clothes were cleaner, better fitted. Backs were straighter. Steps were measured instead of rushed. No one bumped into anyone else. There was space here—between buildings, between people. Distance bought and maintained by money and rank.
Seishin felt it then—not as pressure, not as fear, but as intent.
This city didn’t just divide its people.
It sorted them.
The higher he climbed, the quieter the world became. Not peaceful—just restrained. Like a room where everyone knew they were being watched, even if they couldn’t see the eyes.
Halfway up the hill, Seishin stopped.
He turned and looked back.
The lower districts were already sinking beneath him, swallowed by the slope and distance. From here, they looked smaller than they should have—compressed into a dense, indistinct sprawl of grey and rust. The noise from below barely reached him now, reduced to a dull, distant murmur.
It struck him then how easy it would be to forget they existed at all.
That’s the point, he realized. If you can’t hear them… you don’t have to care.
Know your place.
He turned forward again.
The final stretch was unmistakably different.
The road widened into a smooth, immaculate path, sloping upward like a ceremonial approach. The buildings flanking it were no longer practical—they were monumental. Glass, steel, and pristine stone reflected the sky and the city below, their surfaces polished to the point of arrogance. Manicured greenery lined the streets, trimmed into obedience. Cameras perched openly on corners, lenses dark and unashamed.
Nothing here was accidental.
Nothing here was allowed to be weak.
Even the air felt thinner, cleaner, as though hardship itself had been filtered out before it could reach this height.
And then—
Honnōji Academy revealed itself fully.
It dominated the summit like a throne carved from authority. White walls cut into the sky, sharp and aggressive, rising so high they made the rest of the city feel insignificant by comparison. The structure loomed with deliberate symbolism, its angular facade resembling a colossal sailor uniform, rigid and immaculate, the Student Council’s domain positioned like a watchful head above the body.
This wasn’t a school.
It was a fortress.
A command center.
A declaration.
Seishin stopped at the base of the final incline, the academy filling his vision until there was no room for anything else. No abnormal force pushed back against him. No blade answered his call. No instinct screamed for him to turn away.
And yet his chest tightened all the same.
“This place…” he thought, eyes locked on the towering walls, “…decides who gets to stand tall.”
He adjusted the strap on his bag and took another step upward.
Just a man, walking into the heart of a city that believed strength was everything—
and mercy was a flaw to be carved out and left behind.
The summit erupted before it ever revealed itself.
(Song Ended)
A shout tore through the still air—panicked, hoarse, breaking against stone. Footsteps thundered across the academy grounds, heavy and desperate, followed by the unmistakable crack of authority closing in. Seishin heard it before he saw anything, the sharp echo of pursuit carrying down the wide approach like a warning carved into sound.
A man burst into view across the courtyard, clutching at a uniform that didn’t quite belong to him. The fabric shimmered faintly as he ran, stiff and ill-fitted, power straining against seams never meant to hold it. He stumbled, caught himself, and spun around with a snarl—fear dressed up as defiance.
He didn’t get far.
The ground shook with a single, deliberate step.
The man chasing him emerged like a wall given legs—massive, unyielding, every movement measured and final. His presence alone bent the space around him. The courtyard seemed to tighten, the wide stone plaza suddenly too small to contain what was about to happen.
“Stop.”
The command wasn’t shouted.
It didn’t need to be.
The fleeing man lunged instead, desperation boiling over into violence. He threw a punch that cut the air hard enough to whistle, the stolen uniform flaring as it tried—poorly—to respond. For a fraction of a second, it looked like resistance.
Then it was over.
The larger man didn’t dodge. He absorbed the blow without moving an inch. His reply came swift and merciless—a strike that folded the attacker in half, driving the air from his lungs in a broken gasp. Stone cracked beneath the impact as the body hit the ground.
Again.
And again.
Each blow was precise, overwhelming, delivered not in anger but in certainty. The courtyard echoed with the sound of flesh against stone, of power asserting itself without hesitation or apology. The stolen uniform tore and sparked uselessly, its borrowed strength unable to bridge the gulf between ranks.
When it ended, the man lay broken; stuck on the academy’s walls.
The enforcer stood for a moment longer, then turned away as if the incident were nothing more than a formality—a lesson completed.
Silence reclaimed the summit.
That was when Seishin reached the top.
He stopped at the edge of the courtyard, boots settling onto pristine stone, his breathing steady but deep from the climb. The scene before him felt unreal in its abruptness: violence extinguished, order restored, life continuing as if nothing had happened at all.
Students passed at a distance without slowing. Guards returned to their posts. No one rushed to help. No one questioned what they had just seen.
It had been handled.
Seishin’s eyes moved from the unconscious figure stuck to the wall of the towering gates above him, then up—far up—to the academy itself. The structure loomed exactly as it had from below: immaculate, angular, absolute. The steps leading to its entrance waited patiently, broad and clean, untouched by the chaos that had unfolded mere moments ago.
