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CHAPTER ONE

Landing in Neon
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The first thing Pippa Henley smelled in Tokyo was not, as she had expected, ramen.

It was rain on hot concrete, and under that, something sweet and smoky drifting from a vent somewhere above the taxi rank, and under that, the unmistakable tang of a city so enormous it seemed to have its own weather system just from all the people breathing in it at once.

"Okay," she said, pressing her whole face against the taxi window like she was trying to climb through the glass by sheer willpower. "Okay, okay, okay. This is insane."

Beside her, Pieter Doderlein did not look up from his notebook.

"You've said 'okay' four times," he said. "That's not a description. That's just a noise you make when you don't have words yet."

"I don't have words yet, Pieter, look at it."

He looked. He would give her that much.

Shinjuku at eight o'clock at night was less a street than an explosion that had somehow agreed to stay in one place. Signs stacked on signs stacked on signs, ten storeys of them, blinking in red and electric blue and a violent, joyful pink, throwing so much colour onto the wet road that the puddles looked like they were on fire. Somewhere above them, a screen three storeys tall showed a cartoon cat drinking a can of something fizzy, repeatedly, forever. A man on a bicycle rang his bell and sailed straight through a crowd of a hundred people without slowing down, and the crowd simply parted, like it had done this before. Which, Pieter supposed, it had. Every single night.

He wrote neon = not decoration. Neon = the actual light source of the street. No moon required in his notebook, in handwriting so small and precise it looked like it had been printed rather than written and underlined it twice.

"You're doing the thing," Pippa said, not turning around.

"What thing."

"The notebook thing. We haven't even got out of the taxi and you're already writing an essay."

"I'm making an observation."

"You're always making an observation. One day your observations are going to become an actual novel and none of us are going to be allowed to talk to you anymore because you'll be too busy taking notes on our faces."

"That's an accurate description of several dinners," Pieter said, which was as close as he ever came to a joke, and Pippa laughed loud enough that the taxi driver glanced at them in the mirror.

They were, technically, twelve years old, though Pippa often behaved like she'd been born fully formed at the age of nine and simply refused to age past the good parts. She had the kind of hair that never fully dried, sun-bleached at the ends from a lifetime on the sand at Burleigh, currently frizzing sideways from the Tokyo humidity like it, too, was excited to be here. She had grown up with the Pacific Ocean as a backyard and had therefore never once in her life been afraid of anything that came on a plate, a stick, or in a bowl she couldn't identify.

Pieter had grown up rather differently. Berlin, mostly, in the gaps between his parents' concert tours, his mother on cello, his father on violin, both of them Australian but so rarely in Australia that Pieter sometimes joked he was more familiar with airport lounges than with his own home suburb. He was tall for twelve, all elbows, with the kind of stillness that came from years of sitting very quietly backstage while grown-ups tuned instruments around him. He played cello himself, not quite as well as his mother, though he'd never admit that out loud, and it was, he privately suspected, the reason he noticed things other people missed. You couldn't play in tune if you didn't listen properly. Turned out the same thing worked for food.

"There," Pippa said suddenly, twisting around so fast her seatbelt caught. "That smell. That one. Pieter, do you smell that?"

He did. Smoke, char, something sweet caramelising against something salty, the specific, unmistakable smell of meat cooking directly over coals, close enough that whoever was cooking it clearly wasn't worried about setting anything on fire.

"Yakitori," he said. "Grilled skewers. Probably chicken. There's a marinade in there too, soy, maybe mirin."

"How do you know that from a taxi window?"

"I don't know it. I'm guessing based on evidence."

"Same thing."

"It is not remotely the same thing," said Pieter, closing his notebook, "but I'm willing to prove myself right if you're willing to eat something before your parents, I mean my parents, get back from the sound check."

This was, as it happened, exactly the arrangement. Pieter's mum and dad had a concert the following evening, the reason for the whole trip, the reason for every trip, really, since music was what decided where the Doderlein family went and food was simply what Pippa and Pieter did while everyone else worked, and they'd been dropped at the hotel with strict instructions to have dinner and be sensible.

"Sensible," Pippa repeated, climbing out of the taxi into the wet, neon-soaked air, "is not a word either of us has ever once applied to ourselves."

*  *  *
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THEY FOUND THE YAKITORI counter by smell alone, which Pippa considered the only reliable navigation method and Pieter considered borderline reckless, though he followed anyway because his own nose had led him to precisely the same alley.

It was barely a restaurant at all, six red stools jammed under a low tin awning, a charcoal grill glowing along the whole length of the counter, and behind it a man old enough to have grey hair down to his collar, turning skewers with the kind of unhurried confidence that only comes from having done something roughly four million times. Smoke curled up past a single bare lightbulb. There was no menu Pippa could read, no English anywhere, and precisely one other customer, an elderly woman working through a small dish of pickles with the concentration of someone finishing a crossword.

"This is it," Pippa breathed. "This is exactly it."

They wedged themselves onto two stools. The old man glanced up, said something neither of them understood, and Pippa, because Pippa's solution to every communication problem was pointing enthusiastically and smiling until it worked, pointed at the row of skewers sizzling directly in front of her.

"That one. And that one. And is that a little heart? We're definitely getting the heart."

Pieter, meanwhile, was not looking at the skewers.

He was looking at a small, curling photograph pinned to the wall above the grill, half-hidden behind a row of hanging chilli peppers. It showed the same alley, he was pretty sure it was the same alley, but the buildings behind it were lower, older, the signs painted rather than lit, and there was no neon at all. A young woman stood in the photograph's corner, half turned away from the camera, holding something Pieter couldn't quite make out.

"Pippa," he said. "Look at that."

She followed his gaze just as the old man set down two plates of steaming skewers between them, releasing a fresh wave of smoke and soy and charred, glistening skin. Pippa's attention, for one very brief moment, was genuinely split, food in front of her, mystery above her, which for Pippa Henley was as close to a religious experience as it got.

"Excuse me," Pieter tried, pointing carefully at the photo. "This, photo. When?"

The old man followed his finger, and something shifted in his face, not annoyance, exactly, but a kind of careful private folding-away, like a door closing very gently so it wouldn't make a sound.

He said something short in Japanese, shook his head with a small smile that didn't reach his eyes, and turned back to the grill.

"Okay," Pippa said slowly, skewer halfway to her mouth, "that was weird."

"That was very weird," Pieter agreed.

"Do you think?"

"I don't think anything yet. I don't have enough evidence."

"You never have enough evidence. You always want more evidence." Pippa took a bite of the skewer, closed her eyes, made a small, involuntary noise of happiness, and only then remembered she was supposed to be forming a theory. "But yeah," she added, mouth still half full, "something's going on with that photo. And I," she said, pointing the rest of the skewer at him for emphasis, "am going to find out what."

Pieter opened his notebook again, and this time he didn't write about the neon.

He wrote: Photograph. Old alley. Same location? Woman, unidentified. Vendor did not want to discuss. Why?

Then, underneath, because he was after all still twelve, and still hungry, and the skewer in front of him smelled better than almost anything he'd ever eaten in his life:

Also: char marks excellent. Ask for the marinade recipe before we leave Tokyo.

Outside, the neon kept blinking, patient and endless, lighting up a city of eight million people who had absolutely no
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