
  
  
      
        
          Tales of the Erotic East

          
		      Tokyo's Forbidden Contract
Dreams of a Shrine Maiden
Samurai's Secret Temptation
Tokyo's Forbidden Flames
Foxfire Desires

          Maki Mori

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Maki Mori
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Tokyo's Forbidden Contract
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dreams of a Shrine Maiden
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Samurai's Secret Temptation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Tokyo's Forbidden Flames
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Foxfire Desires
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  
      
        
          Tokyo's Forbidden Contract

          
		      
          Maki Mori

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Maki Mori 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
    	
       
        1. The Binding Agreement
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        2. Whispers in the Sound Booth
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        3. Sake and Scarves
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        4. Suites of Surrender
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        5.  Stormbound Revelations
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        6. Backstage Inferno
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        7. Dawn's Uncertain Harmony
      
      
    

  
      

    
  


  
  Chapter one
The Binding Agreement



Rain drilled the city to its core. It carved streaks down the Shinjuku glass, burrowed under collars and cuffs, smudged neon into watery bruises. Kiyora’s shoes squelched as she darted across the pavement, clutching the USB stick in her coat pocket so tightly her palm left a red crescent in the plastic.
Each block was a dare. The studio’s address—an innocuous listing on a website lost among banner ads and popups—might as well have been the coordinates to Mecca. She repeated the suite number in her head, syllables synced to her pulse: six-one-three. Six-one-three. Her mother would call this madness, but Kiyora liked the rain. Liked the way it made her invisible, even as it plastered her hair to her forehead and spotted her thighs where her skirt refused to hold on.
In the elevator, she shivered and watched the numbers blink up. The doors hissed open. She stepped out, nearly colliding with a delivery boy whose arms overflowed with curry rice and conbini sandwiches. He barely blinked. Tokyo people never blinked. The studio’s sign was a strip of wood burned with "Blank Canvas" in blocky romanji, the letters raw and splintered at the edges. She pressed the buzzer. A crackle. Then a woman’s voice, brisk as a metro announcement: "Yes?"
Kiyora leaned in, rainwater ghosting down her cheekbones. "Kawashima Kiyora. I have an appointment." She rehearsed the syllables before releasing them, voice pitched up into the practiced, pleasant register she reserved for auditions and job interviews.
The lock clicked. Inside, the air was warm but thin, metallic with the perfume of ozone and old electronics. Tracks of discolored carpet led her down a narrow corridor where silent doors waited like teeth. Kiyora dried her hands on her skirt, flattening the wrinkled pleats, then re-tied her ponytail, pinning a loose strand behind her ear with a chewed fingernail. She could feel her pulse in the cartilage.
The corridor ended at a smoked-glass door. She took a breath. Exhaled. Entered.
The control room was larger than she’d imagined: twin mixing desks glowing with dials, monitors nesting in pairs, the walls coated in deep, egg-crate foam. A mural of Kiyoshiro, rendered in spray-paint purples and blood orange, stared down from behind the main console. The man at the console—her producer, her fate, her maybe-future—stood before she could speak. Tall. Wiry, but with an ex-boxer’s composure, weight balanced perfectly in his hips. Tousled salt-and-pepper hair that couldn’t be bothered with a part, and a faded black T-shirt that set off his tanned skin. Scar on his eyebrow, left side, shaped like a check mark.
He didn’t introduce himself. Just lifted a brow and waited.
"Kawashima Kiyora," she said, and bowed, hands pressed tight at her thighs.
He pointed to the chair across the desk. She sat, perching on the edge. The seat was cold, the kind of plastic that stuck to bare skin. Her skirt crept up her knees. She crossed her ankles, then uncrossed them.
A second presence hovered at the back of the room. Kiyora caught her in the mirror-finish of the mixing booth window: an older woman, short and solid, silver hair scraped into a no-nonsense bun. She wore a loose cardigan and slacks, glasses dangling from a nylon lanyard. The woman adjusted her glasses with two fingers and regarded Kiyora with the same look her old choir teacher used, the one reserved for problem students and lost causes.
The man (definitely Shigeto, though he’d yet to say it) drew a notepad from the desk, flipped to a blank page, and clicked a pen. The sound snapped like static in the stillness.
"You sing?" he asked.
"I do." Her mouth dried out. She could see her reflection in the monitor, a faint double in the blue glow: the black skirt, the plain blouse, the way her jawline quivered just slightly. She forced a smile.
"You brought your demo?" Shigeto’s voice was low, deliberate. He could have been reading out a weather report, for all the heat in it. But his eyes never left her face, even as his hands drummed an arrhythmic pattern on the desk. She nodded, fishing the USB from her pocket. It left a damp smear on her palm as she placed it, carefully on the black glass surface.
He didn’t touch it right away. Just stared at the stick, then at her. A long moment. Rain hammered the glass above, stuttering in time with her nerves.
"First time in a pro studio?" the older woman asked, sliding around the foam-lined wall. Her nametag—Yumi—was just a sticker, peeling at the corners. She took the USB, wiped it on her sleeve, then set it into the port with surgical care. "Relax. Everyone’s nervous the first time."
Kiyora wanted to laugh. She wanted to bolt. Instead, she twisted the thin ring on her index finger until it bit into skin. "It’s not my first, but—"
Yumi’s lips twitched. "Not like this, though."
Kiyora shrugged, fighting the urge to look at her shoes. "No. Not like this." Not with a legend watching. Five tracks and a lifetime rage won't define her future.
Shigeto gestured to the booth. "Go in." His eyes flicked to her hands. "You don’t need lyrics, do you?"
She shook her head. "Memorized."
"Good." He half-smiled, more scar than mouth, and it was both reassuring and terrifying. "When you’re ready."
The soundproof door closed behind her with a hiss. The booth was a coffin lined with soft fur; the mic suspended like a sacrament from its shock mount. She could smell metal, the ghost of a thousand cigarettes in the foam, maybe a trace of cologne. Through the glass, Shigeto and Yumi became silent puppeteers, their mouths moving in private conference.
Kiyora’s hands trembled. She pressed her knuckles to her lips and waited for the track to cue, heart thumping along with the rain. She closed her eyes. Pictured Osaka nights, her mother’s hunched back over the sewing machine, the static of rejection letters, her own voice echoing in underpasses where only stray cats listened. She thought about the hunger that had made her leave, the reason she was here at all.
The clicktrack pulsed in her headphones. She opened her mouth.
Nothing.
Just the dry rasp of her breath, so loud she imagined it registering on the meters outside. For a split second, panic clawed up her throat. Then: a tap on the comm. Yumi’s voice, softened with a layer of warmth. "Don’t force it, girl. Let it come up from the belly."
Kiyora exhaled. Opened again, this time with sound. Her own voice startled her—a little raw, a little flat at first, but gathering shape as she fed it oxygen. She lost herself in the melody, letting it crawl up her spine, curl around her tongue. Notes blurred into vowels. She didn’t care if she hit the high note. She didn’t care if she shattered, here in this glass aquarium, while two strangers decided if she was worth keeping alive.
When the song faded, she didn’t open her eyes. The headphones went silent. All she heard was the rain.
She waited for the verdict, clinging to the scent of ozone and sweat and some distant promise of tomorrow.