His legs burned from the climb. Sweat cooled against his skin in the open air. Every muscle carried the memory of the city he’d crossed to get here—the noise, the distance, the deliberate separation carved into streets and stone.
And now this.
A demonstration, staged openly, without pretense.
So this is how it works, he thought. Not warnings. Examples.
Seishin adjusted the strap of his bag and took one slow step forward, then another, boots echoing softly across the courtyard. No one stopped him. No one acknowledged him. He wasn’t important enough yet to be noticed.
He stopped at the base of the academy steps and looked up.
The entrance didn’t invite him in.
It waited—silent, towering, certain that anyone who stood here would understand exactly what was expected of them.
Seishin exhaled.
After the long walk, after the climb through every layer of the city, after witnessing what happened to those who reached too far without permission, one thing was clear:
This place did not ask who you were.
It decided what you were allowed to be.
And standing there at the summit of Honnō City, Seishin faced the academy head-on—quiet, unarmed, and very much aware that he had just stepped into a world where mercy was not part of the curriculum.
Seishin silently glances at the man standing by the gate, gently brushing off the uniform that was mysteriously folded during the commotion. He didn’t look real at first—more like a living barricade planted in human shape. He stood impossibly tall, shoulders squared like they’d been measured with a ruler, his uniform pulled tight across a frame built for punishment rather than comfort. Every step he took seemed to press the air downward, as if the world itself made room for him out of instinct.
His face was set in stone—hard lines, clenched jaw, eyes that didn’t wander or blink without purpose. Those eyes weren’t wild or cruel; they were worse. They were absolute. The kind that didn’t threaten or boast, because they didn’t need to. They simply decided.
Seishin felt it immediately—not fear, exactly, but the weight of authority given flesh. This was someone who didn’t chase control; he embodied it. Someone who believed rules were sacred, and that breaking them justified whatever came next. Standing there, unmoving and immense, he looked less like a man and more like a final verdict waiting to be delivered.
Soon after he commands the students; shortly after calling out the leader’s name. Seishin shifted his eyes up at the blinding light at the top of the building. He simply squinted while standing his ground. 
“A-TEN HUT!!! The giant yelled from the top of his lungs as every student stood shifted their attention to him.
YOUR STUDENT COUNCIL PRESIDENT, SATSUKI KIRYUIN!!! HAIL!!!” As the giant said the Student Council President’s name, Seishin’s eyes drifted past the towering figure and across the academy grounds—and that’s when it hit him.
Rows upon rows of students stood perfectly aligned, bodies straight, feet planted at identical angles. Every uniform was the same cut, the same fit, worn with mechanical precision. Even their hair—trimmed, styled, restrained—looked mass-produced, as if individuality had been shaved down and discarded somewhere along the way. From a distance, it wasn’t a student body so much as a finished product rolling off an assembly line.
Then, in a single, flawless motion, they moved.
Arms snapped up in salute. Not a second too early. Not a breath too late. The sound of it—fabric shifting, boots grounding—rang out like a synchronized machine acknowledging its master.
Seishin felt a chill crawl up his spine.
This wasn’t respect.
 It wasn’t admiration.
 It was conditioning.
At the top of the academy building--on the edge, lies a lone figure stepped forward, commanding the silence without saying a word. The crowd froze, eyes locked ahead, waiting—not to listen, but to receive.
And Seishin realized, standing there at the edge of it all, that this place didn’t teach students.
It manufactured obedience. 
Then... She speaks.
“FEAR IS FREEDOM!
SUBGATION IS LIBERATION!
CONTRADICTION IS TRUTH!
THOSE ARE THE FACTS OF THIS WORLD!
AND YOU WILL ALL SURRENDER TO THEM,
YOU PIGS IN HUMAN CLOTHING!”
The final echo of her words fades into the open air.
Silence follows—thick, absolute, obedient.
Then—
Tap.
A single footstep cuts through it.
Not loud.
Not rushed.
Just… deliberate.
Tap.
Another step. Slower this time. He doesn’t raise his voice. He doesn’t announce himself. He simply moves, and the sound of his boots against stone ripples outward like a crack in glass.
Heads begin to turn.
Students twist at the neck, instinctively searching for the source of the disturbance. Formation breaks by inches. Breaths hitch. The perfect stillness she cultivated falters—not shattered, but disturbed.
Tap.
Seishin stops.
He stands alone at the edge of the courtyard, posture relaxed in a place where relaxation doesn’t exist. He doesn’t salute. He doesn’t bow. He doesn’t kneel.
He just looks up at the steps.
At her.
And for the first time since her speech began, the attention of the crowd is no longer hers by default.
It’s taken.
