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Chapter 1: The Northern Road
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The rain began when Yuanwu Aalto left the main road, and it did not turn properly heavy until Constantine showed itself ahead of him, a few low roofs and a church tower under the cloud. For the last twenty minutes of the drive there had been no streetlights and no houses. Hedges stood close on both sides of the lane, black and dripping, and in places they were tall enough that the headlights seemed to be driving down a trench.

The wipers squealed. Three sweeps, a pause while the motor thought it over, three sweeps again. He had been counting them for some time before he noticed. The squeal came only on the return stroke and only on the driver's side, where the rubber had dried and split along one edge. He had meant to replace the blades since spring. Every time it rained he said so out loud to the empty car, and every time it stopped he forgot.

Eleven years as a sound editor had left him with the counting and no way to switch it off. A wiper was a rhythm and a defect. A passing lorry was a low swell he would have rolled off with a filter. In the flat he had lived in until that morning, he could tell by sound alone which of the neighbors were home. People called this a good ear. He thought of it as a tenant who had never paid rent and could not be evicted.

The flat was in a storage unit now, most of it: the bed frame, the shelves, forty boxes of cables and drives, the radio. He had paid three months for the unit in advance, which was the last sensible thing his bank account had allowed him to do. What remained fit in the back seat. One suitcase of clothes, and at the bottom of it the equipment he could not make himself leave behind: the laptop, a hard case with two microphones, a field recorder the size of his palm that he had carried for so many years he no longer registered the weight.

He drove with the radio off. The lane dipped and rose. Once, something pale crossed the beam, a barn owl or a plastic bag, and was gone before he could settle which.

Three weeks earlier, the door of Jiyan Sound had been locked for the last time.

The studio took up three rooms on the second floor of a brick building whose ground floor changed tenants every couple of years. There was an edit suite with foam panels gone beige at the corners, a smaller suite that was really a cupboard with a better monitor in it, and a kitchen where the kettle had to be struck on its side before it would start. Yuanwu had spent more nights in those rooms than in his flat. He knew which radiator ticked and which one knocked. He knew that the fridge hummed a half step flat of the building's ventilation, so that when both ran together you got a slow beat between them, one pulse every four seconds or so. Clients never heard it. He had never once managed to stop.

He had cut the dialogue for a short film about a fisherman who never reaches the sea. He had removed a motorbike from a tea advert, a single scooter that had wandered past the window during a take of a woman pouring from a pot, and a whole afternoon of his life had gone into it. He knew as a matter of professional fact that if you recorded any bedroom for long enough it would begin to sound like a ship: timber complaining, metal shrinking in the cold, something tapping inside the wall that never agreed to explain itself. He used to say so at parties. It had never once gone over well.

The owner told them on a Monday, standing by the kettle with a folder nobody had asked to see. Three clients had gone in the spring, two more had not paid, and the lease on the rooms was up. That was all of it. Nobody shouted. There was a short silence in which the fridge hummed, and then people nodded the way you nod at a doctor and went back to their desks and began to pack them. Nobody discussed it. It was clear that each of them had been getting ready for some time.

"I should have said earlier," the owner told the folder. "I kept thinking something would come in."

They finished the work they were contracted to finish, because a contract does not care. Yuanwu delivered the last dialogue pass on the fisherman film on a Thursday. The director wrote back within the hour. Thank you so much, you've been a lifesaver. And under that, on its own line, as if added after the cursor had already moved on: Hope the studio thing isn't too horrible. He read the second line several times, trying to decide whether it was a question.

On the last afternoon the owner handed out envelopes in the corridor, one at a time, each with a handshake that went on a moment too long. His held less than he had calculated and exactly what the owner had said it would. He thanked the owner. The owner thanked him. Neither of them could think of a third thing.

He went back into the edit suite alone to turn everything off. The monitors, the interface, the lamp over the desk. He left the room tone running in his headphones for a few seconds after the rest was dark, because it was the last sound the room would make for him, and then he pulled the jack. In the corridor he stood without a light on. Someone downstairs was dragging a chair across a floor. Then he went down to the street.

It had started to rain. He walked home instead of waiting for the bus and listened to all of it, the tick of the pedestrian signal, the wet slap of other people's shoes, the first drops on the roof of a bus shelter, which sounded like a handful of rice thrown on a tin tray. He listened more closely than he ever had on that stretch of road. It felt like hearing a recording of somebody else's life that he had been asked to clean up.

The landlord had sent two messages by then, each shorter than the one before. The first had a greeting in it. The second was only a date. Yuanwu did not blame anyone. He had no argument to make. He simply could not think where he was supposed to go, and that was why, one night that week, he went down to the car park and took the letter out of the glove compartment, where it had been lying for four months.

