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Finding Solace: Neon Ripples

Book One of the Solace Series

By Tony Carmody
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Grief broke him. Now something monstrous wants what’s left.

Benny Kageyama is barely surviving high school after the disappearance of his sister. But when crimson threads start spilling from his fingers and creatures begin stalking the streets of Shibuya, he’s pulled into a terrifying world he never knew existed.
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Chapter 1: Threads in the Neon
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The neon hum of Shibuya clawed through the smudged windows of Classroom 2-B, casting jagged streaks of pink, violet, and electric blue across Benny Kageyama’s desk. His pencil lay abandoned, its tip worn to a nub. He hadn’t touched it in twenty minutes.

October’s air buzzed with festival fever—students scrambling with banners, gossiping about yukata contests and haunted houses. Voices droned above the distant thump of a busker’s drum echoing from the scramble crossing below. Posters plastered the walls in chaotic layers: karaoke battle signups, takoyaki stalls, even a booth advertising “Cursed Love Readings” by the occult club.

Laughter. Paint. A thousand colors.

But Benny felt none of it.

He slouched lower in his seat, crimson eyes unfocused, the scratched wood of his desk blurring beneath him. His scar throbbed beneath the collar of his hoodie—a jagged line across his neck, angry and hot, like it wanted to speak.

Two years.

Two years since Hana vanished.

He could still hear her laughter in the rain, still see her spinning in the alley, her umbrella catching the light—just before the shadows swallowed her. Just before his scream split the sky.

His fingers brushed the scar. It pulsed, twitching like it remembered something he couldn’t.

“Earth to Benny. You brooding again?”

Miki Asano’s voice snapped through his haze, sharp and grounding. She leaned across the aisle, elbow on her desk, beat-up skateboard balanced against it. Her hoodie sleeves were rolled, exposing forearms smudged with paint, her shorts riding up enough to earn sidelong stares from a few nearby boys—stares that vanished the moment Miki shot them a death glare.

She was a contradiction wrapped in messy brown hair and street-skater scars. Rough around the edges, yet magnetic. Beautiful in that untamed, doesn’t-give-a-crap way that drew whispers in the hall but never softened her edge.

She smirked, tilting her chin at the abandoned pencil. “If you’re gonna sulk, at least help with the banner. I’m not carrying your ghost-ass through festival prep, Kageyama.”

He gave her a lopsided smirk, faint but genuine. Miki’s voice always pulled him back, even when he didn’t want it to.

“Dude, let him wallow,” Riku Hayashi said from behind them, arms stretched dramatically across his desk. His hoodie—a violent mash of lime green and pixelated sushi—nearly glowed in the overhead lights.

Riku tilted his head toward the front of the classroom, where Reina Kuroda stood in full command of the festival committee’s chaos. Her red hair cascaded like a velvet wave, catching every sliver of light, while her green eyes flashed with deadly precision.

“She’s got it handled,” Riku muttered, his gaze dreamy. “Reina’s, like... a festival goddess.”

“Hopeless,” Miki muttered, rolling her eyes as Reina barked an order at a classmate, her skirt swishing dangerously close to scandalous. Riku turned the color of a ripe tomato and promptly dropped his pencil. Again.

Benny chuckled under his breath—but his eyes drifted past them, toward the window-side row. Toward someone quieter.

Yuna Sato.

She sat curled inward like she wanted to vanish. Dark hair veiled her face, her delicate fingers worrying at a pendant that shimmered faintly in the neon light. A silver spiral. Always the spiral.

Benny’s gaze lingered longer than he meant to. Her eyes flicked up. Met his.

A heartbeat.

Then she looked away, face flushing, hands trembling just enough for him to notice. Something about her... it wasn’t just her fragility. It was familiar.

Like the way Hana used to freeze up when people looked at her too long.

The room shifted slightly. Air thickening. Unspoken tension threading through the light.

A sudden chill crawled across Benny’s back.

Kaito Mori, the school’s golden boy and Shibuya’s biggest snake, leaned back with his soccer crew, fingers tapping a rhythm on his desk—steady, smug, predatory. His dark eyes locked with Benny’s.

That grin.

Too sharp. Too knowing.

And then—

She appeared.

By the window.

Just for a second.

A girl with skin pale as moonlight, eyes redder than Benny’s own, glinting like cold steel. But it was her hair that seized him—deep red like a blood moon, streaked with thin ribbons of white that shimmered like mist in starlight. It flowed in slow motion, silken and unreal.

Her lips curled into a smile—sharp, knowing, hungry.

Predatory.

Then she vanished.

The neon lights stuttered.

The world flickered.

And Benny’s scar erupted.

Pain. Sharp. Electric.

The bell rang, severing the moment.

Chairs scraped. Voices surged. The classroom erupted into chaos as students spilled into the halls like a tide, sneakers squeaking on polished linoleum, the buzz of festival mania drowning thought.

