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  Chapter one
Alley Shadows



After sundown, Shibuya was a labyrinth of rain-slicked alleys and light. All that neon— a churning loop of fevered color— was wasted on Aiko. She kept her head low, her small figure tense, navigating the evening’s deluge like a ghost unwilling to haunt. Umbrella-less as always, she took the rain on the chin, each drop a minor insult, glasses smeared and useless. She blinked them clear, not that the city was much to look at, anyway.
It was a Thursday, but she barely registered the week’s flow anymore. In six years at Osano Tech, the days bled into each other: inventory reports, supply chain headaches, and the silent head games with her manager that always left her both exhausted and unchallenged. She didn’t dislike her job. She didn’t like it, either. Mostly, Aiko floated. She existed, but not even especially well.
Her route home was an exercise in minimizing contact with the living. She turned down Dogenzaka, sidestepping packs of salarymen and their shrieking after-work laughter. The wet glare on the sidewalk made her think of movie sets, something staged and fake, the actors over-committing their lines. The city’s pulse was real but pointless, a show put on for itself. She envied its confidence. She’d never been able to fake her own lines, not even for herself.
The konbini was an oasis of the everyday. She slipped inside; the doors exhaling warm, curry-scented air. The clerk behind the counter, a college kid with bleached hair, nodded at her with professional apathy. That's why she liked him. She liked anyone who required nothing from her. She made a beeline for the instant ramen section, fingers tracing labels in an old habit, even though she’d already decided on the spicy miso. Her own little ritual. You had to find them wherever you could.
She paid and retreated to the corner by the microwaves. Three minutes, then comfort. The microwave hummed, a sound she found perversely soothing, drowning out the world. While she waited, she thumbed through her battered clutch, locating the small envelope of postcards. Vintage European cities: Budapest, Prague, some with stamps and a few lines in looping script. None addressed to her. She’d never been anywhere, not really. The cards were fantasies, portals to lives she could only imagine. The kind where you didn’t spend every evening alone with cheap noodles and the persistent itch of regret.
She took her ramen to the window, plastic chopsticks clicking in her hands. Outside, the rain was relentless, atomized by the downpour and lit by the obscene brightness of Shibuya’s billboards. Her reflection in the glass looked slightly alien, glasses fogged, hair damp and escaping its tie, face pale above the dark collar of her blazer. She frowned at herself, then tried on a smile, just to see if she still could. It wasn’t convincing.
She wound the thin silver chain of her necklace around a finger, a nervous tick she’d never outgrown. Not that she tried. If there was one thing Aiko Takahashi was good at, it was holding onto her flaws. They were something to count on.
By the time she finished eating, the shop had filled with other escapees from the rain: a drunk couple arguing over cigarettes, a pair of delivery guys sharing a smoke by the door. Aiko packed up her things and, after a half-second’s hesitation, slipped the envelope of postcards into her coat pocket. She didn’t know why she needed to take them everywhere, but the thought of leaving them behind made her uneasy, like she might vanish if she let them go.
The rain had not relented. If anything, it had gotten meaner; the wind knifing the drops sideways. She huddled in her coat and debated taking the long route home— busier, but safer, less likely to end up in a cautionary news story. Instead, she ducked into one of the narrow side streets, a cramped shortcut lined with vending machines and the occasional shuttered hostess bar. Her shoes slapped wetly on the concrete, and she imagined herself as a character in one of the novels she used to read, the doomed heroine with too much curiosity and not enough sense.
Halfway down the alley, she paused. There was a sound, something harsh and wrong, out of sync with the usual city soundtrack. A shout, then a grunt, then the unmistakable crunch of flesh meeting bone. It echoed weirdly in the confined space. She should have turned and fled, but she didn’t. Instead, she crept forward, ramen still clutched in one hand, body pressed against the wet brick of the building.
The scene unfolded just past a stack of broken crates. Two men: one tall, the other crumpled against the wall, blood streaming from his nose. The aggressor moved with eerie calm, his back to her, but she could see the sinuous motion of his arms as he landed another punch. The man was lean, not bulky, but there was a vicious efficiency to every movement. She couldn’t see his face, but the ink curling up the side of his neck, dragon scales, rendered in black and emerald, stood out even in the gloom.
The victim whimpered something that sounded like an apology. The dragon man didn’t respond, just pressed a forearm to the other’s throat and leaned in, his voice so low Aiko only caught fragments. Money. Mistake. Second chances. The kind of words that meant there wouldn’t be one.
She should have looked away. Should have run. But she was rooted, heart slamming against her ribs, every nerve screaming at her to move, but unable to. The air was thick with the copper tang of blood and the sharp, rainy sting of ozone. The ramen in her hand trembled, droplets of broth sloshing over her wrist.
The tall man let the other drop, watched him scramble and stagger, then straightened. For a moment, he was a silhouette, the alley’s fractured light outlining the dragon tattoo snaking across his jaw and down his neck. Then he turned, and his eyes, cold, flat, animal, met Aiko’s.
They locked there, in the bruised space between violence and silence, rain pattering off the eaves and pooling in the gutter. She couldn’t move. Didn’t breathe. It was as if the city itself had paused to watch.
He didn’t come for her. Not right away. He just looked, head cocked, as if weighing the cost of curiosity. A strange smile flickered across his lips, gone in a second. Then, deliberate and unhurried, he slipped his hands into the pockets of his dark coat and melted into the shadows, leaving behind only the trembling breath of the man he’d battered and the echo of his gaze, burned into her retinas.