He had read it once already, standing beside the car under a lamp in the first week it arrived, and had put it back. It was from a solicitor's office in the north, on thick paper with a watermark, and it contained two facts that did not fit together in his head.

The first was that Phoebe Aalto, a distant relation on his mother's side and the woman who had once owned a house called Aalto Manor, had died nine years ago, and that since then the house had moved from name to name on paper until it came to rest with his mother, who had never gone back to it even once. The second was that his mother had died two years ago, which made the house his.

It was all that remained of her family. An old building at the edge of a small town, with a caretaker still on the books, paid out of the savings she had left. The savings were thinner every time he looked.

He had never really known Phoebe. He knew the name from the dinner table, from sentences like We used to live in Phoebe's house, which his mother said in the voice she kept for the weather and which always stopped before it became a story. She called the woman Phoebe and nothing else, no aunt, no cousin, and Yuanwu had never found out whether they were close kin or two people who happened to have grown up under one roof. His mother told him once that they had spent some months there when he was small and often ill. He did not remember it. He remembered very little of his early childhood, and what he had was like an album left out in the wet: most of the pages stuck together, and if you pried them apart the ink came with them.

The last two years of her life she had spent in a hospital, in a room with a window onto a car park and a vending machine at the end of the corridor that took only exact change. He had learned that room very well. He had not spent those two years thinking about a house.

Now that the studio was gone, the letter had stopped being an annoyance and become the only thing in his life with an address on it. He read it again under the dome light, to be certain of the postcode. Then he called the storage company, and the next morning he drove north.

Constantine was asleep when he reached it, or giving a fair impression.

The tires changed their note first. The long hiss of wet tarmac gave way to a rattle and a hum as the road turned to cobbles, and the whole car began to talk to him through the seat. The church tower stood over the low roofs, dark and glistening, with no light in it anywhere. The main street was nearly empty. One pub still had its windows lit, and the glow lay on the wet stones in front of it in a long orange patch, with a muffled sound of voices behind the glass, the words gone and only the shape of talk left.

He passed a small railway station with a clock on the wall that appeared to have stopped, and on a side road beyond it a crossing barrier lowered across nothing, not a train in sight. He had read somewhere that the local service ran late nearly every night. The town seemed to have forgiven this a long time ago and to have stopped noticing it was doing so.

Past the last shop the street ended and the road to the manor began. It was cobbled for a while and then it wasn't, a rough stony track that took him between two fields with no animals in them and over a small bridge above a slow river. He rolled the window down a hand's width at the bridge, out of habit. The water made hardly any noise at all, a low unhurried slurring against the stonework, the sound of something that has nowhere to be.

Then the iron gate rose out of the dark. Two leaves, rusted the color of dried blood. One was standing open and had clearly stood open for years, grass grown up through the bottom bars, and the other hung half shut at an angle that said it would not close, whatever anyone tried. Beyond them a gravel path ran up between black trees, and at the end of it, Aalto Manor stood the way a person stands at a door waiting for a guest he never invited.

The headlights swept across it, then back, then held. Stone walls, wet and almost black. Tall windows with nothing behind them. A wooden porch that jutted out from the front like a lower lip. The building was far larger than he had pictured. He counted three chimneys. The old trees around the house were tall enough that their branches interlaced above the roof, and the rain came down through them in separate pieces.

He switched off the engine.

The rain knocked on the bonnet for a few seconds and then there was only the ticking of the engine as it cooled. He did not get out. He sat with his hands on the wheel and listened to the house before going in, which was a habit he had never been able to explain to anyone, though it was simple enough. Before every take you recorded room tone, thirty seconds of the room doing nothing. Everything you cut later was laid over it. If you didn't have it, you couldn't make the seams disappear. He had never been able to enter a room without wanting its room tone first.

This one gave him very little. No hum of a fridge or a boiler, none of the electrical hum a lit building has even when no one is speaking in it. Water running from the trees. Wind in the upper branches. And under those, hard to pin down, the particular silence of a large place that has been empty a long time, which is not the same thing as quiet. It has a pressure to it. It leans on the ear.

He pulled up the hood of his jacket and opened the door.

Mr. Cassius met him on the porch.

He came out from behind a half-open door with an oil lamp in one hand, and the flame leaned and righted itself in the wind. He was an old man, gray hair cropped short, back beginning to curve, wearing a heavy canvas coat that was dark across the shoulders where it had been wet before tonight. His eyes did not blink while he looked Yuanwu over. It wasn't unfriendly. It was the look of someone checking a delivery against a list.

"Mr. Aalto," he said. It was not a question.

"Yuanwu's fine."