“Fear is freedom, you say?”  The words carry calmly across the courtyard. No accusation. No heat. Just a question left hanging.
Satsuki does not answer.
“Subjugation is liberation, you say?” Seishin takes a single step forward—not toward her, but into the space between certainty and doubt.
“Contradiction is truth, you say?”
A pause.
Then—
“Then tell me something.” His gaze lifts, steady and unflinching. “If fear creates freedom, why do they all look terrified of standing out?”
Eyes flicker in the ranks.
“If subjugation is liberation, why does it need to be enforced at the edge of a blade?”
A murmur threatens to rise—dies before it can form.
“And if contradiction is truth…” He exhales once. “…why does your truth shatter the moment someone refuses to kneel?”
Silence crashes down.
Seishin doesn’t raise his voice.
Doesn’t posture.
You fashioned a world that measures strength by the extent to which people disappear inside it.
His eyes sweep the students—then return to her.
“That isn’t liberation.” A beat had briefly passed. “It’s fear wearing a crown.”
The air tightens.
A massive shadow shifts from the steps, approaching the unmoved redhead.
Boots grind against stone as Ira Gamagori steps forward, broad frame moving with deliberate force. His presence alone snaps several students back into rigid posture.
His voice drops like a gavel.
“That is enough.” He plants himself between Seishin and the steps, eyes locked forward.
“How dare you talk back to Lady Satsuki like that!?”
Another step.
Not rushed.
Not threatening.
Absolute.
The pressure is suffocating—authority demanding obedience.
Then—
“Stop.”
The command is calm.
Immediate.
Ira halts mid-motion, jaw tightening once as his body freezes in place.
A single raised hand has done what force did not.
Satsuki Kiryuin steps forward, eyes never leaving Seishin.
“He has finished speaking.”
Her tone is level, unshaken.
She passes Ira without looking back.
“And anyone who can stand in this courtyard and speak as he has…”
A pause.
“…deserves to be answered by me.”
The courtyard holds its breath as Satsuki suddenly appears after stepping down the flight of iridescent stairs
Authority has shifted—not lost, but focused.
And now, at last—
Satsuki is ready to speak.
Satsuki Kiryuin steps forward, stopping several feet from Seishin. Her posture is flawless—uncompromising.
“You speak as though fear were something to condemn,” she says coolly.
“Fear serves as a tool. Subjugation is order.
And contradiction is the natural state of a world ruled by the strong.”
Her eyes harden—not angry, not amused.
“Those who cannot endure that reality are unfit to shape it.”
The words settle like iron law.
Seishin meets her gaze without flinching.
“Then we’re not talking about ideals,” he replies calmly.
“We’re talking about permission.”
A step forward—measured, deliberate.
“You claim the strong decide that truth”.
That power excuses fear.
That domination gives meaning.”
His voice lowers, steady.
“So tell me—”
A pause.
“What gives you the right to spew that righteous crap, Satsuki Kiryuin?”
For the first time, Satsuki’s attention sharpens completely.
“The right?”
She crouches, hand sliding to her sword.
Bakuzan clears its sheath, black metal glinting coldly in the sunlight.
“This.”
She moves.
Not a charge—an eruption.
The blade cuts toward Seishin’s head in a tight, efficient arc. He drops his weight and twists aside, feeling the air split where his face had been. Stone cracks under his heel as he pivots away.
She presses instantly, driving forward with a low slash meant to force him back. Seishin retreats two steps, then plants his foot and lunges—not reckless, not desperate—aiming a quick strike toward her center.
Steel meets forearm.
She blocks the blow cleanly—but not completely.
His knuckles slip past her guard, grazing her cheek.
A thin line of red appears.
She does not react.
Not to the blood.
Not to the contact.
Only her eyes sharpen further.
She adjusts.
The next motion is not aimed at balance or space—but timing.
As Seishin shifts to recover, her foot snaps upward and clips his jaw, sharp and sudden. Not a finishing blow—a lesson. His head jerks sideways, vision flashing white as he stumbles back a step.
She doesn’t follow.
Doesn’t capitalize.
She’s already learned what she wanted.
Seishin steadies himself, jaw tight, wiping blood from the corner of his mouth.
“Cheap shot, Smartass.” Seishin wipes blood from his lip, eyes narrowed.
Satsuki straightens.
Bakuzan slides back into its sheath with a decisive click. Just then, her gaze flicked downward.
Something gold stuck out from Seishin’s bag where he dropped it during the scuffle.
“Gamagori.”
The command is answered instantly. The towering figure approaches the bag in a blink, retrieving the envelope with ceremonial precision before placing it into her hand.
Satsuki does not open it right away.
She weighs it between two fingers, as though judging its worth by feel alone.
“So,” she says at last, voice perfectly even, “you arrived bearing approval.”