Shigeto’s finger pressed the comm. "Come out."
Kiyora stepped from the booth, hands fists in her skirt, blinking against the buzz of LEDs. Rain painted slow-motion earthquakes on the glass; every other surface reflected her ghost. Yumi set a mug of black coffee in her path, the steam coiling like incense.
They listened to the playback in silence. Her voice, rawer than she’d believed, filled the control room, haunting and unpolished—exactly as she’d rehearsed, yet different. More exposed. The monitors didn’t soften flaws the way she expected; they magnified them, every tremor and ragged gasp stitched into the fabric of the song.
Shigeto stood so still it took her several beats to realize he was breathing, let alone listening. He folded his arms over his chest, eyes narrowed, that famous scar twitching whenever she botched a note or slid a vowel out of tune. At the end of the track, he let the silence stretch.
"You ever train, or is this all—" He made a vague, spiraling gesture with his hand.
"Raw?" She forced a laugh, but it stuck in her throat. She wrapped both hands around the mug, ignoring the burn. "A few choir things. Mostly I learned from bootleg videos and... practice."
Yumi snorted. "Practice, she says. Like hatching out of an egg." The older woman’s smile was secretive, as if she recognized something in Kiyora that even Kiyora couldn’t see.
Shigeto said nothing. He set the playback on loop, dialed up the volume, and let her voice fill every crack in the foam. Neon bled through the double-glazed windows, slicing the room into bands of hot magenta and sickly chartreuse. Rain ran rivers down the glass.
"Are you from Kansai?" he said finally. "I hear it in your vowels. You try to cover it up, but it slips through."
Kiyora’s face flushed. The old shame, sharp as a paper cut. "Osaka. But I moved up here two years ago. Didn’t think it showed."
"Always shows," said Shigeto. "Tokyo people pretend it’s not there, but it never really leaves." He glanced at her, a sudden flicker of—what? Nostalgia? Regret?—before the mask dropped again. "Why’d you leave?"
She shrugged, staring at the swirl in her coffee. "I wanted more than...you know, more than a job in a cake shop. My mom wanted me to finish school. I just wanted out."
Yumi raised her mug. "So you ran. Good for you."
"I auditioned everywhere," Kiyora said, voice brittle. "Got rejected everywhere, too. They said I was too small, too plain. Not enough personality." She didn’t realize she was twisting the ring on her finger until it nearly snapped in two. "But it’s not about looks. Not for me."
Shigeto considered her, lips pressed tight. "It never is. Not at first." He sat, slow and deliberate, drumming two fingers on the desk. "What about your family? Your mom."
"She’s...fine," Kiyora lied. "She sews. Makes uniforms for the local schools. She thinks I’m wasting my time."
"She's right?" The question was a scalpel—sharp, but careful. Not mocking.
Kiyora let the pause linger, then shook her head. "No." Her pulse beat double-time, her throat raw from more than singing. "She’s wrong."
Yumi interjected, sharp and sudden. "That’s why you’re here, then." She looked to Shigeto. "She’ll need hardening. The label chews up girls like her."
"Not if I write my own stuff," Kiyora blurted, louder than intended. "That’s part of the deal. I get to record at least two of my own songs, or I walk."
Yumi’s eyes sparkled behind the glass. Shigeto’s mouth curled, just at the edge. "You drive a hard bargain for someone who hasn’t signed yet."
"I know what I want." That was a lie. What she wanted was to stop trembling. To stop feeling like she’d left a piece of herself in that booth, strung up on a high note that might never come down.
Shigeto leaned in, elbows on the desk, hands folded. "You remind me of someone," he said quietly. "She had your fire. Sang like she could set the world on fire. First week on contract, she crashed and burned."
Kiyora searched his face. He was older than he looked on TV; the lines at the corners of his mouth dug deep, like riverbeds. "What happened to her?"
He shrugged, a careful motion. "She let someone else write her story. Didn’t work out."
Yumi’s gaze softened. "It’s not always that way. But you have to survive the machine."
Kiyora stared into her coffee, watching the ripples echo the rain. "I don’t want to survive it," she said. "I want to break it."
The silence that followed was heavy, but not dead. The room vibrated with an invisible hum, a tension she couldn’t name. Maybe it was the rain. Maybe it was just the three of them, each lost in their own versions of the same hunger.
Shigeto reached for the notepad, scribbled something, and tore off the sheet. He slid it across the desk without looking up. "First recording’s Friday. Don’t be late."
Kiyora’s hand hovered over the note, then snatched it quickly, as if it might vanish. She wanted to smile, or shout, or do anything other than sit there, her skin tingling and her heart rattling around her ribs. She met Shigeto’s eyes and found them darker than before, a storm locked behind glass.
He spoke again, voice lower, almost gentle. "You’ll be in the big leagues now. Don’t let them eat you."
Yumi made a noise, something between a laugh and a sigh. "She’ll be fine," she said, and for the first time, Kiyora almost believed her.
Outside, the rain thickened, a white-noise wall that muted the city to a flickering fever dream. The window was a prism of neon. Kiyora stared at it, seeing her own silhouette sandwiched between the world she’d left and the one that might, finally, want her.
She turned back to Shigeto, catching his gaze. For a moment, neither of them looked away.
Rain. Heartbeat. His eyes.
She wondered what it would take to make him flinch.



Shigeto’s hand hovered over a black folder, then drew out a sheaf of papers—white and perfect, like surgical drapes. He fanned them across the desk, each page bleeding ink and authority, the final page tabbed in red.
"Here’s the deal." His tone was neutral, but the undercurrent wasn’t. He moved the first page toward her, one knuckle, two, then three, dragging it slow so the paper whispered over the glass. Kiyora watched, hypnotized by the deliberation in his fingers. She smelled coffee, cold now, and underneath it, the ozone tang of anxiety.
"You get two singles. One cover, one original," Shigeto said. "If the metrics land, the album’s greenlit in three months. You train here twice a week. The studio is on retainer. We own the masters, but you get royalties." He paused, letting her process the weight.
"Standard, for a new artist," Yumi added, chin propped on her hand. Her glasses magnified the wary half-moons of her eyes.
Kiyora stared at the contract, heart slugging against her ribs. The legalese looked like a dare. She ran her tongue along her teeth, resisting the urge to ask for time to read every clause. She wasn’t her mother. Approval wasn't something she needed. She could fake confidence if she had to.
Shigeto tapped a line on the second page. "This is about commitment. The last producer lost three talents to burnout and scandal. I don’t want that."
She glanced at the clause: "Artist agrees to maintain professional conduct and personal wellness, subject to the producer’s discretion." The words glimmered with threat and promise. She bristled, then let it pass.
"Fine," she said, voice a half-octave lower than usual. She wanted him to know she could match whatever test he set.
He slid the last page forward, along with a brushed-steel pen. "Sign here, Kawashima Kiyora."
The pen was heavier than expected, its barrel engraved with faint kanji. Her grip trembled just enough to betray her, but she steadied it with her left hand, pressing her ring deep into her skin. She wrote her name, kanji first, then the romanji. The signature looked alien, strange and powerful.
Shigeto reached for the pen at the same instant she released it. Their fingers collided—a jolt, a heat that traveled up her arm, blooming high in her chest.
For a moment, neither withdrew. She looked up. He didn’t smile, didn’t blink. The rain outside roared now, whiteout and thunder. Every light on the block painted lines across the desk, across their hands, twisting them into something new.
Yumi made a noise, a soft tsk, like the ticking of a metronome. Kiyora pulled back, palms slick. She watched Shigeto’s eyes track the red ink of her signature, lingering there like he could see straight through the page.
He gathered the papers. The red tab disappeared under his palm. For the first time, she caught something in his face—a fracture, maybe, or a question he couldn’t let himself ask.
"Welcome to Blank Canvas," he said. "You’re official now."
Kiyora expected relief, or maybe triumph. Instead, she felt emptied, scoured raw. The old life wasn’t gone, but it was distant—a dark city at the bottom of a well. She felt the echo of his touch on her skin, every nerve ending fired up and ready to burn.
Shigeto walked her to the door, his steps so quiet she had to check his reflection to make sure he was moving at all. At the threshold, he paused, hand resting on the frame. "Don’t let anyone write your story but you," he said, low enough that only she could hear.
Outside, the storm let up just enough for the city to catch its breath. Neon ran down the windows, bleeding color into the night. Kiyora stepped out, the chill hitting her bones, but the warmth in her chest wouldn’t fade.
She’d signed away her name, her next year, maybe her soul. But she had his attention now. And that, in this city, was the only contract that mattered.
Thunder stitched the sky as she disappeared into the crowd, a new current humming under her skin.






