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Chapter 1 – The Road into the Fog

The rain started without warning, first as a few sharp drops against Lukas's hood and then as a thick gray curtain that seemed to swallow the whole world around him. Within minutes, the small train station behind him had almost disappeared in the mist, and when he looked back, all he could still make out was the blurry shape of the platform and the weak yellow light above the tracks.

He pulled his hood tighter around his face, wiped rain from the screen of his phone, and felt his stomach sink when he saw the same thing as before.

No signal. No Wi-Fi. Nothing.

The last train to Kyoto had left ten minutes ago, and the name of the little station, which had already been hard enough to remember, now felt like something the fog had taken from him as well. "Great," Lukas muttered, though the word sounded useless in the rain. He stood there for a moment with his backpack pressed against his side, wondering whether he should walk back to the station building or stay on the road, when a pair of headlights appeared far ahead.

At first, they were only two pale dots floating in the mist, but then they grew brighter and moved slowly toward him, cutting through the rain as if the car itself was unsure whether it should come any closer.

When Lukas saw the shape of a taxi, he quickly lifted one hand, relieved that at least something in this place still looked normal. The taxi stopped beside him with a soft splash from the wet road. The driver was an older man with a narrow face, and the dim yellow light from the dashboard made the lines around his eyes look deeper than they probably were.

Lukas opened the back door and leaned in slightly, careful not to drip too much rain onto the seat. "Kyoto Station?" he asked.

The man looked at him for a second in the rearview mirror before he gave a slow nod and typed something into the navigation system. Japanese characters appeared on the screen, too fast and too unfamiliar for Lukas to understand, and after a short pause the driver said, "Hai."

That was enough for Lukas. He climbed into the back seat, pulled the door shut, and placed his dark blue backpack on his lap like it was something he needed to protect. His host family had sewn a small flag patch onto it during his first week in Japan, joking that it would help them recognize "their lost exchange student" if he wandered too far, and now, sitting alone in a taxi with a stranger, that little patch suddenly felt more comforting than it should have.

Inside the backpack were his camera, a notebook, a few pencils, and several sketches he had made during the trip. Three weeks in Japan had sounded so exciting when he had first heard about the exchange program: temples, old streets, strange little buildings, narrow alleys, and all the quiet corners that most tourists never noticed. Before they left, his teacher had told him to look closely at the places people had forgotten, because that was where he would learn what silence looked like.

At the time, Lukas had thought that sounded clever. Now, soaked through his hoodie and sitting in the back of a cold taxi while the windows blurred with rain, he was starting to wonder whether silence was something he actually wanted to see.

The windshield wipers moved back and forth in a steady rhythm while the taxi drove away from the station. Outside, the road stretched into the fog, too empty and too long to feel like it was leading anywhere real, and inside the car the air smelled of old coffee, engine oil, and the fake pine scent of a little plastic tree hanging near the mirror. The navigation screen flickered now and then, and for a moment the map broke into pale gray lines before it steadied again.

Lukas watched it for a while, trying to recognize even one word or symbol, but everything looked strange to him. "Kyoto?" he asked again after a few minutes, this time louder than before.

The driver's eyes appeared in the rearview mirror. He gave another small nod, but he did not say anything else, and almost immediately after that he turned right onto a road that had no sign. Lukas frowned and shifted closer to the window. The rain was not falling as hard now, but the fog had grown thicker, pressing itself against the glass until the world outside looked smudged and unreal. The road became narrower, and soon the smooth sound of tires on asphalt changed into the rough, wet crunch of gravel.

"This is another way, right?" Lukas asked, trying to make his voice sound casual, although he already felt the first cold twist of worry in his stomach.

The driver did not answer. Only the small amulet hanging from the mirror moved with the bumps in the road, tapping softly against the glass again and again, like a tiny finger that wanted to get someone's attention.

Lukas told himself that there was probably nothing wrong. Maybe the main road was closed, or maybe this was a shortcut that only local drivers knew. Japan was full of little roads and mountain paths and places that did not look important on a map. He had learned that during the last three weeks. Still, he could not stop looking out the window, searching for signs, shops, streetlights, anything that meant they were still going toward Kyoto and not away from it.