A faint, humorless exhale.
“How thoroughly pedestrian.”
She opens the envelope, scans it once, then closes it again and hands it back without comment, already turning away.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Seishin calls after her.
She stops.
Not fully turning—just enough for her voice to carry.
“Your abilities are serviceable,” Satsuki says coolly. “But I do not cross blades with those beneath me.”
“Beneath you?!” Seishin snaps, stepping forward—
Only to be halted as a massive form blocks his path.
“I have concluded my assessment,” Satsuki continues, already ascending the steps. “Gamagori.”
“At once, Lady Satsuki.”
“We’re not finished!” Seishin shouts.
She does not look back.
“Your admittance to Honnōji Academy is approved.”
A pause—brief, deliberate.
“Pig in human clothing.”
Seishin watched her disappear up the glowing steps, answers slipping further away with every stride. Too much didn’t add up—the sudden test, the blade, the way the entire academy seemed to orbit a single will. He took a step forward, ready to call after her—
And stopped short.
“Seishin Samayou!”
The shout detonated across the courtyard, echoing like a disciplinary alarm.
A towering figure loomed in front of him, arms crossed, posture immovable. The presence alone felt like a wall being slammed into place.
“In order to attend Honnōji Academy,” Ira Gamagori bellowed—then, without missing a beat, snapped into an unnervingly rigid, hyper-professional cadence, “you are required to complete the following documentation in triplicate.”
A stack of papers appeared in his hands as if conjured by authority itself.
“Student Residential Contract.
 Dormitory Assignment and Liability Waiver.
 Heating and Electrical Allocation Agreement.
 Campus Amenities Policy.
 Health Insurance.
 Life Insurance.
 Proof of Citizenship.”
The stack grew taller with every item.
“Textbooks, uniforms, and compulsory extracurricular participation included.”
Gamagori leaned forward, shadow swallowing Seishin whole.
“The total cost comes to one hundred and two thousand yen.”
Seishin blinked.
“…You’re kidding.”
As Gamagori continued arranging the forms with surgical precision, Seishin craned his head around the paper tower.
“Hold on,” he snapped. “Doesn’t a full scholarship mean I’m here for free?”
Gamagori froze.
Slowly, he reached into the stack and withdrew a single billing sheet. His eye twitched once as he read it.
Then—
Rip.
The paper tore cleanly in half.
“Your expenses are waived,” he said flatly. “This institution has elected to absorb the cost.”
The torn halves fluttered to the ground.
“I do not approve,” he added, voice dropping into something far more severe. “When obligations are removed, discipline must be enforced elsewhere.”
He leaned closer.
“Understand this, Seishin Samayou. Your presence here is conditional. Step outside academy protocol even once, and corrective measures will be applied.”
Seishin stiffened.
“…Corrective measures?”
A bad feeling crept up his spine.
“That better not mean what I think it means,” he muttered. “Because I’m not into that kind of shit.”
Laughter cut in from the side.
A sharp, theatrical laugh—high and delighted—rang out as a petite girl with twin drills nearly folded over, clutching her sides. Her uniform was pristine, her expression anything but.
“Well I’ll be!” laughed Nonon Jakuzure, wiping a tear from her eye. “He’s mouthy and he lived. I already adore you.”
She straightened and snapped a quick, mocking salute.
“Nonon Jakuzure,” she added brightly. “Student Council. Music division. Don’t worry—I’ll remember your name.”
From the opposite side, a tall figure approached with dark, green hair, and an easy, predatory grin. His hands clasped behind his head. One eye was hidden beneath his bangs, the other sharp and amused.
“Heh. Yeah,” said Uzu Sanageyama. “You’ve got guts.”
He stopped a few feet away and gave Seishin a casual two-finger salute.
“Uzu Sanageyama Student Council. Athletic division. If you’re gonna stick around,” he added with a grin, “try not to bore me.”
Gamagori snapped his head toward them, face darkening.
“Compose yourselves!”
They ignored him completely.
As the rest of the Student Council vanished into the academy, Uzu glanced back over his shoulder.
“Oh—almost forgot,” he said lightly. “Sign up for the Kendo Club. I could use someone like you.”
Nonon snickered. “Try not to die before auditions, okay?”
They walked off, laughter echoing behind them.
Gamagori shoved the towering stack of paperwork into Seishin’s arms.
“You will complete every form,” he barked. “All of them. Tonight.”
The papers weighed more than they should have.
Seishin stared down at them, jaw tight.
Somehow… this felt more dangerous than the sword.
Seishin turned his sights to Satsuki and her Elite Four walking away. As Seishin gathered the scattered papers, straightening bent corners and stacking forms against his chest, a strange sensation crept across his skin.
Not fear.
Not danger.
Attention.
