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Prologue: Before the Rain Knows Our Names
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The world was a radio losing its signal.

Yuu Arisato had learned to measure the decline not in decibels but in absences. The high frequencies went first — the chime of his phone, the rustle of leaves, the bright, sharp edges of a child's laughter in the park near his apartment. Then the middle ranges began to fray: voices became muffled, music lost its texture, the clink of his inkstone against the table softened from a clear note to a dull thud. By the time he turned twenty-five, the only sounds that remained were the low ones — the rumble of thunder, the bass notes of a cello played too loudly, the deep, resonant hum of rain on the warehouse roof.

He rented the soundproof studio not for silence, but for what silence made possible.

The building was a converted warehouse in the Yanaka district, a neighbourhood of narrow alleys and old temples and gingko trees that turned gold in autumn. The third floor had been divided into small, windowless rooms lined with grey acoustic foam — spaces designed for musicians to rehearse without disturbing anyone, for voice actors to scream without being heard, for people like Yuu to sit alone with their fading senses and try to remember what sound had once felt like. He had been coming here every Tuesday and Friday for nearly two months. The routine was a kind of anchor. The silence was a kind of companion.

Studio B was his room. It held a low table, a floor cushion, a side shelf for his supplies, and a long, narrow pane of reinforced glass that separated it from its identical twin, Studio A. The glass was a strange feature for a soundproof booth — the rental company's website had called it a "collaborative design element," as if artists were meant to draw inspiration from each other's muted presence. In all the weeks Yuu had been coming here, Studio A had been empty. The glass had been just another wall.

Until today.

He noticed the shadow first — a subtle shift in the grey light on the other side of the partition. Then the figure itself: a woman in a cream-coloured sweater, standing in the centre of Studio A with a sheaf of papers in one hand and an expression of fierce, desperate concentration on her face. She didn't see him. Her attention was fixed on the script in her hands, her lips moving in words he couldn't hear. She was rehearsing something. A monologue, perhaps. A scene that required sorrow, because her face kept cycling through expressions he recognised — pain, anger, a trembling composure that collapsed into frustration.

He watched her through the glass like a film with the sound turned off.

He didn't mean to stare. There was something mesmerising about the way she inhabited sound without letting it escape. She was a storm in a sealed room. Her body spoke a language he understood perfectly — the language of effort, of striving, of reaching for something that refused to be reached. She would recite a line, pause, shake her head, and begin again. Each failure was visible in the set of her shoulders, the tightening of her jaw. Each attempt was a small act of courage.

Yuu knew that cycle intimately. He lived it every time he picked up his brush.

The inkstone before him was dry. He had been trying to paint the character for *oto* — sound — for the past three weeks, and every attempt had been a failure. The strokes were technically correct. The proportions obeyed every classical rule. But the character refused to resonate. It lay on the paper like a dead insect, legs folded, wings still. His teacher, Master Takeda, had once told him that a brush was a voice before it was a tool. *Listen to it. It will tell you when it's ready.* But Yuu's ears were failing, and the brush had fallen silent.

He looked at the woman in the next room. Her lips were still moving, her script pages fluttering as she turned them. He couldn't hear her voice. He would never hear her voice. But he could see the weight of it — the way it pressed against the air, the way it shaped the space around her body. She was full of sound she couldn't release. He was full of silence he couldn't escape.

Outside, the sky darkened. A low pressure system had been building over the Pacific all morning, and now the first drops of rain began to fall. Yuu felt them before he heard them — a subtle vibration in the roof, a change in the air pressure that tightened the skin around his temples. The rain was one of the few sounds he could still trust. Not the high, delicate patter of individual drops, but the deep, rolling hum of water meeting concrete. It was a frequency that lived in his bones. It was the only music he had left.

He lifted his brush. The rain grew heavier, and the vibration travelled down through the walls and into the floorboards. He closed his eyes and let it guide his hand. The brush moved — horizontal stroke, vertical stroke, a pause, a curve. When he opened his eyes, the character on the paper was not *oto*. It was something else. Something new. The radical for water, the radical for return, the radical for heart. *Namida.* Tears.

He stared at the painting. The ink was still wet, gleaming under the pale studio light. It was the first true thing he had made in months.

When he looked up, the woman in the next room was crying.

No — she was trying to cry. He could see the difference clearly. Her face was twisted in an expression of grief, but the tears wouldn't come. She pressed the heels of her palms into her eyes, then pulled them away to check the moisture on her skin. Each time, she found nothing. Her shoulders shook with a sob that caught in her throat and refused to release. She was screaming into the void, and the void was giving nothing back.

