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Chapter One: Cemetery Shenanigans
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The third teacup shattered this week.

Keiko Tanaka blinked down at the porcelain shards on the kitchen floor, blinking once, twice—then shrugged and stepped over them like broken dreams.

“That poor cup,” she murmured. “Just trying to exist. Wrong place, wrong time.”

Her aunt’s voice echoed from the other room. “Keiko! Was that the Seto ware? That was your mother’s! Honestly, why are you always so careless?”

Keiko rolled her eyes and swept the pieces into a napkin. She wasn’t careless. She was just cursed. Cursed with bad luck, cursed with matchmaking setups, and worst of all—cursed with an aunt who treated every minor mishap like a national tragedy.

“Aunt Sachiko,” Keiko called sweetly. “I didn’t break it on purpose. Maybe if you stopped inviting random boys over for tea, my nerves wouldn’t be so fried.”

“Those boys are future doctors, Keiko. One of them even studied abroad. What do you expect me to do? Let you be single at sixteen like some... some rebellious tomboy?”

Keiko gritted her teeth. “We live in Tokyo, not the feudal era.”

She retreated into her room before another argument could bloom. Her sanctuary smelled faintly of peach body mist and freshly sharpened pencils, and she let herself collapse onto the bed with a dramatic sigh. Her phone buzzed.

Mika Arai: Cemetery after school? I need to yell at a tree.

Keiko cracked a grin. Mika was the only person who understood that sometimes, yelling at nature was more therapeutic than therapy. And, bonus—there were no eligible bachelors at the cemetery.

Keiko: Make it the usual tree. The one near the angel statue. I’ve got a ghost of a headache.

Later that afternoon, they stood among crooked gravestones and dandelions, backpacks slung low and school ties loosened. The angel statue watched them with moss-covered eyes.

“Your aunt is crazy,” Mika said, handing Keiko a can of melon soda. “That last guy looked like he learned how to flirt from a pamphlet. ‘You have nice elbows?’ What does that even mean?”

Keiko groaned. “She told him I like modest boys with ambition. I think he took that to mean boring boys with no social skills.”

“Honestly, you should just fake a boyfriend. End the madness. Tell her you’re dating someone mysterious and off-limits. Like... a foreign prince. Or a rockstar. Or—” she pointed dramatically toward the nearest gravestone, “—a ghost.”

Keiko turned to look. The headstone was modest, worn smooth by time. The kanji read: Shiro Tsurugi, 1603–1620. Son. Warrior. Dreamer.

A breeze stirred the grass. The sky was gray with the promise of rain.

“Shiro Tsurugi, huh?” Keiko said, lips curling into a grin. “Kind of romantic.”

She lifted her voice theatrically. “Aunt Sachiko! I already have a boyfriend. His name is Shiro. He’s tall, mysterious, and loyal to the death.” She winked at Mika. “Literally.”

Mika choked on her soda. “Girl, you better stop before you summon something!”

Keiko laughed, spinning in a circle with mock drama. “Come on, like a ghost is really going to care that I borrowed his name.”

The air shifted—just slightly.

Neither of them noticed.

The rain started just as they reached the gate.

Not a full downpour—just the kind of gentle mist that clung to your eyelashes and made your school uniform cling in annoying places. Mika zipped up her jacket. Keiko didn’t bother.

“Your aunt’s gonna flip if she thinks you’ve been hanging around spirits again,” Mika said, tossing her hood over her frizzy curls.

“Let her flip. Maybe she’ll break a teacup and we’ll finally be even.”

Keiko’s house was only a few blocks away, tucked between a shrine and a narrow street market. Her parents had left it in Aunt Sachiko’s care when they moved to Singapore two years ago for work. What was supposed to be a temporary arrangement had turned into something far more permanent. And stifling.

She paused at the door, wringing rain from her sleeves. “Thanks for today,” she told Mika. “I needed that.”

“Of course. Nothing like bonding over fake ghost boyfriends in a graveyard.”

They laughed, but Keiko lingered. The wind had picked up again. It swirled around her like a whisper, like—

No. Don’t be ridiculous.

She shook it off and stepped inside.

Her room was dim, lit only by the glow of fairy lights and the blue hue of her laptop screen. Keiko shut the door and flopped onto her bed, scrolling through her messages.

Aunt Sachiko had already texted her four times.

Are you home?

You missed dinner.

Hiroshi is coming over Saturday. He’s in law school!

Please wear a dress this time. One without cartoon cats.

Keiko rolled onto her back and let out a low groan. “Why can’t I just be possessed or something?” she muttered. “That would at least be interesting.”

The lights flickered.

She froze.

Once.

Twice.

Then steady.

“...Okay, no. Nope. That’s normal. Just bad wiring. Definitely not a ghost.”

She pulled the blanket over her head and forced herself to sleep.

The dream came like smoke.

She was back in the cemetery, standing before Shiro Tsurugi’s tombstone. But it wasn’t old and faded now—it was fresh. New. The name glowed faintly. A soft breeze brushed her cheek.

“Keiko,” a voice said behind her. “You called?”

She turned.

He was tall, elegant, with dark eyes and a sword at his hip. His black hair was tied back with a thin red cord, and his kimono fluttered like smoke around him. He looked... seventeen. Maybe eighteen. And not alive.