High above the courtyard, balanced effortlessly on a stone railing, stood a small figure dressed in soft pink frills. Lace trimmed her parasol, which rested lightly on one shoulder, its shade falling neatly over her face. Twin golden curls spiraled down her sides in perfect symmetry, their sweetness almost out of place amid the academy’s harsh stone and rigid order.
Almost.
Her mismatched eyes gleamed as she watched him below, wide and bright with innocent fascination. A smile curved her lips—cheerful, playful, and entirely wrong. One foot swung lazily in the air as she hummed a light, tuneless melody, barely audible, as if meant only for herself.
Below, Seishin paused mid-motion.
He didn’t look up.
But something felt… off.
The girl tilted her head, parasol dipping just slightly as if to get a better view. Her smile widened, pleased, as though she’d just found something unexpectedly delightful.
Then—
She was gone.
No sound.
No flutter of fabric.
No trace she’d ever been there at all.
Only the empty railing remained, banners swaying gently in the wind.
Seishin exhaled and shook the feeling away, tightening his grip on the paperwork before turning to leave. Seishin was still standing there, arms full of paperwork and thoughts heavier than the stack he carried, when something slammed into him from the side.
Hard.
“WHOA—SORRY—HI—ARE YOU NEW?!”
The papers exploded from his arms like startled birds.
Seishin barely had time to react before someone latched onto his sleeve and shook it enthusiastically.
“You totally look new! Like brand new. Fresh-off-the-assembly-line new!”
He stared down at her, blinking once.
In front of him stood a girl with short, messy brown hair and an expression that lived somewhere between boundless enthusiasm and genuine concern. Her uniform was rumpled, tie crooked, posture completely allergic to discipline.
She leaned in close, squinting at him.
“Yep. Definitely new. You’ve got that ‘just survived something horrifying but are pretending you’re fine’ vibe.”
Seishin exhaled slowly.
“…Is it that obvious?”
She gasped.
“EXTREMELY.”
She straightened and thrust out a hand.
“I’m Mako Mankanshoku! Welcome to Honnōji Academy! Please ignore the screaming, the uniforms, and the fact that everyone here acts like it’s normal!”
A beat.
“It’s not.”
She dropped down and began gathering his scattered papers at lightning speed.
Seishin watched her for a moment… then spoke.
“Seishin Samayou.”
She froze. Then looked up.
“Oh! That’s a cool name.”
He shifted the weight of the remaining papers in his arms.
“I’m the new transfer student,” he continued quietly.
 “Apparently… on a scholarship.”
He didn’t sound proud.
Just tired.
Mako popped back up, grin widening.
“Whoa! Scholarship?! Fancy and mysterious!”
She shoved the recovered stack back into his arms.
“Okay, that explains it. You already ran into the yelling guy, didn’t you?”
“…Yeah.” Seishin’s jaw tightened.
Mako winced sympathetically.
“Oof. First-day Gamagori. That’s rough.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder. “But hey! You’re still standing, which means you passed something. C’mon, I’ll show you where you’re supposed to be before somebody else decides to ‘evaluate’ you.”
She started walking immediately, already talking over her shoulder.
“Oh! And just so you know—we’re friends now.”
Seishin paused.
“…That wasn’t a question.”
She grinned.
“Nope!”
After a moment, he followed.
Later that day, The classroom had already settled into rigid silence.
Students sat upright in tiered rows, eyes forward, posture drilled into place. At the front of the room stood a tall man in an open-collared white shirt, sleeves rolled casually to his forearms. His black tie hung loose, more decorative than functional, and dark sunglasses hid his eyes despite being indoors.
One hand rested on his hip.
 The other held a piece of chalk.
He looked far too relaxed for Honnōji Academy.
“Honnōji Academy,” Aikurō Mikisugi was saying, voice easy, almost conversational, “operates on hierarchy. Strength defines position. Position defines freedom.”
He turned and wrote a few crooked words on the board, none of them lined up quite right.
“And before anyone asks—no, liking it isn’t required.”
A few students stiffened.
Then—
BANG.
The classroom door slammed open.
“SORRY WE’RE LATE!”
Every head snapped around.
Mako Mankanshoku burst in at full speed, one arm hooked firmly around Seishin’s wrist as she dragged him across the threshold.
“EMERGENCY SITUATION!” she announced. “NEW STUDENT PLUS VERY INTENSE FIRST DAY!”
Seishin stumbled once, catching himself.
“Mako,” he muttered, “you can let go—”
“Nope!” she replied cheerfully. “You looked like you were about to get evaluated again, and I am NOT emotionally prepared for a sequel!”
She skidded to a stop in the center aisle, finally releasing him.
Mikisugi turned.
His sunglasses tilted slightly as his head angled toward Seishin.
And for a fraction of a second—
Recognition hit.
The posture.
 The careless confidence.