Cassius gave no sign of having heard. He came down the steps into the rain and took the suitcase out of Yuanwu's hand, and it happened so smoothly that Yuanwu only registered it afterward, standing there with his fingers still curled around the shape of the handle. Cassius was already on the porch again. His hands, in the lamplight, were thick and rough, the knuckles swollen, a few thin white scars across the backs of them, the nails split. Hands that had spent decades on things that fought back.

"Let me," Yuanwu said, too late.

"It's been empty a long while," Cassius said from the top step, with the suitcase hanging off his arm. "I didn't think anyone would come back."

He pushed the door wide. The air inside came out to meet them, and Yuanwu smelled damp wood, old dust, and underneath, faint, something like lavender that had been left in a cupboard for years and never thrown out.

"Do you know me?" Yuanwu asked.

Cassius put the suitcase down on the boards. He looked at Yuanwu's face for longer than people usually do, longer than was polite, with the lamp lighting one side of his own and leaving the other in the dark.

"I was young then," he said finally. "I saw you here."

Yuanwu started to ask what that meant. Thunder broke directly above the roof, and the house seemed to close its mouth. The long windows along the passage flared white. For half a second he saw furniture shrouded in sheets, a very large mirror in the main room, and a wooden staircase turning up into the upper floor. Then it was dark again.

Cassius nodded toward the upstairs corridor. "At night, don't be startled if you hear old noises. There's a lot of wood in this house."

"Is there anyone else here?"

"I live in the gatehouse, by the gate. Thirty years now." He wiped rain off his temple with the back of his hand. "My father worked here before me. It used to be full. A cook, two maids, a gardener. A nurse for the sick child."

He said the last part quickly, like a man setting down something he'd held too long.

"A sick child?"

"A lot of children were sick in those days." He turned toward the door. "I'll come by in the morning. If you need something before then, knock at the gatehouse. And don't put all the lights on at once. The wiring is old. It overheats."

"Mr. Cassius."

The old man stopped.

"My mother lived here with me. When I was small. Do you remember that?"

Cassius stood with his back to him long enough that Yuanwu could hear water running off the roof into a gutter somewhere along the side of the house. When he answered, he didn't turn around.

"People say small children don't remember anything," he said. "I never believed that."

He opened the door, and the night wind came in around his legs.

"Good night, Mr. Aalto."

The door closed softly. Inside Yuanwu's chest it sounded like a latch.

The bulb in the main room cleared its throat before it would work, a slow yellow pulse and then steadier light, and Yuanwu stood under it for a minute with his jacket dripping onto the boards.

White sheets lay over everything. A long sofa, a cabinet with glass doors, chairs along the wall like people waiting to be called. A dining table that could seat eight, the chairs pushed in square, two of them a hand's width out of line. The dust lay in different depths on different surfaces and he found himself reading it, the way he would read a waveform: this had been left alone for years, that had been wiped at some point and not since. The house kept its own record. He could not yet read the dates on it.

Portraits hung in dark frames along the wall. A man in a suit. A woman in a high collar, mouth set. Two children standing stiffly beside a tree he could not identify. He looked at each face in turn and recognized none of them, and then looked at the children again.

He turned on the lights in the rooms he passed. He did not need them. He wanted the house to make more noise than the rain. Somewhere around the fourth room he remembered what Cassius had said about the wiring and went back to switch off the ones behind him, so that he moved through the building inside a small traveling pool of light, with the dark closing again at his heels.

The music room was the largest. The ceiling was higher than anywhere else downstairs, the walls paneled in wood to the height of his chest, and along one side stood shelves of music books gone yellow at the edges. A grand piano occupied the center of the floor under a white cloth that had gone dark gray with dust, a small moth hole eaten into one corner. He lifted the hem just far enough to see a strip of keys, black and white and faintly shining in the lamplight, and let it fall.

He couldn't have said why he stopped there. Taking the cover off felt like opening somebody else's mail. It wasn't a job for a man who had been in the building twenty minutes. Not tonight.

In the passage on the ground floor, a tall clock stood in the corner. The hands had stopped a few minutes after midnight. Cobwebs ran across the hinge of the glass door and held a little dust, like an old net. He wanted to know if the mechanism was still sound, so he opened the glass and looked. The pendulum hung straight down. He touched it with one fingertip and it swung away and back and settled, with the resentful air of someone who had been woken and wished to be left alone.

He shut the glass. He left the clock to its own hour.

The staircase answered him one step at a time. He counted it before he decided to. The third creaked higher than the others, and the seventh made a sound very close to a whistle. Upstairs he opened the doors one after another. The first room was the main bedroom, with the bed made under a sheet that smelled like paper. The second had shelves and nothing on them. The third had a window over the back garden, invisible in the dark, and he stood there for a while listening to rain drip through leaves. The fourth was packed with cardboard boxes right to the door, which opened no wider than the width of his hand.