Aiko exhaled. Realized she’d been holding her breath so long her lungs ached. Her ramen, now cold, slipped from her grip and splashed into a puddle, spinning the plastic bowl in a slow, doomed circle. She pressed a palm to her chest and waited for her heart to slow, but it didn’t. It only beat harder, as if trying to punch its way out.
She stared down the empty alley, her body unwilling to move, brain still flickering between shock and something else. The dragon man was gone, but she could still feel him, like an afterimage behind her eyelids. She wondered if she’d ever be able to scrub him out.
The city was loud again, alive and bright and uncaring. She pushed herself off the wall, ramen forgotten, and walked the rest of the way home. But every step echoed with the 


She was halfway home, replaying every violent second, when a shadow peeled itself from the slick wall ahead. It moved with liquid confidence, every step deliberate despite a subtle hitch in the stride. Aiko’s instincts screamed but her feet tangled, the memory of the dragon tattoo still burning on the inside of her eyelids. She tried to turn, but he was already there, close enough she could see the stubble on his jaw, the dark wetness of his hair, the faintest shimmer of rain clinging to his lashes.
For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The city’s noise faded behind the hiss of falling water, and the alley’s dead air pulsed between their bodies. He looked at her. Not through her, not around her, but straight at her, as if cataloging everything she was made of and everything she was afraid of.
Aiko’s fingers went white around the handle of her plastic ramen bag. She thought, stupidly, that she should apologize for seeing what she’d seen. But the words stuck, unsayable.
He reached out. Not fast, but with intent so obvious her knees almost buckled. She flinched, but didn’t bolt. Maybe she couldn’t, maybe she didn’t want to see how easily he could catch her. His hand closed around her arm, not gentle, not cruel, a grip that understood how much strength to use on fragile things.
“Come,” he said. Voice deep, roughened by smoke or history or both. He didn’t ask.
He drew her deeper into the alley, away from the open street. Aiko’s panic spiked; she tried to twist away, but he held firm, a hand the size of a small animal pinning her just above the elbow. With his other hand, he fished a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his coat and tapped one free. He did not offer her one. He did not look away. 
Rain beaded along the collar of his jacket, rolled down the side of his neck to pool at the hollow of his clavicle. The dragon’s tail curled there, disappearing beneath the fabric. Up close, the tattoo was impossibly detailed, scales outlined in black, the body coiling across his throat and shoulder. She tried not to stare, but her eyes kept returning, drawn as if by gravity.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, as if reading her mind. His gaze dropped to the trembling cup in her hand. “You’ll want to let go of that.”
He was right. She’d been clutching the ramen so hard the plastic rim had buckled. She loosened her grip, but didn’t release it, as if it might anchor her to something normal.
“What do you want?” she whispered. Her voice didn’t sound like her own.
He shrugged, lit the cigarette with a battered Zippo. “Nothing. Except that you forget what you saw.”
She licked her lips. Her glasses were fogged from the heat of her skin, the cool of the rain. She wiped them with her sleeve, an automatic, pitiful gesture.
“I didn’t see anything,” she lied, poorly. “I was just, ”
He cut her off with a faint smile. “You saw enough.”
He said it flat, without threat or plea. Aiko’s heart stuttered, and she wondered if he could feel it through her arm. For a fleeting second she thought about screaming. About fighting him, about anything. But the impulse fizzled. He was too close, too composed, and something about the way he watched her, alert, almost curious, made her think he’d been here before, a thousand times.
The alley’s darkness made the world feel smaller, reduced to breath and the stink of wet concrete and old cigarettes. Aiko wanted to run. Instead, she froze, as if her body believed stillness was the only way to survive.
He took a drag and then flicked the cigarette into a puddle. “If anyone asks, you were never here.”
“Okay,” she said. She didn’t trust her voice to say anything else.
He loosened his grip, but didn’t let go. His thumb traced the inside of her arm, just once, a move so intimate it stunned her, and then released her altogether. She rocked back, almost lost her footing, but caught herself on the wall. The cold brick pressed through her coat, grounding her.
He didn’t move. Just waited, watching her recalibrate. She saw, for the first time, a faint limp when he shifted his weight. Something old, barely there. It humanized him, a flaw in the otherwise predatory smoothness.
“Why me?” she said, before she could think better of it. “Why not, ” She gestured with her chin back toward the battered man, who was long gone.
The dragon-man smiled. It was a lopsided thing, equal parts tired and amused. “You’re not like the others.”
She almost laughed. “What does that mean?”
“Most people run. You freeze.” His eyes flicked to her bag. “And you still care about the noodles.”
Aiko let the laugh out, sharp, and too loud, bouncing off the alley walls. Maybe he was right. She’d always been the one who froze.
“I can forget,” she said, finally. “I can.”
“Good,” he said, as if that settled it. He stepped aside, clearing her path to the street. The rain, if anything, had gotten worse, sheets of it blurring the neon signs into watercolor ghosts.
She hesitated. Part of her wanted to ask his name. Another part wanted to leave and never look back. She chose the latter, hunched into herself and slipping past him, back to the city’s indifferent light.
But at the alley’s mouth, something made her stop. She turned, half-expecting him to be gone, but he was still there, half-shrouded in shadow, hands in his pockets, dragon winking in the glow of a vending machine.
Their eyes met again. Not as predator and prey, but as something closer to equals, the space between them charged with a different kind of threat. Not of violence, but of memory.
She nodded, once, to let him know she understood. Then she stepped out, ramen in hand, and vanished into the rain-sick city, the dragon man’s gaze coiling after her.
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