There was nothing. Only fog, trees, and thin black power lines stretching above the road.

After a while, the tiredness caught up with him so suddenly that he leaned back without meaning to.

The whole trip had been beautiful, but it had also been exhausting. Every day there had been a new station, a new guide, a new place to photograph, and another list of things he did not want to forget. He closed his eyes for just a moment and imagined Kyoto waiting for him at the end of this ride: his host family's warm kitchen, the smell of rice, the sound of people talking, and a room where he could finally take off his wet clothes and sleep.

When he opened his eyes again, the road looked even smaller than before. There were no houses now, no vending machines, no signs, and no bright city glow hidden behind the fog. The taxi moved slowly along a lane where the asphalt had almost disappeared under mud and wet leaves, and the trees on both sides stood so close together that their branches seemed to bend over the car.

"How much farther?" Lukas asked.

The driver kept his eyes on the road. "A little farther," he said.

The answer should have made Lukas feel better, but it did not. The words stayed in the car for a few seconds, quiet and flat, and then the taxi turned again, this time into an even narrower lane where the tires slipped slightly in the mud.

That was when Lukas saw the red torii gate.

It stood on the right side of the road, bright and wet in the headlights, its wooden beams shining as if someone had painted them only minutes before. Behind it, the trees gathered close together, and the darkness between them looked deeper than it should have been. For a second, Lukas thought he saw a figure beneath the gate, a thin person standing completely still, facing the road.

He blinked.

The figure was gone.

There was only fog moving slowly between the trees. Before he could decide whether he had imagined it, the taxi stopped.

"Here," the driver said.

Lukas stared through the window. "Here?"

There was no station, no city, and definitely no Kyoto. He could see only a few dark shapes in the fog, low buildings with old roofs that seemed to sag in the middle, as if they had been carrying the weight of too many rainy seasons.

The driver lifted his chin and pointed toward the right side of the road. "Hoshizora."

He said the name like it explained everything. Lukas hesitated, waiting for more, but the driver had already gone silent.

After a moment, Lukas opened the door, and cold air rushed into the car, carrying the smell of wet earth, soaked leaves, and something strangely sweet underneath it, almost like flowers that had been left too long in a closed room. He stepped outside and pulled his backpack over his shoulder.

When he turned back to pay, the driver was already facing forward again, both hands resting on the steering wheel.

"Wait," Lukas said, leaning toward the open door. "How much do I owe you?"

The driver did not answer. For one short moment, Lukas saw the side of his face in the dashboard light, still and pale, with his mouth pressed into a straight line. Then the red taillights flashed. The taxi began to move.

"Hey!" Lukas called, taking a step after it, but the car was already turning away from him. The fog wrapped around it quickly, swallowing the shape first and then the lights, until only two red dots remained, floating for a second in the gray before they vanished too.

Lukas stood alone on the wet road with his phone in one hand and his backpack hanging heavily from his shoulder. There was no wind, no sound of traffic, and no animal moving somewhere in the trees. The only noise came from water dripping from a crooked street sign nearby, each drop falling slowly, one after another, as if the whole place had all the time in the world.

He looked at his phone again.

Still no service.

A little farther ahead, behind the fog and the darkness, one warm rectangle of light glowed between the buildings. Above it hung an old sign, half broken and half flickering, and when the letters buzzed to life for a moment, Lukas could read the name.

Hoshizora Ryokan.

He took a deep breath, although it did not make his chest feel any less tight, and started walking toward the light. The gravel shifted under his shoes, water dripped from the trees, and the fog moved around him so slowly that it almost seemed alive. Step by step, the silence came with him.

It did not feel empty anymore.

It felt like something waiting.

And as Lukas walked toward the ryokan, he had the strange feeling that whatever waited there had already seen him long before he saw it.