  
  Chapter two
Whispers in the Sound Booth



The first note caught in Kiyora’s throat, sharp as a swallowed tack. She tried to shake it out, rolling her shoulders, but the air inside the booth pressed closer, thick with aftershave and old sweat and some powdery scent that reminded her of gymnasiums. Fluorescent strips overhead flickered, making the dangling mics sway in hypnotic arcs. Each one pointed at her like an accusation.
She stretched her neck, ponytail scraping the foam behind her. The glass wall cut her off from the world, but not from Shigeto’s voice. He leaned forward in the control room, one elbow propped casual, chin on his hand. A faint blue glow rimmed his hair, turning the scar on his eyebrow into a white accent mark. The intercom was supposed to filter out personality, but his voice carried through anyway, slow and smoked and always a half-step behind her pulse.
“Again,” he said, gravel rolling under the syllable. “From the top, Kiyora. Deeper this time—let it out.”
She bared her teeth in a rictus grin, hating the note of command but loving it too, the way it ratcheted up her resolve. In the control's corner room, Yumi scribbled in her battered notebook, glasses perched on the tip of her nose. Every once in a while, Yumi’s gaze flicked from the page to Kiyora’s body, lips compressing as if holding back all the things she’d rather shout.
Kiyora hit the cue. The instrumental track pulsed through the monitors—eight bars of synthetic drum and a fractured piano line, brash and raw. The mic cable tangled under her heel, so she kicked it aside, eyes locked on Shigeto’s outline through the foggy glass. She sang, digging from the belly like Yumi taught her, vowels round and loud. Still it wasn’t enough. Even through two layers of soundproofing, she felt the city: train lines thrumming deep under the building, a subway’s Doppler roar, the faintest karaoke wail from some drunk soul three floors down.
“Good,” Shigeto breathed. “But again. Don’t be shy, kid. Push it.”
She did. And this time, the chorus broke through, her voice cranking up until it filled the booth and bounced off every surface, stabbing through the insulation. Her lungs burned on the last syllable. She pressed her palm to the glass, just to steady herself, but Shigeto’s stare pinned her there, his eyes unblinking even when she swore they should look away.
Yumi’s voice over comm, muted but still scolding: “Not so much jaw, Kiyora. Keep the sound smooth. Like an arrow, not a hammer.”
She tried again, this time visualizing the note as a bright thread, something to sew through the air instead of bludgeon. She poured every jagged memory into it: the rejection calls, her mother’s disappointment, the way every Tokyo agent told her she had the look but not the glow. Sweat trickled down her spine, pooling under her waistband.
Take 16. 17. Maybe more.
The hours blurred until the song lost all shape, reduced to just vowels and numbers and the ache at the back of her neck. The track looped and looped, the LED in the booth ticking off the beats like a stopwatch to her humiliation. Still, she sang. She wanted to win this, even if it meant cracking something open inside her chest. The city outside the window turned from blue to orange to a dead, neon pink. Traffic vanished; only the hum of air conditioners and the occasional cackle from the bar across the alley remained.
On take 22, her voice dropped. Not in pitch—she kept the melody—but something in the timbre gave, a catch in the sound that made her chest tingle. It wasn’t pretty. It was raw and real and hurt in the right places.
Silence followed. Even the monitors seemed to hold their breath. On the other side of the glass, Shigeto didn’t move. The red light blinked on the console, a heartbeat in the dark.
Yumi’s pen scratched. “Better,” she said, so quietly Kiyora almost missed it.
Shigeto pressed the intercom. His voice came through bare, no static, just a husky whisper meant for her alone. “There it is.”
Kiyora slumped against the wall, pulse hammering. Her hair clung to her forehead, damp and wild, and her knuckles left sweat-prints on the glass. She met Shigeto’s gaze and let the silence smolder, neither of them the first to look away.
The comm crackled again. “Take a break,” Shigeto said, but he didn’t move. “Back in ten.”
The release came so fast her knees buckled. She slithered onto the little bench and tried to slow her breathing, but her chest wouldn’t unclench. She stared at the door. If she opened it now, she’d face Yumi’s raised eyebrow and Shigeto’s laser focus. If she stayed, she’d be alone, floating in the dark with only her battered lungs and the ghost of her own voice for company.
She stayed.
Her phone buzzed in the pocket of her skirt, but she ignored it. The world outside—her mother, Osaka, even the city—felt so far away it might as well have been another planet. All that mattered was the booth, and the note that had nearly undone her.
She touched her throat. It was sore, but not dead. She ran the line again, softly, savoring the way it sounded when nobody but her was listening.
When the ten minutes were up, the door opened. Yumi’s silhouette blocked the hall light, a little wobbly around the edges, but solid in purpose. She held a bottle of green tea in one hand, tossed it onto the bench with unerring aim.
“You’ll lose your upper register if you don’t hydrate,” Yumi said, with no trace of warmth. “Shigeto wants you on doubles for the chorus. Ready?”
Kiyora twisted the cap, drank until her stomach hurt. She nodded.
Yumi stared at her, unreadable. “You got it, girl. Don’t waste it.”
Then she was gone, footsteps muffled by the ruined carpet. Kiyora stood, rolled her shoulders, and faced the mic.
This time, she didn’t sing for the city, or for her mother, or even for the label. She sang for the note she’d just found, that living, dangerous thing. She sang it like it was a secret she had to get out before it swallowed her whole.
Through the glass, Shigeto watched with that same relentless intensity, and for once, Kiyora didn’t care how broken she looked under the lights. She let herself burn.