 The way he stood like the room belonged to him without ever claiming it.
Shibuya.
Neon lights.
 A man who spoke in half-jokes and half-truths.
 Eyes hidden behind lenses, seeing far more than they should.
Seishin’s gaze locked onto him.
Mikisugi’s mouth twitched—not a smile.
A confirmation.
Then the moment passed.
“You’re late,” Mikisugi said mildly.
Mako snapped a salute.
“Technically! But spiritually, we’re right on time!”
A pause.
“…And you brought someone.”
“Oh!” Mako beamed. “Yeah, this is the new guy! He had a big first day!”
She leaned toward the class and stage-whispered:
“Like, really big.”
Mikisugi hummed once and turned his attention back to Seishin.
“Care to introduce yourself?”
The room went quiet.
Seishin straightened.
“Seishin Samayou,” he said evenly.  “Transfer student.”
Nothing more.
Mikisugi nodded as if that was sufficient.
“Take a seat,” he said casually. “You’re just in time.”
Seishin moved to an empty desk near the back. As he passed, he felt it—
Not judgment.
Assessment.
Mikisugi turned back to the board.
“As I was saying,” he continued, chalk tapping once, “hierarchies only work as long as everyone believes they’re permanent.”
He paused.
“…Belief,” he added, “is surprisingly fragile.”
Seishin leaned back slightly in his chair.
He didn’t need answers yet.
But now he knew.
This wasn’t coincidence.
This wasn’t chance.
And that man at the front of the room hadn’t just found him again.
He had been placed where he could be watched.
Seishin sat with his elbows resting lightly on the desk, eyes forward, listening without really hearing. Chalk scratched against the board. Words about hierarchy and discipline drifted past him like background noise.
Beside him, a chair squeaked.
Then another.
He glanced sideways.
Mako Mankanshoku had leaned over so far in her seat that she was practically horizontal, chin propped on her hand, studying him like a curious animal.
“…You okay?” she whispered.
Seishin blinked. “…I’m fine.”
Mako squinted. “That’s what people say right before they dramatically spiral.”
“I’m fine, really.”
She nodded slowly, then leaned closer anyway.
“Okay, but just in case,” she whispered, “you should know something.”
He glanced at her again.
“This place?” she continued softly, tapping her pencil against the desk. “It loves acting scary. Big rules. Big yelling. Big swords.”
A beat.
“But most of it’s just noise.”
Seishin raised an eyebrow. “You say that like it’s normal.”
“Oh it is,” she replied cheerfully. “You just learn which parts to ignore.”
She straightened a bit, lowering her voice.
“Like—if you don’t let them decide who you are, they get real confused.”
That earned a faint pause from him.
Mako grinned when she noticed.
“And confused people?” she added. “They stop being so scary.”
The teacher’s voice rose at the front of the room. Mako snapped back into her seat instantly, posture stiff, eyes forward.
Then—without looking—she nudged Seishin’s arm with her elbow.
“You survived your first day,” she whispered. “That’s already kind of amazing.”
Seishin looked back to the board.
“…It didn’t feel amazing.”
Mako smiled, softer this time.
“Yeah,” she said. “That’s usually how it starts.”
The chalk paused. Someone coughed. The lecture resumed.
Seishin exhaled slowly.
For the first time since arriving at Honnōji Academy, the room didn’t feel quite so heavy.
Not safe.
Not easy.
But… manageable.
And for now—
That was enough.
After what felt like an eternity in that room, the bell has rung. 
Chairs slid back. Footsteps echoed down the hall. The door hissed shut, leaving only the hum of fluorescent lights and the faint smell of chalk.
Seishin didn’t leave.
At the front of the room, Aikurō Mikisugi erased the board with lazy strokes, sunglasses still on, tie still loose. He moved like time wasn’t pressing him at all.
“You’re not subtle,” Seishin said.
Mikisugi paused mid-wipe.
“Oh?” he replied lightly. “Most students don’t notice anything past the bell.”
“I remember you,” Seishin continued. “Shibuya. You weren’t a teacher. You weren’t passing through.”
Mikisugi finished erasing the board and set the eraser down.
“Big city,” he said. “Lots of people brushing past each other.”
“You talked to me,” Seishin pressed. “You knew things you shouldn’t have.”
A quiet beat.
Mikisugi turned, resting one hand on the desk, posture relaxed but precise.
“And you remembered,” he said. “That’s important.”
Seishin’s jaw tightened.
“So why am I here?”
Silence stretched—not heavy, but deliberate.
Mikisugi walked past him, stopping near the window that overlooked the lower campus. Below, students moved in rigid lines, uniforms identical, steps synchronized.
“Honnōji Academy,” Mikisugi said, “is very good at producing results.”
He tapped the glass once.
“It takes in raw material. Applies pressure. It removes what doesn’t fit.”