Chapter 2 – The Motel
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The light above the entrance flickered as Lukas climbed the steps, making the old wooden porch appear and disappear in uneven flashes while rain blew across the open veranda. Somewhere above him, a glass wind chime began to ring softly, and even though the sound was bright, there was nothing happy in it. For some reason, it reminded Lukas of a child laughing on an old recording, the kind where the voice sounded far away and wrong, even though it should have been innocent.

He hesitated for a moment before stepping inside, where the air felt warmer than outside, but not in a way that was comforting. It smelled of tatami mats, dust, and something sweet that had been trapped in the rooms for far too long, something Lukas could not place exactly, even though it reminded him of flowers, old perfume, and things that had once been pleasant before slowly turning bad.

His shoes squeaked on the wooden floor as he walked toward the reception desk, and every step sounded too loud in the quiet entrance hall.

At first, it looked as if no one was there. Behind the desk stood a shelf with old keys, a faded calendar, and a small brass bell with a red cord attached to it. Lukas looked around once more, hoping someone would appear before he had to touch it, but the hallway remained still and empty, so he finally reached out and brushed the cord with one finger.

The bell gave only a tiny sound, almost too soft to count as a ring, but the house seemed to answer anyway, because somewhere behind the walls there was a faint rustling, like paper moving when there was no wind.

A moment later, a woman stepped out of the shadows so quietly that Lukas was not sure whether she had been standing there the entire time. She was small and very straight, dressed in a simple kimono the color of pale gray smoke. Half of her face was hidden behind a white mask, the kind Lukas had seen many people wear since he had arrived in Japan, but on her it looked strangely out of place, too clean, too smooth, and too new for this dusty old building.

Her eyes were different: dark, calm, and very awake, as if she had already noticed everything about him before he had even seen her.

“Irasshaimase,” she said, and although Lukas knew it meant welcome, the word sounded less like a greeting and more like something that belonged to the house itself.

She bowed quickly and perfectly, without making a sound. Lukas bowed back too fast, the way he had practiced with his host family, and immediately felt embarrassed because it probably looked wrong.

“I... I’m looking for a room,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “Just for one night.”

The woman nodded without answering and reached under the desk, where she brought out a guest book that looked much older than anything else around it. When she placed it in front of him, a damp smell rose from the pages, like paper that had once been wet and had never fully dried again, and the edges bent upward slightly, almost as if they were breathing.

Lukas leaned closer and saw names written in different languages, some in careful handwriting and others in quick, messy lines. Many of them had faded so badly that he could barely tell where one entry ended and the next began, and the last name he could actually read seemed to have been written years ago.

When he picked up the pen and touched the tip to the page, he felt the woman watching him. Her stare was not exactly cold, but it made his shoulders tense, because it felt as if she was not only checking his name, but checking whether he truly belonged in the room, in the building, or even in the moment itself.

He wrote Lukas Feldmann, and the ink spread at the end of his name, turning the final dot into a small black puddle. The woman pulled the book back toward herself, looked at the line he had written, and then lifted her eyes to him again.

“Room eight,” she said in English, her voice so quiet that it almost seemed secretive, as if the number was not something she wanted the walls to hear.

She slid a heavy brass key across the wooden counter, and although the metal looked old and dark around the edges, the key ring made no sound at all when it moved.

“End of the hallway,” she added. “Second floor.”

Lukas took the key and tried to smile, although his fingers had gone cold around the metal. “Are there... other guests?” he asked, because the silence of the building made the question feel necessary.

For the first time, the woman paused before she answered.

“Yes,” she said. “A few.”

There was something strange about her voice, because it did not rise or fall like most people’s voices did. It had no real weight to it and seemed to hang in the air without landing anywhere, like fog inside a room.

Lukas nodded, even though the answer did not make him feel better, and stepped away from the desk into the hallway, where the air was colder than it had been near the entrance. Old paper walls lined both sides, and whenever the yellow lights flickered, shadows moved behind them.

Lukas knew it was probably only the rain, or the trees outside, or the weak bulbs making everything look strange, but the shapes still seemed too tall and too slow to be nothing.

