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“The most painful thing islosing yourself in the process of loving
someone too much, and forgetting that you are special too.”

— Ernest Hemingway

“ She entered his life like a beautiful mystery.

Sheleft it like a beautiful disaster.”



He Fell For Her the Day She Betrayed Him 0

A Note Before You Begin

AA NNoottee BBeeffoorree YYoouu BBeeggiinn

This story began as a question | couldn’t stop asking: what does it feel
like to fall for someone at the exact moment they are betraying you?

Ren and Sora are broken people colliding in the dark, each carrying
damage the other doesn’t fully understand yet.

Read slowly. Some pages will hurt.

— Prabhat Sagar
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PART ONE

Before

"The wor st thing about falling is that you never feel it happening."
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The Ambulance Girl

Ren Asakura had a rule about people.
Don't.
It made things easier.

Peopl e talked too much. Wanted too much. Left eventually. Kairo
University was full of them — polished smiles, expensive coats,
inherited confidence. Students who moved through the rain-dark

campus like they already owned parts of it.
Maybe they did.

Ren adjusted the hood of his black sweatshirt and stopped near
the stone archway overlooking the central courtyard. Rainwater dlid
from the edges of the gothic buildings in silver lines, dripping onto
the pavement below. Across the courtyard, the newer side of campus
rose behind sheets of glass and cold white light. Old stone facing
modern stesl.

Like the university couldn’t decide what it wanted to be.
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Or maybe it had already decided.

The orientation banners hanging between buildings snapped

softly in the wind.
WELCOME TO KAIRO UNIVERSITY.
The words looked almost mocking against the grey sky.

Ren kept one hand inside his pocket, fingers brushing the edge of
the old voicemail recorder there without thinking about it. Habit. The

device was scratched now. Worn smooth around the corners.
Three years.
He still carried it anyway.

Students crowded past him toward the auditorium entrance. Loud
voices. Forced laughter. Perfume mixing with rain and coffee.
Somebody bumped his shoulder and muttered an apology without

slowing down.
Ren barely noticed.

His attention had drifted toward the ambulance parked near the

front gates.

It hadn’t been there ten minutes ago.
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A small crowd had started forming nearby. Not enough panic yet.
Just curiosity. Students always slowed down for disasters when they
thought the disaster belonged to someone else.

Ren looked away first.
Then somebody screamed.
Not loud. Sharp.

The crowd shifted instantly.

Movement spread through the courtyard like a crack through

glass.
Ren saw the boy collapse near the fountain.

Maybe nineteen. Maybe younger. His body hit the wet pavement
awkwardly, one arm trapped underneath him. Several students froze
instead of helping. One girl covered her mouth. Somebody pulled out

aphone.
Of course.
Ren started walking before he consciously decided to.

Rain soaked through the shoulders of his hoodie as he crossed the
courtyard. By the time he reached the crowd, someone else had

already pushed through the center.
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A girl.

Dark coat. White shirt underneath. Hair damp from rain, hanging

loose around her face.
Calm.
That was the first thing he noticed.
Not pretty.
Not beautiful.
Calm.

While everyone else panicked around her, she crouched beside

the unconscious boy like the noise didn’t exist.
“Call emergency servicesagain,” she said.
Her voice wasn't loud.
People listened anyway.
One student stammered, “T-They’re already coming—"
“Then tell them he stopped breathing.”

No hesitation. No fear.

Just precision.
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The girl tilted the boy’ s head carefully and checked his pulse. Her

sleeves darkened against the rainwater gathering on the pavement.
Ren stopped a few feet away.
Watching.
The girl pressed two fingers briefly against the boy’ s throat.
Nothing.
Around them, the courtyard had gone strangely quiet.
Even the rain sounded distant now.
“Move back,” she said.
Thistime there was steel underneath the calm.
The crowd obeyed immediately.
She began CPR without another word.
Ren should have looked away.
Instead, he found himself noticing small things.
The silver ring on her right hand.

The fact that her breathing stayed steady.



He Fell For Her the Day She Betrayed Him O

The way she counted compressions silently under her breath.
Not nervous.
Not showing off.
Like she'd done this before.

An older faculty member finally rushed through the crowd,
already out of breath. “What happened?’

“She found him,” somebody answered quickly.
Thegirl didn’t correct them.

Ren watched her eyes flick once toward the ambulance

approaching through the gate.
No panic there either.
Just calculation.

The paramedics arrived seconds later, taking over smoothly. One

of them thanked her while checking the boy’ s vitals.
She stepped back immediately.
Out of the way.

Asif none of this had anything to do with her.
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That was when Ren noticed the blood.
A thin smear across the cuff of her white sleeve.
Not much.
Still red enough to stand out sharply against the rain.

The paramedics lifted the boy onto the stretcher while students

whispered around them.
“Did he overdose?’
“No, | heard heart condition—"
“Wasn’t hein engineering?’
Phones still recording.
Always recording.

The girl stood silently near the fountain while the ambulance

doors slammed shut.
Then she turned.

For one second, her gaze passed directly over Ren.
Dark eyes.

Unreadable.
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Most people looked away first when he stared at them long

enough.
Shedidn’t.

Rainwater slid down the side of her face. Her expression never

changed.
Then the moment ended.
She walked past him without a word.
Slowly.
Not rushed.
Not shaken.
Just... leaving.

Ren turned dlightly, watching her disappear through the crowd
toward the east buildings.

Something cold settled in the back of his mind.
Not attraction.
Not yet.

Something else.
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A question, maybe.
“Bro.”

Daiki Mori appeared beside him carrying two coffees and

absolutely no sense of timing.
“You look like you just saw a ghost.”

Ren looked back toward the empty space where the ambulance
had been.

Therain had aready started washing the blood away.
“Not aghost,” he said quietly.

Daiki followed hisline of sight. “Ah. Ambulance girl.”
Ren glanced at him once. “Y ou know her?”’

“Nope.” Dalki took a sip of coffee. “But haf the campus is
already talking about her. Transfer student. Showed up this morning.
Apparently she amost punched a paramedic for moving too slowly.”

“Shedidn’t.”
“1 know. But rumors need personality.”

Ren stayed silent.
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Daiki studied him carefully over the rim of his cup.
Then grinned dlightly.
“Oh, thisisinteresting.”
“It'snot.”
“You're staring at the building she walked into.”
Ren took the coffee Daiki offered him without responding.
The cup was warm against his cold hands.

Across the courtyard, thunder rolled softly above Kairo

University.

The old stone buildings stood motionless beneath the rain.
Watching.
Always watching.

And somewhere inside them, the girl with blood on her sleeve

disappeared into the shadows like she had never been there at all.
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Psychology 201

The rain didn't stop for the next three days. By Thursday
morning, Kairo University smelled permanently of wet stone and
burnt coffee. Ren preferred it that way. Rain kept people quieter. Not
silent. Nothing at Kairo was ever silent. But quieter enough that he
could hear things underneath conversations—hesitation, tension, lies.
Those interested him more than words ever did. He entered the
psychology building five minutes before class started, hood still
damp from outside. The east wing was older than the rest of campus.
Narrow corridors. Dark wood panels. Fluorescent lights that buzzed
softly overhead like they were dying one by one. The kind of
building that remembered things. Students filled the lecture hall in
clusters, conversations overlapping into meaningless noise. Ren
ignored them automatically and moved toward the back row. A
familiar voice stopped him. “Bro, if you sit any farther back, you'll
technically be outside the building.” Daiki Mori dropped into the seat
beside him without invitation, balancing two coffees again. Ren

looked at one cup. Then at him. “Y ou're starting to concern me.”
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“Caffeine is a personality trait now.” Daiki slid one coffee across
the desk. “ Accept modern culture.” Ren took it anyway. Below them,
students continued settling into seats. Some first-years still looked
nervous enough to bolt for the exit. Others aready carried
themselves like they owned the university. Near the front row, Hana
Ishida quietly flipped through a notebook, earbuds hanging loose
around her neck. Calm. Focused. Daiki leaned closer dightly. “She's
terrifying.” “Hana?’ “She notices things.” “That’s not terrifying.”
“You say that because nobody notices you.” Ren didn't answer. His
attention had shifted toward the lecture hall entrance. The girl from
the courtyard walked in exactly as the clock hit nine.No hesitation.
No dramatic entrance either. She moved through the room without a
word, dark coat folded over one arm now instead of worn. White
shirt. Silver ring. Damp hair tied loosely back this time. Severa
students looked at her immediately. Most looked away once she
noticed. She chose a seat near the windows. Alone. Rain streaked
softly against the glass behind her. Daiki followed Ren’s gaze and
sighed dramatically. “Oh no.” Ren ignored “Ambulance him. girl.”
“She has aname.” “Even worse. You learned it.” Ren finally looked

at him. “I heard someone say it.” “Sure.” Before Daiki could

continue ruining the morning, the room quieted. Professor Takeru
Noda entered without announcement. Older than Ren expected. Early

fifties maybe. Grey beginning to settle into his dark hair at the
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temples. Sharp suit. Sharp posture. Sharp eyes.The kind of person
who seemed permanently aware of everything around him. He placed
his notes neatly on the desk before looking out across the lecture hall.
No greeting. Just observation. For a strange moment, Ren had the
uncomfortable feeling that the professor was memorizing everyone
individually. Then Noda spoke. “Memory,” he said camly, “is one of
the least reliable things human beings place faith in.” His voice
carried easily through the room. No effort required. “People like to
imagine memory as storage. A recording device. But memory is
reconstruction. Fragile. Selective. Easily manipulated.” Ren’s fingers
tightened once around the coffee cup. Below, rain tapped steadily
against the windows. Noda continued. “Tell a person something
often enough, emotionaly enough, and eventualy they will
remember it as truth regardless of whether it happened.” A few
students started taking notes immediately. Others just stared.
“Traumaworsens this,” Noda said. “The brain protects itself through

omission. Suppression.

Distortion.” Something flickered briefly across the professor’'s
face then. Gone too fast to name. “Sometimes,” he added quietly,
“the mind buries things because survival requiresit.” Silence settled
over the lecture hall. Not boredom. Attention. Ren noticed Sora
watching the professor carefully now. Not like a student listening to a

lecture. Like someone searching for something hidden underneath
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the words. Noda opened a folder calmly. “Today’s topic is memory
ethics. Specifically—" A hand raised near the windows. Sora. Noda
stopped speaking. The room shifted subtly toward her. “Yes?’' he
asked. Her voice came cam and measured. “If a memory is
intentionally suppressed by external influence...” she said, “does the
person ever fully regain their original perception of events?’ The
room went still. Ren felt it immediately.Not the question. The
reaction. Professor Noda paused. Tiny. Barely noticeable. But real.
Daiki frowned slightly beside him. Noda folded his hands together.
“External influence is a broad term.” “Not really.” No challenge in
her tone. Just precision. The professor studied her for a second longer
than necessary. “Memories recovered after suppression are rarely
complete,” he answered finally. “Human perception fills gaps.
Sometimes incorrectly.” Sora didn't look away. “And if the

suppression was

deliberate?” Another pause. Longer this time. Something cold
dlid quietly through Ren’'s chest. Professor Noda gave a small,
unreadable smile.* Then,” he said softly, “the question becomes
whether the truth helps more than the lie.” Nobody spoke after that.
Even Daiki stayed quiet for once. Noda resumed the lecture
normally, but something had changed in the room. Ren could fed it.
The professor never called on Sora again. And Sora never asked

another gquestion.—Class ended forty minutes later beneath the low



O Prabhat Sagar

hum of conversation and moving chairs. Students filtered toward the
exits in groups. Ren stayed seated. Watching. Below, Professor Noda
organized his papers with careful precison while students
approached him individually. Sora didn’t. She stood slowly, slipping
her notebook into her bag before moving toward the aisle. As she
passed the professor’'s desk, Noda finally looked up. Only briefly.
But Ren caught it.Recognition. Not familiarity. Worse. Concern.
Sora continued walking without stopping. Like the glance meant
nothing. Daiki whistled softly beside him. “Okay,” he murmured.
“That was weird.” Ren stood. “What part?’ “All of it.” They moved
toward the exit with the rest of the students.

Rain waited outside the windows like another wall around the
university. Daiki shoved his hands into his pockets. “You think
Ambulance Girl is secretly aseria killer?” Ren opened the classroom
door. “No.” “Government spy?’ “No.” Daiki glanced sideways at
him. “You have a theory though.”Ren stepped into the corridor.
Ahead of them, Sora disappeared around the corner toward the
stairwell without once looking back. He watched the empty hallway
for a second too long. Then still said, “She aready knew the answer

to the question she asked.”
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The Study Group Ren Didn't Agre

eTo

The Study Group Ren Didn’'t Agree To Ren hated libraries. Not
because of the silence. Because silence in places like that was never
real. It was controlled. Measured breathing. Careful footsteps. The
soft turning of pages that sounded louder than conversations
somehow. People pretending not to look at each other while
constantly looking at each other. Kairo University’s main library was
worse than most. The building sat dightly apart from the rest of
campus, connected by a covered stone wakway dripping with
rainwater. Gothic arches framed the entrance. Tall windows stretched
upward into darkness, their glass blurred silver from the storm
outside. The place looked less like a library and more like something
built to hide old secrets properly. Which, Ren suspected, it probably
was. “You're being dramatic,” Daki sad. “I'm beng
kidnapped.”“ Study group isn’'t kidnapping.” “You signed my name
without asking.” Daiki pushed open the heavy library doors with
unnecessary enthusiasm. “That’'s what friendship is.” Ren stepped
inside slowly, already regretting coming. Warm air wrapped around
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them immediately. Old paper. Coffee. Dust

hidden underneath polished wood. Studentsfilled the lower floors
quietly, most pretending to study while actually watching each other
over laptop screens. Typical university behavior. Daiki checked his
phone while walking. “Okay, table seventeen.” “Y ou memorized the
table number.” “I commit to bad decisions.” Ren followed him
upstairs anyway. The second floor was quieter. Rain tapped steadily
against the enormous windows lining the western wall. Lamps cast
warm circles of light across dark wooden tables. Somewhere deeper
in the library, someone shelved books with soft rhythmic thuds.
Daiki stopped near the back corner. “There.” Ren saw Hana first.She
sat cross-legged in her chair, reading through highlighted notes with
complete focus. Earbuds in again. Pencil tucked behind one ear.
Then Sora looked up from across the table. For one second, nobody
spoke. Not awkward. Just still. Sora's expression didn’'t change
visibly, but Ren noticed the smallest pause in the movement of her
fingers against the page she’'d been holding. Recognition. Daiki
dropped into a chair immediately. “Amazing. Nobody left. | respect
the commitment.” Hana pulled one earbud out slowly. “You're late.”
“We're exactly three minutes late.” “That's late.” Daiki pointed at
Ren. “Blame his emotional relationship with hallways.” Ren

ignored him and sat at the far end of the table instead. Across

from Sora. Of course. Rainwater slid down the windows behind her



He Fell For Her the Day She Betrayed Him O

in blurred lines of silver. For a while, the group actually studied. Or
a least Hana did.Daki lasted eleven minutes before getting
distracted by a psychology articletitled Can Sleep Deprivation Cause
Hallucinations? “Interesting,” he murmured. Hana didn’t look up.
“You hallucinate naturally.” “Gifted behavior.” Ren tuned them out.
His attention stayed mostly on the pages open in front of him.
Mostly. Every few minutes, though, he became aware of small things
across the table. The way Sora underlined sentences precisely once
instead of repeatedly. The fact that she read faster than most people.
The silver ring catching soft light whenever she turned a page. She
touched it unconsciously sometimes. Only briefly. Like checking it
was dtill there. Ren noticed patterns automatically. He aways had.
The problem was he rarely forgot them afterward. Daiki stretched
lazily. “1 have a question.” Hana sighed immediately. “ That sentence
never ends well.” “What's everybody’s trauma?’Ren looked up
slowly. Daiki pointed around the table helpfully. “Like emotionally.
Weal

clearly have something wrong with us.” “Speak for yourself,”
Hana muttered. “1 am. But also you.” Daiki looked at Sora next.
“You first.” She didn't seem offended. Just mildly thoughtful.
“That's a strange question.” “It's a psychology university. Weird
questions are legaly protected.” A small pause. Then Sora said
camly, “People usually ask easier things first.” Daiki grinned. “ See?
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Mysterious answer. Confirmed emotional damage.” Hana threw a
crumpled sticky note at his head. Ren looked back down at his book.
But he felt it a second later. Sora’'s gaze shifting briefly toward him.
Studying. Not intrusive. Careful.Like she was trying to solve
something quietly. He didn’t look up again. A few minutes later,
Hana stood. “I'm getting coffee.” Daiki immediately pointed at
himself. “Large. Emotionally supportive amount.” “You don’t need
more caffeine” “I’'m weak without it.” Hana left anyway. Daiki
checked his phone. “Oh, | need to call someone.” Ren narrowed his
eyes dightly. “No you don't.” “I absolutely do.” “You're leaving on
purpose.” Daiki stood aready smiling. “Character development.”
Then he disappeared before either of them could stop him. Silence
settled over the table afterward. Real silence this time. Rain against
glass. Distant footsteps below. The soft rustle of pages turning. Ren
kept reading for exactly thirty

seconds before Sora spoke. “Y ou don't like people much.” Direct.
Not judgmental. Just observant. Ren closed the book slowly. “That
obvious?’ “A little.” “And yet you joined a study group.” “I didn’t.”
Something almost resembling amusement flickered briefly across her
face. Tiny. Gone fast. “I noticed.” Ren studied her without sound
across the table. Up close, she looked slightly more tired than before.
Not physically. Something underneath it. Like exhaustion hidden

slowly behind composure. “You ask strange questions in class,” he
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said. “So do you.” “I didn’t ask any.” “Y ou looked like you wanted
to.” Rain rolled softly across the windows behind her.For some
reason, Ren found himself saying, “Professor Noda knew what you
meant.” Sora's fingers paused lightly against the edge of her
notebook. “Maybe.” “You already had a theory before you asked.”
Her eyeslifted to his again. Still unreadable. “What makes you think
that?’ “People searching for answers usually sound uncertain.” “And
| didn’t?” “No.” A long second passed between them. Not hostile.
Not comfortable either. Careful. Then Sora looked away first,

reaching toward the stack of books beside her. At the same

moment, Ren reached for the same one. Their hands almost
touched. Almost. She pulled back immediately.Fast enough that most
people wouldn’'t have noticed. Ren did. Of course he did. The silver
ring caught the light again before her hand disappeared beneath the
sleeve of her coat. Neither of them spoke. Somewhere downstairs,
thunder rolled faintly through the building. Sorafinally slid the book
toward him instead. “You were closer.” Ren looked at the title.
Memory Reconstruction and Trauma Interesting choice. “You read
fast,” he said without thinking. Her expression shifted dightly.
Surprised. “Observation or accusation?’ “Neither.” Another pause.
Then quietly: “Y ou notice a lot.” Response. Ren leaned back dlightly
in his chair. “So do you.” For the first time since meeting her, Sora

smiled. Small. Barely there. But real enough to change her entire face
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for half a second. And that—more than the ambulance, more than the
question in class, more than the silence—was the first thing that
genuinely unsettled him.—The rain had intensified by the time they
left the library. Night pressed cold against the campus windows now,

swallowing most of the university in shadow. Daiki shoved his

hands into his pockets as they crossed the covered walkway back
toward the dorm buildings. “You're quiet.” Ren kept walking. “You
get stabbed emotionally in there or something?’ “No.” “Hm.” Daiki
glanced sideways at him. “Something’s off about her.”Ren didn’t
answer immediately. Rain hammered softly against the stone arches
overhead. Far across campus, lights glowed behind the dark glass of
the administration building. Watching. Always watching. Daiki’'s
voice lost some of its humor when he spoke again. “I mean it.” Ren
looked ahead toward the dormitory lights. “I know,” he said quietly.

And somehow that answer felt worse than disagreement.