Yuu sat motionless, his brush suspended above the inkstone. He knew that scream. He had screamed it himself a hundred times — in the doctor's office, in the empty apartment, in the long, sleepless hours before dawn when the tinnitus was the only sound left. The scream that asked *why me, why this, why now* and received no answer. The scream that was not a sound but a silence. The silence at the centre of everything.

The woman dropped her script onto the tatami. The pages scattered like wounded birds. She stood in the middle of Studio A, her hands at her sides, her chest heaving, and stared at the grey foam wall with an expression of absolute, exhausted surrender. She had given up. For today, at least, she had given up.

Yuu didn't know what possessed him to do what he did next.

The condensation had gathered along the bottom edge of the glass partition — a thin film of moisture, cold on his side, warm on hers. He leaned forward and wrote in it with the tip of his index finger. The characters were small and uneven.

*You're working too hard.*

The words began to drip almost immediately. The message would survive for a few minutes at most before it dissolved into nothing. He sat back and waited, his heart hammering in his chest. What had he done? She didn't know he existed. She had no reason to look at the glass. The gesture was absurd, presumptuous, the act of a lonely man who had forgotten how to speak to people and had instead learned to speak to shadows.

The woman didn't turn around. The condensation dripped. The message faded. Yuu gathered his supplies and left the studio, his face burning with embarrassment. He didn't look back.

—-
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The following Tuesday, the rain returned. Yuu climbed the stairs to the third floor with his bag over his shoulder and the damp scent of the city clinging to his jacket. He paused outside the door of Studio B and looked through the narrow window. Studio A was occupied. The woman in the cream-coloured sweater was there again, but she wasn't rehearsing. She was sitting cross-legged on the tatami, facing the glass.

She had written something on her side of the partition.

Yuu pushed open the door and approached slowly, his footsteps silent on the tatami. The message was written in the condensation near the bottom edge of the glass — small, neat, slightly tilted characters that seemed to be reaching upward.

*You can see me?*

He stared at the words. The rain drummed on the warehouse roof, a low, steady rhythm that vibrated through the floorboards and into his bones. He could feel the question in his chest, a pressure that was not sound but something else. Something older. Something that had been waiting for him since the first moment he lifted a brush and tried to paint a world he could no longer hear.

He lifted his hand and pressed his palm flat against the cold surface of the glass.

On the other side, after a pause that lasted three full breaths, the woman lifted her own hand and matched it to his. Her palm was smaller than his, the fingers slightly splayed. The glass was cold between them, but the gesture was warm.

They didn't speak. They couldn't speak — the partition was too thick, the soundproofing too complete. But in the space between two palms pressed to a pane of condensation, something was already beginning. A conversation. A language. A way of listening that had nothing to do with ears.

The rain continued to fall. The character for *tears* dried on the paper beside Yuu's inkstone. The woman in the next room lowered her hand and smiled — a small, tired smile that looked as though it hadn't been used in a very long time.

The world was a radio losing its signal. But somewhere in the static, a new frequency was emerging. Faint. Delicate. Only just beginning.

And it sounded like rain.

—-
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Chapter 1: Condensation
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The rain began at a quarter past two.

Yuu Arisato felt it before he heard it — a subtle change in the air pressure of the soundproof studio, the way a held breath tightens before release. He was sitting cross-legged on the tatami mat with an inkstone before him and a brush suspended motionless in his right hand. The paper beneath his left palm was still dry. It had been dry for the better part of an hour.

He couldn’t hear the rain yet. The walls of Studio B were thick with acoustic foam, layered like the inside of a concert hall turned inside out. But the ceiling was industrial concrete, and when the first heavy drops struck the flat roof two storeys above, they sent a tremor down through the building’s bones. Yuu felt it travel up through the floorboards and into the heels of his bare feet.

He set the brush down.

Rain. Good.

Rain was one of the few sounds he could still trust. Not the shape of it — he had lost most of the high frequencies already, the hiss and splash that gave rainfall its texture. But the weight of it. The way a downpour pressed against the outer walls of the building like a hand against glass. The low, constant thrum that lived in his chest and his temples. That, he could still feel. That, he could still paint.

He lifted the brush again and touched the tip to the inkstone, watching the bristles drink. The ink spread through the fibres with a quiet eagerness that required no ears. He had been a calligrapher long enough to read a brush the way a musician reads the tension in a violin string — by resistance, by saturation, by the almost imperceptible give of horsehair against stone. His teacher, Master Takeda, used to say that a brush was a voice before it was a tool. *Listen to it*, Takeda would murmur, his own voice like gravel wrapped in silk. *It will tell you when it’s ready.*

Yuu could no longer hear his teacher’s voice.

