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A U T U M N

Autumn smells of farewell. Sometimes it smells of beginnings.
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CHAPTER ONE
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A Bus Stop in the Rain

KAITO

❧

The rain came the way it always came in Harusaki — without warning, all at once, as if the sky had been holding its breath for hours and finally let go.

I was halfway down the old pass road when it hit. Ten minutes from the shelter at Shiroyama, the last stop on Line Three, the one nobody used after dark because there was nothing out there but the river, the pines, and the road climbing into the fog toward Kurotoge Pass.

That was exactly why I went there.

My apartment above Mrs. Ito's teahouse had walls the thickness of rice paper. The first week I practiced at home, the old man next door knocked on the wall with a broom handle at nine-fifteen sharp. The second week, he stopped knocking and started leaving notes. Polite notes. Terrible notes. The violin is very beautiful. Please be beautiful somewhere else.

So I found somewhere else. A flat stretch of riverbank below the bus shelter, where the water was loud enough to swallow every wrong note I played. For almost a month I'd gone down there three or four nights a week, after the last of my students at the Suzuki Music School had packed up their quarter-size violins and gone home to their mothers. I played until my fingers ached. Bach, mostly. The Chaconne, over and over, because it was the piece I couldn't play anymore without hearing Professor Morikawa's voice in my left ear.

Again, Asahi. You're playing the notes. Play the grief.

I didn't play the grief. I played until I was too tired to feel it. That was the whole point.

That night I didn't even get the case open.

The first drops hit my face like gravel. By the time I reached the shelter, the downpour was drumming on its tin roof so loudly I couldn't hear my own breathing. I ducked under the awning, pressed the violin case to my chest, and checked it the way some people check a child after a fall. Dry. Mostly. The right corner was dark with water.

I let out a breath and looked at the timetable glued to the shelter wall. Line Three, last bus of the night, 22:40. My phone said 22:31.

Nine minutes.

I stood at the edge of the shelter and watched the rain turn the road into a black, shining river. Across it, the pines were only shapes. Behind them, the fog had come down off the mountain the way it did every night in autumn — slow, thick, the color of old milk. People in Harusaki said the fog never fully lifted here. I'd thought it was a figure of speech when I arrived. It wasn't.

22:38. No bus.

22:45. No bus.

At 22:51, headlights appeared — not on the road into town, but on the old road that ran up toward the pass. Two pairs. They came slowly, the way cars come when the drivers know the road too well to hurry.

They stopped forty meters from the shelter, at the turnout where logging trucks used to park. The engines kept running. The headlights stayed on, pointed into the trees, and the rain fell through their beams in long silver needles.

I didn't move. I don't know why. Some animal part of me understood before the rest of me did that stillness was the correct response.

A door opened. Then another. Shapes moved in the light — four men, maybe five, dark coats, no umbrellas. One of them went to the back of the second car and opened the trunk. Two others pulled someone out of the back seat.

He wasn't fighting. That was the thing I remembered afterward, the thing that came back to me at three in the morning for weeks. He wasn't fighting. He was a small man in a grey suit, soaked through, and he walked between them with his head down, the way you walk toward a dentist's chair. Once, he stumbled, and one of them caught his elbow — almost gently — and set him back on his feet.

They walked him past the headlights, off the edge of the turnout, and into the fog.

I waited for them to come back.

Three of them came back.

The small man in the grey suit did not.

Something in my chest went cold and very quiet. The rain kept falling. Somewhere far below me the river kept roaring. And I stood in a bus shelter at the edge of the world with a violin in my arms and understood, with total clarity, that I had just watched a man walk to his death — and that if any of those men looked toward the shelter, I would be next.

I stepped back. Slowly. Into the darkest corner, behind the timetable board.

My heel hit something. A bottle, an empty can — I never found out what. It rolled across the concrete with a sound like a bell.

In the turnout, one of the men turned his head.

Don't run, said a voice in my head that sounded nothing like me. If you run, they'll know.

The man started walking toward the shelter.