The break was a lie. Kiyora barely had time to slug another mouthful of tea before the glass door hissed open again, this time admitting Shigeto—not as a voice in her head, but a body crowding the air.
He slipped into the booth, silent as vapor, and closed the door behind him with a soft click that made every hair on her arms stand up. The sudden proximity threw her off; in the control room he’d seemed remote, safely caged. Here, his presence doubled in the tiny space, heat and gravity and the faint, metallic tang of his aftershave overwhelming the last reserves of oxygen.
He didn’t speak at first. Just circled the mic, running a finger over the pop filter, eyes scanning her up and down. Kiyora bristled, feeling at once exposed and defiant. She stood her ground, hands fisted at her sides, refusing to look away.
“You’re crowding me,” she said, her voice a little higher than intended.
Shigeto’s mouth twitched, the scar on his eyebrow bending into a checkmark. “If you can’t sing with an audience, you’re not ready.” He cocked his head, appraising. “Your shoulder’s tensing on the intake. It closes your throat.”
“I know what I’m doing.” The old challenge rose, as automatic as breathing. “I’ve been singing since before I could talk.”
“Then prove it.” His hands came up, slow and deliberately, like he was calming a spooked animal.
She flinched anyway. He caught the edge of her sleeve, thumb grazing the bare skin just above her elbow. He straightened her posture with the precision of a sculptor, fingers pressing into the muscles at the base of her neck, rolling out a knot she didn’t know she had. Behind her, he moved close enough that she could feel his chest's heat through her blouse.
Kiyora’s breath hitched. She tried to remember every drill Yumi had ever barked at her, but his hands made it impossible to concentrate. He nudged her chin up, gentle but unyielding, the heel of his palm resting just under her jaw.
“Better,” he said, voice low in her ear. “Now breathe.”
She obeyed, not because he commanded it, but because his body made it impossible to do anything else. The air tasted of coffee and ozone and the ghost of his cigarettes. She drew in, slow and deep, and let the note fly.
It was perfect, at least until he didn’t pull away.
His hands lingered, palms bracketed on her waist, fingers splayed wide as if to anchor her in place. The mics picked up the shiver in her exhale, amplifying it until it looped back into the control room, a feedback of desire and humiliation.
She felt her cheeks flare, blood rushing to the surface. “Are you done?” she snapped, refusing to turn.
“No.” The word was a challenge, a promise. He slid one hand up, fingers tracing the column of her throat, thumb just below the pulse. “You’re still holding back.”
Kiyora twisted around to face him, intending to shove him off, but he was closer than she thought. Their noses almost touched. His eyes were unreadable, hungry and tired and something else she didn’t have a name for.
She opened her mouth to speak, but his lips caught hers mid-syllable.
Heat flared, raw and electric. His mouth was rough, not gentle, and the scrape of his stubble burned her skin. She pushed back, hard, but his hands only tightened—one at her waist, the other cradling her skull, fingers threading through her sweat-damp hair. For a second, she thought she’d bite him, but instead she bit the inside of her own lip, tasting blood and adrenaline.
The kiss deepened, becoming a battle. With her spine pressed into the foam, the world reduced to red darkness behind her eyelids and the dizzying scent of his skin. The mic cable tugged at her ankle, a leash she could have kicked away but didn’t.
Somewhere outside the glass, the recording light blinked red, silent and complicit.
When she finally tore free, she was panting, lips swollen, pulse pounding so hard she could see stars. Shigeto didn’t move, but the line of his jaw was taut, teeth bared in a smile that was equal parts pride and warning.
“Next time,” he whispered, voice hoarse, “don’t make me come in here.”
She shot him a look that could have incinerated lesser men, but he only arched his brow and slipped back through the door, vanishing into the blue glow of the studio beyond.
Kiyora sagged against the soundproofing, head spinning. She touched her fingers to her mouth, half-expecting them to come away singed.
The city’s hum seeped back in. Distant trains, the clatter of a late-night delivery truck, the snatch of a karaoke chorus from somewhere far below. The mics recorded it all, a layer of static under her silence.
She wondered how many takes it would take to erase the sound of his lips from her memory.
When she finally looked up, Yumi was staring through the glass, eyes sharp and knowing behind the glare of her glasses. She held her notebook higher, flipped to a blank page, and started to write.
Kiyora lifted her chin, steadied her breathing, and faced the mic.
She sang. This time, she didn’t hold back.