He could, with effort, still summon the memory of it — a low, resonant baritone that had guided his hand through ten thousand practice sheets. But memory was a poor substitute for sound. It flattened the echoes. It sanded away the warmth. Takeda’s voice had become a charcoal sketch where an oil painting used to hang.

He pushed the thought aside and let the brush fall onto the paper.

The character he had been trying to write for the past three weeks was *oto* — sound. It was a deceptively simple kanji, balanced between the radicals for *standing* and *sun*, as if sound itself were sunlight given posture. But every attempt Yuu made felt wrong. The strokes were technically correct. The proportions obeyed every classical rule. Yet the character refused to resonate. It lay on the paper like a dead insect, legs folded, wings still.

Today, with the rain beginning to press its weight against the roof, he tried again.

The brush moved. Horizontal stroke, vertical stroke, a pause, a curve. He felt the paper’s grain through the bristles. He listened — not with his ears, which were offering only a muffled murmur of the world outside, but with his bones. The rain was stronger now. He could feel it in the floor, a steady, rolling vibration like a distant freight train. He tried to let that rhythm guide his hand.

When he lifted the brush, the ink gleamed wet and black. The character was better than yesterday’s attempt. The balance was nearly perfect. But something still refused to live inside it.

Yuu exhaled and sat back on his heels.

The studio was a small, windowless box on the third floor of a converted warehouse in the Yanaka district. The rental company called it a “creative space,” which meant they had soundproofed it to professional standards and charged an obscene hourly rate. Yuu had been coming here every Tuesday and Friday afternoon for nearly two months. The room held a single low table, a floor cushion, a small side shelf for his supplies, and nothing else. No windows. No clock. The only interruption in the grey foam walls was the viewing partition — a long, narrow pane of reinforced glass that separated Studio B from its identical twin, Studio A.

The partition was supposedly a design feature. Something about natural light or collaborative energy. In practice, it meant that whoever rented the adjoining room became an accidental presence in your peripheral vision, a silent ghost moving through a parallel world. Most of the time, Studio A was empty. Yuu had grown accustomed to the stillness on the other side of the glass.

Today, someone was there.

—-
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He didn’t notice her right away. The rain had his attention, and his eyes were still on the drying ink. But when he looked up to stretch the stiffness from his neck, movement in the next room caught his gaze.

A woman.

She was standing in the middle of Studio A, facing away from the glass. Her hair was cut short at the jawline, dark and unadorned. She wore a loose cream-coloured sweater and jeans, and she was holding a sheaf of papers in one hand. Her stance was peculiar — shoulders squared, feet planted wide, as though she were preparing to receive a physical blow.

Yuu watched her. He didn’t mean to. There was nothing else to look at in this grey box, and her presence was a novelty. She didn’t seem to know he was there.

Then she began to speak.

Through the soundproof glass, her voice reached him as a ghost of itself — a distant, muffled vibration that seemed to come from underwater. He could make out the shape of her words without catching a single syllable. Her shoulders moved. Her arms gestured. She was performing, he realised. Reciting something. Her script pages fluttered as she turned them.

For a long while, Yuu simply watched. There was something mesmerising about the way she inhabited sound without letting it escape the room. She was a mute storm. Her body language was so expressive that he almost felt he could understand her — the sharp cut of a hand, the sudden drop of her chin. Then she would falter, stop, shake her head, and begin again.

He wondered what she was rehearsing. A play, perhaps. A voice-over script. Something that demanded emotion, because her face kept cycling through expressions he recognised: sorrow, anger, a desperate brightness that collapsed into exhaustion.

The rain kept falling. Yuu did not return to his calligraphy. He sat with his brush resting on the inkstone and watched the woman through the glass as though she were a film with the sound turned off.

He wasn’t sure when he started to care. It crept up on him slowly, the way rain seeps into the cuffs of trousers. Something about the way she kept failing. The way she would reach a particular line in the script, and her whole body would seize, and then she’d let the pages drop to her side and stare at the blank foam wall. He could see her lips moving in what he assumed was self-recrimination. Then she’d lift the script again and try once more.

He recognised that cycle. It was the same one he lived inside.

—-
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She came again on Friday.