I couldn't breathe. My fingers were locked around the handle of the violin case so tightly I'd find the marks on my palm the next morning. Thirty meters. Twenty. The headlights threw his shadow ahead of him, huge across the wet road, and I could hear his footsteps now, even through the rain.

Then another set of footsteps — from the other direction. From town.

Someone stepped under the awning beside me.

He was tall, a little taller than me, in a long dark coat and thin wire-framed glasses fogged from the cold. He was carrying a stack of books under one arm, bound together with a rubber band, already spotted with water. He shook the rain off his free hand, glanced at the timetable, glanced at me — and then, without any hurry at all, he looked toward the man walking at us from the turnout.

The man stopped.

I saw it. I'm certain I saw it, even though I spent months afterward trying to convince myself I hadn't. The man in the road saw the stranger beside me, and he stopped walking, and something passed between them across twenty meters of rain — some silent exchange I didn't have the language to read. Then the man turned around and went back to the cars.

Doors closed. Engines changed pitch. The headlights swung across the shelter — across both of us — and the two cars rolled past onto the town road and were gone.

The silence they left behind was worse than the noise.

"Line Three?" the stranger said.

His voice was low and calm, a little rough, as if he didn't use it often. He was taking off his glasses and wiping them on a handkerchief, slowly, like a man with nowhere in particular to be.

"What?"

"You're waiting for Line Three." He put the glasses back on and looked at me properly for the first time. His eyes were very dark. Almost black. "It won't come tonight."

"How —" My voice cracked. I tried again. "How do you know?"

"There's been an accident on Higashi-dori. They cancelled the late service." He paused. "It happens."

He said it so simply. It happens. As if he were talking about the rain.

I stared at him. He let me stare. He didn't look away and he didn't look uncomfortable; he just stood there, a stack of wet books under his arm, and waited for me to finish whatever I needed to do with my face.

"Did you see —" I started.

"See what?"

I closed my mouth.

He tilted his head a fraction, studying me the way you study a sentence in a language you almost know. Then he looked down at the violin case pressed against my chest.

"You're shaking," he said.

"It's cold."

"Yes," he agreed. "It is."

The rain drummed on the roof. Neither of us moved. I had the strangest feeling that something was being decided — right there, in that shelter, in that silence — and that I was not the one deciding it.

"What's your name?" he asked.

I should have lied. Every instinct I had was screaming at me to lie. I don't know why I didn't. Maybe because he asked so quietly. Maybe because I already understood that lying to him would be pointless.

"Kaito. Kaito Asahi."

"Asahi," he repeated, as if he were filing it somewhere. "You live in town?"

"Above the teahouse. On Kita Street."

"Near the library."

"Yes."

He nodded slowly. "Then we're going the same way."

He held out his hand. After a moment, I took it. His fingers were cold and very steady.

"Ren Miyazaki," he said.

I didn't know, then, what that name meant in Harusaki. I would learn soon enough. Everyone in town learned it young — the way you learn which bridges are unsafe and which dogs bite. But that night it was only a name, and he was only a quiet man in glasses with a ruined stack of books, and the bus was not coming.

We walked back to town together in the rain. Forty minutes. He didn't speak, and neither did I. Once, at the bend where the old road meets the river, I looked back over my shoulder toward the turnout, and the fog had already closed over it completely, as if nothing had ever happened there at all.

When I turned around, Ren was watching me.

"Don't," he said quietly.

That was all. Just don't. And then he walked on, and after a moment, I followed him.

At the corner of Kita Street, under the single streetlamp that swung in the wind, he stopped.

"Get some sleep, Asahi," he said. "You look like a man who's seen a ghost."

"Maybe I have."

He looked at me for a long moment. The lamp creaked above us. Rain ran off the brim of the library's old tile roof behind him in a silver fringe.

"There are no ghosts in Harusaki," Ren Miyazaki said. "Only fog."

Then he unlocked the library door, stepped inside, and closed it behind him. I heard the bolt slide home.

I stood on the wet pavement for a long time after that, looking at the dark windows. Then I went upstairs, locked my own door, pushed a chair under the handle, and sat on the floor with my back against the wall until the sky turned grey.