The next take peeled something open. Kiyora’s voice didn’t just fill the booth—it conquered it, scalding and desperate, threading a quaver into the chorus that hadn’t existed in any rehearsal. Her knuckles were white on the mic, and each syllable landed like a bruise.
She let the last note hang, raw as a scream, then choked it off.
From the corner of her eye, she could see Shigeto’s silhouette through the glass, a shadow with hands braced on the mixing board, head bowed. Not moving, not speaking. For once, even Yumi had stopped scribbling, her notebook lying flat, glasses reflecting nothing but the blank, starved studio light.
Kiyora stood there, shaking, adrenaline sour on her tongue. For a moment, she didn’t know how to move. Her throat felt shredded; she touched it, expecting to find blood.
The comm light flickered. Shigeto’s voice, ragged, tripped through the static. “Hold there, Kiyora. Don’t come out.”
She stared at the microphone. “I need water.”
No answer. The comm snapped off.
Seconds ticked by, measured in the sticky slide of sweat down her ribs. The only sounds were the HVAC thumping on and off, and somewhere, the faded buzz of a vending machine in the hallway.
Kiyora turned, intending to open the booth door herself.
Shigeto was already there.
He leaned in, filling the doorway. His shirt clung damp to his chest; she noticed it now, the way the salt-dark stains curved under his collarbones, how the fabric stretched taut at his shoulders. She realized with a jolt that he was breathing almost as hard as she was.
He closed the door behind him, softly but final, and stepped forward. Not fast. He never rushed anything. He just took up space until there was none left.
“You told me to hold,” she said. Her voice was still there, but softer, unsure if it belonged to her anymore.
Shigeto didn’t answer. He reached past her, flipped off the overhead fluorescents. Now it was just the blue-black light from the desk, strobing their shadows across the foam walls.
He circled her, once, like he was checking the booth for damage. She didn’t flinch, didn’t even breathe. Then he stopped, inches away, and lifted her chin with a finger. The pad of his thumb was callused; it dragged a hot stripe under her jaw, forcing her eyes to meet his.
She half-expected him to say something clinical, to critique her form or correct her pitch. Instead, he kissed her again.
No warning this time. No dance.
His mouth crashed into hers—harder than before, less a question than a demand. His hands raked up her arms, pinning her elbows above the line of her shoulders, bracing her against the acoustic foam. He tasted like black coffee and old cigarettes and the ghost of mint, and when she tried to shove him away, he just pressed closer, until her body bowed under the heat.
She gasped. His tongue chased the sound, licking the seam of her lips, and she bit down, not to hurt but just to hold on.
“Fuck,” he muttered, barely audible, but it vibrated down her throat. He ground his hips forward, and she felt him—hard and insistent, nothing hidden. The friction of their jeans, her skirt riding up at the hem, made her dizzy.
Shigeto’s hands mapped her—shoulders, waist, ribs, then lower, thumbs tracing the pleats of her skirt. He found the hem and yanked, not tearing, but urgent, bunching the fabric at her hips. His fingers burned where they touched bare skin.
Kiyora shivered. A little from the cold, mostly not. She could have pushed him off. She could have screamed, or run, or kneed him in the balls if she wanted it over.
Instead, she leaned in, teeth clicking against his, clawing her nails into the hard muscle under his shirt. He hissed, a pleased, animal sound, and his hands slid under her blouse, palms hot and rough on her stomach.
He paused, just long enough for her to notice.
“Okay?” he whispered.
She almost laughed at the question. But she nodded, once, sharply.
He took her at her word, and the hands under her blouse moved up, cupping her breasts through the thin mesh of her bra. He squeezed—testing, curious, like he was tuning a new instrument. The pressure was perfect, a blend of pain and pleasure that shot sparks straight down her spine.
She arched into it. The motion sent the ponytail sliding down her nape, loose strands sticking to her face.
He caught a handful of her hair and wrapped it around his fist, tugging her head back until her throat was bared. He bit the skin at the base, not hard enough to leave a mark, but the intent was there.
“You’re insane,” she said, not sure if it was a compliment or a plea.
“You started it,” he said, and kissed her again, open-mouthed and hungry.
She bit his lower lip this time, just to hear him grunt. He responded by grabbing her ass, lifting her half-off the ground. She wrapped her legs around his, locking ankles, and for a second, the only thing holding her up was the press of his hips and the wall at her back.
She felt herself shaking—not from fear, but from the way his touch made every nerve raw, every edge peeled open. She wanted more. Her desire was to devour him, to win, to never let go.
He let her slide down, not gently, and their bodies tangled in the cable snaking from the mic stand. She tripped, caught herself on his shoulders, nails raking fabric and skin. He liked it. She could feel him shudder each time she dug in.
Her hands found the hem of his shirt. She slipped under, fingers splayed, tracing the ridges of his abs. He was lean, more bone and sinew than anything soft. She pulled him close, scratching up his back until he broke contact with a gasp.
“Careful,” he growled, but he was smiling, teeth bared. His scar jumped with the motion.
“Don’t tell me what to do,” she shot back, and this time she grabbed his hair and kissed him, brutal, sucking his breath out.
He let her, at first. Then his hands shot up, grabbing her wrists, pinning them together. He forced her arms above her head, pressing them flat against the wall, his body caging hers.
Kiyora thrashed, just to feel the resistance. The sensation was electric: trapped and safe, every part of her on fire.
He shifted her wrists to one hand and used the other to trace her jaw, down her throat, pausing at her pulse. She stared at him, defiant, but her breath was ragged.
His hand kept moving—down, between her breasts, over her ribs, the edge of his pinky teasing the place her bra didn’t cover. Her nipples were stiff, poking through the thin mesh; he circled one with a thumb, then pinched it.
She gasped again, louder.
“Shhh,” he whispered, and leaned in so close his stubble scratched her cheek. “You want the old lady to come in here?”
She almost said yes. Instead, she twisted her wrists in his grip, not to escape but to test his hold. It was strong, unbreakable unless she really fought. The thought sent a jolt down her center.
He bent down, lips trailing over her collarbone, her shoulder, then the inside of her elbow. He licked the skin there, then bit it, a quick flick of teeth. She didn’t flinch.
His hand let go of her wrists, but she kept them above her head, palms braced on the wall, just to show him she could. His hands found the waistband of her skirt, slid under, feeling for the edge of her underwear.
He looked at her, waiting for a protest.
She spread her knees, invitation and dare.
He didn’t hesitate. His fingers curled around the fabric, tugged it aside, and found her—wet and ready, more than she’d expected. He drew a line through the slick, then pressed two fingers inside, slow but deep.
She jerked at the shock, mouth open but no sound coming out.
He watched her face. “Still okay?”
She locked eyes with him. “More.”
His fingers moved, in and out, searching for the angle that made her gasp again. He found it and set a rhythm, thumb circling where she needed it. It was obscene, how fast her body responded, how little it took to bring her right to the edge.
She wanted to drag him down with her. She grabbed his hand, forced his fingers deeper, grinding against his palm. He let her, matching her pace, not losing control but giving it just enough to make her think she was in charge.
He pulled his hand away, suddenly, leaving her empty. She almost cried out.
Then he held up the fingers—shining with her, raw and proud.
He didn’t say a word. He just wiped them on his shirt, eyes never leaving hers.
She wanted to scream at him, hit him, fuck him senseless, anything to close the distance again.
He leaned in, mouth to her ear. “You think you’re ready for the real stage?” he whispered, the words burning through her.
She bit his shoulder, through the shirt, hard enough to leave a mark.
He yanked her closer, arms banding around her, and for a moment they were just bodies, tangled, desperate, the rest of the world lost outside the booth.
He stepped back, suddenly, leaving her swaying on her feet. She reached for the wall, breathing in shallow bursts, sweat beading on her brow.
Shigeto grabbed a coil of mic cord from the floor, wrapped it once around his wrist, then extended it toward her. He looped it gently around her own wrist, not tight, but enough to feel the pressure. He tugged, pulling her forward until their chests touched again.
She laughed, breathless, and tried to shake it off, but he held her in place.
He looked at her—really looked—for the first time. His eyes were glassy, almost vulnerable.
“You’re trouble,” he said, voice soft.
“You’re the one tying me up in here,” she shot back.
He smiled, but there was something sad in it, like he knew exactly how dangerous this was.
He let go of the cord, unwound it from her wrist. She rubbed the skin; the red line was bright but already fading.
He traced it with a finger. “Don’t sign anything you’re not prepared to deliver on,” he said, the words half-joke, half-warning.
She stepped in, closing the gap, and pressed her palm to his chest. “You think I can’t?”
He shrugged, eyes dropping to her mouth. “I think you already did.”
She leaned up, kissed him once, gently, almost an apology. Then she turned away, adjusting her skirt, smoothing her hair back into place.
Through the glass, she saw Yumi in the control room, standing now, arms crossed, mouth a hard line.
Kiyora smiled at her, a slow, deliberate challenge.
Shigeto followed her gaze, then looked at Kiyora, eyebrow cocked. “Back to work,” he said, and opened the door for her.
She stepped out first, pulse still hammering, legs unsteady. The air outside the booth was cold, biting, but she didn’t feel it.
Yumi’s eyes followed her as she walked back to the desk. There was no judgment—just a knowing, tired resignation, the look of someone who’d seen this cycle before and was already writing the next chapter in her head.
Kiyora slid into the chair, picked up the bottle of green tea, and drained it. The glass was warm from her hand, and she could taste Shigeto on her lips.
She wiped her mouth, savoring the burn.
Shigeto took his place at the console, fingers flying over the controls, but he didn’t look at her again.
Yumi broke the silence. “Ready for doubles?” Her tone was flat, but the corner of her mouth twitched.
Kiyora nodded, voice steady despite the chaos in her veins. “Let’s do it.”
She stood, smoothed her skirt again, and faced the booth.
She paused at the threshold, glanced back.
“Is this what you meant by personal commitment?” she asked, voice pitched low, just for him.
Shigeto’s jaw flexed. “You have no idea.”
She stepped into the booth; the door sealing behind her.
This time, when the music cued, she didn’t wait for instructions. She sang, every note thick with the memory of his hands, every lyric tweaked into a secret language only they shared.
Outside, the city pulsed, alive and listening.
Through the glass, Yumi watched, never blinking, and for once, Kiyora didn’t care what anyone thought.
She was here to burn.