Benny didn’t move right away. His fingers curled into fists, scar still searing. He caught his reflection in the window—dark hair tousled, eyes blood-colored, skin pale under the fluorescent lights. The scar peeked above his hoodie’s collar like it wanted to speak.

“Hey.” Miki nudged him with her knee, catching her skateboard as it flipped up into her grip. “Festival prep waits for no mopey edgelord. Move it or I’m leaving your ass behind.”

Her tone was light, but Benny caught the flicker in her eyes—worry, buried under the usual fire. He followed her into the halls, the roar of Shibuya High swallowing them.

* * *
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The gym was a kaleidoscope of color and chaos.

Half-painted banners flapped from the rafters—dragons, cherry blossoms, and very anatomically incorrect skeletons. Booths were in various stages of assembly: cotton candy, ring toss, a haunted house shrouded in fog from a humming machine that someone had definitely overfilled.

A karaoke stage blared as first-years butchered a J-pop classic, drawing groans and ironic applause.

Miki was already elbow-deep in paint, attacking a dragon banner with the focus of a general preparing for war.

“This dragon’s gonna slay,” she muttered, not looking up.

Benny joined her, dipping a brush in red. The scent of fresh paint and fried takoyaki from the courtyard clung to the air. The thrum of activity gave his nerves something to hold onto.

Reina strode in, track jacket over her shoulder, green eyes locked on chaos, already barking orders with military precision. Riku stumbled behind her, dropping an entire stack of posters and nearly faceplanting into a can of glitter.

“Hayashi, move it or lose it,” Reina snapped, flipping her hair. Her skirt danced dangerously close to dress code violations.

“Smooth,” Miki muttered, elbowing Benny. He chuckled, but something still itched beneath his skin.

Yuna was nearby again—her fingers fumbling with lanterns at the shrine booth. Her sweater sleeves kept slipping, revealing her thin wrists, the spiral pendant bouncing lightly against her collarbone.

She looked up. Met his eyes.

And flinched.

What are you hiding? Benny wondered.

Then—

“Oi, tragic hero,” came Kaito’s voice, oily and cruel. He leaned against a booth, spinning a coin in his fingers. “Still moping about your ghost sister? Bet she’d be real proud.”

Something in Benny cracked.

His grip on the paintbrush tightened. His vision blurred.

Rain. Blood. Screams. The alley.

Then—

A breeze.

Cold. Wrong.

The vampire girl drifted through the gym.

Her eyes locked with his.

Smile razor-sharp.

And vanished.

The lanterns swayed.

The gym’s noise faded to a heartbeat.

His scar pulsed.

* * *
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Later that evening — the rooftop.

The wind whipped across the rooftop as Benny leaned over the rusted railing, staring at the sprawl of Shibuya below. Neon shimmered like a living thing—pulsing, restless, loud. But in his chest, everything felt hollow.

Then the scar on his neck burned hot—searing.

He clutched it, staggered back—

The air cracked.

Reality split.

* * *
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He fell.

Not down.

Inward.

The sky above him shattered like glass, shards of light spinning around him as gravity disappeared. His breath caught in his throat. Neon bled into starlight. The city’s sounds distorted, sucked away like someone had hit mute on the universe.

Colors twisted into impossible hues. Up became sideways. Down turned to silence.

Then—

Impact.

But not the kind that broke bones.

He landed softly, breath knocked from his lungs, knees skidding against something smooth and cool.

Benny gasped and looked up.

Solace.

The Ethereal Expanse.

Floating islands stretched in all directions—massive landmasses drifting in a sky of swirling galaxies and pale, pulsing mist. Trees with crystal leaves shimmered, branches bowing in a wind he couldn’t feel. Wisps of light drifted like fireflies, trailing faint whispers that brushed his ears but said nothing he could understand.

The air buzzed—not with sound, but with meaning.

Everything in this place felt... aware.

He stood on an island of smooth stone veined with glowing cracks, like ancient symbols had been carved beneath the surface.

His hands twitched.

Crimson threads unfurled from his fingers—thin, glowing, weightless but alive. They quivered in the mist like they were reaching for something. For someone.

Benny’s breath came fast, chest tight. “What... is this place?”

He turned—

And froze.

Something was coming.

* * *
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A shriek tore through the void.

Then it came from above—a Harpy-Shade, descending with wings like torn leather stretched over bone. Its feathers were jagged metal, glinting with oil-slick sheen. Eyes burned like twin dying suns, and its beak gnashed with a wet, snapping sound that echoed too loud in this silent place.

Benny stumbled back, the threads pulsing in his palms, forming a crude blade that flickered like static.

The Harpy dove.

Fast.

Too fast.

He raised the blade—

It collided with his arm, talons raking across his jacket. He cried out, the threads shattering like glass, the blade crumbling mid-swing.