I didn't sleep.

I kept thinking about the small man in the grey suit, walking into the fog with his head down.

And I kept thinking about the man in the road — the way he'd stopped the moment he saw who was standing beside me.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Library on Kita Street

REN

❧

My father's men had standing orders about witnesses.

The orders were not complicated. Nothing my father built was complicated; complication was a weakness, a place for things to go wrong. A witness was a problem, and problems were solved before morning. That was the rule I had grown up inside, the way other children grow up inside a house.

Kuroda knew the rule. That was why he had started walking toward the shelter.

And Kuroda knew me. That was why he stopped.

I stood in the library's back room with the lights off and listened to the rain, and I thought about what I had done, and I thought — with the cold, clear part of my mind that my father had spent twenty years sharpening — about what it was going to cost.

By now Kuroda would have reported to Haruto. Haruto would take his time telling my father; my half-brother liked to hold a piece of bad news the way other men hold a good cigar. But eventually he would tell him. Ren was at the stop. There was a witness. Ren let him walk.

I had perhaps a week before my father asked me about it. Perhaps less.

I took off my coat, hung it on the hook by the iron stove, and set the books on the reading table. Eight volumes from the estate sale in Sakuragawa, bound with a rubber band, ruined. I'd gone out that night to collect them from Taki's car at the edge of town — that was the truth, as far as it went. The rest of the truth was that I hadn't needed to go out at all. I could have sent Taki. I could have waited until morning.

I had gone because it was Tuesday, and on Tuesdays he played.

I lit the stove. I sat down in the old leather chair that had been my grandfather's, and I took off my glasses and pressed my fingers against my eyes, and I let myself think about it plainly, once, so that I would not have to keep thinking about it in pieces.

Kaito Asahi had been in Harusaki for thirty-four days.

I knew this because I knew everything that happened in Harusaki. It was my job. My father ran the pass and the trucks and the men; Haruto ran the money and the fear. I ran the quiet. I knew who was sleeping with whom and who owed what and whose son had started using and whose wife had started asking questions at the prefectural office. I knew because I listened, and because people in a small town will tell a librarian things they would never say to a priest.

I knew that the new violin teacher had arrived on a Thursday with two suitcases and no furniture. I knew he had left the Tokyo conservatory in March, three months before his final recital, and that his teacher had died the same week — a fall, the papers said, from the fourth-floor balcony of the faculty building. I knew that he did not answer calls from his mother. I knew that the old man in the apartment next to his had complained about the noise, and that a week later the noise had stopped.

And I knew where it had gone.

The first time I heard it, I had been walking back from the turnout after a pickup. It was a little after eleven. The fog was thick, and the river was loud, and underneath the river there was a sound I did not at first recognize as music. It was too raw for that. It sounded like someone arguing with God.

I stood in the trees above the riverbank for forty minutes and listened to a stranger play the same piece over and over, breaking off in the same place every time, starting again. I did not know what the piece was. I looked it up afterward. The Chaconne from Bach's second partita. Written, some people say, after the composer came home from a journey and learned that his wife had died while he was gone.

He never finished it. Not once in thirty-four days. He always stopped at the same bar, and there was always a silence afterward, and then he started again from the beginning.

I should not have gone back. I went back the next Tuesday, and the Thursday after that.

I am not a sentimental man. Sentiment is a door, and my father taught me early that every door you leave open is a door someone else can walk through. But there was something in the way he played — some refusal to stop, even when it obviously hurt — that I recognized. I had been refusing to stop for twelve years.

So, yes. I went out on Tuesday night in the rain to collect books I didn't need. And when the cars came down from the pass early — two hours early, because Haruto had changed the schedule without telling me — I saw the figure under the shelter, and I knew who it was before I saw his face.

I could have let Kuroda do what Kuroda does.

It would have been simple. My father would have approved. A stranger with no family in town, no friends, a history of instability — a young man who had run away from Tokyo after a death. If he walked into the river one foggy night, no one would ask twice.