  
  Chapter three
Sake and Scarves


The city peeled them like an onion—fluorescent, layered, indifferent. Shinjuku’s veins pumped the last rush of salarymen into a backstreet izakaya whose name was barely a rumor above the orange paper lanterns. You couldn’t see it from the main drag, but the stench of roasting chicken skins and charcoal smoke marked its place for blocks in every direction. Inside, lacquered tables bled into each other, groups of men in half-mast ties and government-issue shirts jostling for breathing room. Kiyora slipped through the door at Shigeto’s heels, the steam-slicked humidity swallowing her in seconds.
He looked different in civilian clothes. The black T-shirt was swapped for a dress shirt, sleeves rolled tight, sweat making his hair collapse over the scar. For once, he didn’t look like an urban legend—just a man with too-long fingers and shoulders that filled a doorframe.
A hostess in scrubs (actual surgical, not the fetish kind) waved them past a baseball team’s worth of red-faced suits. Shigeto nodded, said nothing, and followed her to a corner table boxed in by plastic noren. It offered the illusion of privacy but not the reality. Kiyora sat across from him, knees touching under the low table, eyes still adjusting to the sodium light. Her skin felt sticky, her voice raw from hours of singing or maybe from the things she’d let him do to her, right there in the booth.
He poured sake without asking, the flask already sweating at the lip. She watched the way he did it—deft, efficient, always in control until the moment he let go.
He slid the cup across. She raised it, then scalded her mouth on the first sip.
He smirked, watching her face. “Still want to be an idol?” he said, voice lower than the din. His knee pressed against hers, a warning and a dare.
She blew on her tongue, then gripped the cup tighter. “They never call them idols anymore. Now it’s ‘artist’ or ‘personality.’ Same chains, fancier handcuffs.”
Shigeto’s gaze was patient, almost bored, but his hands never stopped moving—tapping chopsticks, lining up the condiments, tracing the rim of his own glass.
“Let me guess,” he said. “They want you to lose weight, bleach your hair, and giggle on command?”
She snorted, a sound that would have horrified her choir instructor. “You forgot the skirt length and the fake Kansai accent. Also, the rule about never eating carbs in public.” She grabbed a menu, but it was sticky with soy, and she dropped it before reading. “They measure your legs, you know. The managers. With tape. I got told mine were ‘stubby’ in front of twelve other girls.”
Shigeto whistled, low. “Tokyo or Osaka?”
“Both. Tokyo is just meaner about it. Osaka at least pretends to care.” She stared at her reflection in the sake, the way the yellow light made her face look even paler. “I thought getting signed would fix it. Once you’re in, they stop grinding you down. Turns out, it just gets more creative.”
He nodded, as if he’d heard it all before. Maybe he had.
A server wedged into their corner, dropping off a plate of burnt yakitori and a bucket of edamame. “Careful,” the woman said in English, thick accent but clear. “Hot.” She grinned at Kiyora, then winked at Shigeto, like she knew. Maybe she did.
Kiyora watched the woman’s hips sway as she left, then looked at Shigeto. “Do they ever do this to you? In bands?”
He shrugged. “Worse. They don’t care about your body, just whether or not you can sell a hook. Once, my old producer locked me in a storage room for two days because I refused to lip-sync. Said it would teach me humility.” He poured more sake, this time not spilling a drop. “I pissed in a snare drum. He still used it on the track.”
She cracked up. Laughing so loud three tables over, a group of salarymen turned and stared, like she’d just stripped naked and challenged their masculinity to a fistfight. She gave them the idol smile—tilt, bow, repent—then flipped them the bird under the table. Shigeto caught it, and his eyes gleamed.
“I can’t imagine you ever being humble,” he said, half to himself.
Kiyora grabbed a skewer and bit off a hunk, burning her lip but not caring. “It’s not humility if you’re just pretending to hate the attention. They want you to be irresistible and invisible at the same time. Like, be every guy’s first crush, but make sure nobody remembers your real name.”
He chewed on that. The silence between them was not awkward, more like a reset. She poured another round, aiming for his cup but spilling half on his wrist. The sake ran down his forearm, vanishing under the sleeve.
“Shit,” she said. “Sorry. Can’t take me anywhere.”
He grinned, wiped his wrist with a napkin. “Don’t apologize.” His fingers lingered on the scar, almost hiding it.
Kiyora stared at it, emboldened by sake and the bubble of noise around them. “Where’d you get that?”
He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he picked up a skewer and bit it clean in one go, chewing until he swallowed the story too.
“A bandmate,” he said finally. “Not the current crew. Years ago. We were playing some shitty bar in Sangenjaya. He thought I was sleeping with his girlfriend.” Shigeto tapped the scar with two fingers, like he was tuning a drum. “He was right, but that wasn’t the problem. The problem was, we wrote a song together, and I released it first. Credited myself, left his name off.” He drained the sake, then set the cup down with surgical precision. “He split me open during sound check. Six stitches, lost half my eyebrow.”
Kiyora blinked, trying to picture him in a fight. She couldn’t. “That’s the most rock-star thing I’ve ever heard.”
Shigeto shrugged, lips twisting. “He stole the song, anyway. Never played together after that.”
Kiyora found herself watching his mouth, the way the scar bent his eyebrow every time he smiled. “Do you miss him?”
Shigeto considered. “Not the asshole. But the way it felt—when we played, before we ruined it.” He let the sentence go unfinished, a luxury Kiyora had never allowed herself.
She tore open the edamame, popped a bean between her teeth, then reached across the table and smeared salt on his wrist, right where the sake had spilled. “You ever think about quitting?” She said, voice soft.
He laughed. “Every day. But the noise is better than silence.” He lifted his glass, this time in a toast. “To never shutting up.”
She clinked, hard enough to crack the rim. “Never.”
More sake. More food. At some point the noise blurred, and the heat in the corner booth made Kiyora forget where her legs ended and Shigeto’s began. She told him about her mother’s sewing machine, the way the needle clattered all night, the way she used to dream in the whine of bobbins and thread. She told him about the first time she sang in public—karaoke, a basement with cheap whiskey and cheaper friends, and a Simon & Garfunkel cover that made three people cry. Kiyora never told him about the ring  on her index finger, how she spun it until her skin turned raw.
He listened. Not the fake, performative listening of audition judges or agency scouts, but the real thing—the kind that made her words sound heavier than she meant. Sometimes he interrupted, not with stories but with questions that turned her inside out.
“Why did you really leave home?” he said, not mean, just direct.
She wanted to lie. “I hated who I was there.”
He nodded, satisfied.
They didn’t talk about the session, or about the kiss, or about the way his hands had mapped her body through the mesh of her blouse. It hovered in the air, like the cigarette smoke no one dared light anymore. Instead, they talked about what they’d do if the world ended tomorrow—Shigeto would build a boat and float down the Sumida River, Kiyora would break into the high school and steal the grand piano, play it until her fingers bled.
“You ever play?” she asked, baiting him.
He shook his head. “I can’t read music. Just chords and noise.”
She grinned. “So you’re faking it. Like everyone else.”
He met her eyes. “Especially like everyone else.”
The sake was nearly gone. Kiyora’s vision doubled, then righted itself, then doubled again. She felt her face flush—not the cute, commercial pink of a TV ad, but a real, ugly blotch that crawled up her neck. She wasn’t embarrassed. Not here, not with him.
He reached across, palm up. “Let me see.”
She hesitated, then placed her hand in his. His fingers were rough, pads calloused from years of strings and maybe from the fights too. He turned her wrist over, thumb brushing the line of her pulse.
“Strong hands,” he said. “No idol I ever met had hands like these.”
She leaned in, close enough to smell the sake on his breath. “Maybe you haven’t met the right idols.”
He held her gaze, then let her go.
The salarymen two tables over erupted in a round of “Kampai,” sloshing beer on each other’s pants. Someone shouted for more chicken hearts; someone else screamed about the Giants’ bullpen. Kiyora laughed, the sound rising over the din, and for once she didn’t care who heard her.
She poured the last of the sake, dividing it unevenly. “This is your half,” she said, sliding it across.
He took it. “Do you always finish what you start?”
“Always.”
He looked at her, serious for the first time all night. “You’re not afraid?”
She didn’t answer. Instead, she grabbed her coat from the back of the booth, shrugged it on. “Only if you are.”
They stood, weaving through the tangle of tables, leaving the salarymen to their rituals. Outside, the rain had let up, but the streets still glowed under the neon, every puddle a mirror.
Shigeto didn’t offer his arm. Kiyora didn’t need it. They walked in silence, the city noise still humming between them, and when they reached the end of the block, she turned to him.
“Next time, my pick,” she said.
He nodded. “You can take me anywhere.”
She watched him disappear into the crush of bodies, then turned for the station, her cheeks burning, her voice ringing in her ears.
She wondered what it would take to leave a scar like that.