Yuu had not expected her. His rental slot was two in the afternoon; hers, it seemed, overlapped by half an hour. When he arrived, she was already inside Studio A, pacing in slow circles with the script pressed to her forehead. He set up his inkstone quietly, though the soundproofing rendered the gesture unnecessary. She wouldn’t have heard a thunderclap.

This time, he tried not to watch. He unrolled a fresh sheet of paper and focused on his breathing. The rain was absent today — the sky outside was a flat, dusty white that offered no texture — and without the vibration in the floor, his brushstrokes felt hollow. He pushed through anyway. Five sheets. Ten sheets. Each *oto* more lifeless than the last.

When he finally allowed himself to look up, the woman was sitting on the floor of Studio A with her back against the glass partition. She was very close now. He could see the fine hairs at the nape of her neck, the slight tremor in her shoulders as she breathed.

She was crying.

No. She was trying to cry. There was a difference, and Yuu could see it clearly. Her face was twisted in an expression of grief, but the tears weren’t coming. She kept pressing the heels of her palms into her eyes, then pulling them away to check the moisture on her skin. Each time, she found nothing. Her jaw tightened. Her lips pressed into a thin line. She whispered something to the empty room — something that might have been a curse or a prayer — and then she slammed her fist against the floor.

The glass didn’t shake. The soundproof foam swallowed the impact. But Yuu saw the gesture, and he felt it in his own chest like a struck gong.

He didn’t know what possessed him to do what he did next.

Later, he would try to rationalise it. A moment of loneliness, perhaps. A shared recognition of failure. The simple, stupid human impulse to reach toward another person when they were in pain, even if that person was a stranger separated by six centimetres of glass and an ocean of silence.

The partition between the studios had collected a thin film of condensation along the bottom edge. The air conditioning in Studio B was slightly too cold, and the warmth of his breath had fogged the glass near the floor. He leaned forward, reached out with the tip of his index finger, and wrote in the moisture.

*You’re working too hard.*

The characters were small and uneven. The condensation began to bead and drip almost immediately. The message would survive for a few minutes at most before it dissolved into nothing.

He sat back and waited.

She didn’t notice. She was still hunched forward with her fists pressed into the tatami, breathing in that deliberate, controlled way people use to keep from falling apart. Yuu watched the droplets slide down the glass and erase the second character. The first. The message was gone.

He felt foolish. And relieved. What had he expected? That she would turn around and read the words of a stranger who had been silently observing her breakdown? The entire premise was absurd. She didn’t know he existed. She had no reason to look down at the bottom edge of a glass partition while she was drowning in her own frustration.

Yuu gathered his supplies and left early.

—-
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The following Tuesday, the rain returned.

It was a heavier rain this time — the kind that drummed on the warehouse roof with a steady, percussive insistence. Yuu could feel it in his teeth. He climbed the three flights of stairs to the studio with his bag slung over one shoulder and the damp scent of the city clinging to his jacket. The stairwell was unheated, and his breath plumed in front of him like a signal.

When he reached the third floor, he paused outside the door of Studio B. Through the narrow window in the hallway, he could see that Studio A was already occupied. The woman in the cream-coloured sweater was there again, sitting cross-legged on the floor with her script spread out before her. She wasn’t rehearsing. She was staring at the glass partition.

Yuu’s heart tightened.

He opened the door to Studio B as quietly as possible — a habit from a life before the hearing loss, when he still worried about the sounds he made in the world. Inside, he set down his bag and removed his shoes. The tatami was cool beneath his feet. He didn’t look at the glass right away. He took his time unrolling his supplies, grinding the inkstick against the stone in slow, methodical circles. The ritual was its own kind of shield.

When he finally lifted his eyes, she was still watching the glass.

No. Not the glass. The bottom edge. The place where condensation had gathered five days earlier.

And there, on her side of the partition, written in the same small, uneven characters but reversed in orientation so that he could read them from his room, was a reply.

*You can see me?*

The letters were hesitant, the strokes uncertain — a question mark at the end that trembled slightly, as though the finger that wrote it had paused several times before committing to the curve.

Yuu stared at the message. It was fresh. The condensation on her side of the glass was still thick from the humidity of the storm outside. The words had not yet begun to drip.

She was watching him now. He could feel her gaze through the glass, direct and unflinching. When he finally met her eyes, she didn’t look away. Her expression was unreadable — curious, guarded, threaded with something that might have been hope or might have been caution. She was younger than he’d first assumed, maybe a few years older than himself, with a face that had learned to hold its emotions close.