Instead, I walked into the shelter and stood beside him, and I let Kuroda see me there.

It was not mercy. I want to be honest about that, at least to myself. Mercy is clean. What I did was not clean. I did not save Kaito Asahi because it was right. I saved him because I wanted to hear the end of the Chaconne, and the thought of the silence where his music used to be was more than I was willing to accept.

That is not a good reason. But it was mine.

✦

He came to the library the next afternoon.

I knew he would. A man who has seen what he saw does one of two things: he runs, or he comes looking for answers. He had nowhere to run to — I had made sure of that, long before last night, without even meaning to. I had simply learned everything about him, and a man you know everything about has nowhere to go.

The bell over the door rang at 16:10. I was at the desk, cataloguing the water-damaged books, and I did not look up right away.

"We close at six," I said.

"I know."

I looked up then. He was standing just inside the door with his hands in his coat pockets, pale, with dark rings under his eyes. He hadn't slept. He was trying very hard to look like a man who had come in to borrow a book.

"Asahi." I set down my pen. "Did you get home all right?"

"You know I did. You walked me to the door."

"So I did."

He came closer. Slowly, as though the floor might give way. He looked around the library — the high shelves of dark wood, the iron stove ticking in the corner, the long reading tables with their green-shaded lamps, the rain-dark windows looking onto Kita Street. Most people who come in for the first time look at the books. He looked at the exits.

Good, I thought. He's not stupid.

"I want to ask you something," he said.

"Ask."

"Last night. On the road." He swallowed. "Those men. Did you know them?"

The stove ticked. Outside, a delivery scooter went by, its engine whining.

I could have lied. I am an excellent liar; it's one of the things I'm best at. But something told me that if I lied to him now, I would lose him — not to Kuroda, not to the river, but in some other, more permanent way.

"Yes," I said.

His face did something complicated.

"Who were they?"

"People you don't want to know."

"And the man they — the man in the grey suit?"

"Someone who made a mistake."

"Is he —"

"Asahi." I stood. He took a half-step back without seeming to notice he'd done it. "I'm going to tell you something, and I need you to listen to me very carefully. Can you do that?"

He nodded once, stiffly.

"You were not on the old pass road last night. You took Line Three home at 22:40, the way you do every Tuesday. You went to bed. You didn't see anything, because there was nothing to see. Do you understand?"

"I don't take Line Three on Tuesdays."

I said nothing. I let him hear it. I let him work out, on his own, what it meant that I knew where he went on Tuesdays.

The color left his face all at once.

"You've been watching me," he said.

"I've been listening," I said. "There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"Not much of one," I admitted.

He stared at me. I could see his pulse jumping in his throat. He was frightened — of course he was — but he wasn't backing away anymore. He was holding his ground in the middle of my library, with nothing in his hands, and some reluctant part of me admired him for it.

"Why?" he said. "Why didn't you let them — whatever they were going to do. Why did you stop them?"

Because you've never finished the Chaconne. I didn't say that.

"Because you're more useful to me alive," I said instead. It wasn't even entirely a lie.

"Useful how?"

I walked around the desk. He held still. I stopped close enough that I could see the faint smear of rosin on the cuff of his sleeve, close enough to smell rain in his hair.

"The walls above Mrs. Ito's teahouse are very thin," I said. "Your neighbor is a retired postal clerk named Ogawa who sleeps badly and complains about everything. The riverbank below Shiroyama is not safe after dark. You need somewhere to practice."

He blinked. Whatever he had expected me to say, it wasn't that.

"The library closes at six," I said. "After that, it's empty. The reading room has good acoustics; it was a merchant's warehouse before it was a library. Nobody will knock on the walls." I took a key from my pocket — an old iron key on a loop of red cord — and held it out to him. "Come here in the evenings. Play as long as you like."

He looked at the key as if it might bite him.

"And in exchange?"

"In exchange, you'll be where I can see you."

The honesty of it landed between us like a stone dropped into water. I watched it ripple across his face — understanding, fear, anger, and something else underneath all of it that I couldn't name and didn't want to.