The stairs creaked beneath him as he climbed to the second floor, and each sound came a little late, as if the wood was thinking before it answered his weight. He kept one hand on the railing and tried not to look too closely at the dark corners where the light did not reach.

Upstairs, a row of yellow bulbs hung along the ceiling, not really lighting the hallway as much as buzzing inside it and filling the air with a tired electric sound. The doors were narrow and dark, each one marked with a small number, and as Lukas passed room three, then four, then five, the hallway seemed to stretch longer with every step he took.

Room eight was at the very end, and when Lukas put the key into the lock, it resisted him for a moment, heavy and slow, before finally turning with a quiet click.

Inside, the room was small and too neat. A folded futon lay in the center, placed so carefully that it looked like no one had touched it in years, and beside it stood a low table with a teapot on top, its handle marked by tiny brown spots of rust. On the wall hung a mirror with a crack running across it, and the shape of the crack curved upward in a way that reminded Lukas of a second smile.

He stood in the doorway longer than he meant to before he finally stepped inside, set his backpack near the wall, and opened the window to let in some air.

The night outside was completely still, without crickets, passing cars, voices from other rooms, or wind moving through the trees, and for a place that supposedly had a few guests, the motel sounded strangely empty.

Somewhere deep inside the building, the wind chime rang again, and Lukas breathed out slowly as he told himself that he was just tired. The whole day had been too long, the taxi ride had been weird, and the fog made everything feel worse than it probably was. He only needed to sleep for a few hours, and in the morning he would find out where he was, call his host family, and get back to Kyoto.

He reached for the lamp beside the futon, ready to turn it off, when he heard footsteps in the hallway. They were slow and even, moving across the floorboards outside his room with a careful rhythm that did not sound like someone simply passing by.

At first, Lukas tried to believe it was another guest, but the steps came closer without changing speed, not rushing and not stopping, until they reached his door and fell silent directly outside it.

Lukas froze with his hand still near the lamp, staring at the handle while the silence on the other side of the door seemed to grow heavier with every second. He waited for a knock, for a voice, or for any normal reason that would explain why someone had stopped there, but nothing happened until something metallic touched the wood.

The sound was thin and slow as it dragged lightly across the door, almost like a key moving over the surface, or maybe a fingernail.

Lukas’s heart beat so hard that he could feel it in his throat, but he did not move, because moving would somehow make the person outside more real. For a long moment, he only listened, and when the sound finally stopped, he stayed exactly where he was, barely breathing, with his eyes fixed on the door.

Again and again, he told himself that it could be nothing more than another guest, the receptionist checking the rooms, or the old building making strange noises in the rain, and he repeated those explanations in his head until the footsteps finally moved away, so softly that they felt less like sound and more like a pressure leaving the hallway.

Only when everything outside was quiet again did Lukas allow himself to breathe properly. He looked around the room, suddenly not wanting to turn his back to the door, while the cracked mirror on the wall reflected the futon, the low table, the teapot, and part of the window, but not enough of the room to make him feel safe.

Still, he forced himself to reach for the lamp, and when he clicked it off, the room slipped into darkness. At that exact moment, something flashed in the mirror, quick and pale, like the beam of a flashlight passing through the hallway outside.

Lukas turned toward the door at once, but there was no light under the crack at the bottom and no sound behind it, so he opened it just enough to look out.

The hallway was empty.




Chapter 3 – The Guests

The light in the hallway looked pale and cloudy when Lukas opened his door, and for a few seconds he stood there without moving, listening to the quiet building around him. Somewhere below, the smell of tea and something baked drifted through the air, sweet and familiar in a way that did not fit the old motel at all. It reminded him of mornings at his host family’s house, of warm rooms and quiet voices, and for one brief moment he almost forgot where he was.