He Fell For Her the Day She Betrayed Him O

First Real L ook

By the second week at Kairo University, Ren had learned three
things. First—the rain here never felt natural. Second—Professor
Noda noticed more than he admitted. And third—Sora Fujiwara had
a habit of disappearing before conversations became personal.
Which, unfortunately, only made him notice her more. Ren stood
near the back shelves of the library’s restricted psychology section,
scanning faded titles under dim yellow lighting. Most students
avoided this floor because the heating barely worked and the older
archive shelves smelled faintly of mildew and dust. Ren preferred it.
Nobody came here unless they wanted something specific. He pulled
another file halfway free before stopping. The shelf beside him was
empty except for one missing book. Memory Ethics & Cognitive
Distortion. Checked out yesterday.He aready knew who took it
before he looked at the system card. S. Fujiwara. Of course. A soft
storm rattled against the library windows. The weather forecast had
promised thunderstorms by evening. Kairo answered by turning the

entire sky black before six. Ren dlid the
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file back into place. Then the lights flickered once overhead. The
librarian downstairs cursed in silence. A few students immediately
started packing their things. Thunder rolled again. Closer this time.
Ren checked the time on his phone. 8:17 PM. Too late for most
students to still be here. Not late enough for him. He moved toward
the reading area near the western windows, carrying two books under
one arm. The upper floor was almost empty nhow. Warm pools of
light stretched across dark wooden tables while shadows filled the
spaces in between. Half the lamps had already dimmed because of
the storm. And near the windows—Sora sat alone. Rain blurred the
city lights behind her into silver streaks across the glass. She didn’t
notice him immediately. Or pretended not to. A notebook lay open
beside her, pages filled with precise handwriting. Several books
surrounded her in organized stacks. One rested open in her hands
while she read silently, fingers brushing lightly against the corner of
the page. The silver ring again. Always the ring. Ren should've
walked somewhere else. Instead, he sat across from her. Not directly.
Diagonal. Enough space to leave if necessary. Soralooked up after a
moment. No surprise crossed her face. “You're here late.” “So are

you.” “Observation or accusation?’ Ren opened one of the books

calmly. “You recycle responses.” Something flickered briefly in
her eyes. Almost amusement. Outside, rain crashed harder against the

windows. For several minutes neither spoke. The silence between
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them had changed recently. Less guarded now. Still careful. But not
empty anymore. Ren read three pages without remembering a single
sentence. Across the table, Sora turned another page slowly.
Then—"You stare alot.” Ren looked up. She hadn’t moved from her
book. “You notice a lot,” he answered. “That wasn't an answer.”
“You didn't ask a question.” Now she looked at him. Directly. There
was something dangerous about the way Sora held eye contact. Not
aggressive. Worse.Patient. Like she could wait forever for someone
else to look away first. Most people eventualy did. Ren didn't.
Thunder shook softly through the library. The lights flickered again.
Sora finally spoke first. “You aways sit like you're waiting for
something bad to happen.” The sentence landed strangely. Because it
was true. Ren leaned back dlightly in his chair. “And you always
sound like you already know when it will.” A pause. Not awkward.
Measured. Then she closed the book in front of her carefully. “You
think people can change?’ she asked. The

guestion came quietly enough that it aimost disappeared beneath
the rain. Ren watched her for a second before answering.
“No.”“That's pessimistic.” “It's redlistic.” Sora tilted her head
dlightly. “So people are trapped as themselves forever?’ “Mostly.”
“And if they regret who they were?” Ren’s fingers stilled briefly
against the edge of the page. Outside, lightning flashed silver across

the windows. For half a second, the entire library turned white. Then
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darkness settled again. “Y ou can regret something,” Ren said quietly.
“Doesn’t erase it.” Something unreadable crossed her expression
then. Gone quickly. Like she hadn't meant to let him see it. The
storm intensified suddenly overhead, rain hammering the glass hard
enough to drown out the lower floors completely. A moment
later—the lights went out. The entire upper floor dropped into
darkness. A few startled voices echoed downstairs. Then emergency
backup lights flickered dimly to life along the walls, casting the
library in low amber shadows.The atmosphere changed instantly.
Smaller. Closer. Sora looked toward the windows where rainwater
streaked endlessly down the glass. “They’ll probably close early,”
she murmured. Neither of them stood. Downstairs, the librarian
announced something about temporary power issues. Nobody moved

upstairs yet. The storm

kept everyone trapped exactly where they were. Ren became
aware of little things again. The soft reflection of emergency lights
against Sora’ sring. The loose strands of damp hair near her face. The
fact that she looked calmer during storms instead of nervous. Most
people hated silence during power outages. Sora seemed to disappear
into it comfortably. “ Y ou're staring again,” she said softly. Thistime,
there was no defense in the words. Ren answered before thinking
about it. “You don’'t look real sometimes.” The moment the sentence

left him, silence settled heavily between them.Not because it sounded
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romantic. It didn't. It sounded honest. Which was worse. Sora's
expression changed almost imperceptibly. Like something inside her
had gone still. Rain filled the space where words should’ ve been.
Then without a word: “That’s not a good thing.” Ren held her gaze.
“l didn’t say it was.” For the first time since meeting her, she looked
away first. Not quickly. Not uncomfortable. But deliberate. Like
continuing to look at him suddenly required more effort than before.
She reached for her notebook instead. Closed it carefully. “You

should go before the storm gets worse.”

“You trying to get rid of me?’“No.” That came too fast. Sora
noticed it immediately. So did Ren. A faint line appeared between
her brows before she looked back toward the raindark windows. The
library around them remained quiet and dim beneath emergency
lighting. Shadow and gold. Old wood and thunder. For a strange
moment, the rest of the university felt very far away. Then Sora
spoke again without looking at him. “You do that a lot.” “What?’
“Look at people like you're trying to figure out whether they’ll
leave.” The words hit harder than they should have. Ren's jaw
tightened dlightly. Outside, lightning flashed again across the city
skyline. Sora finally stood slowly, sliding her books carefully into
her bag. “I should go.” Ren watched her gather everything with calm,
practiced movements.Controlled. Always controlled. But when she

reached for the strap of her bag, her fingers dipped once. Tiny
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mistake. Barely noticeable. Still nervousness. Telling. She noticed
him noticing. Of course she did. A faint breath escaped her—almost
frustration with herself. Then she adjusted the bag over her shoulder.
For one second, neither moved. The storm surrounded the library in
sheets of silver rain. And in the soft emergency lighting, Sora looked
less like a student and more like someone standing halfway inside a

memory she didn’t trust.

“Goodnight, Ren.” The first time she'd said his name. Quiet.
Natural. Dangerous.Then she walked away between the dark shelves
without waiting for an answer. Slowly. Never running. Ren stayed
where he was long after she disappeared downstairs. Rain continued
crashing against the windows. The lights flickered once more
overhead. And somewhere deep in the building beneath him, hidden
under old stone and locked archive doors—something heavy shifted
inside Kairo University like it had just started paying attention back.
#
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TheWeight He Carries

Ren rarely dept before two in the morning. Sleep implied peace.
Or at least safety. He trusted neither enough to close his eyes easily.
Rain tapped softly against the dorm window while the city beyond
Kairo University dissolved into blurred neon and darkness. Most
students were asleep by now. The hallways had gone quiet almost an
hour ago. Only the vending machines downstairs still hummed
steadily through the walls. Ren sat alone at his desk beneath the weak
yellow glow of a lamp. One open notebook. Three scattered case
files. A photograph turned face-down near his hand. He hadn’t
touched it yet. Across the room, Daiki snored dramatically from the
other bed like he was auditioning for a medical emergency. Ren
ignored him automatically.His attention stayed fixed on the
university archive page glowing faintly across his laptop screen.
ACCESS DENIED. Again. The restricted records section had tighter
security than expected. Telling. Most universities protected financial
information. Kairo protected psychology archives. That aone told
him enough. Ren leaned back dlightly
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in his chair, eyes tired from hours staring at screens and
half-erased incident reports. Every thread eventually disappeared into
missing documents, corrupted files, or faculty-only access
restrictions. Three years. And somebody had buried everything with
intent. Which meant somebody had been afraid. His gaze drifted
finally toward the photograph beside him. Slowly, he turned it over.
Sou Asakura smiled back immediately. Older by four years. Same
dark eyes. Same sharp jaw. Unlike Ren, though, Sou had always
looked comfortable around people. Easy smile. Open posture. The
kind of person strangers trusted immediately.The photograph had
been taken outside a train station years ago. Before Kairo University.
Before the call. Rain struck harder against the window. Ren stared at
the picture quietly. “You were supposed to answer this time.” The
words came out softer than intended. Across the room, Daiki rolled
over in his sleep and muttered something deeply offensive to physics.
Ren amost smiled. Almost. Instead, he reached into the desk drawer
slowly. The voicemail recorder sat underneath old receipts and loose
charging cables. Small. Black. Scratched near the edges from years
of being carried everywhere. Ren held it in his palm for a long

moment before pressing play.

Static crackled softly through the speaker. Then Sou’'s voice
filled the room. “Ren.” Everything inside him tightened immediately.
Three years later and it still happened. Every time. Rain blurred
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against the dorm windows. Sou sounded breathless. Not panicked.
Worse. Trying not to panic. “I know you're probably asleep,” the
voicemail continued quietly. “But if you get this—" Static
interrupted the sentence briefly. Somewhere in the background, a
door slammed. Then silence. When Sou spoke again, his voice had
lowered. “There's something wrong here.” Ren closed his eyes once.
Just once. “I think they know | found it.” More static. The sound of
footsteps maybe.Or imagination. Ren could never tell anymore. “If
anything happens—" The voicemail cut sharply. End of message.
That was it. Always. No explanation. No goodbye. No closure. Just
fear compressed into twenty-three seconds of audio. The next
morning, Sou Asakura had been found dead behind the east research
building at Kairo University. Official ruling: Suicide. Ren stared at
the recorder without moving. He knew better. Not because grief
demanded a different answer. Because Sou would never |leave a
message like that before killing himself. And because universities
didn’'t erase records unless those records mattered. Outside, thunder

rolled softly above the campus. Ren finally placed the recorder back

onto the desk with careful precision. Like something fragile
enough to break if handled incorrectly.A sudden vibration interrupted
the silence. His phone. Unknown Number. Ren frowned slightly. No
message. Just an image attachment. For a second, he considered

ignoring it. Then he opened the photo. Everything inside him went
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still. The image showed his dorm room window. Taken from outside.
Tonight. Rain streaked across the glass exactly the way it was now.
His desk lamp glowed in the picture. And through the window—Ren
himself sat visible at the desk. Watching the voicemail recorder. The
photograph had been taken recently enough that his current posture
matched perfectly. Cold settled slowly down his spine.Across the
room, Daiki still slept peacefully. Unaware. Ren stood immediately
and crossed toward the window without making noise. Outside, rain
hammered the courtyard below. Streetlights reflected gold against
wet pavement. No movement. No figure standing outside. Nothing.
Still—someone had been there. Watching. Ren scanned the darkness
carefully. The administration building stood across campus beyond
the rain, its upper windows glowing faintly against the storm. Most

of the university had gone dark already.

Except one office on the top floor. A single light remained on.
Ren stared at it for several seconds before his phone vibrated again.
Second message. No text.Just another image. This one older. Grainy
security footage. A hallway. Kairo University east wing. Timestamp:
Three years ago. And at the very end of the corridor—Sou. Walking
alone. The image quality was terrible, but Ren recognized him
instantly anyway. Another figure stood partially visible near the
corner ahead. Tall. Sharp posture. Face hidden. Waiting. The
message disappeared before Ren could save it. Deleted remotely.
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Ren looked at the empty screen silently. Interesting. Whoever sent it
wanted him afraid.Or warned. Hard to tell the difference yet. Behind
him, Daiki groaned awake dlightly. “Bro,” he mumbled sleepily into
his pillow, “if you're planning murder, do it quieter.” Ren locked his
phone screen calmly. “Go back to sleep.” Daiki cracked one eye
open. “Why do you sound like a divorced detective?’ “No reason.”
“Hm.” Daiki rolled over again before muttering, “Y ou know serial
killers always start with the quiet roommate vibe.” A weaker person
might’ ve laughed. Ren looked back toward the rain-covered campus
outside instead. Toward the single illuminated office across the

university. Still awake. Still watching.

And for the first time since arriving at Kairo—Ren had the
distinct feeling that someone had finally noticed he was looking
back. #
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Kal Shiraishi Enters

By Friday evening, the rain had become background noise. Kairo
University breathed with it now. Water siding down gothic stone.
Umbrellas moving through dark pathways. Reflections trembling
beneath white campus lights. Everything wet. Everything watching.
Ren stood near the back entrance of the student union building with
both hands inside his pockets while Daiki adjusted the collar of his
jacket dramatically beside him. “Y ou look emationally unavailable,”
Daiki said. “I am.” “Good. That matches the event.” Music drifted
faintly from inside the building—low jazz layered beneath
conversations and expensive laughter. The annual student council
reception had turned half the university into polished marble and
formal clothes for one evening. Ren already regretted coming. “You
could’'ve said no,” he muttered.Daiki |looked offended. “And miss
free food funded by corrupt rich students? Absolutely not.” Warm
light spilled through the tall glass doors ahead. Inside, students
moved beneath chandeliers and gold banners carrying the Kairo

crest. Old money. Political families. Future executives pretending to
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network while actually measuring each other’s usefulness. The
atmosphere felt less like a university gathering and more like a room
full of people rehearsing power early. Ren hated rooms like this.
Which was exactly why he came. “Try smiling once tonight,” Daiki
said while pushing through the doors. “You look like you're here to
identify a body.” “I usualy am.” “See? That's almost humor.” The
ballroom inside smelled faintly of expensive perfume and wine.
Faculty members stood near the stage speaking carefully with donors
while students clustered around the open bar pretending not to care
who noticed them. Ren scanned the room automatically. Entrances.
Exits. Blind corners. Security cameras. Habit. And then—he saw
her.Sora stood near the far windows wearing a black coat over adark
grey dress, one hand loosely around a glass she hadn’t touched yet.
Simple. Understated. Which somehow made her stand out more than
everyone else trying too hard. Several people had attempted
conversations with her aready. Ren could tell by the polite
exhaustion hidden beneath her expression. She noticed him watching
after a moment. Not surprised anymore. Just aware. For one quiet
second, the noise of the ballroom seemed to blur around the edges.

Then Daiki ruined it immediately. “Oh no,” he whispered

dramatically beside him. “You found her in under thirty
seconds.” Ren looked away first thistime. “1 wasn't looking for her.”

“That’'s somehow sadder.” A soft ripple of movement shifted across
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the room near the entrance. Conversations lowered subtly. People
straightened without realizing they were doing it. Revealing. Ren
turned toward the doors.A tall man entered beside two faculty
members, dressed in black formawear sharp enough to look
effortless. Dark hair pushed neatly back. Calm expression.
Controlled posture. Beautiful in the kind of way that made people
uncomfortable afterward. Kai Shiraishi. Ren knew immediately
before hearing the name. Not because of appearance. Because of the
room. Power changed atmospheres before words ever did. The
student council president moved easily through conversations while
people unconsciousy adjusted themselves around him. Faculty
greeted him first. Students smiled too quickly. Nobody ignored him.
Ka acknowledged people warmly without lingering too long
anywhere. Efficient charm. Dangerous charm. Daiki leaned closer
dightly. “There's your resident future politician.” “Shiraishi?’

“Unfortunately.” Ren kept watching.

Ka laughed softly at something a professor said, accepting a
drink from a server without breaking conversation.Smooth.
Practiced. Then his attention shifted briefly across the ballroom.
Toward Sora. Everything inside Ren sharpened instantly. Not
attraction. Control. The difference sat still underneath body language
most people never noticed. Kai’'s expression didn’t visibly change

when he saw her. Neither did Sora's. But something invisible passed
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between them anyway. Recognition. Expectation. History. Sora
lowered her eyes first. Interesting. Revealing. Kai continued moving
through the room after that, eventually stopping near a group of
student representatives beside the center staircase. A girl nearby
whispered excitedly to her friend. “That’s Kai Shiraishi?’ “You've
never met him?'“No, but my brother said his family basically owns
half the university.” Ren’s attention shifted immediately. Family.
Ownership. Pieces connecting quietly somewhere in the back of his
mind. Across the room, Sora still stood near the windows aone now.
Watching the rain outside instead of the people around her. Ren
moved before fully deciding to. Daiki caught his sleeve instantly.
“Absolutely not.” “What?" “You're walking toward emotional
problems.” Ren removed his arm calmly. “Move.” “Bro—" Too late.

Ren

crossed the ballroom slowly through shifting conversations and
soft jazz music. The polished marble floors reflected warm
chandelier light beneath his shoes. Sora noticed him approaching
halfway there. “Y ou look uncomfortable,” she said once he stopped
beside her. “So do you.” A faint breath escaped her nose.Not quite a
laugh. Progress. Rain streaked silver down the enormous windows
behind them, turning Tokyo into blurred light and darkness outside.
Neither spoke for a moment. Then Ren glanced once toward Kai

across the ballroom. “He knows you.” Not really a question. Sora
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followed his gaze briefly. “Yes.” “How?' A pause. Careful. “Our
families knew each other.” Past tense. Interesting again. “Close
families?” Something unreadable moved briefly behind her eyes.
“Complicated ones.” Before Ren could answer, applause suddenly
rippled through the ballroom.Kai Shiraishi had stepped onto the low
stage near the center of the room. Every conversation quieted almost
immediately. He stood comfortably beneath the warm lights, one
hand resting loosely against the podium. Perfect posture. Perfect

composure. The kind of person trained early never to revesal

uncertainty publicly. “Thank you al for coming tonight,” Kai
said smoothly. His voice carried easily through the room. Warm.
Precise. Controlled. “As student council president, I'd like to
officially welcome our new transfer students to Kairo University.”
Polite applause followed. Kai smiled lightly. “Kairo is built on
excellence,” he continued. “But more importantly, it survives on
trust.” Something about the sentence landed wrong inside Ren
immediately. Maybe instinct. Maybe paranocia. Kai's gaze moved
camly across the crowd while speaking. Then stopped directly on
Ren.No hesitation. No confusion. Recognition. The smile remained
perfectly intact. “Some truths,” Kai said softly, “take time before
people understand why they were protected in the first place.” Ren’s
pulse slowed. Not fear. Focus. Across the ballroom, Sora had gone

very dtill beside him. Interesting. Kai raised his champagne glass



He Fell For Her the Day She Betrayed Him O

dlightly toward the audience. Toward Ren specifically. A greeting.
Or a warning. Maybe both. Then he smiled again like nothing
unusua had happened at all. The room applauded politely. Music
resumed. Conversations restarted.But the atmosphere had changed.
Ren felt it immediately. Beside him, Sora's fingers tightened once
around the untouched glass in her hand. “ The speech bothered

you,” Ren said quietly. “No.” Lie. Small one. Still alie. Before he
could press further, movement approached from behind. Kai himself.
Of course. The student council president stopped beside them with
effortless calm, holding a champagne glass loosely between elegant
fingers. Up close, he looked even more composed somehow.
Dangerously composed. “Kairo’'s newest mystery student,” Kai said
warmly to Ren. “Ren Asakura.” Not a question. Ren met his gaze
evenly. “You aready knew my name.” Kai smiled slightly wider. “I
make it a point to know interesting people.”Beside them, Sora
remained silent. Kai acknowledged her finally with a small nod.
“Sora.” “Kai.” The single word carried years underneath it. Ren
heard them immediately. Kai turned back toward him smoothly. “I
hope Kairo has been treating you well so far.” “It's memorable.”
Another faint smile. “I've found that universities are like people,”
Ka said. “The older they are, the more carefully they hide their
mistakes.” The sentence landed deliberately. Testing. Ren studied
him without sound. “What kind of mistakes?’ Kai tilted his head
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dlightly. “The expensive kind.” For one brief second, silence settled
sharply between the

three of them despite the noise surrounding the ballroom. Then
Ka glanced toward Sora again. Not romantic.Ownership. Exactly
what Ren noticed earlier. Something cold moved slowly through his
chest. Kai raised his glass once more before stepping back. “We'll
talk again, Ren.” Not if. When. Then he disappeared smoothly back
into the crowd like he'd never interrupted them at all. Sora stared
down at her untouched drink. Rain hammered softly against the
windows. And for the first time since arriving a Kairo
University—Ren understood exactly what danger looked like when it

smiled first. #
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Coffee Without Words

Ren started noticing her absence before he admitted noticing her
presence. It annoyed him. Monday morning, she didn’t appear in
Psychology 201 until exactly one minute before class started.
Tuesday, she skipped the cafeteria entirely. Wednesday, he caught
himself looking toward the library windows automatically while
crossing the courtyard. That irritated him even more. People became
habits too easily. And habits eventually became weaknesses. Rain
drifted lightly across campus by evening, softer than usual tonight.
The pathways around Kairo University gleamed black beneath
reflected lights while students hurried between buildings under
umbrellas and half-finished conversations. Ren returned to his dorm
after archive duty mentally exhausted and physically cold. The
hallway outside his room sat quiet except for distant laughter
somewhere downstairs.He unlocked the door. Stopped. A coffee cup
sat on his desk. Still warm. Ren closed the door behind him slowly.
No note. No message. Nothing. Just black coffee in a plain paper
cup. His eyes narrowed slightly. Across the room, Daiki looked
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up from his laptop immediately. “Oh good,” he said. “Y ou found
your mysterious emotional support beverage.” Ren looked at him.
“You know who left this?” Daiki grinned without shame. “Maybe.”
“When?" “Like twenty minutes ago.” Ren set his bag down with
precision. “And you let someone into our room.” “She knocked.”
“That’s not security.” “She had coffee.” Daiki gestured vaguely like
this explained everything. Ren walked toward the desk slowly.Steam
dtill curled faintly from beneath the lid. Noted. He glanced once
toward Daiki. “You drank yours aready?’ “Obviously.” “You

accepted coffee from a stranger.” “ She doesn’t feel like a murderer.”
“That’'s aterrible survival instinct.” Daiki pointed dramatically at the
untouched cup. “Drink your destiny and stop being weird.” Ren
ignored him. Mostly because he was already reaching for the coffee.
The cup felt warm against his fingers. Comfortingly warm. Which
somehow made it worse. “You're smiling,” Daiki whispered. “I’'m
not.” “You spiritualy are.” Ren took a sip before answering. Black.
No sugar.Exactly how he drank it. Interesting again. “How did she
know?" Daiki blinked innocently. “Know what?’ Ren looked at him
flatly. “Oh.” Daiki leaned back in his chair. “Y eah that’s the creepy
part actualy.” Ren stared quietly at the coffee for another second.