Shigeto didn’t text. He didn’t need to.
She found herself outside the studio an hour later, rainwater darkening her tights, voice raw from too many rounds of karaoke with the ghosts in her head. The street was empty, except for a bicycle chained to a vending machine and the faint blue flare from a cigarette a block down. She wondered if it was him, waiting to see if she’d show, or if he just knew she would.
The keycode at the studio door worked on the first try. She pounded it with her thumb, angry at herself for caring enough to be nervous. The entryway was dark, but the elevator hummed. She stepped inside, clutching her coat tight to trap the lingering warmth from the izakaya.
Sixth floor. The hallway was silent, save for the hum of an ancient air conditioner and the tick of her heels on the battered linoleum. The studio door was ajar, just enough to show a sliver of gold from the inside.
He was already there. Of course.
A transformation took place in the studio. The console lights were dimmed, throwing the room into a half-world of shadow and glow. From the back wall, the mural of Kiyoshiro loomed, but its neon defiance was softening, a watchful blur. The egg-crate foam now looked like scales or feathers, a skin wrapped around the den. Every mic stand and cable seemed both weapon and toy.
Kiyora stood in the doorway, not sure if she should knock, announce herself, or just leave. Shigeto sat on the edge of the mixing board, one foot on the floor, arms folded, a bottle of something clear and expensive cradled between his knees.
He didn’t look up right away. When he did, the blue console lights painted his jawline, turning his hair midnight.
“Lost your voice?” he said.
She stepped inside, shivering, shedding her coat. “Saving it for the session.”
He gestured at a second chair, low and battered, the pleather stitched together with gaffer tape. She took it, knees tucked up, the studio’s chill prickling her skin.
He poured two fingers of gin into plastic cups. “Do you ever drink this straight?”
She shook her head, and he passed one over. The burn was immediate, a blade that cut through the lingering taste of sake and salt.
He let the silence breathe. This, she realized, was his real genius—not the music, not the gear, but the ability to make even emptiness sound alive.
“Why’d you come back?” he asked, not unkindly.
Kiyora spun the cup in her hand, gin nearly splashing over the rim. “You said I had to finish what I started.”
He smiled, just at the edge of his mouth. “You take orders from everyone?”
She bristled. “I don’t take orders from anyone.”
He watched her, eyes dark, patient. “So what do you want?”
She wanted to answer, but the gin wouldn’t let her. Instead, she tipped it back, drained it, and set the cup on the edge of the console. The room spun, but only a little.
She stared at her lap, watching her own hands. “You ever feel like the more you want something, the worse you are at getting it?”
Shigeto thought about it. “Yeah. But you keep wanting it, right?”
“Yeah.” Her voice cracked. “Even when everyone says you shouldn’t.”
He refilled her cup, just a splash. “You want to know what I think?”
She nodded, eyes stinging.
“I think you’re the best I’ve ever recorded.” His tone was clinical, not tender. But it landed hard. “But you’re scared as hell you’ll fuck it up, so you keep testing if anyone will stop you.”
She laughed, short and bitter. “And you?”
He shrugged. “I’m just waiting for you to stop.”
She wanted to cry. She wanted to smash the cup and carve her initials into the desk, just to leave a mark. Instead, she said, “My mom thinks I’m wasting my time. My friends from home say I’ve changed. The agencies just want to cut me down until I fit in a box.”
He reached over, resting his hand on her knee. Not a caress, just solid, anchoring.
“And what do you want, Kiyora?” His thumb pressed into the ridge of her kneecap, warm through the fabric.
She swallowed. The confession came out soft, a lost child’s voice. “Sometimes I think I’ll never be good enough.”
The room went silent. Not the polite, waiting silence of the audition lobby, or the judgmental hush of a choir. A silence that listened, that said: I’m still here.
Shigeto’s hand squeezed, then let go.
He took a long pull of the gin, staring at the mural.
“First time I played here,” he said, “I didn’t sleep for three days. I was so sure the label would drop me if I missed one note. So I recorded the track a hundred times. Perfect, no mistakes.” He looked at her, and for the first time, the mask slipped. “You know what the exec said when I played it for him?”
She shook her head, afraid of breaking the spell.
“‘It’s soulless. Try again.’” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “So I did it live, fucked up every chorus, screamed until my throat bled. He loved it. Signed me that day.”
She blinked, fighting tears. “You never told me that before.”
He shrugged. “Nobody ever asked.”
She stared at the gin, at the blue-lit scar on his brow, at the hands that could crush or cradle her, depending on the hour.
“I thought you were invincible,” she said.
He met her eyes. “Nobody is.”
For a long time, they sat in the electric hush, the studio’s memory of every song ever sung thickening the air.
She pulled her scarf loose, the patterned silk cool between her fingers. She rolled it, unrolled it, then balled it up in her fist. Her nerves rattled. She wanted to run, but her legs wouldn’t move.
Shigeto saw it, and his gaze flicked from the scarf to her face and back. “You cold?”
She shook her head. “No.”
He stood, crossed the space between them, and knelt by her chair. He took the scarf from her hand—slow, never grabbing—then set it on the armrest.
“Okay if I touch you?” he said, so quiet it almost didn’t reach her.
She nodded.
He brushed a strand of hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear. His hand lingered, fingers grazing the shell of her ear, then trailing down to her collarbone. He watched her, reading every flinch, every shiver.
“Tell me if you want me to stop,” he said.
She didn’t.
He pressed his lips to the hollow just above her shirt button, then traced a path to her jaw, kissing slow, careful, like he was tasting the words she’d left unsaid. His hand slipped around her neck—not tight, just enough to feel the beat of her pulse.
She gasped. He paused, waiting for a sign.
She closed her eyes, letting the feeling roll through her.
He slid his hands down her arms, to her wrists, then held them both in one of his. His grip was firm but not cruel, like he could break her in half if he wanted but was content to just hold her together.
He glanced at the scarf, then at her. “Have you ever tried this before?”
She shook her head. “You?”
He smiled, but there was something almost shy in it. “Not with anyone who mattered.”
She laughed, tears streaking down her cheeks. “You’re such a liar.”
He kissed her again, this time harder, then picked up the scarf and looped it around her wrists, tying it in a rough knot. It wasn’t elegant—more like a tangle—but the act of it made her heart hammer.
She tested the knot. It slid, barely holding. They both broke into laughter at the same time, hers high and wild, his a soft rumble in his chest.
“You suck at this,” she said, voice watery but defiant.
He grinned. “I’m a musician, not a sailor.”
Twisting her wrists, the scarf loosened and slipped off. She tossed it to the floor, then reached for him, hands on either side of his face. She kissed him, hard, biting his lip until she tasted iron.
He let her, then pulled back, breath hot against her cheek. “You want me to stop?”
She shook her head.
He pushed her gently back into the chair, hands on her shoulders. His fingers slid under her shirt, finding the edge of her bra, tracing the skin with a delicacy that made her legs tremble. He kissed her throat, her collarbone, then worked his way lower, popping buttons open one by one.
She clung to his arms, nails raking over the soft fabric of his sleeves.
“You’re shaking,” he whispered.
“So are you.”
He smiled, but it was shaky, too. “I've never met a girl who scared me more than you.”
She pulled him in, and he obeyed, sinking into the chair with her, their bodies pressed together in the studio's darkness. The music of their breathing, the soft thud of her heart, filled the room.
For once, there were no spotlights, no audience. Just two broken things trying to fit the pieces together.
She buried her face in his shirt, inhaling the scent of gin and sweat and the faintest trace of aftershave.
“You’re not going to leave, are you?” she whispered.
He kissed her hair, his voice muffled but sure. “Not tonight.”
They stayed like that, tangled on the battered chair, until the console lights dimmed on their own, and the world outside faded to nothing.