"That's not a gift," he said quietly. "That's a leash."

"Yes," I said. "But it's a long one. And the alternative is no leash at all — just the river."

He was silent for a long time. The rain had picked up again; it rattled against the windows like handfuls of thrown rice. Somewhere in the stacks, a pipe knocked.

Finally, he reached out and took the key. His fingers brushed mine. They were cold.

"Why do I feel like I just signed something?" he said.

"Because you did," I said. "Welcome to Harusaki, Asahi."
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What It Means to Be Heard

KAITO

❧

I didn't go to the library that night. Or the next.

I told myself I was being sensible. I told myself that a man who knows what time you go to the river and which neighbor complains about you is not a man you accept keys from. I told myself a lot of things while I lay awake on my folding cot and listened to the rain and the old man next door coughing through the wall.

On the third day, I went to the police.

The Harusaki police box was a narrow two-story building next to the post office, with a red lamp over the door and a potted chrysanthemum on the step. There was one officer on duty — a heavy, kind-faced man in his fifties with reading glasses pushed up on his forehead and a nameplate that said HAYASHI. He was eating a rice ball when I came in. He put it down and wiped his fingers carefully on a napkin before he stood.

"Can I help you?"

I had rehearsed it. I'd rehearsed it all the way down Kita Street, past the shuttered fishmonger and the shrine and the shop that sold nothing but brooms. I'd like to report something I saw on the old pass road on Tuesday night. Simple. Clear. A citizen doing his duty.

"I'd like to report —" I said, and stopped.

Officer Hayashi waited, patient.

"I'm new in town," I said. "I'm a teacher. At the music school."

"Ah! Asahi-sensei." His face creased into a smile. "My granddaughter's in your Thursday class. Mio. She says you're very strict but very handsome." He chuckled. "Don't tell her I told you."

"I won't."

"So. What can I do for you, sensei?"

I opened my mouth.

On the wall behind him, next to the duty roster and a faded poster about traffic safety, there was a framed photograph. A group of men in dark suits standing on the steps of the town hall, cutting a red ribbon in front of a new building. The caption underneath said Opening of the Harusaki Community Center — donated by Miyazaki Holdings. In the middle of the group, a tall, silver-haired man held the giant scissors. On his left, half a step behind him, was a younger man with a broad, handsome face and a smile that didn't reach his eyes.

On his right, in wire-framed glasses, not smiling at all, stood Ren.

"Sensei?"

I looked back at Officer Hayashi. He was still smiling. He had a rice ball and a granddaughter named Mio and a red lamp over his door, and he worked in a town where the Miyazaki family donated the community center.

"I lost my umbrella," I heard myself say. "On Tuesday. A black one. I thought someone might have turned it in."

His smile didn't change, but something behind it went very still.

"No umbrellas this week, I'm afraid," he said. "It's been a bad week for umbrellas." He picked up his rice ball again and looked at it instead of me. "Tuesday was a very bad night to be out, sensei. Very bad weather. Lots of fog. Easy to get lost. Easy to see things that aren't there."

My mouth was dry.

"Yes," I said. "I suppose it is."

"Best to stay in on nights like that." Officer Hayashi took a bite and chewed slowly. "Best to stay home."

I thanked him. I bowed. I walked out past the potted chrysanthemum and down the steps, and I didn't let myself start shaking until I'd turned the corner.

✦

When I got home, the door to my apartment was locked, the way I'd left it. The chair I'd propped under the handle every night since Tuesday was standing against the wall where I'd put it that morning.

Everything was exactly where I'd left it.

Almost everything.

My sheet music was on the floor beside the cot, in the two untidy stacks I always kept it in. Bach on the left. Everything else on the right. That was how I'd left it.

But the Chaconne — the photocopied pages I'd been working from for three years, soft as cloth, covered in Morikawa's pencil markings and my own — was on top of the left-hand stack.

I hadn't put it there. I knew I hadn't. I'd put it at the bottom, on Monday night, under everything else, because I couldn't stand to look at it.

I stood in the middle of the room for a
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