Then set it

down. Outside the dorm window, rain blurred softly across the

glass. Something unfamiliar settled low in his chest. Not peace.
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Close enough to make him uncomfortable anyway.—It happened
again two days later. Another coffee. Another evening. No note. No
explanation. By the third time, it had become a pattern. Which meant
Ren started expecting it.Which was dangerous. “You know,” Daiki
said while spinning slowly in his chair, “most people would simply
flirt normally.” Ren didn’t look up from his laptop. “Who says thisis
flirting?’ Daiki stopped spinning dramatically. “Bro.” Silence.
“BRO.” Ren continued typing. Daiki pointed accusingly toward the
coffee cup on the desk. “Mysterious emotionally damaged girl
repeatedly brings emotionally damaged guy coffee without speaking
about it. This is literally cinema.” “It's caffeine” “It's intimacy.”
Ren finally looked at him. “Y ou need hobbies.” “I have habbies. I'm
studying human suffering live.” A notification flashed briefly across
Ren’s laptop screen. Restricted Archive Access Denied. Again. His
expression darkened dlightly. Daiki noticed immediately. “You've
been at thisfor hours.”1’m close.” “You’ve said that six times.” Ren

|eaned

back quietly. The archive systems around Professor Noda's
research department were heavily encrypted compared to the rest of
the university records. Too heavily. Every blocked file only
convinced him further he was searching in the correct place. Daiki’s
voice softened dlightly. “You ever think maybe you should stop
digging for a bit?’ “No.” “Healthy answer.” Ren closed the laptop.
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Across the desk, the coffee still sat half-finished. Warm. Waiting. His
attention drifted toward it unconsciously. Dangerous habit.—The
library was nearly empty by the time Ren found her later that night.
Rain pressed gently against the tall windows while dim gold light
stretched across rows of shelves and abandoned tables.Sora sat alone
near the western side again, reading beneath one of the old lamps.
She looked up before he reached the table this time. Like she already
knew it was him. Noted. Ren stopped across from her. “You keep
breaking into my room.” “I knock.” “That's not a denial.” A faint
flicker crossed her expression. Almost amusement again. “Y ou drink
them.” “Also not a denia.” For a moment, neither moved. The rain
softened outside into a steady silver hush against the windows. Sora
closed her book carefully. “You looked tired.” The sentence caught
him dlightly off guard. Not

because of the words. Because she’d noticed. Ren leaned lightly
againgt the table edge. “So your solution was caffeine.” “It seemed
safer than therapy.” A quiet laugh escaped him before he could stop
it. Small. Brief. Real. Sorawent still for half a second. Like hearing it
mattered more than expected. Ren noticed that too. Of course he did.
“You're staring again,” she murmured softly. “Y ou started bringing
coffeeto my room.” “That’sfair.” The silence afterward felt different
tonight. Less defensive. Like both of them had accidentally stepped

too close to honesty already and neither knew how to move back
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naturally. Outside, students crossed the rain-dark courtyard below
carrying umbrellas through blurred pools of campus light. Kairo
University looked almost peaceful from up here. Almost. Sora turned
her attention toward the windows. “Do you believe people can be
truly known?’ The question came in silence. Not academic this
time.Personal. Ren studied her for a long second before answering.
“No.” She looked back at him sowly. “Not even after years?’
“People decide what parts of themselves other people get.” “And the
rest?’ “They keep hidden.” Sora’s fingers moved unconsciously

toward the silver ring on her right hand. There it was again. The
habit. Like checking something invisible. “Maybe,” she said softly,
“some people hide things because they think they have to.”
“Usualy.” “And if they want to tell the truth?’ Ren’s gaze stayed on
her. “Then they wait too long.” The words settled heavily between
them. For the first time since meeting her, Sora looked almost
uncertain what to say next. Interesting.Interesting. Rain tapped
steadily against the windows around them. Downstairs, a librarian
switched off another row of lights. Night deepened quietly through
the building. Sora stood first. “You should sleep occasionally,” she
said while gathering her books. “That sounds hypocritical.” “It
probably is.” She adjusted her bag over one shoulder before moving
past him slowly. Then paused beside his chair. Close enough now

that Ren caught the faint scent of rainwater and coffee beneath her
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coat. “You never answered my question completely,” she said.
“What question?’ Sora looked toward him dightly. In the low library
lighting, her expression seemed softer than usual. More dangerous
because of it. “About people being known.” Ren held her gaze. For
one suspended second, neither looked away.Then quietly, he said,
“No.” A pause. “But some are worth the attempt.” Sora froze. Only
briefly.

Still enough that he knew she recognized the words. Because they
weren't entirely his. Something unreadable moved through her eyes
then—surprise, maybe, or regret. Or both. Then she stepped back
carefully. “Goodnight, Ren.” And walked away before he could see
whatever expression she made afterward. Slowly. Always slowly.
Ren remained standing beside the table long after she disappeared
between the shelves. Rain continued falling softly over Kairo
University outside. And somewhere deep beneath the growing pull in
his chest—something colder whispered without a word that this was

exactly how people got hurt.#
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PART TWO

The Fall

nn

“"The most dangerous distance is the one you choose.
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Hana Sees Everything

Hana Ishida trusted silence more than words. Words were easy.
People used them constantly without meaning half of what they said.
Silence was different. Silence exposed things. Timing exposed
things. The half-second pauses before someone answered a question
usually mattered more than the answer itself. And lately—Ren and
Sora had become very quiet around each other. Which worried her.
Rain dlid softly across the cafeteria windows while evening students
crowded the lower floors of the student center beneath warm lights
and tired conversations. Daiki sat across from her destroying instant
noodles with unnecessary confidence. “This,” he announced
dramatically, “is peak university cuisine.” “That’s legally plastic.”
“It's emotional plastic.” Hana stirred her tea slowly without
responding.Across the cafeteria near the windows, Ren sat alone with
his laptop open beside untouched coffee. Again. He wasn't typing
anymore. Just staring toward the entrance every few minutes without
realizing he was doing it. Daiki followed her gaze casually. “Oh no.”

Hanalooked at him. “Y ou noticed it too.” “Bro’s gone.” “He's not.”
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“He spiritualy writes poetry now.” Hana ignored that. Her
attention shifted toward the cafeteria doors just as Sora entered
carrying books against her chest. Dark coat. Loose hair. Silver ring.
And immediately—Ren looked up. Tiny movement. Barely
noticeable. Still automatic. Interesting.Sora spotted him amost at the
same moment. Then something subtle happened. Both of them
hesitated. Not physically. Emotionally. Like each had become aware
of the other before deciding how visible to make it. Hana leaned back
dlightly in her chair. There it is. Daiki sighed beside her. “This is
gonna end horribly.” “You say that like you know something.” “I
know Ren.” That answer mattered more than he intended. Hana
watched quietly while Sora crossed the cafeteria. She could've
chosen any empty table. Instead, after the smallest pause, she sat
across from Ren naturally enough to look accidental. Ren closed his
laptop. Neither spoke immediately. Comfortable silence. Dangerous
silence.Daiki lowered his voice dightly. “ See that?’ “Yes.” “He only
does that with people he trusts.” Hana glanced at him. “Closing the
laptop?” “Not looking for exits.” Her attention returned toward the
window table. Daiki was right. Ren’s posture had changed around
Sora over the past week. Subtly. But clearly. Less guarded shoulders.

Longer eye contact. Stillness

instead of distance. Like some part of him had stopped preparing
to leave immediately. Which meant if this ended badly—Hana
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pushed the thought away before finishing it. Across the cafeteria,
Sora said something quiet enough Hana couldn’t hear. Ren answered.
Sora looked down afterward smiling faintly into her coffee cup.
Small smile. Rea one. Interesting. Interesting.Daiki stabbed his
noodles thoughtfully. “Y ou ever meet two people and instantly know
they’re gonna ruin each other emotionally?” “You're projecting.”
“I'm observant.” Hana rested her chin lightly against one hand.
“No,” she said softly after a moment. “You're worried.” Daiki went
quiet. That alone confirmed enough. Rain tapped steadily against the
windows around them while evening conversations blurred together
beneath the cafeteria lights. At the far table, Ren reached for Sora's
notebook after she dlid it toward him. Their fingers brushed briefly
this time. Neither pulled away immediately. Not like before. Sora
looked at him for half a second too long afterward. And Ren—Ren
looked almost cam. That disturbed Hana more than anything.
Because she'd met him during his first week at Kairo. People
exhausted him. Crowds irritated him. Trust came hard and |eft

harder. But now he watched Sora like someone slowly forgetting
to be lonely.Which meant the fall, if it came, would be worse. Daiki
noticed her expression. “What?’ Hana looked back toward the
rain-dark windows. “ She watches him when he isn’t looking.” “ So?’
“She looks scared every time she redlizes she cares.” Daiki |eaned

back dlightly. The humor faded from his face for once. Curious.
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“You think she's hiding something,” he said quietly. “I think both of
them are.” Across the cafeteria, Sora stood slowly gathering her
books. Ren looked up at her automatically. Again. Always. “You
leaving?’ Hana heard him ask faintly across the room. Sora nodded
once. “Early class tomorrow.” “That exists?” A small smile touched
her mouth.“Some of us attend university academically.” Daiki
clutched his chest dramatically. “I've been attacked from another
table.” Nobody acknowledged him. Sora adjusted the strap of her bag
before looking back toward Ren. For one second, something
unspoken passed between them again. Easy. Quiet. Already familiar.
Then she left. Siowly. Never rushing. Ren watched the doors close
behind her before looking back down at his coffee. But he wasn't
reading anymore. Wasn't working either. Just thinking. Hana
understood the expression immediately. It was the look people got

right before they stopped

protecting themselves properly. Daiki exhaled still beside her.
“Just let it happen.” Hana's gaze lingered on Ren a second longer.
Rain blurred silver against the windows behind him while Kairo
University disappeared gradualy into evening darkness
outside.“No,” she murmured softly. Daiki frowned. “What?’ Hana
watched Ren finally reach for the coffee Sora had left untouched

beside his hand. “That’ s what worries me.”
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Rain Walk

The rain started just before evening classes ended. Not the usual
quiet drizzle Kairo carried amost daily. This was heavier. Colder.
The kind of rain that swallowed sound and turned the entire campus
silver-black beneath the streetlights. Students crowded under the
psychology building awning waiting for it to ease. It didn’t. Ren
stood near the edge of the stairs with one hand inside his pocket,
watching water flood slowly along the stone pathways below.
Umbrellas opened around him one after another while conversations
blended into white noise behind his back. Thunder rolled softly
somewhere over Tokyo. He should’'ve left already. Instead, his
attention kept drifting toward the hallway doors. Waiting. Which
irritated him enough that he nearly walked into the rain out of
spite.Then Sora appeared. Dark coat folded over one arm. Books
against her chest. Hair dlightly damp already from humidity. She
stopped beneath the awning after spotting the storm outside. For a
second, she looked amost disappointed. Curious. Ren noticed the
absence immediately. No umbrella. She noticed him a moment later.
And
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there it was again—that tiny pause both of them had started doing
unconsciously around each other now. Awareness. “Looks bad,” she
said quietly. Ren glanced toward the rain-dark courtyard. “That’'s
optimistic.” A faint breath escaped her nose. Almost a laugh.
Students rushed past them toward dorm buildings under umbrellas
and jackets held over their heads. Within minutes, the entrance had
mostly emptied. Only the two of them remained beneath the stone
archway while rain hammered the campus outside.Sora shifted her
books dightly. “You waiting for it to stop?’ “No.” “Then why are
you dtill here?” Ren looked at her evenly. “You don't have an
umbrella” Something unreadable crossed her face briefly. Not
surprise. Something softer. A dangerous thing. “I’'m capable of
surviving weather,” she said. “That wasn’t the concern.” Silence
settled between them for a second. Then Ren opened the umbrellain
his hand. Black. Large enough for two people if they stood close.
Sora looked at it. Then at him. “You hate people.” “Usually.” “And
yet.” “And yet.” Another pause.Therain filled it gently. Finally, Sora
stepped beside him beneath the umbrella without another word.
Close enough now that Ren became aware of small details

automatically.

Rainwater clinging to loose strands of her hair. The faint scent of
coffee and cold air beneath her coat. The careful way she kept a tiny
amount of distance anyway. Controlled. Always controlled. They
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started walking. The campus pathways glistened beneath streetlights
while rain crashed softly around the umbrella overhead. Students
blurred past occasionally through the storm, laughing too loudly or
sprinting toward dormitories. Neither Ren nor Sora spoke
immediately. The silence didn’t feel empty anymore. That was the
problem. Their footsteps echoed quietly against wet stone as they
crossed the central courtyard. “You wak slowly,” Ren said
eventually. Sora glanced sideways a him. “That sounds like
criticism.” “Observation.” “It usually is with you.” Not wrong.They
passed beneath the old archways connecting the eastern buildings
while rainwater dripped steadily from the stone above them. Far
across campus, the administration tower glowed faintly through the
storm. Watching. Always watching. “You've lived in Tokyo long?”’
Ren asked. Sora adjusted the grip on her books dlightly. “A few
years” “That's vague” “It's true” Ren looked ahead again.
Half-truth. Interesting. “You?' she asked after a moment. “No.”

“Where before?” He almost answered automatically. Then

stopped. The old instinct returned fast enough to feel familiar.
Don't. Rain struck harder against the umbrella.Sora noticed the
hesitation immediately. Of course she did. “You don’t have to
answer.” “l know.” But after a second, he said without sound,
“Kyoto.” Something softened briefly in her expression. “Seems

quieter.” “It was.” The past tense hung there between them. Neither
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touched it. They crossed near the library now, warm light glowing
through the tall gothic windows while rain blurred everything beyond
the glass. Sora tilted her head dlightly toward the building. “You
spend too much time there.” “You notice that?’ “You're almost
always near the western windows around nine.” Ren looked at her
properly then. He filed that away. Interesting.“Y ou’ve been paying
attention.” A tiny mistake crossed her face immediately after the
words left him. Gone quickly. Still there. “I notice patterns,” she said
camly. “So do I.” Their eyes held for one second too long beneath
the rain-dark umbrella. Then both looked away at almost the exact
same time. Thunder rolled low overhead. Somewhere nearby, atrain
passed through the city beneath sheets of rain. Sora spoke quietly
without looking at him. “Y ou don’t ask easy questions.”

“You don't give easy answers.” “That sounds exhausting.” “It
is.” For the first time tonight, she laughed properly. Soft. Brief. Real.
The sound caught Ren dlightly off guard. Not because it was
beautiful. Because it was honest.And honesty from Sora always felt
accidental. They reached the residential buildings near the northern
side of campus afew minutes later. Sora stopped beneath the covered
entrance of a smaller dorm complex Ren hadn't visited before. The
rain continued crashing beyond the awning around them. For a
second, neither moved. Then Sora looked down at the umbrella still

in his hand. “You'll need this back.” Ren already knew she was lying
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before she finished the sentence. “You don’t have one inside.” Her
eyes lifted slowly toward his. “How would you know?’ “You keep
checking the weather app before leaving buildings.” A pause. He
filed that away. Sora stared at him quietly for a second longer than
normal. Then, very softly: “That’s slightly unsettling.” “Y ou brought
coffee to my room.” “Fair.” Rainwater dripped steadily from the edge
of the umbrella between them. Sora reached for it finaly. Their
fingers brushed once during the exchange. Warm skin against cold
rain-chilled hands. Neither reacted outwardly. Which somehow made
it worse. “You're observant,” she murmured. “You hide things
badly.” That

surprised her. A tiny reaction. Still real. Before she could answer,
Ren stepped backward into the rain without the umbrella. Sora
frowned immediately. “What are you doing?’ “Going home.” “In
this weather?” “Yes.” “That's stupid.” “Probably.” Rain soaked
through his hoodie amost instantly. Sora stared at him beneath the
umbrella like she couldn’t decide whether to be annoyed or
concerned.Interesting expression. Very dangerous expression. Then
in silence: “You know you could' ve just walked under it too.” Ren
looked at her for one suspended second while rain blurred the world
silver around them. “1 know.” Something shifted in her eyes then.
Small. Unsteady. The kind of look people got right before they
realized something mattered more than it should. Ren turned before
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either of them could say anything worse. He walked back into the
storm alone while cold rain hammered against the pavement and
soaked through his clothes. Behind him, Sora remained standing
beneath the umbrella without moving. Watching. And for the first

time in along time—Ren realized he didn’t mind the rain anymore. #
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What Kai Wants

The invitation arrived folded inside one of Ren’s textbooks. No
envelope. No signature. Just a single black card tucked between
pages he knew he hadn't opened since morning. **Lunch.
Tomorrow.** **Private dining room—Student Council Building.**
**1:00 PM .**—**K.S** Ren stared at the card for several seconds.
Across the library table, Daiki looked deeply offended on his behalf.
“Oh absolutely not.” Ren dlid the card back into the book calmly.
“That's dramatic.” “Bro, that's literally how rich villains invite
people to murder them politely.” “It's lunch.” “No,” Daiki said
firmly. “It's psychological warfare with expensive cutlery.” Rain
drifted softly against the library windows while students moved
quietly through the lower floors below them.Across the table, Hana
took the card from Ren’s hand before he could stop her. She read it
once. Then again. Her expression remained cam. Which worried
Ren more than panic would've. “You're going anyway,” she said.
“Yes.” Daki pointed immediately. “See? This is how horror movies
start.” Ren leaned back slightly in his chair. “Kai already knows I’m
investigating.” “That
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doesn’'t mean you volunteer for lunch.” “It means pretending
otherwise is pointless.” Hana returned the card quietly. “Be careful
what you say around him.” Ren looked at her. “You think he's
dangerous.” “I think,” Hana said softly, “people like Kai don’t waste
time on conversations unless they already know something useful.”
The silence afterward lingered longer than expected. Interesting.
Across the room, Sora entered the library carrying books against her
chest. The moment she noticed the black card in Hana s hand—she
stopped walking. Tiny reaction. Still visible. Ren saw it immediately.
So did Hana. Sora recovered fast. Too fast. She crossed toward them
normally after that, but something had shifted subtly beneath her
expression. Tension. Careful tension. Daiki noticed too. “Well,” he
muttered without a word, “that’ s terrifying.” Sora stopped beside the
table. “What happened?” Nobody answered immediately. Ren
watched her for half a second before diding the card toward her
silently. The moment her eyes landed on Kai's initials, something
cold moved briefly across her face. Gone quickly. Still there.
“When?’ she asked quietly. “This morning.” Sora looked back down
at the card again. Thinking. Calculating. Ren studied her carefully.
“You don’t think | should go.” Not a question. A pause. Then: “I

think Kai likes controlling conversations.” “That's not an
answer.” “No,” Sora said softly. “It isn't.” The rain outside

intensified dlightly, silver streaks racing down the tall library
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windows behind her. For one suspended second, nobody spoke. Then
Sora placed the card back on the table slowly. “Just don't let him
decide what the conversation means,” she said. Interesting sentence.
Very interesting sentence. Before Ren could ask what that meant, she
turned dlightly toward the shelves. “I need a book from
archives” And left too quickly afterward. Daiki watched her
disappear between the rows. Then looked slowly back toward Ren.
“Okay.” “What?" “She's scared.” Ren's gaze stayed fixed on the
empty aisle where Sora vanished. “Yes,” he said quietly. The
problem was—he wasn’t sure whether she was scared for him. Or of
what he might learn.—The student council building looked different
during daylight. Less atmospheric. More expensive. Polished black
marble floors reflected soft gold lighting while quiet instrumental
music drifted through hidden speakers somewhere overhead.
Everything smelled faintly of coffee and old money. Ren followed
the hostess upstairs toward a private dining room overlooking the

rain-covered campus. The doors

opened silently. Kai Shiraishi stood near the windows already
waiting.Of course he did. Dark suit. Perfect posture. One hand
loosely holding a coffee cup. Behind him, Tokyo disappeared
beneath low clouds and silver rain. “Ren,” Kai said warmly. “Thank
you for coming.” Ren stepped inside calmly. “Y ou seemed confident

| would.” Kai smiled faintly. “You're curious by nature.” The doors
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closed behind them. Quiet room. No witnesses. Something to
remember. A small dining table sat near the center with untouched
lunch aready arranged neatly between two seats. Kai gestured
lightly. “Please.” Ren sat without removing his gaze from him. Kai
noticed. Of course he did. “I've heard interesting things about you
already,” Kai said while taking the seat opposite him. “That sounds
threatening.” “It wasn’t intended that way.” Lie.Small one. Still alie.
Rain moved softly across the massive windows beside them while
servers entered briefly to pour tea before leaving again. Kai waited
until the door shut completely. Then: “You ask a lot of questions
about Kairo University.” Direct. Smooth. Controlled. Ren leaned

back dightly. “Universities are built on questions.” “Some are.” Kai
stirred his tea dowly. “Others are built on silence.” There it was

again. Every sentence from him felt double-layered somehow. Like

conversation and warning happening simultaneously. Ren
watched him still. “You knew my brother.” Not a reaction. An
observation. Kai's fingers paused briefly against the spoon. Tiny.
Still real. “Yes,” he said calmly. “ Sou Asakura.” No hesitation saying
the name. Something to remember. “You remember him.” “Kairo
remembers everything eventually.” That wasn't an answer either.
Rain hammered slightly harder against the windows. Kai lifted his
tea cup carefully. “Your brother was intelligent. Persistent.” “And
dead.” Silence. Not uncomfortable. Measured. Kai met his gaze



He Fell For Her the Day She Betrayed Him O

evenly. “I understand why you came here.” “No,” Ren said quietly.
“l don’'t think you do.” Something shifted faintly behind Kai’'s
expression then. Not anger. Interest. Dangerous interest. “You
believe someone hurt your brother.” “l believe people lied
afterward.” Kai considered him for a second.Then smiled dlightly.
“Those are not always the same thing.” Ren stayed silent. Across the
windows behind Kai, lightning flashed softly through the clouds
above Tokyo. For a brief second, the room turned silver. Then dark
again. Kai folded his hands together loosely. “You've aso been

spending time with Sora.” The sentence

landed carefully. Placed deliberately. Ren noticed immediately.
“You say that like she belongs to you.” For the first time since
entering the room, Kai’s smile changed dlightly. Smaller now.
Sharper. “Sora is family.” Not romantic. Ownership. Exactly the
same feeling Ren noticed before.Interesting. “What kind of family?’
Ren asked. Kai's gaze drifted briefly toward the rain outside. “The
complicated kind.” Same answer Sora gave. Which meant one of two
things. Shared history. Or shared conditioning. Kai looked back
toward him calmly. “She's had a difficult life.” The protectivenessin
the sentence sounded practiced. Too practiced. Ren leaned forward
dlightly. “And you helped her.” “Yes” “Why?’ A pause. Then Kai
smiled again. “Because some people need someone willing to make

difficult decisions for them.” Cold settled quietly in Ren’'s chest.
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Thereitis.Thereal thing underneath. Control disguised as protection.
Kai continued softly, “Sora trusts too easily when she wants to save
people.” Interesting choice of words. Ren noticed it immediately.
Save people. Not help. Not care about. Save. “She told you that?’
“No,” Kai said lightly. “1 observed it.” The room fell quiet again.

