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Chapter 1: The Emerald Wound

[image: ]




Subaru's eyes opened four minutes before his alarm.

He didn't need to check the clock. His body had learned this rhythm over the past three months—waking at 4:55 AM exactly, as if something pulled him from sleep by the collar. The ceiling of his Tokyo apartment stared back at him. Gray. Like everything else.

Not the gray of sadness. The gray of absence.

Subaru Tachibana was twenty-two years old, a graduate of Tokyo University of the Arts, and completely colorblind. Not the monochrome Hollywood version where everything looks like an old photograph. His world had texture, brightness, contrast. He could tell white from black, light from shadow. But red? Green? Blue? They were rumors. Stories people told. The sky was not blue to him. It was just... sky-colored. Whatever that meant.

He sat up on his futon. The apartment was small—one room, a kitchenette, a bathroom you couldn't stretch in. His mother called it a closet with ambition. He called it affordable. On the walls, he had pinned his old paintings from university. Landscapes. Portraits. Still lifes. His professors had praised his composition, his technique, his understanding of light. But they always added the same quiet footnote: "If only he could see color."

The paintings looked wrong to everyone but him. He had painted what he knew was true—grass as a dark, serious gray; the sky as a pale, hopeful gray; skin as a warm, living gray. His classmates called his style "monochromatic on purpose." He let them believe that.

He stood up and stretched. His phone showed 4:57 AM. Outside his single window, the city was still asleep. Tokyo never truly sleeps, but between 4:00 and 5:00 AM, it rests its eyes. The traffic was a whisper. The convenience store down the street glowed white and green—or so people said. To Subaru, it was just bright and brighter.

He didn't know why he woke at this hour. He had tried everything: sleeping earlier, sleeping later, blackout curtains, melatonin, whiskey. Nothing worked. His body had decided that 4:55 AM was the correct time to exist. So he stopped fighting.

The first time it happened, he lay in bed and stared at the ceiling until sunrise. The second week, he started going for walks. By the second month, the walk had become a ritual.

He pulled on a hoodie—faded, soft, the color unknown to him. Jeans. Sneakers that had walked the same path so many times they could find it without him. He grabbed his phone, his wallet, and a small sketchbook he never used but always carried. His father had given it to him. "For when you see something worth remembering," he had said. That was seven years ago. The sketchbook was still empty.

4:59 AM. He opened his apartment door and stepped into the hallway. The building was old, the kind that leaned slightly, as if tired of standing. The stairs creaked in familiar places. He descended three floors and pushed open the building's front door.

The air hit him first. Cool. Wet. The kind of cold that carries the memory of last night's rain. He breathed it in deeply. Tokyo at this hour smelled like asphalt, river water, and the faint sweetness of vending machine coffee from somewhere down the street.

He walked.

His route never changed. Left at the convenience store. Straight through the small park where homeless men slept on benches wrapped in cardboard. Right at the shrine gate that had stood for four hundred years. Then down the slope toward the Sumida River.

The river was his destination. Not the tourist parts with lights and restaurants. A specific spot—a narrow stretch where the city pulled back just enough to let you see the sky. There was a bench there. Wooden, painted green once but now peeling. He had claimed it by accident on a sleepless morning two months ago. Now it was his.

5:01 AM. He reached the bench and sat down.

Across the river, the city rose in layers: short buildings, medium buildings, and in the distance, the towers of central Tokyo catching the first invisible light. But his eyes went somewhere else. To a building on the opposite bank. Mid-sized. White. Quiet.

A hospital.

He had noticed it the first week. Five floors. Windows dark except for one—always the same window, third floor, second from the left. A light burned there every morning at this hour. Someone was awake. Someone else who couldn't sleep.

He never thought much about it. It was just a light. Just a building. Just another gray shape in his gray world.

Then 5:02 AM came.

And everything changed.

The river moved slowly. Black water under a blacker sky.

Subaru sat on his bench with his hands in his hoodie pocket. No one else was around. The city had not yet remembered it was alive. A single bird called somewhere—too early, too lonely. The sound echoed off the buildings and faded into nothing.

He liked this hour for exactly that reason. No people. No expectations. No one asking him why he wasn't painting anymore, why he dropped out of the graduate program, why he worked part-time at a shipping warehouse instead of becoming the artist everyone said he would be.

The answer was simple: what kind of painter can't see color?

He looked across the river at the hospital. Five floors. Square. Functional. The kind of building that existed to solve problems, not to be beautiful. Most of the windows were dark, patients and staff sleeping behind curtains he couldn't see the color of. But there—third floor, second window from the left. Light. Pale and steady.

Someone was awake in there. Someone who probably wished they weren't.

He had seen that light every morning for two months. Sometimes he imagined who it might be. An old man with insomnia. A nurse on a break. A child afraid of the dark. A person waiting for news that wouldn't come until morning. The possibilities were endless, and because he couldn't see color, he couldn't even guess the warmth of that light. Was it yellow? White? Blue? He had no idea.

The bench creaked under him. The wood was cold through his jeans. He didn't mind. Cold was real. Cold he could understand.

His father used to say: "The world is not gray, Subaru. You just haven't learned to see it yet."

That was before the diagnosis. Before the doctors explained that his eyes lacked the right cones, the right cells, the right chemistry. No amount of learning would fix biology. His father never quite accepted that. He kept buying Subaru paint sets for birthdays. Kept taking him to galleries. Kept saying: "You'll see it one day. The color I mean."