Seishin folded his arms.
“You brought me here to see if I’d fit.”
Mikisugi chuckled softly.
“No,” he said. “To see what would happen if you didn’t.”
That landed.
Seishin exhaled slowly. “So I’m an experiment.”
Mikisugi tilted his head.
“Think of it more like… introducing a new variable.”
He turned back to Seishin.
“Most people arrive here already defined. They cling to labels. Titles. Fear. Loyalty.”
A pause.
“You arrived already stripped of those.”
Seishin’s eyes narrowed.
“And if this place breaks me?”
Mikisugi shrugged.
“Then the system does what it always does.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
A faint smile tugged at the corner of Mikisugi’s mouth.
“Then Honnōji Academy will start asking questions it doesn’t like.”
He pushed off the desk and headed for the door.
“Oh,” he added casually, without looking back,
 “Don’t go looking for meaning in every confrontation.”
Seishin frowned. “Then where should I look?”
Mikisugi stopped at the threshold.
“In who starts paying attention,” he said.
 “And who decides you’ve become inconvenient.”
The door slid open.
“One last thing,” Mikisugi said, glancing over his shoulder.  “You weren’t invited here to climb.”
He stepped into the hallway.
“You were placed here to shift the balance.” Aikuro said as he left the room, closing the door behind him.
With that, Seishin stood alone in the empty classroom, the words settling into place.
This wasn’t a second chance. Wasn’t a challenge to overcome.
It was a fault line.
And sooner or later— Something was going to crack.
Later that day, within the council chamber, silence reigned before any words were spoken.
Polished floors reflected the flicker of lanternlight overhead. Shadows gathered along the walls—silent, orderly, and precise, mirroring the authority of those assembled within. At the head of the long black table stood Satsuki Kiryuin herself—tall and poised, her eyes sharp, her presence cold as polished steel.
Around the table sat the Elite Four.
Ira Gamagori was a towering mass of disciplined muscle, imposing without movement, his posture rigid as reinforced iron. Uzu Sanageyama leaned back in his chair, boots resting casually on the table, his relaxed posture bordering on provocation. Nonon Jakuzure sat composed, methodically polishing her baton, her attention divided between the task and the room itself.
And then there was the fourth.
He sat slightly apart from the others, fingers gliding across a sleek tablet. Tinted lenses obscured his eyes, catching the lamplight with a faint glint. His teal-tinted hair was neatly kept, his expression an unreadable mask of analytical calm. He carried the quiet certainty of someone who spoke rarely, but observed relentlessly—always gathering data, always processing patterns others overlooked. This was the council’s strategist, the one responsible for information, analysis, and the dissection of anomalies down to their smallest fragments.
Satsuki regarded him with the same unblinking attention she reserved for all matters of consequence.
“You were unable to recover any records, Inumuta?” she asked.
Hōka Inumuta lifted his head just enough to acknowledge her, his fingers pausing over the tablet.
“No definitive matches in any archival database,” he replied, voice calm and precise. “No registries, no external references, no predictive probability indicators. The only verifiable data consists of today’s arrival and subsequent activity logs.”
Satsuki’s expression did not change.
“He stood his ground against council authority,” Gamagori stated, his voice low and steady.
“He demonstrated deliberate and adaptive responses,” Sanageyama added. “Not instinctive. Tactical.”
Nonon inclined her head slightly, her assessment clinical.
“There was intent rather than reaction,” she observed. “That is unusual for an unknown variable.”
Satsuki turned her gaze back to Inumuta.
“You confirm there is no digital precedence for his existence?”
Inumuta gave a brief nod.
“No recognized identifiers.” His fingers hovered over the screen for a fraction of a second. “His presence appears ex nihilo—no prior digital footprint, no social network data, no personal history available for analysis.”
Satsuki remained still—but something flickered in her mind’s eye.
Her attention drifted momentarily to her own reflection in the polished surface of the table—sharp, composed—then to her lower lip, where a faint graze lingered. Barely visible. Yet unmistakable. A silent reminder of the earlier encounter—an unintended mark left by someone she had initially deemed negligible.
The council shifted subtly. One of them noticed.
“Lady Satsuki,” came a tentative voice, “there is—”
“It is irrelevant,” Satsuki cut in evenly, her tone calm and resolute.
Yet her gaze lingered on the memory of that moment far longer than she allowed herself to acknowledge.
Inumuta closed his tablet with a soft click, the sound briefly filling the chamber.
“Based on available data,” he continued, “an unknown entity lacking traceable history but exhibiting measurable tactical resilience constitutes a statistical anomaly. Continued monitoring and archival prioritization are advised.”
Satsuki folded her hands.
“Proceed,” she said. “Compile all available data on this subject.”
Inumuta’s fingers resumed their quiet dance across the tablet, collecting threads of information no one else could see.