Rain against glass. Silver sky. Careful lies. Then Kai reached into
his jacket pocket slowly. Placed a folded document on the table
between them. University funding records. Ren's eyes narrowed
dlightly. Several names appeared highlighted near the bottom of the
page. Board members. Private investors. And there—** Shiraishi
Holdings.** Kai watched him read. “No point hiding things that are
publicly available,” he said calmly. “My family has funded Kairo for
decades.” “Why show me this?” “Because curiosity becomes
paranoia when people lack context.” Interesting answer. Very careful
answer. Ren looked back up slowly. “You're trying to convince me
your family has nothing to hide.” Kai’s smile returned faintly. “No,”

he said softly. “I’'m trying to see how much you already know.” #
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The Things Neither of Them Sa

The Things Neither of Them Say Sora Fujiwara hated elevators.
Too quiet. Too reflective. Too much nowhere to look except
yourself. The mirrored walls of Kai Shiraishi’s private residence
elevator stretched cold and silver around her while soft instrumental
music played overhead like the building was trying too hard to feel
harmless. Twenty-three floors. She counted them automatically. By
the time the doors opened, rain had already soaked halfway through
the sleeves of her coat from the walk across campus. A security
camera turned dightly toward her as she stepped into the penthouse
corridor. Of course. Nothing in Kai's world existed unwatched. The
apartment door opened before she knocked.“Knew it was you,” Kai
said lightly. Sora entered without answering. Warm light spilled
across dark wood floors and floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking
rain-covered Tokyo. Everything inside looked expensive in quiet
ways—minimalist furniture, old paintings, bookshelves filled with

first editions nobody actually read. Controlled elegance.
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Like Kai himself. He closed the door behind her gently. “You're
late.” “1 was studying.” “You’ve been studying a lot recently.” Sora
removed her coat slowly, hanging it near the entrance. “That’s
usually why people attend university.” Kai smiled faintly. Thereit is.
That look. The one that appeared whenever he thought someone was
becoming difficult. Not angry. Never angry. Just calculating. Sora
waked toward the windows overlooking the city instead of
sitting.Rain blurred Tokyo into silver and black below. Beautiful
from this height. Distant enough not to feel real. “Y ou had lunch with
Ren,” she said. Kai poured tea camly at the kitchen counter behind
her. “Word travels quickly.” “You wanted it to.” A soft clink of
porcelain. No denial. Kai approached after a moment holding two
cups. Sora accepted one automatically. Habit. A dangerous thing.
“He's intelligent,” Kai said casually. “More than | expected.” “You
dready knew who he was” “Yes” “You knew before he
transferred.” Kai took a dow sip of tea. “Of course.” Sora stared out
at the rain-dark skyline without sound. Somewhere below them, train
lights moved through the city like veins beneath skin. “You didn’t
answer my question earlier.” Kai glanced toward her. “You didn’t ask

one.” “Why are you interested in him now?’ Silence. Not avoidance.

Decision-making. Kai finally set his cup down beside him.
“Because people driven by grief are unpredictable.” The sentence

settled heavily between them. Sora's fingers tightened dlightly
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around the porcelain cup. “He's looking for answers.” “He's looking
for someone to blame.” “That’s not the same thing.” Kai looked at
her carefully then. Too with intent. “And which do you think he'll
find?" Sora didn't answer immediately. Because she didn’t know
anymore. That was the problem. At first, Ren Asakura had been
smpleA name. A risk. A task. Kai told her Ren's investigation
would hurt innocent people if it continued. That old university
scandals buried for years needed to stay buried. That Ren was
unstable enough to destroy lives chasing ghosts. And she believed
him. Because Kai had taken her in when nobody else did. Because
fourteen-year-old girls with dead families didn’'t exactly have many
options. Because debt reshaped itself into loyalty eventually if
repeated long enough. But now—now Ren sat across from her in
libraries talking quietly about truth like it actually mattered. Now he
walked home alone in rain because he gave her the umbrellainstead.

Now he looked at her like he noticed every fracture she tried hiding.

And worst of all—some part of her had started wanting him to
keep looking. Kai’s voice interrupted the silence softly. “You're
distracted.” Sora looked back toward the windows. “No.” Lie.Small
one. Still alie. Kai stepped closer slowly. Not threatening. Worse.
Gentle. “You've gotten close to him faster than expected.” There it
is. The real conversation. Sora's pulse slowed carefully. “I’m doing

what you asked.” “Yes,” Kai said softly. “But not as well as before.”



O Prabhat Sagar

She finally looked at him directly. “What does that mean?’ Kai held
her gaze calmly. “It means you've stopped telling me everything.”
Cold moved quietly down her spine. Not fear exactly. Recognition.
Ka aways knew.Not details. Patterns. Changes in breathing.
Timing. Hesitation. He'd spent years teaching her how to read
people. Sometimes she forgot he'd taught himself first. Rain rolled
heavily against the glass behind them. Sora set her untouched tea cup
down carefully before answering. “I don’t know everything he's
doing.” Another lie. This one larger. Kai watched her for a long
moment. Then smiled faintly. Warm enough to look kind. Sharp
enough to cut. “I didn’t say you were lying.” Which somehow felt
worse. Silence stretched again through the apartment. Below them,
Tokyo disappeared deeper into rain and

neon darkness. Finaly, Kai moved away toward the bookshelf
near the far wall. “You know why I’'m careful about this.” Not a
question.Sora closed her eyes briefly. “Yes.” “Tell me.” The old
instinct surfaced automatically. Repeat the lesson. Stay useful. Stay
safe. “Ren believes the university covered up his brother’s death.”
“And? “He's investigating Professor Noda.” “And if he keeps
digging?’ Sora's throat tightened dightly. “The wrong people get
hurt.” “That’s right.” Kai sounded pleased. Which made something
inside her feel suddenly sick. Because the words no longer sounded

true when she said them. Kai pulled afile slowly from the bookshelf
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drawer beside him. Thin black folder. No labels. He handed it toward
her. “Take this.” Sora frowned dlightly but accepted it. Inside sat
several printed photographs. Ren leaving archive buildings late at
night. Ren entering restricted faculty halls. Ren standing outside the
east research wing alone in the rain. Watched. Surveilled. Sora's
stomach tightened. “Y ou’ ve been following him.” Kai leaned lightly
againgt the shelf. “I’ve been protecting the university.” “That’'s not
the same thing.” Interesting. Sharp. Kai noticed the sentence too. His
expression changed amost imperceptibly. “Sora.” Quiet warning.
She looked back down at the

photographs quickly before he could read too much from her
face. One image caught her attention immediately. Ren standing
outside the library windows three nights ago.Looking upward.
Toward her. Even through grainy surveillance quality, his expression
looked distant. Tired. Alone. Something painful shifted unexpectedly
beneath her ribs. A dangerous thing. Kai watched her carefully. “You
feel sorry for him.” “No.” Too fast. Kai noticed. Of course he did.
The apartment went silent except for rain against glass. Then softly:
“You know attachment complicates judgment.” Sora closed the
folder. Controlled breathing. Controlled expression. Controlled
everything. “That won't happen.” Ka studied her for another long
moment before nodding once.Like he'd decided to believe her. Or

pretend to. “Good,” he said in silence. But after that, neither of them
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spoke much more. And long after she left the penthouse—long after
the elevator carried her back down through silver mirrored
walls—long after rain soaked through her coat again walking back
toward campus—Sora realized something terrifying. When Kai
spoke about Ren now, she no longer trusted which one of them she

was supposed to protect.
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The Festival Night

Kairo University transformed at night. Especialy during
festivals. Lanterns stretched between gothic archways in warm
strands of gold while music drifted across crowded courtyards and
rain-damp pathways. Food stalls lined the central campus sguare
beneath glowing paper lights. Students laughed too loudly. Cameras
flashed constantly. For one evening, Kairo pretended it was hormal.
Ren trusted it even less because of that. “You look like you're
attending a funeral,” Daiki informed him while stealing food off
someone else’s tray without shame. “It's loud.” “It's a festival.”
“Exactly.” Daiki pointed toward the crowds dramatically. “Human
joy is important.” “You just committed theft.” “Community
sharing.” Rain had stopped briefly for the first time in days, leaving
the campus slick with reflections beneath thousands of lights. Warm
music echoed softly through the night air while students drifted
between booths and performances across the courtyard. Ren stood

near the edge of the crowd scanning faces automatically.

Habit. Not looking for anyone specifically. Which was why it

irritated him when he found her immediately. Sora stood near one of
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the lantern displays speaking quietly with Hana beneath strings of
soft golden lights. Tonight she wore a dark coat over black clothing
again, simple enough to disappear into the crowd if someone wasn't
already paying attention. Ren naticed her before she noticed him. But
Hana noticed both. Of course she did. Sharp. Hana said something
quietly to Sora before stepping away toward another booth with
suspicious timing. Traitor. Sora turned just as Ren approached. For
half a second, surprise crossed her face. Tiny. Still real. “Y ou came,”
she said softly.“You sound disappointed.” “I sound surprised.” Fair.
Music drifted through the square behind them while students crossed
between lantern-lit pathways carrying drinks and festival food. The
atmosphere felt aimost warm tonight. A dangerous thing. “Y ou hate
crowds,” Sora observed. “You notice that too?’ “You stand near
exits.” Ren glanced around the festival dowly. “There are too many
people.” “And yet you're till here.” His eyes settled back on her.
“So are you.” A small pause followed. Not awkward. Something
else. Then Daki suddenly appeared between them carrying three

skewers of grilled food and terrible

intentions. “Excellent,” he announced. “Emoational tension. My
favorite.” “Nobody invited you,” Ren said.“Incorrect. The universe
did.” Daiki shoved one skewer toward Sora dramatically. “Festival
rule. If you don't eat overpriced food, the event legally didn’t
happen.” Sora accepted it with precision. “Thank you.” “You're
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welcome. Also please continue staring at each other awkwardly. It
gives me purpose.” Ren looked at him flatly. Daiki grinned wider.
Then Hana reappeared beside him seemingly from nowhere. “Come
help me before you embarrass everyone permanently.” “I'm
enhancing the atmosphere.” “You're dying. Let's go.” Daiki allowed
himself to be dragged away while pointing accusingly back at Ren.
“Have one emotionally vulnerable conversation before midnight!”
The crowd swalowed them quickly afterward. Silence settled
between Ren and Sora again beneath the lantern lights. This time
softer. The festival music blurred warmly around the edges while
students moved through gold reflections across wet stone pathways.
Sora looked down briefly at the untouched skewer in her hand.”Y our
friends are strange.” “You say that like it's surprising.” “Fair.” Ren
glanced toward the northern courtyard. “Want to walk? The

invitation came out more naturally than expected. That should've

concerned him. Sora hesitated only a second before nodding
once. “Okay.” They moved through the festival crowds slowly while
music and laughter drifted around them in waves. Lantern light
reflected against rainwater still gathered along the pathways, turning
the entire campus gold and black beneath the night sky. For a while,
neither spoke much. The silence had become familiar now. Not
empty. Not uncomfortable. Just shared. A dangerous thing. They
crossed toward the quieter side gardens behind the library where
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fewer students wandered. Cherry trees lined the pathway overhead,
branches dark against strings of festival lights. Ren noticed Sora
relaxing dightly once the crowds faded behind them.
Interesting.” You hate loud places t0o,” he said. “Not hate.” “Then
what?" Soralooked ahead toward the rain-dark gardens. “ They make
people perform versions of themselves” The sentence landed
without a word between them. Ren studied her profile for a second.
“What version do you perform?’ A pause. Then softly: “The
functional one.” Honest answer. Rare thing. Wind moved gently
through the trees overhead while distant festival music echoed faintly

across

campus. They reached the old courtyard bridge near the eastern
gardensjust as thunder rolled quietly somewhere above Tokyo again.
Rain coming back. Of course. Sora leaned lightly against the stone
railing overlooking dark water below. For several seconds neither
spoke.Then: “You ever think about leaving?’ Ren looked at her.
“Kairo?' “Everything.” Interesting question. Very dangerous
question. “Sometimes,” he admitted. “And?’ “l usually stay.”
“Why?" Ren watched reflections tremble across the black water
beneath them. “Someone should remember what happened.” The
atmosphere shifted immediately after the sentence. Sora went very
still beside him. Not visibly. Emotionally. Ren noticed. Of course he
did. Before he could ask what was wrong, the first drops of rain
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began falling again through the trees overhead.Soft at first. Then
heavier. Sora looked upward dlightly as rain scattered across the
courtyard bridge around them. “You attract storms,” she murmured.
“That sounds like blame.” “Observation.” A faint smile touched his
mouth. The rain intensified quickly afterward, driving distant
students back toward covered walkways and festival tents across

campus. But neither moved immediately. Water gathered slowly

in Sora’'s hair while lantern light reflected gold against raindark
stone around them. She looked different tonight. Less guarded
somehow. Which probably meant he looked different too. Dangerous
realization. Thunder rolled again overhead. Closer now. And
somewhere across the gardens, festival lights flickered softly beneath
the rain. Then—Sora's hand found his. Not dramatic. Not planned.
Just instinct. Warm fingers against cold skin in the darkness between
lightning and rain. Ren looked down automatically. So did she. For
one suspended second, neither moved. The world narrowed strangely
around that single point of contact. Rain. Breathing. Pulse. Nothing
else. Sora's fingers tightened once unconsciously. And Ren—Ren
amost held on. Then she realized what she’'d done. The change
happened instantly. Her expression closed. Walls returning.
Breathing careful again. She let go too quickly. Stepped backward
once. The warmth disappeared immediately.Interesting how much he

noticed that. Across the courtyard, movement caught Ren’s attention.
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Someone standing beneath the lanterns near the far pathway.
Watching. Kai Shiraishi. Rain dlid down the shoulders of his dark
coat while festival lights reflected softly across his calm expression.

Hedidn't look angry. Worse. Satisfied. Like he'd just confirmed

something. Sora saw him half a second later. Everything inside
her changed instantly. The softness vanished completely. Her posture
straightened. Expression cooled. Distance restored. Ren felt it happen
in real time. Interesting. Significant. Kai raised his champagne glass
dlightly across the rain-dark courtyard. The same gesture as
before.Greeting. Warning. Ownership. This time, Sora looked away
first. And for the first time since meeting her—Ren redlized she
wasn't afraid of being caught with him. She was afraid of what

happened after. #
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What She Did

Therain didn't stop for three straight days after the festival. Kairo
University disappeared behind storms and silence. Students moved
faster through corridors now. Heads lowered. Umbrellas tilted
against hard winds sweeping across the campus courtyards.
Somewhere between midterms and exhaustion, the university had
become quieter again. Ren preferred it that way. People revealed
more when they stopped performing. He stood alone inside the
restricted archive room beneath cold fluorescent lights while an old
ventilation system rattled softly overhead. Rows of locked cabinets
stretched through the narrow underground room beneath the library.
Dust. Paper. Secrets. Exactly where Kairo felt most honest. Daiki had
bribed a second-year archive assistant with concert tickets and
emotional manipulation to get temporary access downstairs. “Use
your crimes wisely,” he’'d said proudly before leaving. Ren crouched
beside an open file cabinet now, flipping carefully through damaged
faculty records under dim light.Most documents meant nothing.

Budget approvals. Research
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schedules. Grant forms. Then—he found it. A thin red folder
hidden behind unrelated psychology reports. No digita record
attached. Significant. Ren opened it slowly. Inside sat photocopied
incident reports from three years ago. His pulse slowed immediately.
Names. Dates. Security statements. And buried halfway through the
pages—**Experimental  Cognitive Response Trid** Lead
Supervisor: **Prof. Takeru Noda** Below that—Emergency
incident report. Restricted casualty records. Witness suppression
authorizations. Cold settled quietly into Ren's chest. There it is.
Finally. His eyes moved rapidly through the pages.The experiment
had been conducted in the east research wing after hours.
Unauthorized. Underreported. Funded privately. Several student
names appeared blacked out completely. But one wasn't. **Sou
Asakura** For one brief second, the room around him disappeared.
The fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Rainwater dripped faintly
through pipes somewhere beyond the walls. Ren stared at his
brother’s name without blinking. Not suicide. Never suicide. His
hands tightened once around the pages before he forced himself to
keep reading.

A second document slipped loose from the folder. Photographs.
The east research wing after the incident. Police tape. Broken glass.
Blood near stairwells. Then another image. A blurry security still.

Someone being escorted from the building. The face partialy
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obscured—but recognizable enough. Professor Noda. And beside
him—Kai Shiraishi’s father. Ren went still. Interesting. Worth
keeping. The sound of footsteps approached outside the archive
room. Ren closed the folder instantly. Too late. The door opened
still. Sora stood there. Rainwater darkened the shoulders of her coat
while dim archive lighting cast soft shadows across her face. For a
second, neither spoke. Then her eyes dropped toward the folder in his
hands. Everything inside her seemed to stop. “Ren...” The way she
said his name told him enough already. Not surprise.Recognition. He
stood slowly. “You knew this was here.” Not a question. Sora didn’t
answer immediately. Which was answer enough. The underground
archive suddenly felt much smaller. Rain hammered faintly
somewhere above them through layers of stone and concrete. Ren
watched her carefully. Every instinct sharpened now. “You knew
about the experiment.” “No,” she said quickly. “Not fully.” Too fast.
Too emotional. Real. Worth keeping. Ren held the folder tighter.

“But you knew enough.” Sora looked at the papers in his hands
like they physically hurt to see. “I didn't know your brother was
involved.” Lie? No.He watched her eyes carefully. Too much shock
there. Too much guilt. She hadn't known that part. Which
meant—she'd known something else. “What did Kai tell you?’ Ren
asked quietly. At the mention of Kai, her expression changed
instantly. Fear. Conflict. Something worse. “Sora.” She finally
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looked at him directly. And for the first time since meeting her—he
saw panic underneath the control. “He told me your investigation
would hurt innocent people.” Ren stared at her. “That’s why you got
close to me?’ The silence afterward destroyed whatever hope
remained. Sora’s breathing became careful. Measured. But she didn’t
deny it. Interesting.Interesting. Because somehow the truth hurt more
than lies would've. Rain thundered somewhere overhead while cold
archive lights buzzed softly around them. Ren looked back down at
the folder once. Then at her again. “And now?’ Sora’s voice almost
disappeared. “I don't know anymore.” Honest answer. Too late. Ren
stepped toward the archive desk slowly and pulled a small memory
stick from the folder. Additional files. Evidence.