Downstairs, in the small entrance hall, several pairs of shoes stood in a neat row near the door, still damp from the rain the night before. Lukas stopped when he heard voices, low and muffled, coming from somewhere to his left. He followed the sound past the reception desk and found a low sliding door that opened into a breakfast room. Inside, the floor was covered with tatami mats, and a low table stood in the middle with porcelain bowls, chopsticks, and small cups already placed neatly around it.

Four people were sitting there, but none of them looked up right away when Lukas entered. For a moment, there was only the soft clinking of chopsticks, the quiet scrape of ceramic against wood, and the strange feeling that he had walked into a room where everyone had already been waiting for something.

“Good morning,” Lukas said, and although he tried to sound normal, his voice felt strange in the silence, too loud and too foreign for the room.

A girl sitting near the end of the table lifted her head. She had light blond hair tied into a ponytail that was already coming loose, and a large backpack rested on the floor beside her as if she was ready to leave at any second.

When she saw him, her face brightened with real relief. “Oh,” she said in English. “You’re the new one. I was starting to think I was the only person here who wasn’t from around here.”

“Lukas,” he said.

“Maya,” she answered, holding out her hand before adding, almost in the same breath, “Backpacker. Three weeks in Japan. Mostly Tokyo, or at least that was the plan, but somehow I got completely lost and ended up here.”

She laughed shortly, like she wanted it to sound funny, although Lukas could not tell if she actually believed it was.

The other guests only nodded at him briefly. An older man in a gray jacket sat with both hands around his tea cup, holding it as if it was heavier than it looked. Beside him was a young couple who sat close together but never really looked at each other. Near the window, a broad-shouldered man in a leather jacket pressed out a cigarette in a small dish, even though a no-smoking sign hung on the wall right behind him.

“That’s Yota, that’s Emi,” Maya whispered, nodding toward the couple, “and the motorcycle guy just calls himself Toka.”

Toka raised one hand without looking very interested, while Lukas turned carefully toward the older man and asked, “And you?”

“Tanaka,” the man said, giving a small bow before lowering his eyes again.

Maya leaned closer and whispered, “He doesn’t talk much, I think,” but before Lukas could answer, a soft clatter made all of them look toward the door.

It slid open, and the receptionist stepped into the room, the same woman from the night before, wearing her pale gray kimono and the white mask that still looked too clean for the dusty old building. Her hands were folded calmly around a tray with a teapot and five small cups, and the way she moved was so smooth and quiet that she almost seemed to glide over the tatami instead of walking.

“Ohayo gozaimasu,” she said. “Good morning.”

She placed the tea in front of them one by one, bowing slightly each time. Lukas watched her hands as she moved around the table, because there was something too careful about them. At each guest, she stopped for just a moment longer than necessary, her fingers resting on the tray as if she was not only serving them, but making sure they were really sitting there.

“It’s beautiful here,” Maya said cheerfully, maybe because the silence had become uncomfortable. “A little empty, though, right?”

The woman turned her head toward her, and after a short pause she replied, “The town is quiet.”

The word quiet seemed to settle over the room in a way that made it feel heavier than it should have been. No one answered right away, and even Maya’s smile faded for a second before she looked down at her tea.

When the receptionist finally left and the sliding door closed behind her, Toka breathed out loudly and leaned back from the table.

“She’s seriously weird, isn’t she?”

“Polite,” Mr. Tanaka corrected, although his eyes stayed on the closed door.

Maya shrugged and picked up her cup. “I think she’s nice. Maybe she’s just shy.”

Lukas gave a small smile, but he did not really know what to say. He lifted his tea and took a careful sip, and at first it was warm in a way that almost felt comforting, until a faint metallic taste touched his tongue and stayed there. He swallowed anyway and wondered when he had last drunk something that actually tasted like normal tea.

Outside, the rain had stopped, but the fog had not moved. Through the window, Lukas could see it hanging between the buildings and trees, thick and still, as if the whole town was holding its breath. The morning should have made the place seem less frightening, but somehow the pale daylight only made everything look older and more forgotten.

After breakfast, they remained in the room for a while, mostly because no one seemed to know what else to do. Maya showed them pictures on her phone of mountains, crowded stations
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