He didn’t know what to do. The rules of this interaction did not exist. There was no social script for communicating through condensation with a stranger through a soundproof wall. He could wave. He could smile. He could pretend he hadn’t seen the message and retreat into his calligraphy.

Instead, he lifted his hand and pressed his palm flat against the cold surface of the glass.

On the other side, after a pause that lasted three full breaths, the woman lifted her own hand and matched it to his. Her palm was smaller, the fingers slightly splayed. The glass between them was cold and unyielding, but the gesture felt like an opening door.

—-
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After that, the glass became their language.

They never spoke. The partition was thick enough to swallow even a shout, and neither of them made any attempt to open the door that connected the two studios — a plain grey door that Yuu had never seen used by anyone. Speaking aloud felt wrong, somehow. It would have broken the strange, delicate equilibrium they were building, the way a voice shatters a dream.

Instead, they wrote.

The next time the condensation gathered — the weather that week was wet and cold, a gift of late spring — Yuu found a new message waiting for him when he arrived.

*This room is for practicing. What do you practice?*

The characters were slightly more confident now. The stroke order was unconventional — she was clearly not trained in calligraphy — but the handwriting was neat, feminine, and deliberate. Yuu smiled, a small, private movement of his mouth that he hadn’t made in weeks.

He waited for the air conditioning to fog the glass on his side, then wrote his reply.

*Calligraphy. You?*

She read the word, and something shifted in her expression. He couldn’t name it. Recognition, perhaps. Or curiosity sharpening into interest. She wiped the glass clean with the sleeve of her sweater and wrote a single character in the new condensation.

*Voice.*

Yuu looked at the character for a long time. It was beautiful, in its way — the radical for *sound* tucked inside a house, as if voices belonged in sheltered places. He understood, suddenly, why she had chosen this room. A soundproof box where she could scream and whisper and fail without anyone hearing. A sanctuary for a voice that had forgotten how to be itself.

He didn’t know how to respond. He wanted to tell her that he understood. That he, too, was losing his instrument. That the silence creeping into his ears felt like a slow drowning. But the glass was only so large, and condensation only lasted so long, and some things were too heavy to write in water droplets.

Instead, he lifted his brush and painted the character for *voice* on a fresh sheet of paper. He took his time with the strokes, letting the rain outside guide the pressure of his hand. When it was finished, he held it up to the glass so she could see.

She stared at it. Her lips parted slightly. Then, very slowly, she smiled.

It was not a large smile. It was small and tired and looked as though it hadn’t been used in a very long time. But it was real, and Yuu felt it land somewhere in the centre of his chest like a stone dropped into still water.

—-
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After that, the conversations grew longer.

She told him — in fragments of condensation, in quick, vanishing sentences — that she was a voice actress. She didn’t tell him her name, and he didn’t offer his. Names felt too heavy, too permanent. They were two people in adjacent boxes, and the only thing that existed between them was the condensation on a pane of glass. Names would have made it real. Names would have demanded something.

She told him she had an audition coming up. A role that required her to cry, and she couldn’t cry anymore. She didn’t explain why, and he didn’t ask. Some griefs were visible even through soundproof glass.

He told her, in turn, that he was losing his hearing. He wrote the words slowly, deliberately, as though carving them into stone. *My ears are failing. I have maybe six months left of anything.* He didn’t know why he told her. He had told almost no one — not his mother, who still called him on the phone despite knowing he couldn’t hear her voice, not his old colleagues from the calligraphy association, who sent polite emails asking when he would return. But the glass made confession easier. The words would vanish in minutes. Nothing spoken in condensation could be held against you.

She read his message. Her face went very still. Then she wiped the glass clean with her sleeve and wrote a single sentence in large, slow characters.

*What do you want to hear before it’s gone?*

The question stopped him. No one had ever asked him that. The doctors had talked about treatment plans and adaptive technologies and the importance of learning sign language. His mother had talked about miracles and second opinions. But no one had ever asked him what he wanted to hear. What sound he would choose, if he could choose one last sound to carry with him into the silence.

He didn’t have an answer. He sat in Studio B with his ink brush resting in his lap and watched the rain slide down the outside of the building, a sound he could feel but no longer truly hear. The woman in the next room waited, patient as still water, her question slowly dissolving on the glass between them.

—-
[image: ]


That night, Yuu stayed in the studio long past his rental time. The warehouse manager had long since gone home; the building settled into its own quiet rhythm. The rain had stopped, and without its vibration, the room felt hollow. He sat in the near-darkness with only the emergency exit sign casting a pale green glow across
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