Enough maybe. Finally enough. Sora noticed immediately. And
suddenly looked terrified. Not of him. Of what happened next.“ Ren,”
she said quietly, “you need to leave this alone.” The sentence landed
wrong. Not warning. Pleading. He studied her face slowly. “You're
still protecting him.” “No.” “Yes.” “It’s more complicated than that.”
“Then explain it.” A pause. Long enough to matter. But Sora looked
away first. There it is. Whatever truth existed between them—she
still wouldn’t cross that line. Not completely. Ren felt something
inside him go very ill. Not anger. Worse. Disappointment.He
slipped the memory stick into his pocket. Sora stepped forward
instinctively. “Please.” The word shocked both of them. Because she
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never begged. Ever. Ren noticed that too. “You said people hide
things because they think they have to,” he said without sound. Sora
froze. Rain hammered harder overhead. “Y ou asked me once if regret
changes what someone did.” His voice stayed cam. “I think you
already knew the answer.” Pain crossed her face finally. Real pain.
But Ren couldn't stop now. Not after this. Not after Sou. Sora
reached for his hand suddenly. Warm fingers wrapping around his
wrist before he could move away. And for one terible

second—everything between

them dtill existed.The coffee. The rain walks. The library. Her
hand finding his at the festival. All of it. Soralooked at him like she
was trying to hold something together with bare hands. “I’'m sorry.”
Quiet words. Destroyed voice. And then—she let go. Not because
she wanted to. Because she aready knew it was over. Ren stared at
her silently for a long moment. Then nodded once. Small. Almost
polite. Which somehow hurt worse than rage ever could. After that,
he walked past her toward the archive door without another word.
Sora didn’t stop him again. Didn’t call after him either. The hallway
outside felt cold and endless beneath flickering underground lights.
Ren kept walking. One step. Then another. Controlled.Always
controlled. But somewhere deep underneath the silence—something
inside him was collapsing carefully enough not to make a

sound.—The break-in happened at 3:14 AM. Ren woke instantly to
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the sound of movement inside the dorm room. Darkness. Rain. A
shadow near his desk. He moved before thinking. The figure bolted
immediately toward the window. Fast. Professional. Ren crossed the
room in seconds, but by the time he reached the curtains—nothing.
Only rain crashing against black glass outside. The window latch
hung broken. Cold air flooded into the room. Behind him, Daiki
jolted

awake violently. “What the hell—" Ren looked toward the desk.
Open drawers. Scattered papers.And the red archive folder—gone.
His pulse slowed dangerously. No panic. No confusion. Just clarity.
The memory stick remained inside his hoodie pocket. But the
physical evidence had disappeared. Careful. Efficient. Like someone
knew exactly what to take. Daiki stood beside him now staring at the
destroyed desk. “Bro...” Ren looked down slowly. One thing
remained untouched on the table. A coffee cup. Cold now. Hours old.
Left there before the break-in. Sora’s handwriting marked the side
faintly in black ink. **Don’t stay awake too late.** Ren stared at the
words without moving.Then very quietly—almost gently—he placed
the cup in the trash. And after that, he stopped answering her
messages completely. #
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PART THREE

After

nn

“"Some silences are louder than anything said before them.



Prabhat Sagar
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TheWrong Kind of Silence

The silence afterward was worse than anger. Sora discovered that
on Monday morning. Rain dlid steadily across the classroom
windows while students settled into Psychology 201 beneath the
usual low hum of conversation and moving chairs. Professor Noda
arranged his lecture notes at the front of the room with precise,
controlled movements. Everything looked normal. Which made it
unbearable. Ren sat near the back row beside Daiki exactly where he
always did. Black hoodie. Unreadable expression. Coffee untouched
beside his notebook. The difference was—he never looked toward
the door when she entered anymore. Not once. Sora felt it
immediately. Like walking into cold water.She took her usual seat
near the windows quietly while rain blurred the campus outside into
silver streaks across the glass. Daiki noticed her first. Of course he
did. The humor vanished from his face almost instantly. Interesting.
He looked toward Ren briefly like he expected some reaction.
Nothing. Ren kept reading. Controlled. Always controlled.
Something inside Sora twisted painfully. Professor Noda began

speaking a few minutes later
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about emotional compartmentalization, but the words dissolved
into background noise almost immediately. Because Ren still hadn’t
looked at her. Not once. Before the archive room, that would' ve been
normal. Now it felt deliberate. Which somehow hurt more. Sora tried
focusing on the lecture.Failed. Every instinct kept tracking tiny
details automatically instead. Ren writing notes without pausing. The
way his jaw tightened whenever someone mentioned research ethics.
How still he sat now. Not relaxed stillness. Absence. Like something
warm inside him had been removed carefully. Professor Noda's
voice cut through the room suddenly. “Miss Fujiwara.” Sora blinked
once. The lecture hall had gone quiet. Noda watched her calmly from
the front. “You seem distracted today.” Severa students glanced
toward her briefly. Sora straightened automatically. “Sorry.” The
professor held her gaze for one second too long. And somehow—she
got the terrifying feeling he already knew. Not details. Enough.Noda
resumed the lecture afterward like nothing happened. But Sora
noticed something else then. Ren’s pen had stopped moving briefly
during the exchange. Just briefly. Then continued again.

No glance. No expression. Nothing. Which meant he had noticed
too. And deliberately chosen not to care. The realization hollowed
something inside her chest.—The rain worsened by evening. Kairo
University disappeared beneath low thunderclouds and cold wind
sweeping through the old stone corridors. Sora stood outside the
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library watching rainwater flood down the courtyard steps while
students hurried past beneath umbrellas. Her phone screen glowed
faintly in her hand. Three unanswered messages. No response. Not
even read receipts anymore. Interesting how quickly silence could
become physical. She almost left.Instead, she walked toward the
psychology building. Toward the archives. Toward him. The
underground hallway lights flickered softly as she descended the
stairs beneath the east wing. Cold air moved through the narrow
concrete corridor carrying the faint smell of dust and old paper. Sora
already knew he'd be there. Ren always returned to places that hurt
him. The archive room door stood partially open. Light spilled across
the floor beneath it. She stopped outside for a second. Breathing
carefully. Then knocked once against the frame. Ren looked up from
the desk inside. For one suspended moment, neither moved. The

room felt colder than before somehow. Files spread across

the desk beside him in neat organized stacks. His laptop screen
glowed pale blue in the darkness while rain rattled faintly through
pipes overhead. Sora noticed immediately—he’'d made progress.
More documents. More names. More truth.Dangerous. Ren looked
back down at the papers without speaking. Dismissal. Clean. Precise.
Sora stepped inside slowly anyway. “You shouldn't be here.” His
voice stayed calm. That hurt more too. “I needed to explain.” “No,”

Ren said in silence. “You needed to earlier.” The sentence landed
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softly. Sharp enough to split bone. Rain hammered somewhere above
the building. Sora forced herself closer to the desk despite every
instinct telling her to leave. “Kai lied to me.” Ren gave a small nod
without looking up. “I know.” The answer startled her. She stared at
him. “You know? “I know enough.” His fingers moved calmly
across another document while speaking.Controlled movements.
Controlled breathing. Controlled everything. But the distance in him
now felt unfamiliar. Like speaking to someone standing behind glass.
Sora looked at the scattered papers across the desk. “You're till
investigating.” “Yes.” “They’ll come after you again.” Ren finally
looked at her then. Dark eyes. No warmth left in them. “Who's
they?” Silence.

Sora hated herself for hesitating. There it is again. The line she
still couldn’t cross completely. Ren saw it immediately. Of course he
did. A faint expression touched his face then. Not anger. Worse.
Understanding.“ Y ou still can’'t choose,” he said quietly. Pain moved
sharply through her chest. “It's not that simple.” “Actually,” Ren
replied calmly, “it is.” Thunder rolled above them hard enough to
shake dust faintly from the ceiling pipes. The underground archive
room felt suddenly too small. Sora stepped closer instinctively.
“Ren—" “Don’'t.” Single word. Soft. Absolute. She stopped
immediately. The silence afterward stretched painfully between
them. Then Ren closed the file in front of him with intent. “I trusted
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you.” No accusation in the sentence. Just fact. Which somehow
destroyed her more effectively than yelling would have. Sora’ s throat
tightened. “I never wanted to hurt you.”“ That’s usually when people
do the most damage.” The words landed cleanly. No raised voice. No
cruelty. Just truth sharpened into something impossible to argue
against. Rainwater dripped slowly somewhere deeper in the corridor
outside. Sora looked at him desperately now, searching for
something familiar in his expression. Anything. But Ren had already
pulled the walls back up completely. Worse—he'd reinforced them.

“You think |

betrayed you for fun?’ she whispered. “No.” Finally, a reaction.
Sora almost hated herself for feeling relief. Ren leaned back slowly
in the chair, studying her for the first time since she entered the room.
“Y ou betrayed me because you convinced yourself it was necessary.”
The accuracy of it stole her breath. “And now,” he continued quietly,
“you’re trying to decide whether guilt changes what you did.” Sora
couldn’t answer. Because he was right. The rain above them sounded
endless now. Ren looked away first this time. Toward the files.
Toward the investigation. Toward anything except her. “Y ou should
go.” The sentence came calm. Final. Sora stood frozen for one
terrible second longer. Part of her wanted to tell him everything.
About Kai. About the surveillance. About the fear. But fear still lived
deeper than courage inside her. And Ren noticed that too. Of course
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he did. Which meant he also noticed when she failed to speak. Again.
Something inside his expression closed completely after that. Not
dramatic. Just gone. Sora redlized suddenly—with cold
certainty—that this was the moment she lost him. Not in the archive
room before.Not during the betrayal itself. Here. Because now he
understood exactly who shewas. And

worse—he understood she still wasn't strong enough to stop it. #
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Someone He Used to Be

Ren stopped sleeping properly after that. Not because of the
investigation. Because silence gave memories too much room to
move. Rain crawled slowly across the dorm window at 2:43 AM
while pale laptop light cut sharp shadows through the darkness of the
room. Daiki slept on the opposite bed beneath tangled blankets and
open textbooks, one arm hanging dramatically toward the floor like
he' d died academically. Ren sat motionless at his desk. Three screens
open. University server maps. Archive access pathways. Faculty
credentials. The glow from the monitors reflected coldly in his eyes.
Different now. Sharper. The university network wasn’t impossible to
breach. Just layered carefully enough to discourage normal people.
Ren had stopped being normal weeks ago.His fingers moved quickly
across the keyboard while encrypted faculty directories unfolded
slowly across the screen. Research permissions. Private funding
accounts. Security logs. Patterns. Everything eventually became
patterns. The memory stick from the archive rested beside his hand
like a loaded weapon. Every file on it led back toward the same

names. Noda. Shiraishi
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Holdings. Restricted cognitive trials. And now—missing student
reports too. Interesting. Telling. A second-year psychology student
had disappeared two years ago after requesting access to research
records connected to the east wing. Official explanation: Withdrawal.
No forwarding information. No public records afterward. Buried
cleanly. Rain struck harder against the glass. Ren opened another
encrypted folder. Security footage timestamps. Then—his dorm
room door opened without a word behind him. Daiki stood there
half-awake wearing sweatpants and concern. “Bro.” Ren didn't stop
typing. “It's late.” “It's morning.” “That's worse.” Daiki crossed the
room slowly before stopping beside the desk. His expression shifted
immediately once he saw the screens. “Jesus.” Lines of code
reflected across his face. “You hacked the university.” “No.” Pause.
“Mostly.” “Ren.” The tone mattered. Not joking now. Real.Ren
leaned back dightly in the chair, eyes still fixed on the screen. “They
erased evidence.” “That doesn't mean you go full cybercriminal.”
“1I"'m adapting.” Daiki stared at him quietly for a second. Rain blurred
silver behind the windows. “Y ou haven't spoken to her in six days.”

Thereit is. Ren’s jaw tightened once. Tiny movement.

Still visible. “She made her choice.” “That’s not what | asked.”
Silence. The room hummed softly with electronic noise and
rainwater. Daiki lowered himself into the chair opposite the desk. For
once, he looked exhausted instead of chaotic. Telling. “You know
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what scares me?’ he said quietly. Ren finally looked at him. “You
don't seem angry.”The sentence hung heavily between them.
Because it was true. Anger would’ve been easier. Cleaner. Instead,
Ren felt something colder. More useful. He turned back toward the
screens. “Anger wastes time.” “That,” Daiki murmured softly, “is
exactly the kind of thing villains say before dramatic lighting.” No
reaction. Daiki watched him carefully now. “You're changing.” Ren
opened another security file. “People do that.” “Not like this.”
Thunder rolled low outside the dorm building. Daiki leaned forward
dlightly. “You stopped talking.” “I'm talking now.”“You stopped
feeling.” That finally made Ren pause. Only for a second. Still
enough. Daiki saw it immediately. Of course he did. “ She hurt you,”
Daiki continued still. “I get it. But this thing you're doing now—"
“What thing?’ “The cold thing.” Rain hammered against the glass

harder now. Ren looked

back toward him slowly. “Cold works.” Daiki held his gaze for
several seconds. Then exhaled softly through his nose. “That’s what
worries me.” Silence settled afterward. Not hostile. Just tired.
Eventually, Daiki stood.At the door, he stopped once more without
turning around. “You know she looks destroyed, right?’ Interesting.
Ren’s expression didn’t move. “She should.” The sentence came too
easily. Daiki went still. For one suspended second, the room felt

different. Like both of them had just noticed something important.



O Prabhat Sagar

Then Daiki looked back over his shoulder quietly. “That didn’t sound
like you.” And left. The door clicked shut softly behind him. Rain
continued falling. Ren stared at the dark screen reflection in front of
him for a long moment afterward. Someone He Used To Be. The
phrase surfaced unexpectedly inside his head. Revealing. Because he
suddenly couldn’t tell whether he missed that version of himself—or
blamed him for being stupid enough to trust her in the first
place—Three days later, Ren stood inside the student council lounge
watching Kai Shiraishi charm a room full of faculty sponsors. Warm
lighting. Expensive wine. Soft jazz. The same performance as before.
Only now Ren understood the mechanics underneath it. Kai noticed
him immediately across the room. Of course he did. A faint smile

touched his mouth before

he excused himself smoothly from the conversation and crossed
toward him. “Ren.” “Kai.” The student council president studied him
carefully. Something shifted subtly behind his eyes. Recognition.
Revealing. “You seem different lately,” Ka said calmly. Ren
accepted a glass of champagne from a passing server without
drinking it. “Do 1?7 “Yes.” Kai’s smile deepened faintly.“More
focused.” There it is. Approval. Cold moved quietly through Ren’'s
chest. Kai stepped beside him overlooking the rain-dark campus
through tall glass windows. “You’'ve started understanding Kairo,”

he said softly. “And what exactly is Kairo?' Kai swirled his drink
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thoughtfully. “A place where truth matters less than control.” The
sentence should’ ve disgusted him. Instead—Ren understood it. That
was the dangerous part. Kai glanced sideways toward him. “Most
people spend years learning that.” “l learn fast.” “Yes” Kai
murmured. “You do.” For one brief second, the atmosphere shifted
strangely between them.Not friendship. Recognition. Like Kai had
finally found something familiar in him. Ren hated how much he
understood that feeling. Across the room, movement caught his

attention. Sora. She' d entered without sound beside Hana near

the far staircase. The moment her eyes landed on him—she
stopped. A tiny reaction. Still real. But Ren didn’t look away this
time. Didn’t soften either. He simply held her gaze calmly across the
crowded room. Cold enough now that even from a distance—he
watched the realization hit her. Something inside her broke quietly.
Good. The thought arrived instantly. And for the first time since

coming to Kairo University—that scared him alittle.
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The GameHeLearned From H

The Game He Learned From Her By November, people started
moving differently around Ren Asakura. Not conscioudly.
Instinctively. Students lowered their voices when he entered rooms
now. Conversations paused around him in corridors before
continuing with precision after he passed. Even professors seemed
more aware of him lately. Kairo University respected two things:
Power. And people willing to become dangerous enough to reach it.
Rain soaked the campus in endless grey while Ren crossed the
eastern courtyard toward the administration building with one hand
inside his coat pocket and security access cards hidden beneath his
sleeve. Cold wind moved through the stone arches overhead.
Somewhere behind him, church bells from the old district beyond
campus rang faintly through the weather. He kept walking.Three
weeks ago, he would' ve hesitated before doing this. Now—nhesitation
felt inefficient. The administration hallway remained nearly empty at
this hour. Faculty meetings kept most professors upstairs while

evening students crowded the library preparing for exams. Perfect
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timing.

Ren unlocked the side archive office camly using duplicated
credentials from a second-year systems assistant who still thought
they were becoming friends. Interesting how easy people became to
mani pul ate once you learned what they wanted. Approval. Attention.
Trust. The lock clicked open softly. Ren stepped inside. Dark office.
Cold fluorescent light. Rows of filing cabinets. He moved directly
toward the back computer terminal and inserted the copied security
drive. The screen flickered alive immediately. Accessing restricted
server... Authorization accepted. Too easy. Rain tapped softly
againgt the narrow office windows while encrypted faculty
directories unfolded across the monitor.Shiraishi Holdings.
Psychological trial funding. Student surveillance authorizations.
Then—another file opened. PRIVATE INCIDENT REVIEW
SUBJECT: Cognitive Retention Instability CASUALTY RISK:
HIGH Ren’s pulse slowed carefully. There it is. He scanned rapidly
through paragraphs of research terminology and restricted ethics
approvals. Most of it intentionally vague. But buried halfway down
the report—Participant distress may result in memory fragmentation,
paranoia, emotional dependency, and long-term psychological

instability. Ren stared at the sentence. Emotional dependency.

Cold moved quietly beneath his ribs. The experiment hadn’t just
gone wrong. It had changed people. Interesting. A sound behind him
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interrupted the thought. The office door opening.Ren turned
instantly. Professor Takeru Noda stood silently in the doorway. No
surprise crossed his face. Which meant he’ d expected this eventualy.
Rain whispered against the windows behind him while dim hallway
light framed the older man in soft shadows. For several seconds,
neither spoke. Then Noda closed the office door carefully. “You're
becoming reckless.” Ren leaned back dlightly against the desk. “And
you're becoming predictable.” The professor’s gaze shifted briefly
toward the files open on-screen. No panic. Just exhaustion. “You
shouldn’t be reading those.” “I don't think you get to decide that
anymore.” Noda removed his glasses slowly. Noted. First visible
sign of stress Ren had ever seen from him. “These records are
incomplete.” “Convenient.”“It's true.” Rain rolled heavier across the
windows. Noda studied him carefully now. “You’ve changed.” The
sentence landed almost identically to how Kai said it days earlier.
Ren noticed immediately. “Y ou both keep saying that.” “Becauseit’s

obvious.”

Silence. The professor’'s eyes moved slowly across Ren's
expression. Assessing. Calculating. And then—understanding.
Something unreadable crossed Noda' s face afterward. Almost regret.
“You remind me of someone.” “Sou?’ That hit. A tiny reaction. Still
real.Noda looked away briefly. Noted. “Your brother believed truth
justified everything,” he said in silence. “And you believed hiding it
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did.” The older man closed his eyes for one second. Not guilt exactly.
Memory. When he spoke again, his voice sounded older somehow.
“You think knowledge protects people. Most young men do.” “And
you think ignorance does?’ “No.” Noda looked at him directly again.
“l think obsession destroys them.” The words settled heavily
between the rain and fluorescent lights. Ren held his gaze camly. “Is
that what happened to Sou?’ A pause. Long enough to matter. Noda
stepped further into the office. “When grief becomes identity,” he
said softly, “ people stop recognizing the lines they cross.” Interesting
answer.Not denial. Never denial. Ren noticed his own reflection
faintly in the dark monitor screen beside him. Still posture.
Controlled breathing. Cold eyes. Someone He Used To Be. The
phrase returned unexpectedly. Noda followed his gaze toward the

reflection too. And something inside the professor changed

subtly afterward. Recognition. Fear. “You've started enjoying
this.” The sentence cut cleanly through the room. Ren looked back
toward him slowly. “Enjoying what?" “The control.” Silence. Rain
hammered harder now. The administration building groaned softly
beneath distant thunder. Noda's voice lowered slowly.“Pain creates
two kinds of people, Ren.” “Those who become more human because
of it...” A pause. “And those who decide humanity is weakness.” For
the first time in weeks—something inside Ren reacted. Small. Sharp.
Because somewhere beneath the anger, beneath the betrayal, beneath
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the obsession—he knew exactly which direction he was walking
now. And worse—part of him didn't care. The office went quiet.
Then Noda looked toward the files again. “Y ou think Kai taught you
these games.” Ren's jaw tightened dightly. “But he didn't,” Noda
continued softly. “She did.” Sora. The realization hit instantly.
Observation. Half-truths. Emotional leverage. Patience. He' d |earned
from watching her.Interesting. Interesting. Noda noticed the
understanding settle behind his eyes. And for the first time since

entering the room—the professor looked

genuinely worried. “Be careful what grief turns you into,” he said
quietly. Then he opened the office door and left without another
word. Rain filled the silence afterward. Ren stood motionless beside
the glowing monitor for a long time. Cold office. Hidden files.
Reflection staring back from dark glass. Finaly, he looked down at
the open report again. Participant distress may result in emotional
dependency—The words blurred slightly. Not because he was tired.
Because suddenly—he couldn’t stop wondering whether the
experiment had damaged more than memories. And whether
everyone at Kairo University had been broken long before they
realized it. #
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What Daiki Knows

Daiki Mori had spent two years pretending he wasn't paying
attention. People underestimated funny men. That was the useful
part. Nobody watched the loud guy long enough to notice what he
remembered afterward. Rain flooded the campus streets outside
while Daiki sat aone inside a twenty-fourhour ramen shop three
blocks from Kairo University, stirring noodles he’'d already stopped
eating twenty minutes ago. The shop smelled like broth, cigarette
smoke, and wet jackets. Comforting, somehow. Across from him,
Ren looked exhausted. Not physically. Something underneath it. Like
sleep had stopped reaching the parts of him that mattered. I nteresting
how grief reshaped people differently. Daiki leaned back dightly in
the booth. “You know what's depressing?’Ren barely looked up
from the folder in his hands. “Y our personality?’ “Correct. But also
you.” Rain streaked down the restaurant windows behind them while
late-night traffic blurred through Tokyo beyond the glass. The
waitress refilled their tea silently before disappearing again. Daiki

waited until she was gone. Then he dlid athin
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envelope across the table. Ren's eyes narrowed immediately.
“What's this? “My bad decisions.” “Specific.” “Years of them,
actually.” Ren opened the envelope carefully. Inside sat photocopied
newspaper clippings, missing student reports, and several grainy
photographs. The oldest image showed a male student leaving
Kairo's east wing at night beside two security guards. Date: Two
years ago. Ren looked up dowly. Daiki’s humor had disappeared
completely now. Interesting.“That's Yuji Sato,” he said quietly.
“Third-year psychology student.” Ren glanced back down at the
photo. “What happened to him?” “Officially?’ Daiki took a slow sip
of tea “Transferred overseas.” “And unofficially?” Silence. Rain
hammered softly against the windows. Daiki leaned forward slightly.
“He vanished.” The word settled heavily between them. Ren
continued flipping through the documents. Incident reports. Security
complaints. Anonymous witness statements. Patterns. Always
patterns. “He started investigating the east wing research archives,”
Daiki continued. “Got obsessed with some old faculty experiment
records. Two weeks later, gone.” Ren's gaze sharpened dlightly.
“And nobody questioned it?’ “Oh, people

guestioned it.” Daiki gave a tired smile. “Kairo just taught
everyone asking questions was unhealthy.” Interesting sentence.
Very interesting sentence.Ren looked back down at the photographs.
One image stopped him immediately. Kai Shiraishi standing outside
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the administration building beside Yuji days before the
disappearance. Calm. Smiling. Watching. “You've been tracking
Kai.” Daiki shrugged lightly. “Tracking feels dramatic.” “This is a
surveillance folder.” “Okay yeah maybe a little dramatic.” But his
voice stayed flat afterward. No humor left underneath it. Rain blurred
silver across the glass while distant train lights moved through the
city beyond them. Ren studied him carefully now. “You knew
something was wrong before | transferred.” Daiki looked away
briefly toward the rain-dark street outside. “My older cousin went
here.” That caught Ren off guard. Curious. “She studied behavioral
psychology,” Daiki said without a word. “ Smartest person | knew.”
The ramen shop noise faded strangely around the edges
afterward.” She started digging into old university research during her
final year.” Ren aready knew where this was going. “She
disappeared too.” Daiki nodded once. Small. Controlled. “No body.
No explanation. Just...” He exhaled softly. “Gone.” Rain filled the
silence after that. Ren looked back toward the

files slowly. “How long have you been investigating?’ “About
eighteen months.” “And you never told anyone.” Daiki laughed
quietly without humor. “Tell who?' Fair. The fluorescent lights
above them buzzed softly while steam rose from untouched ramen
bowls between the two men. Finally, Ren looked at him directly.