Blood streaked his cheek where one claw had nicked him.

“Shit—!”

The creature circled above, wings slicing the mist, letting out another bone-rattling shriek. The ground beneath Benny’s feet trembled.

He tried again—reaching inside, pulling the threads tighter.

They flared, trembling, forming something new.

A net.

He spun it forward just as the Harpy dove again, its beak aiming for his throat.

The net snapped taut.

The creature thrashed, caught in midair, shrieking in rage, slashing its wings violently. Benny was thrown to his knees, the threads nearly ripping from his palms.

He screamed—half in pain, half in fury.

And then—

“Hana.”

Her ghost appeared, just past the edge of the mist. Tangled hair. Torn uniform. Her face pale but alive, eyes full of fire.

“Fight,” she whispered.

The word was like a spell.

Benny surged up.

The threads re-formed into a blade—cleaner this time, sharper. His hands bled from strain but he swung anyway, slashing across the Harpy’s throat. The blade caught—

The monster screamed one last time—

—and dissolved into mist.

Gone.

The Expanse shimmered.

Flickered.

* * *
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And Benny was back.

On the rooftop.

Collapsing to his knees, gasping. Wind rushed past him. His scar still burned. A faint line of blood trailed down his cheek.

Behind him, the door burst open.

“Benny!”

Miki’s voice cracked through the night like thunder. Her skateboard clattered across the concrete as she ran toward him, messy hair wild in the wind, her breath short and panicked.

“You—you were glowing, Benny! I swear, your scar—your whole body—what the hell was that?”

Benny forced a smile. Weak. A lie.

“You’re seeing things. Just... the neon playing tricks.”

She stared at him for a long moment.

Then, softly—“...Don’t lie to me.”

But she didn’t press. She just sat beside him, hoodie sleeves pulled over her hands, silent in the wind.

Far away, across the sprawl of Shibuya, another rooftop stirred.

A tall figure stood in shadow—cloaked, unmoving, gaze fixed on Benny like a needle in the dark.

The Warden watched.

And the veil thinned.

—
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Chapter 2: Spirals in the Static
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The morning after the rooftop, Benny Kageyama moved like a ghost through the halls of Shibuya High.

His crimson eyes were dulled, shadowed beneath a tangle of dark hair. His hoodie hung loose, his hands buried in the pockets, as if he could hide from what he saw last night—from what he became. His scar pulsed beneath the fabric, not with pain, but with presence.

It wasn’t a dream.

The Ethereal Expanse. The Harpy-Shade. The threads bleeding from his hands.

Real.

And the worst part? He didn’t know what scared him more: the monsters... or how it had felt to fight one.

The school, meanwhile, didn’t care.

Shibuya High buzzed with post-festival chaos. Neon streamers drooped across lockers. Posters curled along the walls. Booths had been dismantled and left in crumpled heaps near the gym. But the energy didn’t fade—it shifted. Students crowded around flyers for the upcoming class trip to Mount Takao, whispering about who’d bunk together, who’d bring snacks, who they might finally confess to under the starlight.

The noise washed over Benny like water over glass. All he could feel was the low throb of his scar and the memory of Hana’s voice echoing in the mist: “Fight.”

A skateboard’s wheels screeched against the linoleum behind him.

“Zombie mode again, huh?”

Miki Asano rolled up beside him, board flipping into her grip with a smooth snap. Her hoodie was still streaked with paint from yesterday’s chaos, and her shorts showed off bruises earned from her latest stunt off the loading dock.

“You look like death, and not the cool anime kind,” she said.

Benny tried to smile, but it came out crooked. “Thanks, Miki. You’re a real ray of sunshine.”

She stopped short in front of him, brows knit. “I’m serious. Something happened on that roof.”

Benny looked away. “I told you. It was just a panic attack.”

“Bull.”

Her voice was quiet, not angry—disappointed. She glanced at the scar on his neck, still faintly pink. “I know what I saw, Benny. Your scar lit up like a goddamn flare.”

He opened his mouth to deflect—but the words died before they formed.

She saw the hesitation.

Her expression faltered. “Fine,” she muttered, turning and kicking off again. “Be a wall.”

He watched her go, guilt gnawing like a slow drip.

* * *
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“Move, Hayashi!”

Benny turned just in time to see Riku get smacked in the face by a falling banner as Reina Kuroda stormed past, red hair flaring like a cape. Her track jacket hung off one shoulder, her skirt skimming regulation length just barely. Her green eyes locked on the courtyard ahead like a queen surveying her kingdom.

Riku scrambled to pick up his fallen flyers, face burning. “She’s gonna kill me. But I’d die happy...”

“You’d die stupid,” Miki called from nearby, earning a snort from Benny.

But the levity didn’t last.

Yuna Sato hovered at the
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