They could have left it there. They should have.
But when Kiyora woke—if she’d even slept at all—it was with Shigeto’s hands already on her, their heat a challenge and a dare. He moved quietly as vapor, only the faintest shift of weight in the chair, a tightening of fingers on her ribs. She blinked, the studio still dark, only the faint bruise of dawn filtering through the blackout shades.
He pulled her upright, slow but unyielding, and she followed, heart stuttering. She could taste gin in her mouth, could feel the sticky heat where his shirt clung to her cheek. She twisted in his grip, wanting to see his face, but he was all silhouette, a shadow carved out by console lights and the memory of last night.
He didn’t say a word. Not at first.
He tipped her chin up, fingers braced at the jaw, and kissed her—hard, then harder, until her teeth grazed his. It wasn’t romantic. It was about possession, like he needed to prove something to both of them. She let him.
His hands slid down, bunching her shirt at the waist. He fumbled for the buttons, growling when they caught, then pulled the fabric aside, not gently this time. His palm was rough, thumb finding the line of her breast through the mesh of her bra. She gasped, a little from surprise, a little from the way he pinched, then soothed, circling the areola with the pad of his thumb.
“Don’t move unless I tell you to,” he said, voice a burr in her ear.
She wanted to laugh, to bite back, but the words hit a nerve. She stilled, testing the command. The old rebellion flickered; she wiggled her hips, just enough for him to notice, to know she was still herself.
He rewarded her with a slap—light, but shocking—on the thigh. “I mean it.”
The power play was nothing new, but the way he did it—serious, hungry, never cruel—made her shiver. She closed her eyes, let him manipulate her limbs, let him shape her into something neither of them recognized.
He stood, lifting her from the chair as if she weighed nothing. She expected him to throw her down, but instead he guided her, hands on her shoulders, until she was bent over the edge of the mixing console. Her palms braced on the lacquered surface, every knob and fader a reminder that someone, somewhere, would hear what they were doing.
He pressed against her, hips to ass, erection obvious even through his jeans. His hands roamed—up her back, into her hair, fisting at the root and tugging until her neck arched. He kissed her there, at the pulse, then bit down, just shy of breaking skin.
“Still good?” he asked, voice almost tender.
She moaned in response, unable to form words.
He took that as a yes.
His right hand snaked down, under her skirt, fingers finding her soaked through the fabric. He rubbed, slow and relentlessly, the friction sending white noise through her brain. She gripped the edge of the desk, knuckles blanching, resisting the urge to push back, to take control.
“Count to ten,” he said, fingers slipping inside her underwear. “If you get to ten, I’ll let you come.”
She opened her mouth, but only a squeak came out.
“One,” he said to her, sinking two fingers in deep. She spasmed, barely registering the number.
“Two,” he counted, twisting, thumb circling the place that made her knees buckle.
She tried; she really did. “Three,” she gasped, but it was already too much.
He laughed, low and mean, and let the rhythm build, each count a heartbeat, each movement designed to break her resolve.
By “seven,” she was shaking, the sweat and heat building between her thighs, the scent of sex and electronics thick in the air.
“Nine,” he said, and stopped.
She howled, slamming a fist on the console. “Asshole,” she managed.
He leaned in, lips at her ear. “Language.”
She tried to wrestle away, but he had her pinned—body and will. He slowed the pace, drawing it out, every nerve ending raw, every sound amplified in the vacuum of the sound-treated room.
“Ten,” he whispered, and the dam broke.
She came, hard, mouth open in a silent scream, body convulsing against the desk. He didn’t stop, fingers riding out the tremors until she slumped, boneless.
He didn’t let her catch her breath. Instead, he spun her, lifted her to sit on the console. The edge bit into the backs of her thighs, but she didn’t care. He kissed her again, softer this time, brushing her lips with his, like he was apologizing for every rough edge.
She tasted herself on his tongue.
He stepped back, eyes roaming over her, and for a second she saw something new—vulnerability, maybe, or fear.
He pulled his shirt over his head, the fabric sticking to his skin, and her breath caught at the sight. The scar above his eyebrow was nothing compared to the one slicing down his left shoulder, a white rope twisted into the muscle.
She touched it, tracing the line. “How?”
He looked away. “Motorcycle. Drunk. Stupid.”
She kissed the scar, feeling it pulse under her lips.
He unzipped his jeans, shoving them down with a kind of desperation, then returned to her, cock hard and flushed. He didn’t ask, didn’t warn; he just pulled her forward and slid inside, slow at first, then fast, then animal. The edge of the desk rocked with every thrust, equipment rattling, a thousand-dollar metronome clattering to the floor.
She wrapped her legs around his hips, digging in heels, nails scratching down his back. The pain made him hiss, and he fucked her harder, sweat slicking their bodies together, the room filling with the slap of flesh and the sharp scent of sex.
He buried his face in her neck, teeth grazing, then biting down, marking her as if he needed to. She bit back, lips finding his ear, biting hard enough to draw blood.
He grunted, thrusts stuttering, then shuddered as he came, hands gripping her waist so tight it left bruises.
They collapsed together, bodies tangled, breath loud in the padded silence.
He held her, for a minute. Just that.
Then he withdrew, pulling up his jeans, not meeting her eyes.
She watched him, chest still heaving. The moment stretched, raw and unsteady, and she wasn’t sure what to say.
He grabbed a bottle of water from the desk, uncapped it, and handed it to her. “Drink,” he said, voice flat.
She drank, throat sore, water spilling down her chin. He caught the drops with his finger, wiped them away, but there was no affection in it. Only habit.
He sat, feet up on the console, head tipped back. He didn’t speak, didn’t move to touch her.
She slipped off the desk, legs shaky, adjusted her skirt and buttoned her blouse. She felt stupid, suddenly—like a kid who’d run naked through a crowd and only now realized the world was watching.
The silence went brittle.
Then his phone buzzed, a shrill intrusion. He glanced at the screen, jaw tightening.
“Yumi,” he said, and answered.
Kiyora could hear the older woman’s voice, tinny through the speaker. “You two still alive? Listen, I just got word from Aoyama—a rival label heard the demo and wants to poach the girl. They’re offering twice the rate. She’s hot, Shigeto. Don’t let her slip.”
He looked at Kiyora, eyes cold, calculating. “She won’t,” he said. “I’ve got her locked down.”
Yumi’s laugh was a bark. “Don’t get cocky, kid. She’s got teeth.” The
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