“Why tell me now?’ Daiki met his gaze evenly. “Because you're
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starting to scare me.” The honesty of it landed hard. Daiki |eaned
back again, tiredness visible beneath his usual chaos now. “You
know what the worst part is?” he murmured. “Y ou're good at this.”
Ren stayed silent. Because he knew. That was the problem.
Manipulation. Observation. Pressure points. The colder he became,
the easier people opened up around him. Like warmth had only
slowed him down before. Daiki watched the realization pass through
hisface. “There,” he said softly. “That look.” “What look?’ “The one
where you stop caring what thisis turning you into.” The rain outside
intensified suddenly, thunder rolling low across the city. Ren looked
back down at the photographs again. Yuji Sato. Missing. Another
buried story. Another person Kairo erased cleanly. “You think Kai’s
responsible.” “I think Kai protects whatever happened here.” Daiki
rubbed tiredly at his

eyes. “Maybe directly. Maybe not. But every trail bends back
toward him eventually.”Ren folded the documents carefully. “And
Sora?’ That name changed the atmosphere immediately. Daiki went
quiet for a second too long. Curious. “She’s not like him.” Ren’'s
expression hardened dlightly. “You sound uncertain.” “l am
uncertain.” Rainwater crawled slowly down the windows behind
them. Daiki looked toward the table thoughtfully before speaking
again. “You know what bothers me?’ “What?" “She looked guilty

before you even knew anything.” The sentence settled heavily
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between them. Not manipulation. Not calculation. Guilt. Rea guilt.
Daiki leaned forward quietly. “People pretending usually defend
themselves faster.” Ren's jaw tightened once.Tiny movement. Still
visible. “She till chose him.” “Yes,” Daiki said softly. “She did.”
Silence. The ramen shop television murmured still in the background
while storm winds rattled faintly against the windows. Then Daiki
spoke again. Single sentence. No joke attached. The serious one.
“Don’t become what you're trying to destroy.” The words stayed
suspended there between steam, rain, and fluorescent light. Ren
looked at him for a long moment afterward. Then finaly asked the
question quietly enough to

amost disappear beneath the storm. “What if | already am?’
Daiki didn’'t answer immediately. Because for the first time since
meeting Ren Asakura—he wasn't completely sure the answer was

no. #
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Hana-s Question

Hana's Question Hana Ishida noticed the shaking first. Not
visible shaking. The kind people hid by holding coffee cups too with
intent. Rain dlid steadily down the café windows while soft jazz
drifted through the nearly empty bookstore café off-campus. Warm
lights reflected against dark wooden tables, turning the outside storm
into something distant and blurred. Sora sat across from her with
untouched tea cooling slowly between her hands. And she looked
exhausted. Interesting. Not physical exhaustion. The kind that came
from holding too many versions of yourself together at once. Hana
stirred her coffee quietly. “You amost didn't come.” Sora's fingers
tightened dlightly around the cup. “I amost didn’'t.” Honest answer.
Good.Outside, headlights smeared gold through rainwater across the
street beyond the windows. For a while, neither spoke. Hana
preferred letting silence work first. People rushed to fill silence when
they were hiding things. Soradidn’t. She sat very still instead. Which
somehow felt sadder. Finally, Hana spoke softly. “What are you
protecting?’ There it was. Not accusation. Not judgment. Just the

question. Soralooked down immediately.
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The silver ring caught warm café light as her thumb brushed
unconsciously against it once. Habit. Hana noticed. Of course she
did. “You already know part of it,” Sora said without sound after a
moment. “lI know Ren stopped sleeping.”Pain crossed Sora's face
instantly. Real pain. He filed that away. Hana leaned back dlightly in
her chair. “You care about him.” Not a question either. Sora closed
her eyes briefly. Then nodded once. Small. Almost invisible. Still
enough. The rain outside intensified softly. Water streaked silver
down the glass while distant traffic moved through blurred
reflections beyond the café. Hana watched her carefully now. “You
were supposed to get close to him.” Sora's eyes opened slowly. Fear
appeared there immediately. Not because Hana guessed. Because she
guessed correctly. “He told you,” Sora whispered.“No.” Hana
wrapped both hands around her coffee cup. “But | watched you.”
Silence settled heavily between them afterward. The café around
them remained quiet except for pages turning somewhere near the
front shelves and rain tapping softly against windows. Sora finally
looked away toward the storm outside. “Kai told me Ren was
dangerous.” There it is. The beginning. Hana stayed quiet. Sora

continued softly, voice growing distant somehow.

“He said Ren was obsessed with proving things that would hurt
innocent people.” “He said the university already buried what

happened for a reason.” Her fingers tightened around the tea cup. “I
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believed him.” Hana studied her expression carefully. No
performance left now. Just guilt. Layer after layer of it. “What
happened after you met Ren?’ The question broke something quietly.
Sora laughed once under her breath. Tiny sound. Destroyed around
the edges. “He was nothing like Kai described.” Rain rolled heavily
against the windows. “He noticed everything,” Sora murmured
softly. “But he never used it against people.” Hana felt her chest
tighten unexpectedly. Because that was true. Or had been. Sora
looked down at the untouched tea again. “He made me fed...” A
pause. “Seen.” The word barely reached the air. And suddenly Hana
understood everything. Not details. Something worse. This wasn’t
manipulation gone wrong. This was someone realizing too late that
they’ d betrayed the first person who looked at them carefully enough
to understand them. Dangerous kind of grief.Hana leaned forward
dightly. “So why didn’t you tell him the truth?" The question landed
softly. Sora’'s breathing changed immediately. Fear. Thereit is again.
“Kai...” She stopped. Corrected herself with precision. “I owe Kai

everything.” “No,” Hana said quietly. “You think you do.” That
hit. Sora looked at her sharply for the first time. Hana held her gaze
camly. “People who save you when you're broken can make you
feel guilty for surviving,” she said softly. “That’s not the same as
love.” Silence. Heavy now. The café lights reflected gold against

rainwater outside while somewhere near the counter, a coffee grinder
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started humming briefly before stopping again. Sora's eyes looked
dangerously close to breaking. Not crying.Worse. Like she'd spent
years refusing to let herself think certain thoughts and suddenly
couldn’t stop anymore. “He took me in after my family died,” she
whispered. Hana went still. He filed that away. Interesting. Because
until now, nobody talked about Sora's family directly. Not ever.
“What happened to them?’ The moment the question left her mouth,
Sora’'s expression changed. Closed. Guarded. Terrified. “There was
an accident.” Lie. Not complete lie. Still incomplete. Hana noticed
immediately. And suddenly—pieces started moving in silence
together in the back of her mind. Professor Noda. Old experiments.
Ren’s brother. Kai. Sora looked like someone standing in the middle
of aroom full of hidden wires trying not to touch any of them.Hana
asked

carefully, “Does Ren know your family was connected
somehow?’ “No.” Too fast. Then softer: “I don't think he
understands yet.” Yet. Important word. Rain hammered harder
outside. Sora stared down at her tea cup for severa long seconds
before speaking again. “He looked at me after the archive room
like...” Her voice caught dlightly. “Like | was someone he never
should've trusted.” Hana's chest tightened unexpectedly. Because
she could imagine exactly what that looked like. Ren quiet. Ren
disappointed. Ren pulling warmth away completely. Crueler than



O Prabhat Sagar

anger. “He still loves you,” Hana said quietly before thinking. The
words startled both of them. Sora looked up immediately.“No.”
“Yes” Hana leaned back dowly. “That's why he's becoming
dangerous.” Silence. Then finally—Sora whispered the thing she'd
probably been terrified to say out loud this entiretime. “I don’t know
how to fix this” Honest. Completely honest. Hana believed her
instantly. Rain blurred the city outside into silver darkness while
warm café light wrapped around the two women sitting quietly
across from each other. After along moment, Hana reached into her
bag and pulled out a folded napkin. Wrote something down carefully.
Then dlid it across the table. Sora frowned slightly before unfolding
it. An address. “What’ s this?’

“Outside Tokyo,” Hana said softly. “My grandmother’s old
town.” Sora looked confused.Hana held her gaze camly. “If things
get worse,” she said, “you’'ll need somewhere Kai can't immediately
reach.” For the first time that evening—Sora looked genuinely
shocked. “Why would you help me?’ The question hung there
painfully. Hana thought about Ren. About the silence swallowing
him lately. About the coldness growing sharper around his edges
every day. Then she looked back at Sora without a word. “Because |
think both of you are drowning,” she said softly. A pause. “And only
one of you still remembersthat’s a bad thing.” #
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TheFile

The first winter wind arrived with the rain. Cold enough now that
students started walking faster between buildings, shoulders hunched
beneath coats and umbrellas while grey clouds buried Tokyo beneath
endless stormlight. Kairo University looked different in winter.
Sharper. Like the season had stripped warmth from the stone itself.
Ren stood aone inside the east archive office at 1:12 AM while rain
struck the narrow windows in violent bursts. The room smelled
faintly of dust, overheated electronics, and old paper. Three monitors
glowed across the desk. Security records. Funding trails. Incident
reports. Pieces. Always pieces. The memory stick rested plugged into
the laptop beside his hand while encrypted files unfolded slowly one
after another.He hadn’t been back to the dorm yet. Daiki stopped
asking him to sleep two days ago. Interesting how quickly concern
turned into helplessness. Ren opened another restricted directory.
PRIVATE CASUALTY RECORDS—SEALED Password protected.
He bypassed it in under four minutes. Too easy how. The folder
opened silently. Dozens of documents appeared across the screen.
Medical
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reports. Police statements. Witness interviews. Then—a single
file marked internally restricted. INCIDENT CASUALTY INDEX
Ren clicked it open. The list appeared slowly. Names. A long line of
them. Research assistants. Students. Unauthorized participants. Most
marked deceased.Then his eyes stopped. **Sou Asakura** Below
it—another name. **Mika Fujiwara** And beneath that—** Haruto
Fujiwara** **Emi Fujiwara** The air inside the room changed
instantly. Ren stared at the screen without moving. Fujiwara. Sora's
family. Cold moved slowly through his chest. Not shock exactly.
Recognition. Somewhere deep underneath everything—he already
knew these stories connected. He just hadn't understood how
completely. Rain battered hard against the windows. Ren opened the
attached incident report beneath the casualty list. The experiment had
destabilized during a late-night cognitive retention trial inside the
east wing.Emotional memory amplification. Stress exposure.
Psychological response observation. Human beings treated like
variables. Several participants suffered severe neurological trauma
during containment failure. Security intervention delayed. Private
cover-up initiated immediately afterward. Ren kept reading. Halfway
through the report, another

sentence appeared highlighted internally. ** Subject S. Fujiwara
survived initial exposure. Minor at time of incident. Relocated under

Shiraishi family supervision.** Ren went still. Minor. Sora had been
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there. Not connected afterward. Present. The realization hit slowly
enough to hurt. Every strange question in class. Every hesitation.
Every fearful silence around Kai. Not manipulation alone. Trauma.
Something to remember. Interesting.Because suddenly—Sora
stopped looking like someone hiding from guilt. And started looking
like someone trapped inside the same fire that killed Sou. Ren leaned
back slowly in the chair. Rain rolled endlessly outside. His eyes
drifted toward the dark reflection in the office window. Cold face.
Sharp eyes. Someone difficult to recognize lately. Then another
realization surfaced underneath the first. Kai knew. Not suspected.
Knew. The entire time. Cold anger settled carefully into place.
Different from before. Cleaner now. More dangerous because it
finally had direction. The office door opened quietly behind him. Ren
didn’t turn immediately. He already knew. Daiki stepped inside
carrying two coffees and exhaustion. “Y ou vanished for nine hours,”
he muttered. “Very rude behavior.”No response. Daiki frowned
slightly. Then noticed Ren’s

expression. Interesting. The humor faded instantly. “What
happened?’ Ren looked back toward the monitor sowly. Daiki
crossed the room slowly before reading the casualty report over his
shoulder. The silence afterward stretched hard and heavy. “Oh,”
Daiki whispered. Rain hammered against the windows. Neither
moved. Finally, Daiki looked at him carefully. “Sora’s family...”



O Prabhat Sagar

Ren nodded once. Small. Controlled. “She was there.” Cold
realization crossed Daiki’s face too. “ That means Kai—"*Knew from
the beginning.” The words landed flat and deadly. Daiki sat down
heavily in the chair beside him. For a long moment, only the storm
spoke. Then quietly: “Ren.” He looked over. Daiki’s expression had
changed again. Not fear this time. Concern. Real concern. “You
okay?' Interesting question. Because Ren genuinely didn't know
anymore. He looked back toward the screen. Toward Sora’'s family
names sitting directly beneath Sou's. Connected all aong. Every
road inside Kairo bent back toward the same night. “She tried to
warn me” Ren said still. Daiki stayed silent.“She didn’t know
everything,” Ren continued slowly. “But she knew enough to be
afraid.” The coldness inside him shifted painfully then. Not
disappearing. Cracking. Memories returned one after another in

brutal sequence. Sora

asking about memory suppression in Noda's class. The way she
froze near the archive files. Her panic every time Kai appeared. Y ou
think people can change? Maybe some people hide things because
they think they have to. He closed his eyes once. Only once. And
suddenly—the worst realization arrived last. She had told him the
truth repeatedly. Just never all at once. Rain struck the glass hard
enough to sound like static. Daiki watched him carefully now. “Y ou

still love her.”Not a question. Ren laughed quietly under his breath.
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Small sound. Completely exhausted. “That’s the problem.” Silence
settled heavily through the office. Finally, Daiki looked back toward
the screen again. “What now?’ Ren stared at the casualty report for
several long seconds. Then slowly removed the memory stick from
the laptop. The small device felt heavier than before somehow. “Kai
made a mistake,” he said quietly. Daiki frowned slightly. “What
mistake?’ Ren looked toward the storm-dark campus outside the
windows. Far across Kairo University, the administration tower
glowed faintly beneasth rain and darkness. Watching. Always
watching. “He taught me enough to understand how people like him

think.” The sentence chilled the room dlightly. Daiki noticed.Of

course he did. But this time—for the first time in
weeks—something else existed underneath the coldness in Ren's
expression. Not obsession. Clarity. Dangerous clarity. And
somewhere deep beneath the storm, beneath the grief, beneath all the
damage Kairo University left behind—Ren finally understood one
thing completely. Sora Fujiwara had never been the enemy. She was

just another survivor standing too close to thefire.
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PART FOUR

The Truth

“"Everything hidden eventually becomes the only thing left."”
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What Kai Took

The rain stopped the night Kai Shiraishi finally lost control.
Which, somehow, made everything feel worse. Kairo University
stood unnaturally still beneath cold winter skies while pale clouds
drifted slowly over Tokyo. Without rain, every sound carried
farther—footsteps across stone pathways, distant train lines beyond
campus, wind moving through bare trees. The silence felt surgical.
Ren crossed the eastern courtyard just after midnight with both hands
inside his coat pockets and the memory stick pressed cold against his
pam. No umbrella tonight. No storm to hide behind. The
administration building lights still glowed. Of course they did. Kai
never sept early when pressure started closing around him.
Something to remember. Ren entered through the side staircase
without using the main doors. Security cameras rotated lazily above
the corridors, but he already knew the blind spots now.Three weeks
ago, that realization would' ve disturbed him. Now it just felt useful.
The upper council floor remained empty except for dim hallway
lighting and the low hum of ventilation systems. Rain no longer

softened the building
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sounds tonight. Every footstep echoed sharply through the
corridor. Ren stopped outside Kai’'s private office. The door stood
slightly open. Expected. He pushed it wider without sound. Kai stood
near the windows overlooking campus with a drink in one hand and
the city lights stretching cold and silver behind him. He didn’t turn
around immediately. “1 wondered how long it would take.” Ren
closed the office door behind him softly. “No security tonight?’ Kai
finally looked over his shoulder. A faint smile touched hisface. “You
already bypassed them.” Interesting answer. No denial. No panic.
Still controlled.Always controlled. Ren stepped further inside the
office slowly. Dark wood shelves. Private records. University maps
spread across the central table. And beside them—a folder labeled
Mori. Cold moved instantly through his chest. Daiki. Kai noticed his
eyes land there. “Your friend asks dangerous questions too.” Ren’s
voice stayed calm. “What did you do?’ “Nothing yet.” Y et. The word
settled heavily between them. Kai set his glass down carefully before
continuing. “But he's becoming difficult to ignore.” There it is. The
threat. Not direct. Never direct. Ren walked toward the desk slowly,

gaze fixed on the folder.“ Y ou’ ve been

watching him.” “I watch everyone connected to this.” “You mean
everyone connected to me.” Kai’s expression softened dlightly.
“Same thing now.” Silence. Sharp. Controlled. The city lights

beyond the windows reflected faintly across the office glass like
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fractured stars. Kai moved toward the center table calmly. “You've
done impressive work, Ren.” No response. “Y ou found records even
Noda thought were gone.” Still nothing. Kai studied him with intent
now. Then something shifted subtly in his face. Recognition. “You
know about Sora's family.” Not a question. Ren held his gaze
evenly.“You knew from the beginning.” Kai exhaled softly through
his nose. Almost tired. “Yes.” No apology attached. Interesting.
Interesting. The office suddenly felt colder. Kai folded his hands
loosely behind his back. “ She was fourteen when it happened.” Ren
stayed silent. “She lost everything in one night.” Kai's voice
remained calm. “Her family. Her home. Any version of anormal life
afterward.” “And you used that.” For the first time—Kai's
composure cracked dlightly. Tiny fracture. Still real. “I protected
her.” “No,” Ren said quietly. “You controlled her.” The words
landed harder than expected.Kai's jaw tightened once. There it is.
Finally. A real reaction. “She would’' ve destroyed herself searching

for answers

she wasn't ready to survive.” “You made sure she never got the
chance.” Ka looked toward the windows briefly. Tokyo stretched
endless beyond the glass. Cold city. Cold people. “You think truth
fixes damage because you're grieving,” he said softly. “But grief
doesn’'t make you wise, Ren. It makes you reckless.” Ren pulled the

memory stick from his pocket dowly. Kai's eyes tracked the
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movement instantly. Sharp. Thefirst visible sign of concern all night.
“You buried student deaths,” Ren said quietly. “Covered illegal
experiments. Used Sora to monitor me.” Kai’s voice stayed level.
“Yes.” The honesty amost startled him. Not because Kai trusted
him.Because Ka genuinely believed justification mattered more than
morality. “I did what was necessary,” Kai continued calmly. “Just
like your brother would’ve eventually understood.” That sentence
nearly did it. Nearly. But Ren only stepped closer instead.
Controlled. Always controlled. “You don't get to talk about Sou.”
The atmosphere shifted sharply then. No performance left now. Just
two men standing inside years of buried damage. Kai looked at him
carefully. “And what exactly are you planning to do next?” The