She jolted upright in bed.

Heart pounding. Mouth dry.

Her room was silent.

But then—tap. Tap. Tap.

She turned slowly toward her window.

A pale face stared in through the glass.

“AHHHHHHHHH!”

Keiko’s scream could’ve shattered another teacup. She scrambled backward, tripping over her own blankets, landing hard on the floor.

By the time she scrambled upright, the window was open.

And he was inside.

Not a dream.

Not a prank.

Not a joke.

The boy—Shiro—stood calmly beside her desk, inspecting a cup of pens like he’d just dropped by for tea.

“You’re louder than I expected,” he said thoughtfully. “Do you always scream at your boyfriend?”

Keiko backed against the wall. “You—! Who—what—how did you get in?!”

“You invited me,” he said simply. “In the cemetery. You said my name with intent. That’s all it takes.”

Keiko blinked. “You think this is a game? You’re trespassing. You’re— Wait. How do you even know my name?”

“I heard it in your voice.” He smiled, and something about it made the air go cold. “Keiko Tanaka. I am Shiro Tsurugi. And I believe we’re dating now.”

“Dating?!” Keiko’s voice cracked. “I didn’t— That wasn’t— You’re a ghost!”

Shiro tilted his head. “Yes. But I’m also incredibly handsome. That counts for something, doesn’t it?”

She gaped at him. “You’re insane!”

“I’m dead,” he corrected with a soft smile, as if the distinction mattered. “Big difference.”

Keiko’s fingers scrambled behind her for her phone. She didn’t take her eyes off him as she edged closer to the door. If she could just make it to Aunt Sachiko—

“I wouldn’t do that,” Shiro said gently. “If you tell anyone, they’ll think you’re mad. Or worse... you’ll break the bond, and I’ll be trapped here.”

That stopped her. “Trapped? What bond?! I didn’t agree to anything!”

He walked closer, and she flinched. But his feet didn’t quite touch the floor. She noticed it now — the faint glow, the way the edges of his kimono faded into nothing.

He wasn’t just pale. He was translucent.

Shiro knelt beside her, eyes softening. “You spoke my name aloud. At the place I was buried. And you said it as if I mattered. That’s more than most have done in centuries.”

Keiko’s panic faltered.

“I—I didn’t mean to. It was a joke—”

“Intent doesn’t care about humor,” he said simply. “You made a claim. I answered.”

“I was trying to get out of an awkward setup!”

Shiro looked almost amused. “So I’m a convenience boyfriend?”

“I didn’t mean it like that!”

“Well, Keiko,” he said, voice laced with mock solemnity, “your ghost boyfriend is now officially on duty.”

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

“What do you even want from me?”

He stood, brushing imaginary dust from his sleeves. “It’s not what I want. It’s what you want. You see—until I fulfill my last earthly tie, I can’t move on.”

Keiko blinked. “Your... last tie?”

Shiro turned to her with a half-grin. “I have to help you find true love.”

There was a long silence.

Then she said the only thing she could think of.

“That is the dumbest curse I’ve ever heard.”

Shiro’s grin widened. “Says the girl who summoned her fake boyfriend from a tombstone.”

By the time Aunt Sachiko knocked on the door, Keiko had shoved Shiro behind her closet curtain and tried to act like she wasn’t losing her grip on reality.

“Why are you yelling?” her aunt asked suspiciously.

“I was... watching a horror movie,” Keiko lied, her voice a little too high-pitched. “Very scary. Lots of... loud dying.”

Sachiko narrowed her eyes. “Well, keep it down. And remember, Hiroshi comes Saturday. Wear something decent. No ghost shirts.”

As soon as the door closed, Shiro poked his head out. “I think I like her.”

Keiko glared. “You can’t stay here.”

He crossed his arms. “I’m not exactly thrilled either. But like it or not, I’m bound to you now.”

“For how long?!”

Shiro shrugged. “Until you fall in love.”

“With who?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” he said smoothly. “Shall we start tomorrow?”

Keiko dropped to the floor, her head in her hands.

She had wanted to avoid a boyfriend.

Now she had a ghost living in her closet with a samurai sword and an attitude.

This was going to be the worst week of her life.
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Chapter Two: A Very Handsome Haunting
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Keiko woke up hoping the ghost in her closet had been a dream.

He wasn’t.

“Do you always breathe like that when you sleep?” Shiro asked, seated cross-legged on her desk like it was a tatami mat. “You snore just a little. It’s kind of cute.”

She grabbed a pillow and hurled it at him. It sailed through his chest and hit the bookshelf with a dull thud.

“Still dead, I see,” she muttered.

“I’m not thrilled about it either,” he replied. “You try existing for four hundred years without a single decent conversation. You’d haunt someone too.”

Keiko rubbed her face and groaned. “You can’t just float around my room all day. I have school.”

“I can be quiet. I’m excellent at lingering.”

“That’s not comforting.”

Shiro stood and brushed off his hakama pants. His ghostly samurai uniform was still crisp, like he’d stepped out of a historical drama. The red cord tying his hair was perfectly symmetrical. Even in death, he had better fashion sense than most of the boys at her school.

“Fine,” Keiko muttered. “One day. One. But if I get expelled for having a supernatural stalker, I’m taking you back to the cemetery myself.”
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