At the end of the corridor, it turned, and there was one more door.

It was older than the others on this floor. The varnish had darkened to near black, and the handle was brass, dull and dented. He noticed what was wrong with the door well before he reached it, though it took him a few steps to say what. There was no keyhole. No lock plate, no bolt, no second handle, nothing screwed to the frame. Just a slab of wood fitted tight into its opening.

On the frame, beside the handle, were three small scratches. Short, parallel, evenly spaced. Tally marks, the kind a child makes with a nail.

Yuanwu put his hand on the handle. The metal was cold, much colder than it had any reason to be on a night that was merely wet. He turned it. It rotated without resistance, without a click, without any sense of a latch moving, and the door did not shift at all. He tried pushing with his palm, then with his shoulder. He knocked, the way a person knocks when he already knows there will be no answer.

There was no answer.

He stayed there a good while, looking at the three scratches, until he realized he was holding his breath. It was a habit from the edit suite, from recording sounds so faint that a single breath could ruin them.

He let it out slowly. Then he went back down the corridor, past the shelves and the boxes, to the first bedroom. He slept there, if it could be called sleeping, with the light on and the door standing open.

Before lying down he took his equipment out of the suitcase: the laptop, still damp, the case of microphones, and the field recorder. He switched the recorder on and held it up in front of him.

"Test. Test. One, two, three."

The wooden walls gave it back to him a fraction late. His voice sounded small. It sounded like a guest's.
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Chapter 2: The Second Night
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Cassius came at seven, as he had said he would, and he did not knock.

Yuanwu heard the kitchen door open from the first bedroom and lay for a moment working out what it was. The latch had a double click, a short one and a long one. The hinge had a note of its own, lower than any in the front of the house. Footsteps crossed the kitchen floor without hurrying and stopped. Then came the dry, deliberate sound of a canvas bag being set down on a table.

When he came downstairs the old man was at the stove, already filling the kettle. A loaf of bread in a paper sleeve stood on the table beside a bottle of milk, a slab of butter in greaseproof paper, two boxes of candles, a box of matches, and a card of fuses held together with a rubber band.

"The water runs brown for a minute," Cassius said, without turning. "Let it. Then it clears."

He showed Yuanwu the fuse box, which lived in a cupboard under the stairs behind a broom with no bristles left. He tapped a finger on each fuse in turn and named what it fed, as if introducing relatives. The kettle and the lamp upstairs could not run at once. The ground floor could carry as much as it liked. The music room was on its own line, and nobody had ever trusted it.

"Why not?"

"It was put in by a man who was fond of his own opinions." Cassius closed the cupboard. "I don't touch it."

He did not ask how Yuanwu had slept. He looked once at the light still burning in the upstairs window, visible through the kitchen glass, and then at nothing in particular, and Yuanwu understood that the question had been asked and answered without either of them having to speak.

"I need to talk to you about wages," Yuanwu said. It was the thing he had been rehearsing since he woke. "My mother's savings. I don't know how long they, "

"It's paid through the quarter."

"And after the quarter?"

Cassius considered this with the seriousness of a man who has been asked about the weather in a month he has not yet seen. "The garden doesn't know what quarter it is," he said, and picked up his bag, and that was the end of the conversation about money. At the door he stopped and looked back at the table, at the bread and the candles, and said that the baker in town cut his loaves thick, so Yuanwu should not expect slices.

Then he was gone, across the wet grass toward the gate, with the particular stiff roll of a man whose left knee had its own schedule. Yuanwu had not seen that the night before. The night before the old man had moved fast, so fast that nobody had thought to notice the knee.

The second day was most of it spent walking.

He walked the ground floor first, then the upper floor, then both again. He told himself it was a survey. In the studio he had always gone round a new room before agreeing to work in it, tapping walls, clapping once to hear how long the echo hung. The dining room had a longer decay than the main room, a tall flat echo off the plaster that made his own footsteps arrive twice. He opened its window to let the stale air out, and rain-heavy air came in and a line of drops blew in across the sill, and he shut it again and wiped the sill with his sleeve.

He unpacked in the first bedroom. A toothbrush, two shirts, a notebook, a stack of mail he had not answered, the top envelope stamped in red. Every time he set something down the house responded. Wood shrank somewhere with a dry tick, a nail shifted in its hole, and a board far down the passage let out its small complaint. Each time he stopped, hand still on the object, and waited for the next sound before putting his hand away. After the fifth or sixth he caught himself doing it and laughed, a short breath through the nose, and kept doing it anyway.

He ate bread and butter standing up in the kitchen and drank tea that tasted of the tin kettle. Through the window above the sink he could see a wall of leaves, and through them, at about two in the afternoon, the
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