question carried

rea curiosity underneath it. Not mockery. Like Kai genuinely
wanted to know what Ren had become. Sharp. Ren glanced once
toward the folder marked Mori again. Then back toward him.“You
threatened the wrong person.” Kai followed his gaze camly. “Daiki
matters to you.” “Yes.” “Good.” Cold silence flooded the office
instantly. Kai realized the mistake half a second too late. Not the
threat. The admission. Because suddenly—Ren understood
something clearly. Kai still believed emotional attachment was
weakness. Which meant he still underestimated people willing to

protect others instead of possess them. Dangerous mistake. Ren
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reached into his coat slowly and placed several printed files onto the
desk between them. Casualty reports. Funding trails. Security
authorizations. Enough evidence to burn the university publicly. Kai
looked down at them once. Then laughed in silence under his
breath.Soft. Almost disappointed. “You realy think exposing this
ends cleanly? “No.” “Students panic. Families sue. Careers
collapse. Sora gets dragged into every investigation publicly.” Kai
looked back up slowly. “Y ou prepared for that too?’ The sentence hit
harder than expected. Because Ren had thought about it. Every
consequence. Every fallout. And somewhere underneath the

revenge—Sorastill existed. Kai noticed the

hesitation immediately. Of course he did. “There she is,” he
murmured softly. “The weakness.” Wrong. That was the mistake.
Ren leaned forward dlightly across the desk. “No,” he said quietly.
“She's the reason you lose.” For the first time all night—Kai looked
genuinely uncertain.Tiny shift. Still visible. Because he finaly
understood something too late: Sora choosing Ren wasn’t betrayal
because she loved him. It was betrayal because for the first time in
her life—someone had looked at her without trying to own what they

saw. #
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What Noda K ept

Professor Takeru Noda watched the university unravel from his
office window. Quietly. The same way he had watched it decay for
years. Cold winter rain threatened above Tokyo again, clouds
hanging low over Kairo University while emergency faculty
meetings spread panic silently through the administration building
below. Phones rang constantly now. Security moved faster through
hallways. Conversations stopped whenever doors opened
unexpectedly. Fear changed atmospheres quickly. Noda had learned
that long ago. He stood beside the window with untouched tea
cooling near his desk when the office door opened without knocking.
Ren Asakura entered alone. No hesitation. No anger visible. Which
worried Noda more than rage would have. “You bypassed security
again,” the professor said calmly. Ren closed the door behind him
softly. “You stopped trying very hard.”Interesting thing about
exhausted people: eventualy they stopped pretending control till
existed. Rain tapped lightly against the windows. Noda studied the
young man standing across from him. Sharp eyes now. Controlled

posture. Grief
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weaponized into focus. Someone He Used To Be. The thought
surfaced unexpectedly. Because for one terrible moment—Ren
looked exactly like Sou. “You know,” Noda said quietly, “your
brother used to stand in this office the same way.” That landed. A
tiny reaction. Still real. Ren stepped closer toward the desk slowly.
“You're going to tell me everything.” Not demand. Certainty. Noda
exhaled softly through his nose. Outside, thunder rolled faintly above
the city. “The problem with truth,” he murmured, “is that people
imagine it arrives cleanly.” Ren said nothing.So Noda continued.
“The experiment began as memory research.” Rain darkened the
glass behind him while distant campus lights flickered weakly
through the storm clouds. “We were studying emotional retention
under trauma exposure. How memory changes under fear. How
identity survives psychological collapse.” Noda' s eyes drifted toward
old files stacked across his shelves. “It was supposed to remain
theoretical.” “But it didn’t,” Ren said without a word. “No.” Silence
settled briefly between them. Then Noda moved toward the
bookshelf near the far wall and removed a locked file case hidden

behind several journals. He placed it carefully onto the desk.

Old documents. Photographs. Handwritten reports. The original
archive. “Shiraishi Holdings funded the project privately,” Noda
said. “Kai’s father wanted practical applications.” “Applications for

what?” Noda's expression hardened faintly. “Control.” The word
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lingered heavily inside the office. “Emotional dependency,” Ren said
quietly. Noda looked up sharply. Interesting. “You found that
report.” “Yes.” The professor removed his glasses slowly. “The
experiments focused on emotional imprinting during extreme
psychological  stress.  Attachment manipulation. Memory
reinforcement.” His voice lowered carefully. “The theory was
simple. If fear and emotional dependence could be linked strongly
enough, human behavior became predictable.” Cold moved slowly
through Ren's chest. Not because of the experiment. Because
suddenly—Kai made perfect sense. Noda continued quietly. “We
stopped recognizing students as students after a while” “They
became variables. Outcomes.” Rain hammered harder against the
windows now. “What happened that night?” Ren asked. The
professor went silent.Not avoidance. Memory. When he spoke again,
his voice sounded older than before. “There was a containment
failure during a live trial in the east wing.” Noda opened the file
slowly. Photographs slid across the desk. Broken

glass. Blood. Emergency responders. One image stopped Ren
instantly. A fourteen-year-old girl wrapped in a blanket near an
ambulance. Sora. Pale. Frozen. Looking directly at the camera with
empty eyes. Something inside him tightened painfully. “She was
there,” Noda said softly. “Her parents worked adjacent to the

research divison. They came searching for her during the



O Prabhat Sagar

emergency.” Ren's throat felt suddenly tight. “And Sou?’ Noda
looked toward him with precision. “Your brother discovered the
project independently.” “He accessed restricted archives weeks
before the incident.” Of course he did. Sou always |ooked too closely
at broken things.“He tried to expose it,” Noda continued still. “The
night of the containment failure, he entered the east wing attempting
to pull students out before security locked the area down.” Ren stared
at the photographs silently. Thunder rolled hard enough to shake the
office windows. “What killed them?’ The question nearly
disappeared beneath the storm. Noda closed his eyes briefly. “Fear.”
Ren looked up sharply. The professor’'s voice remained calm.
Clinical. Destroyed underneath it. “The experiment amplified
emotional trauma responses beyond what the human nervous system
could stabilize. Panic became physiological overload. Hallucinations.

Memory collapse.

Cardiac failure in several subjects.” Human beings terrified to
death. Cold horror settled slowly into place. Noda looked toward the
rain-dark campus outside. “We lost control within minutes.” Silence
filled the office. Heavy now. Then finally—Ren asked the question
quietly enough to hurt. “And afterward?’ Noda laughed once under
his breath. Small sound. No humor. “ Afterward the university buried
everything.” “ Shiraishi Holdings protected the institution. Casualties
became seadled records. Witnesses disappeared into confidentiality
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agreements.” “And you let them.” The accusation landed softly.
Noda accepted it anyway. “Yes.” No defense attached. Significant.
Because guilt had already punished him longer than anger ever
could. Rainwater dlid endlessly down the office windows while
Tokyo disappeared deeper into stormlight beyond the glass. Then
Noda looked directly at Ren again. “Sou Asakura and the Fujiwara
family died in the same incident.” The sentence landed like a blade
dliding slowly between ribs. “The girl you know,” Noda continued
quietly, “lost the same thing you did.” Ren went completely still.And
suddenly—everything rearranged itself. Sora in the archive room.

Sora shaking during conversations about memory. Sora

terrified every time Kai appeared. Not enemy. Survivor. Another
person built out of the same disaster. The realization arrived slowly
enough to hurt properly. Noda watched understanding move through
his face carefully. “ She never knew the full truth,” the professor said
softly. “Kai controlled what she was told afterward.” “She ill
betrayed me.” “Yes” The answer came immediately. Honest.
Necessary. Noda stepped closer toward the desk. “But pain makes
people obedient when they believe obedience is survival.” Rain
hammered violently outside now. Ren looked back down at the
photograph of fourteen-year-old Sora wrapped in emergency
blankets beside flashing ambulance lights.Opening image. Blood.
Rain. The beginning had always been there. Significant. Interesting.
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Because suddenly—the thing he hated most wasn't Sora’' s betrayal. It
was realizing Kai had shaped both of them into weapons pointed at
each other before they even met. #
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Everything That Was Always Conn

ected

Everything That Was Always Connected Rain returned before
dawn. Soft this time. Not violent. Not angry. Just endless. Ren sat
alone inside the abandoned lecture hall overlooking the eastern
courtyard while pale morning light struggled through storm clouds
beyond the tall windows. The university was still asleep. Mostly.
Kairo never fully slept anymore. Not after the files leaked. Not after
whispers started spreading through faculty departments and student
forums overnight. Illegal experiments. Buried casualties. Shiraishi
family involvement. Fear moved through institutions faster than truth
ever did. Ren barely noticed any of it.The photograph still rested in
his hands. Fourteen-year-old Sora beneath ambulance lights.
Worapped in silver emergency blankets whilerain fell around her. The
same rain. Always the same rain. He stared at the image for a long
time without moving. And memories kept rearranging themselves
without sound inside his head. Not disappearing. Changing shape.
Sora asking about memory suppression in Noda's class. Y ou aready

knew the answer to the question you asked. The way her hand shook
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dlightly in the

archive room. The fear every time Kai appeared unexpectedly.
You still can't choose. Not because she loved Kai. Because trauma
trained her to survive him. Cold realization settled deeper with every
memory. Ren leaned back slowly in the lecture seat, exhaustion
pressing heavily behind his eyes now. He hadn’'t slept.Couldn’t.
Every answer uncovered another layer underneath it. And underneath
all of them—Sora. Interesting how grief worked. For weeks he
convinced himself betrayal erased everything before it. The coffee.
The rain walks. Her hand finding his at the festival. But sitting alone
beneath soft rain and empty lecture hall silence—he realized
something worse. None of those moments had been fake. That was
the part destroying him now. Because if she had manipulated him
completely, hatred would’ve been easier. Cleaner. Instead—she had
betrayed him while genuinely falling apart over it. The lecture hall
doors opened quietly behind him. Ren didn’t turn immediately. He
already knew the footsteps. Hana crossed the room slowly carrying a
worn leather journal against her chest. Dark blue cover. Water
damage near the edges. Old enough to matter.She stopped beside his
seat without speaking. For a

second, neither moved. Rain tapped gently against the windows.
Then Hana held the journal toward him. “She left this behind.” Ren
looked at it carefully. His pulse slowed dlightly. “Sora’s?” Hana
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nodded once. “She disappeared early this morning.” The sentence
settled quietly through the empty lecture hall. Gone. Of course she
ran now. Not from him. From the collapse. From Kai. From Kairo.
From herself. Ren took the journal carefully. The leather felt fragile
beneath his fingers. Like something handled too often during bad
nights. Hana sat beside him after a moment.“ She didn’t know the full
truth,” she said softly. “I know.” Hana looked toward him slowly
then. Worth keeping. Because she expected anger. Instead she found
exhaustion. Rain blurred silver down the windows behind them. “ She
thought Kai protected her,” Hana continued in silence. “Until
recently.” Ren stared down at the journal. “She still made choices.”
“Yes.” No defense. Just truth. He appreciated that. Silence settled
between them afterward. Then slowly, Ren opened the journal. The
handwriting inside belonged to someone careful. Measured. Elegant.
Precise. Sora's mother.Most pages contained fragmented notes.
Research concerns. Half-finished observations. Then Ren reached
page twelve. The page Sora never read past. Water damage stained
the

edges heavily there, ink blurred in several places like someone
cried over it years ago. But one sentence remained visible. **“|f
anything happens, never let them convince Sorafear islove.”** Ren
stopped breathing for half a second. Worth keeping. Interesting.

Because suddenly—Kai's entire hold over her reduced into one
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horrifying sentence. Fear is love. Protection is control. Debt is
loyalty. Obedience is survival. Someone had built Sora carefully out
of those lessons after the experiment. And she spent years believing
it was normal. Rain rolled softly over the university rooftops outside.
Hanawatched him quietly. “ She wasterrified of becoming like him,”
she murmured. Ren closed the journal slowly.Too late. Because he
understood now. Not just Sora. Himself. The coldness. The
manipulation. The obsession. Kai didn’t just shape her. He almost
shaped Ren too. The realization sat ugly and sharp beneath his ribs.
Hana's voice interrupted softly. “You till love her.” Not a question.
Ren looked toward the rain-dark windows. Outside, students moved
faintly through the courtyard below carrying umbrellas beneath grey
skies.

Normal life continuing around buried disasters. “I don't know
what this is anymore,” he admitted quietly. Honest answer. Rare
thing. Hana considered him for a second before speaking again. “Y ou
know what | think?’Ren glanced toward her. “I think both of you
spent so long surviving that neither of you realized you were allowed
to want something else.” The words lingered heavily in the empty
lecture hall. Rain. Silence. Memory. Then Hana stood slowly. “She
went somewhere outside Tokyo.” Ren looked up immediately. Hana
noticed. Of course she did. “She didn’t tell me exactly where,” Hana

continued. “But | think she wanted to disappear before you saw what
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Kai turned her into.” Ren stared down at the journal again. At the
sentence written by Sora's mother years before any of this started.
Never let them convince Sora fear is love. And
suddenly—everything connected. The experiments. Kai. The
betrayal. The silence afterward. Not separate tragedies. One long
wound spreading through different peoplein different ways.Rain slid
without a word down the windows while Kairo University stood cold
and grey beyond the glass. Watching. Always watching. But for the
first time since arriving there—Ren realized he no longer cared about

destroying the university. Only about finding the girl who

survived it with him. #
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The Day She Stopped Running

The town outside Tokyo smelled like wet earth and old wood.
Rain had followed Sora there too. Of course it had. She stood
beneath the narrow roof of the abandoned train station with one hand
wrapped tightly around her coat sleeve while cold wind moved
through the empty platform around her. Beyond the tracks, small
houses dept beneath pale winter rain and dim streetlights. Quiet
place. The kind of place people disappeared into intentionally.
Hana s grandmother’s town sat far enough from the city that Kairo
University aready felt unreal here. No gothic towers. No
surveillance cameras hidden behind polished walls. No student
whispers following her through corridors. Just rain. Just silence. And
the unbearable sound of her own thoughts now that nothing else
remained loud enough to drown them out. Sora closed her eyes
briefly.Ren’s face surfaced instantly anyway. | trusted you. The
memory cut cleaner every time. She started walking before the train
station could become another place she froze inside. Rainwater
gathered softly along narrow roads while weak yellow lights glowed
through windows of closed shops nearby.
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Somewhere deeper in town, a dog barked once before falling
silent again. Everything here felt slower. Safer. She hated it
immediately. Because safety felt unfamiliar now. The small house
Hana arranged for her waited near the edge of town beside a narrow
river lined with bare winter trees. Old wood. Quiet porch. Faded blue
shutters. Temporary. Sora unlocked the door slowly and stepped
inside. Dust. Cold air. Stillness. A single lamp illuminated the living
room weakly once she turned it on. The silence afterward pressed
heavily around her. No Kai. No university. No footsteps outside her
door. No excuses left either.Sora dropped her bag beside the couch
carefully. Then stood motionless in the middle of the room for
several long seconds. Interesting thing about running: eventually you
reached places quiet enough to hear what followed you. And guilt
followed quietly. Always quietly. Rain tapped against the windows
while she crossed slowly toward the bedroom. The journal waited
inside her bag. Still there. Always there. Her mother’s handwriting
hidden behind years of fear and avoidance. Page twelve. That stupid
page. Sora sat at the edge of the bed slowly before pulling the worn
journal into her lap. Her fingers trembled

slightly touching the cover. Telling. Because she faced Kai more
camly than this. But Kai only controlled her future. The journa
controlled the past. And the past had teeth.Rain rolled softly outside
while she opened the cover carefully. The familiar pages appeared
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immediately. Research notes. Personal reminders. Half-finished
thoughts. Then page twelve. The stopping point. Water-stained ink
blurred near the edges where younger Sora once cried hard enough to
ruin the paper. For years she convinced herself she stopped reading
because the memories hurt too much. Now she understood the truth.
She stopped because part of her already knew the next pages would
destroy the version of reality Kai built around her. Sora forced
herself to turn the page. Page thirteen. Her mother’s handwriting
shook visibly there. **“Noda says the project should end
immediately.”** Page fourteen. **“Shiraishi insists the emotional
dependency trials are stable. They are not stable.”** Cold spread
sowly through Sora's chest. She kept reading.Page fifteen.
**“Haruto wants to report everything publicly. | think they're
watching us already.”** Her breathing became careful. Controlled.
But the control was cracking now. Rain struck harder against the

windows. Then—page seventeen. The handwriting changed

completely there. Messier. Rushed. Terrified. **“If something
happens to us, Sora must never stay with the Shiraishi family.”**
Sora froze. The room around her went completely silent. Not
physically. Emotionally. Like her body stopped understanding how
to move for a second. She read the sentence again. Then again. No
change.No misunderstanding. Her mother knew. Her mother had

known Kai's family wasn't safe before the experiment even
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happened. The realization hit sowly enough to hurt properly.
Everything Ka ever told her twisted apart all at once. We protected
you. We saved you. You owe us. Lies. Not complete lies. Worse.
Half-truths shaped with intent enough to become cages. Sora pressed
trembling fingers against her mouth suddenly. Breathing harder now.
Not panic. Grief. Because for the first time in years—she understood
her family didn’t leave her behind. They tried to protect her until the
end.Rain crashed violently against the house outside while tears
finally blurred the pages beneath her hands. Quiet tears. The
dangerous kind. No sobbing. No dramatic collapse. Just something
inside her breaking open slowly after years locked shut. And beneath
all of it—Ren. The way he looked at her after the archive room. Not
hatred. Disappointment. That hurt worse

now than ever. Because suddenly she understood exactly what
Kai stole from both of them. Choice. He turned grief into obedience.
Fear into loyalty. Love into leverage. And Sora let him. The journa
slipped dlightly in her shaking hands as another folded paper fell
loose from between the pages. Old photograph. Sora picked it up
slowly.Her mother stood beside Professor Noda near the east
research building years earlier. And beside them—Sou Asakura.
Alive. Smiling. Young. The air left Sora’s lungs completely. No. No
no no—She stared at the photograph with widening eyes while
memories crashed violently together in her head. Ren’s grief. The
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experiments. The archive files. Always connected. Her mather knew
Sou. Which meant—Ren had been right from the beginning. Not just
about the university. About everything. Sora bent forward suddenly,
gripping the photograph tightly while rain and silence swallowed the
tiny house around her. And somewhere beneath the grief, beneath the
betrayal, beneath all the damage Kai left behind—one terrifying
realization settled till into place. If Ren came looking for her
now—she didn’t know whether she deserved to let him find her. #
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Staying Anyway

There was no rain when Ren found her. For the first time since
arriving at Kairo University—the sky was clear. Cold winter sunlight
stretched pale gold across the small town outside Tokyo while river
water moved quietly beneath narrow stone bridges. The air smelled
like cedar wood and distant smoke from chimneys beginning to wake
for morning. Everything looked softer here. Like the world had
briefly forgotten how cruel it usually was. Ren waked sowly
through the quiet streets with Sora’s mother’s journal tucked inside
his coat pocket and exhaustion settled deep behind his eyes. The
town wasn't large. Which meant Hana had been right. Sora came
somewhere people disappeared to breathe. Telling. Because he
understood that instinct now better than he wanted to. He found the
house near the river just after sunrise.Old blue shutters. Small porch.
One light still glowing faintly inside. Ren stopped outside the gate
for several seconds without moving. No dramatic speech prepared.
No anger left sharp enough to carry here. Just tiredness. And
something quieter underneath it. The wooden porch creaked softly
beneath his footsteps as he approached the
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front door. Then paused again. Because suddenly—after
everything—he didn't know what happened next either. The door
opened before he knocked. Sora stood there in an oversized grey
sweater with loose hair falling around tired eyes that widened the
moment she saw him. For one suspended second—neither moved.
Cold morning air drifted softly between them. No rain. No thunder.
No university walls watching. Just silence. Real silence this time.
Sora looked like she hadn't slept.The journal photograph still rested
loosely in her hand. Sou smiling beside her mother. Connection made
permanent now. Ren noticed immediately. Of course he did. “You
found it,” he said quietly. Sora's throat moved dightly before she
answered. “Yes.” Her voice sounded smaller here somehow. Not
weaker. More honest. The river behind the house moved softly
through the morning stillness. Neither spoke again for several long
seconds. Then Sora stepped back from the doorway silently.
Invitation. Ren entered without a word. The house smelled faintly of
old wood and tea. Warm light stretched softly across the floorboards
while winter sunlight filtered through thin curtains near the kitchen.

Simple place. Safe place.Sora closed the door carefully

behind him. Still no words. Interesting how some silences healed
while others destroyed. This one sat somewhere painfully in
between. Ren looked around the small living room slowly before his

gaze settled back on her. Sora held herself carefully now. Like
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someone expecting impact eventualy. He knew the feeling. “You
shouldn’t be here,” she said finally. Same words as before. Different
meaning now. Ren removed his coat slowly. “1 know.” That almost
broke her immediately. A tiny reaction. Still real. Sora looked away
first toward the window. Outside, pale sunlight reflected softly across
theriver. “| read everything,” she whispered. Ren nodded once. “My
mother knew Sou.” “Yes.”“ She tried to protect me from Kai.” “Yes."
Each answer landed gently. No blame left in them now. That seemed
to hurt her more. Sora wrapped both arms around herself tightly. “I
didn’t know,” she said without sound. “Not fully. | swear | didn't
know.” “1 know.” The certainty in his voice made her finally look at
him again. And suddenly—there it was. Everything between them
till alive underneath the damage. Painful thing. Sora's eyes filled
slightly before she forced herself to keep speaking. “1 kept thinking if
| explained it correctly maybe you'd understand why | did it.” A
weak laugh escaped her. “But every explanation sounded like another

excuse.”