Satsuki straightened.
“This matter is not concluded.”
The Elite Four rose in synchronized precision.
And with that singular command, the meeting was dismissed.

The elevator doors slid open with a quiet hiss, depositing Seishin into a corridor that smelled faintly of polish and expectation.
Compared to the slums he’d heard about—compared to the raw brutality of the academy courtyard—this place wasn’t bad.
Not luxurious.
 Not warm.
Just… functional.
He walked down the hall at an even pace. The walls were smooth concrete, panels of soft light recessed into the ceiling at precise intervals. Every door he passed represented a life arranged by ranking, by performance, by placement—not by choice.
Seishin stopped at his assigned apartment.
The number plate was small, unadorned—a simple brass tag etched with 2★-15B.
Two-Star.
 Clean.
 Quiet.
 Far enough from the chaos to breathe. Close enough to be seen.
He swiped his key card.
Click.
The door opened.
Inside was a small but orderly room: a kitchenette with a few counters, a modest bed against the far wall, a desk with a single chair near the window. From there, he could see walkways and rooftops layered below—no towering spires, but close enough that the academy still loomed on the horizon.
He stepped inside.
No welcome mat.
 No fanfare.
 Just silence.
Neutral tones. Practical design. Nothing to distract, nothing to soften—but also nothing actively hostile.
Seishin closed the door behind him and stood still.
A place to lie down.
A place to store his things.
A place to think.
It wasn’t comfort.
But it was peaceful enough.
A quiet exhale escaped him—the first since morning.
(Playing Roads Untraveled by Linkin Park)
He set his bag down and unpacked with practiced calm. Folded clothes. Placed essentials. When his hand reached the bottom of the bag, his fingers brushed against something stiff.
He paused.
Then drew it out slowly. A photograph.
The lantern light caught it as if it remembered how to hold warmth.
And suddenly—
He wasn’t alone.
Not fully.
The room didn’t change, but something slipped in anyway—soft echoes, half-remembered. Laughter overlapping. Familiar voices arguing without anger. Someone clapping their hands, urging everyone closer. A quiet sigh, followed by agreement. A presence just behind him—close enough to feel without seeing.
Seishin swallowed.
His thumb traced the worn edge of the photo.
The tug finally caught him.
A single tear slipped free.
He turned slightly toward the window, wiping at his eyes with the back of his hand—quick, instinctive. As if the moment could be erased if he moved fast enough.
It couldn’t.
He exhaled slowly, steadying himself, and set the photograph on the desk, angling it toward the light.
Not as a wound.
But as an anchor.
(Song Ended)
Outside, the city moved in rigid lines.
Inside, the quiet settled again.

Then—
Thump.
The door rattled.
Before he could turn—
The door burst open.
“SEISHIN!!! HI!!! I BROUGHT FOODS!!!”
Chaos vaulted in, loud and bright and unapologetically alive. Mako Mankanshoku stood there, holding a large, steaming tray that looked like half her family’s dinner, with a comically small wrapped bundle perched on top.
She blinked. Not at the room.
At him.
Seishin’s hand was still half-raised. His eyes still a little too bright. There was the briefest pause.
Then Mako’s expression softened—just a fraction. Barely noticeable. Like she’d seen something she wasn’t going to comment on directly.
“Oh!” she said brightly, immediately turning her head and pretending to examine the ceiling. “Wow! Functional dorm! Very… uh… emotionally neutral architecture!”
She stepped in, deliberately loud now, giving him the gift of distraction.
“I love functional! Functional means you survive! Survival is great!”
She set the tray down on the counter with exaggerated care.
“So! Dinner! Chicken croquettes! Pot roast! Some weird salad Dad made! And—”
She tore open the small bundle, revealing a brightly colored blanket that clashed spectacularly with the room’s muted tones.
“A dorm-blanket! Because functional isn’t cozy!”
Seishin lowered his hand fully now. His breathing had evened out.
He looked at the food.
 The blanket.
 Then at her.
“…Thank you.”
The words were quiet. Direct.
And this time, something else slipped through with them.
Just for a second.
The corner of his mouth lifted.
Not a grin.
Not even a full smile.
Just a small, unguarded curve—gone almost as soon as it appeared.
But Mako saw it.
She froze mid-motion, eyes widening just a fraction—then softened. She didn’t point. Didn’t tease. Didn’t celebrate.
She just nodded once, like she’d been entrusted with something fragile.
“…You’re welcome,” she said, very casually.
As they ate together, Mako hummed between bites. Seishin listened, the room feeling less empty with each passing minute.
He glanced at her as she enjoyed the meal, unguarded and entirely present. His eyes closed briefly, and that same faint smile returned—small, fleeting, but real.
For the first time in months, the weight of his loneliness felt lighter.