Honest. Completely honest. Ren watched her quietly. “You till
hurt me.” The words settled softly into the room. No cruelty. No
accusation. Just truth. Sora nodded immediately. “I know.” Silence
followed. The morning sunlight crept slowly across the wooden
floorboards while somewhere outside, distant train tracks hummed

faintly through the town. Finally, Ren reached into his coat pocket.
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Pulled out the journal carefully. Sora stared at it silently. “ She wrote
something for you,” he said. Her fingers trembled dightly taking it
back. Ren watched her open slowly toward the water-damaged pages
near the center. Never let them convince Sora fear is love. The
moment her eyes landed on the sentence—she broke. Not loudly.
Sora never broke loudly. Her shoulders folded inward quietly while
tears slipped soundlessly down her face onto the worn pages beneath
her hands.Years of fear unraveling without permission. Ren stood
motionless for a second. Then slowly crossed the room. Sora looked
up immediately when he stopped beside her. Eyes red. Breathing
uneven. Still beautiful in the most devastating way possible. “I don’t
know how to be anything except what happened to me,” she

whispered. The sentence

nearly destroyed him. Because he understood it too well. Ren
crouched slowly in front of her. Close enough now to see every
fracture she tried hiding from the world. “Y ou’'re not Kai,” he said in
silence. Fresh tears sipped down her face instantly. “You almost
became him because of me.” Interesting thing about truth: sometimes
the hardest part wasn’t hearing it. It was surviving after. Ren looked
at her for a long moment. Then finally said the thing he redlized
alone inside the lecture hal hours earlier. “No.” Sora frowned
dlightly through tears.“He almost became both of us.” Silence. Cold
sunlight. Soft breathing. No rain. Sora stared at him like she didn’t
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know how to survive kindness anymore. Maybe she didn't. Ren
understood that too. For several seconds neither moved. Then—with
precision, hesitantly—Sora reached for his hand. Not instinct this
time. Choice. Warm fingers against his palm. And this time—when
she tried pulling away again out of fear—Ren held on. Small
movement. Everything changing inside it. Sora's breathing caught
softly. “You shouldn’t forgive me,” she whispered.Ren looked at her
quietly. “I’'m not sure forgiveness is the point.” The answer surprised
both of them. But it was true. Because some damage didn’t
disappear. Some betrayals stayed permanent. Love just learned how

to exist

beside them anyway. Outside the small riverside house, winter
sunlight spread slowly across the town while cold wind moved gently
through bare trees. No storms. No sirens. No university watching
from behind stone walls. Just two broken people sitting quietly in the
aftermath of everything. And after a long silence—Ren finaly
understood something. He had come to Kairo University looking for
the truth about his brother. He found it. But somewhere between
rainstorms, betrayal, silence, and grief—he had also found someone
broken in all the same places he was. Just differently. And for the

first timein avery long time—staying no longer felt like a mistake.#



O Prabhat Sagar

TheLast Thing Sou L eft Behin

The Last Thing Sou Left Behind Three days passed before Ren
returned to Kairo University. Three quiet days beside rivers and
winter sunlight and long silences that somehow said more than
conversations ever had. Sora still woke up from nightmares
sometimes. Ren noticed because she stopped pretending she didn't.
That mattered. Healing, he realized, wasn't dramatic. It was small
things. Breathing easier. Sleeping an extra hour. Not flinching every
time a phone vibrated unexpectedly. Interesting how survival looked
softer outside Kairo. But eventually—they had to go back. Because
truth unfinished had teeth. Rain returned the morning they arrived.Of
course it did. Kairo University stood beneath dark clouds and police
barricades now. News vans crowded the outer gates while reporters
moved like vultures beneath umbrellas, voices sharp against the cold
wind. Students whispered in clusters across the courtyards. Faculty
avoided eye contact. The university looked wounded. Good. Ren
stepped through the front gates beside Sora without a word. For one

brief second, people stared. Not because of him. Because of her. Sora
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Fujiwara had disappeared the same week

confidential research files leaked publicly across multiple media
outlets. And now she'd come back. Alive. Cam. Not beside Kai.
Interesting statement. Sora felt the attention immediately. Ren
noticed her shoulders tense dlightly beneath her coat. Without
thinking—his hand brushed lightly against hers once.Grounding.
Tiny gesture. Still enough. Soralooked toward him briefly. No words
exchanged. None needed. They crossed the eastern courtyard toward
the administration building slowly while rain dlid silver across old
stone pathways around them. Police officers moved through the
upper floors now. Security systems had been seized overnight.
Shiraishi Holdings officially denied involvement in illegal cognitive
experiments. Nobody believed them anymore. Daiki nearly tackled
Ren the moment he entered the student lounge. “Y ou disappeared for
seventy-two hours!” Ren looked exhausted already. “Hello to you
too.” Daiki stopped abruptly once he noticed Sora standing beside
him. For a second, silence. Then: “Oh.” Interesting.Because Daiki
immediately understood. Not details. Enough. Hana appeared

moments later from near the library staircase carrying coffee cups.

She saw them. Stopped. And smiled quietly. Small smile. Real
one. “Good,” she said softly. That was all. No lectures. No questions.
Just relief. Rain battered the tall windows around the student hall

while students rushed through corridors whispering about lawsuits
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and arrests and missing financial records. Chaos. Kairo finaly
collapsing under the weight of its own secrets. But Ren barely cared
anymore. Because one question still remained unanswered. Sou. Not
the experiment. Not the cover-up. Him.Noda was waiting inside the
psychology department office when Ren arrived later that evening.
The professor looked older somehow. Not physically. Like guilt had
finally become visible. Rain moved softly against the office windows
behind him. “You came back,” Noda murmured. Ren closed the
office door quietly. “You said Sou tried to expose everything.”
“Yes.” “But that's not the whole story.” Nodawent silent. Thereitis.
The last piece. The professor walked slowly toward the desk drawer
before removing a small cassette recorder. Old. Black. Scratched
near the edges. Ren's pulse stopped. His voicemail recorder.
No—another one.Noda placed it carefully onto the desk between
them. “ Sou left this with me the night before he died.” The room felt
suddenly very till. Rain. Breathing. Nothing else. Ren stared at the

recorder. “Why keep it hidden?’ Noda s expression

tightened painfully. “Because | was a coward.” Honest answer.
Rare thing. Ren picked up the recorder slowly. His fingers trembled
dlightly for the first time in weeks. Noda looked toward the rain-dark
windows. “He knew he probably wouldn't survive exposing the
project publicly,” the professor said still. “But he al'so knew Shiraishi

would bury everything if he disappeared.” Ren pressed play. Static
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crackled softly through the office. Then—Sou's voice. Clearer than
the voicemail. Tired. Alive."Ren.” Everything inside him tightened
immediately. “1 know you'll hear this eventually because you're too
stubborn to stop looking.” A weak laugh echoed through the
recording. Then silence briefly. When Sou spoke again, his voice
lowered. “If something happens to me, don’t waste your life trying to
become the people who caused this.” Ren’s throat tightened sharply.
Rain hammered harder outside. “They’ll make you angry enough to
think coldnessis strength.” “They’ Il make you believe hurting people
back fixes grief.” Static crackled softly. Then—"And if you meet
Sora Fujiwara someday...” Ren froze. Noda looked down quietly.
Sou continued through the recorder: “She's innocent.” The air

vanished from

Ren’'s lungs completely.” She was just a kid caught inside this
with the rest of us.” Sou’s breathing sounded uneven now. “Protect
her if you can.” Rain thundered against the windows violently. Sou’s
final words came softer afterward. Almost smiling. “You were
always better at loving people than | was.” “So don’t lose that trying
to avenge me.” The recording ended. Silence swallowed the office
completely. Ren sat mationless beside the desk with the cassette
recorder still in his hand. Cold. Heavy. Fina. And
suddenly—everything stopped hurting the same way. Not gone.

Never gone. But different. Because for the first time since Sou
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died—Ren understood something clearly. His brother never wanted
revenge. He wanted survival.Outside the office windows, Kairo
University stood drowning beneath rain and flashing police lights
while years of buried damage finally collapsed into public truth. But
inside the quiet psychology office—Ren slowly closed his eyes once.
And let go of the version of himself built entirely from grief. #
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After TheRain

Winter ended quietly. No dramatic final storm. No cinematic
goodbye from the sky. The rain smply stopped coming as often. And
somehow Kairo University looked stranger without it. Police
investigations consumed the administration building for weeks after
the files became public. Shiraishi Holdings lost contracts almost
overnight. Faculty resignations spread through the psychology
department like fractures through glass. Professor Noda disappeared
from campus two months later. No statement. No defense. Just gone.
Some students said he confessed privately before leaving Tokyo.
Others said powerful people protected him again. Ren stopped caring
enough to ask which version was true. Because some endings
weren't clean. That was life.Ka Shiraishi vanished publicly long
before the investigations reached him directly. Officialy:
international business travel. Unofficialy: running. Ren hadn’t heard
from him since the night in the office. Neither had Sora. That silence
meant more than threats ever could. Spring arrived slowly after that.
Cherry blossoms spread pale pink across Kaira's old stone pathways
while students pretended
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the university hadn't nearly destroyed itself months earlier.
Human beings adapted disturbingly fast. Interesting thing about
survival: eventually even disasters became background noise. Ren sat
beneath the western library windows one quiet afternoon watching
petals drift through sunlight across the courtyard below. No rain
today. Just warmth. A coffee cup rested beside his books. Black. No
sugar. Across from him, Sora read without sound beneath soft
afternoon light while loose strands of hair moved gently in the open
spring air from the window nearby. Different now. Still careful. Still
quiet.But no longer afraid of silence. That mattered. Ren watched her
for a second longer than necessary. Sora looked up immediately.
“You're staring again.” His mouth twitched faintly. “You notice a
lot.” “That wasn't an answer.” The exact same conversation. Months
later. Different people now. Interesting. Sora closed her book slowly.
Outside, students crossed the courtyard laughing beneath cherry
blossom trees while warm sunlight reflected gold across the old
campus stones. Kairo looked almost beautiful in spring. Dangerous
illusion. “You know,” Sora murmured softly, “I used to think healing
would feel bigger.” Ren leaned back dightly in his chair. “What

does it feel like instead?’ She thought quietly for a second.Then:
“Less lonely.” The sentence settled gently between them. Honest.
Simple. Real. Ren looked toward the open window where spring

wind carried petals softly through the air. Sou's voice till lived
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inside his memory. But it no longer sounded like drowning. Just
missing someone. Maybe that was healing too. Across the table, Sora
studied him carefully. “You still think about leaving?’ Interesting
question. Because once upon a time, the answer would' ve been
immediate. Yes. Run. Disappear. Survive. Now—Ren glanced
toward the library shelves around them. The warm afternoon
sunlight. The girl sitting quietly across from him trying every day to
become someone untouched by fear. Then he looked back at
her.“ Sometimes.” Sora nodded once. Like she understood. Because
she did. For a while, neither spoke again. The silence between them
no longer needed fixing. Outside, spring sunlight spread across Kairo
University while students moved through the campus beneath
drifting cherry blossoms and clear blue sky. No storms. No
manipulation. No ghosts waiting beneath rain-dark hallways. Not
gone completely. Just quieter now. And somewhere deep inside the
cam that followed everything—Ren realized something strange. He

came to Kairo University searching for the truth

about death. Instead—he found people learning how to live
afterward—## THE ENDEPILOGUE The Things That Stay
Epilogue—The Things That Stay One year later. Rain returned to
Tokyo on a Thursday evening. Soft rain. The kind that turned city
lights blurry without making people run for cover. Ren stood outside

the small café near Kairo Station with one hand inside his coat
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pocket while traffic lights reflected red and gold across wet streets
around him. Cold air. Coffee smell. Quiet city noise. Peaceful.
Strange thing. His phone vibrated once. Daiki: ***if u die before
paying me back i will expose ur emo phase publicly.”** Ren stared
a the message Then typed: **You don't have
evidence.**Immediate reply. **i literally lived with u during the
depression arc** A faint smile touched Ren’s mouth before he
locked the screen again. Inside the café windows, Hana sat reading
near the back corner already while pretending not to watch people.
Some habits never changed. Neither did Daiki’s inability to behave
like a normal human being. Interesting how comforting that became.
The café door opened behind him softly. Ren turned automatically.
And there she was. Sora Fujiwara stood beneath the warm doorway

light holding an umbrellaloosely at her side

while rainwater shimmered softly along the edges of her dark
coat. No fear in her eyes now. Not gone completely. Just no longer
controlling her. That mattered. For one second neither moved. Then
Sora stepped closer beneath the rain-dark evening sky. “You're
early.” “You're late.”“That sounds judgmental.” “Observation.” A
small laugh escaped her in silence. Real one. Ren noticed
immediately. Of course he did. The city moved softly around them
while rain tapped against umbrellas and passing cars whispered
through wet streets nearby. Sora looked up toward the sky briefly. “It
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till rainsalot.” “Tokyo would collapse emotionally without drama.”
“That sounds like something Daiki would say.” “He's a disease.”
Another laugh. Warmer this time. Ren watched her carefully for a
moment afterward. Interesting thing about healing: people thought it
meant becoming untouched again. It didn’t. It meant the hurt stopped
being the loudest thing inside you. Sora stepped beside him quietly
beneath the café lights.“You ever regret coming to Kairo?' The
question settled softly between them. Ren thought about Sou. The
rain. The grief. The university that nearly destroyed al of them. Then
he thought about library windows. Coffee cups. A girl learning
slowly that fear and love were never meant to fed the same. And

finally—he answered

honestly. “No.” Sora looked at him silently for a second. Then
reached for his hand. Easy now. Natural. Choice. Warm fingers
dliding against his. Ren held on immediately this time. No hesitation
left. Rain continued falling softly over Tokyo while warm café lights
glowed behind them and the city moved endlessly forward around
two people who almost drowned in the same storm once. Almost.
But not quite And somewhere far behind them—beyond Kairo
University, beyond grief, beyond everything they survived—the rain
finally stopped sounding like something to fear. Bonus
Chapter—The First Morning Without Fear Six months later. Sora

woke before sunrise. Not from nightmares this time. Just habit. Soft
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winter light filtered through thin apartment curtains while distant
Tokyo traffic murmured quietly far below the windows. The city till
carried rain from last night, silver water streaking down glass
buildings beneath pale morning skies. For a few seconds, she stayed
still beneath the blankets listening slowly. No panic. No footsteps
outside the door. No fear sitting heavy in her chest. Interesting.
Because peace still felt unfamiliar enough to surprise her sometimes.

Beside her, Ren slept facing the window with one arm loosely

across the empty space between them. Messy dark hair. Tired
expression even adeep. Still looked emotionally unavailable
somehow. Some things never changed. A small smile touched Sora's
mouth before she without a word slipped out of bed.The apartment
smelled faintly of coffee grounds and old books. Warm yellow light
filled the kitchen once she switched it on softly. Small apartment.
Simple furniture. Peaceful silence. Nothing expensive. Nothing
controlled. Just theirs. That mattered more than she knew how to
explain yet. Sora stood quietly preparing coffee while rainwater
tapped softly against the balcony glass outside. Six months.
Sometimes it till shocked her how much life could change in half a
year. Kairo University survived publicly, though barely. Entire
departments were replaced after the investigation. New ethics boards
formed. Lawsuits continued quietly behind closed doors. Kai

Shiraishi never returned. Nobody knew where he went. And
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strangely—Sora stopped checking eventually. Healing again. Small
thing. Still important. The bedroom door opened softly behind her.
Ren walked into the kitchen half-awake wearing a black hoodie and
exhaustion like a personality trait.He stopped

immediately after noticing her aready awake. “You
disappeared.” “1I’'m making “That coffee.” sounds suspicious.” “Go
back to sleep.” “No.” Ren crossed toward the counter slowly before
leaning beside her. Close enough now that warmth settled still
between them. Comfortable warmth. The dangerous kind once. Now
just home. Sora handed him a mug silently. Black. No sugar. Of
course. Ren accepted it before glancing toward the rain outside. “It's
raining again.” “You say that like it's unusual.” “It follows us.” A
quiet laugh escaped her. Ren looked toward her immediately after
hearing it.Still noticed every small thing. Probably always would.
For a second neither spoke. Morning light spread softly across the
apartment while rain moved silver down the balcony windows
beyond them. Then Ren reached toward her carefully. Not rushed.
Never rushed. His fingers brushed loose strands of hair gently behind
her ear. Simple touch. Still enough to make her chest ache
unexpectedly. Interesting how tenderness scared her more than pain
once. Now it just made her feel alive. “You okay?’ he asked quietly.
Honest question. Real concern. Not control disguised as protection.

Sora looked at him for along moment before answering. “Yes.” And
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for the first time in her life—the answer was true.Ren studied her

face carefully like he always did when

checking whether she meant things. Then finally nodded once.
Satisfied. Outside, Tokyo disappeared softly beneath rain and
morning fog while the city slowly woke beneath pale winter skies.
Inside the tiny apartment kitchen, coffee steamed quietly between
tired hands and soft silence. No ghosts. No fear. No one watching
from behind university walls anymore. Just two survivors learning
slowly that life after pain was still alowed to be gentle. And
somewhere beneath the rain, beneath the healing, beneath everything
they lost and found again—Sora realized something simple. Love
had never been the thing that hurt them. Control was. Fear was.
Silence was. But this—warm coffee, sleep-heavy eyes, quiet
mornings beside someone who stayed—this was never supposed to
feel painful. Only safe.# Bonus Scene—The Ring It happened almost
accidentally. Sunday evening. Light rain outside. Daiki loudly losing
a video game in the living room for the third straight hour. “THIS
CONTROLLER IS RACIST.” Hana didn't even look up from her
book. “You say that every time you lose.” “Because oppression is
real.” Sora sat cross-legged on the apartment floor beside the coffee
table pretending to read while Ren worked without sound on his

laptop nearby. Normal evening. Peaceful. A dangerous thing.
Rain tapped softly against the windows while warm lamp light filled



He Fell For Her the Day She Betrayed Him O

the apartment in gold and shadow. Then—Ren noticed it. Or
rather—noticed the absence of it. “Thering’s gone.” The words came
absentmindedly while he kept typing. Sora froze instantly.A tiny
reaction. Still real. Across the room, Daiki paused mid-rant
dramatically. “Oho.” Hana sighed softly. “He sensed emotional
significance.” Ren finally looked up from the laptop. Sora's right
hand rested motionless against the pages of her book. Bare now. The
silver ring gone. Revealing. Because she'd worn it every day since he
met her. Library nights. Rain walks. Festival lights. Always there.
Sora looked down quietly at her hand. Then softly: “I stopped
wearing it last week.” Ren watched her carefully. No jokes from
Daiki now. Even Hana had lowered her book dlightly. The
atmosphere changed gently. Sora looked toward the rain-dark
windows before speaking again. “Ka gave it to me after the
accident.” Silence settled immediately. Not painful. Just honest. “He
said it would remind me | survived.” Her fingers curled dlightly
against the book pages. “For years | thought losing it meant losing
the only thing keeping me safe.” Ren’'s chest tightened quietly. Sora
laughed once under her breath.

Small sound. Softly embarrassed. “But then one morning |
realized...” She looked toward him with intent. “I only wore it
because | was scared of who I'd become without it.” Rain moved

silver across the apartment windows. Ren stayed quiet. Because this
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moment belonged to her. Sora's voice lowered gently afterward.
“And | think maybe healing is when fear stops being the thing that
introduces you to yourself.” Daiki stared at her. Then whispered
emotionally: “Bro she talks like a Pulitzer Prize.” “Shut up,” Hana
muttered without heat.But Ren—Ren couldn’t stop looking at her.
Not because she was beautiful. Though she was. Not because he
loved her. Though he did. Because for the first time since meeting
Sora Fujiwara—she sounded completely free. Sora noticed him
staring after a second. “You're doing it again.” Ren leaned back
slowly against the couch. “Observation.” “That's not an answer.” A
faint smile touched his mouth. Months later. Still the same
conversation. Different people every time. Outside, rain continued
falling softly over Tokyo while warm apartment light wrapped
around four exhausted survivors slowly building something that
finally resembled peace And somewhere beneath the laughter,
beneath the healing, beneath all

the versions of themselves they survived—the absence of a small
silver ring in silence became proof that fear no longer owned her
anymore. About the Author Prabhat Sagar is an independent author
whose debut novel, He Fell For Her: the Day She Betrayed Him, isa
dark romance exploring memory, trauma, and the difference between
love and control. Set in the rain-dark corridors of Kairo University,

the novel draws on themes of psychological manipulation, grief, and
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Luka Moreau—brilliant, intense, and guarded—! L el .
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a . " never believed in love, until her. Hy TR X
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Aria Sinclair was the mystery he couldn’t solve
and the obsession he couldn’t escape.

But the truth he never saw coming

&
shattered everything. s
She betrayed him. :

Not once. Not accidentally.
e B But with lies so deep, they destroyed

more than just his trust.

\ - * -. " Now he walks the fine line between
: B e love and hate...

Wanting to forget her,
yet unable to let her go.

Because the most dangerous thing

about betrayal is—

he still fell for her anyway.
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