His father died four years ago. Heart attack. Sudden. The kind of sudden that leaves sentences unfinished. Subaru inherited the paintbrushes, the sketchbook, and a silence he had never learned to break.

He pulled the sketchbook from his pocket now. Still empty. He flipped through the pages just to hear the sound—paper against paper, dry and certain. Then he closed it and put it back.

5:05 AM. The sky was still dark. But something was different.

He felt it before he saw it. A pressure. A change. Like the moment before a storm breaks, when the air itself holds its breath. His skin prickled. His hands came out of his pockets.

The eastern horizon was lighter. Not much. A suggestion of something. But Subaru had watched this sky for two months. He knew its rhythms. This was not the normal sunrise.

He stood up from the bench without deciding to. His body moved on instinct.

The hospital light was still on. Third floor. Second window. He stared at it, then back at the sky. Something was connecting them. He didn't know how. He didn't know why. But the air between the bench and that window felt... charged. Like a wire stretched tight.

He blinked. Rubbed his eyes. He had been sleeping poorly. Maybe this was exhaustion. Maybe his brain was finally breaking under the weight of living in a world he couldn't fully see.

But no. This felt different.

The horizon grew lighter. Not gray. Not the normal pre-dawn wash that he knew so well. Something else. Something his eyes had never processed before.

He thought about running. Going back to his apartment. Crawling into his futon and pretending this wasn't happening. But his feet stayed planted. His eyes stayed open.

The hospital window flickered. Just once. Like someone had moved in front of the light.

Subaru held his breath.

The sky began to change.

Not slowly. Not gradually. The way a flipped switch changes a room—instant and absolute. One moment, the world was normal. The next moment, the world was not.

And Subaru Tachibana, who had never seen a color in his twenty-two years of life, saw green.

Green.

He didn't know the word for it at first. The color arrived without introduction, without warning, without a name. It simply appeared in the eastern sky like a wound that had always been there but only now started bleeding.

Subaru's knees buckled. He caught himself on the back of the bench.

The green was not like anything he had imagined. When people described colors to him—"green is like grass," "green is like envy," "green is like the smell of rain on leaves"—he had built theories in his head. He thought green would be calm. Gentle. Easy.

This green was none of those things.

It was sharp. Loud. Almost painful. It cut across the horizon like a blade, and with it came a feeling that did not belong to him. Not happiness. Not sadness. Something in between. Something that tasted like words unsaid.

Apology.

The word surfaced in his mind unbidden. The green was the color of someone holding back an apology. Someone who had done something wrong but couldn't find the courage to say sorry. Someone who waited at a window every morning, hoping for forgiveness that never came.

He didn't know how he knew this. He just knew.

His hands were shaking. He pressed them flat against the bench to stop the trembling. It didn't work.

The green spread. It started as a streak across the bottom of the sky, then climbed upward like water soaking into cloth. As it rose, it changed. The sharpness softened. The edge blurred. The green became something else—darker, heavier, sadder.

Regret.

Another word. Another feeling not his own.

Subaru's breath came in short gasps. He wanted to look away. He couldn't. His eyes were locked onto the sky the way a drowning man locks onto the surface. He had waited his whole life to see a color. Now that it was here, he realized he was not prepared.

The green kept transforming. It shifted through shades he had no names for—though he would later learn they were emerald, jade, forest, lime. Each shade carried a different emotion. Longing. Jealousy. Hope buried under fear. The green was not one feeling. It was a symphony of feelings, all of them green, all of them loud.

And then, just as suddenly as it appeared, the green stopped.

The sky held its breath again.

Subaru stood frozen, his heart pounding so hard he could feel it in his throat. The hospital light was still on. Third floor. Second window. He stared at it, and for a moment, he was certain someone was standing behind the glass. Not moving. Just... watching.

Then the sky exploded.

Not green this time.

Red.

The red came from above, falling downward like a curtain of blood. It was not the red of apples or roses or Valentine's hearts. It was the red of fear. The red of being forgotten. The red of a child left behind in a crowd.

Don't leave me.

The words formed in his mind without his permission. A voice that was not his voice. A plea that was not his plea.

The red poured across the sky, mixing with the green that still lingered near the horizon. They did not blend. They clashed. Green and red, apology and fear, pushing against each other like two people who wanted the same thing but couldn't say it.

Subaru stumbled backward. His heel caught the edge of the bench. He fell hard onto the ground, landing on his palms. The gravel bit into his skin. He didn't feel it.

His eyes were still on the sky.

The colors kept coming. Yellow. Blue. Purple. Colors he had no names for. Colors that carried emotions like packages delivered to the wrong address. Joy so sharp it hurt. Loneliness so deep it drowned. A flash of anger—hot, orange, brief. A wave of tenderness—soft, pink, lingering.

He was crying. He didn't know when that started. Tears ran down his face, and he couldn't tell if they were his tears or the sky's tears or the tears of whoever was sending these colors across the river.

5:15 AM. Two minutes left until something. He didn't know what. But he could feel a countdown ticking in his bones.

The colors began to slow. They pulsed like a heartbeat. Slower. Slower.

Then they stopped.

The sky went gray again. Normal. Empty.

But the air was still charged. Still waiting.

Subaru sat on the cold ground, gravel in his palms, tears on his face, and waited for whatever came next.

5:17 AM.

A voice entered his head.

"You can see them, can't you? The colors."

The voice was not a sound. It did not travel through his ears. It arrived directly in his mind, the way a thought arrives—but this thought was not his. It had a texture. A temperature. Warm. Female. Young. And completely, impossibly real.

Subaru screamed.

It was not a dignified scream. It was the raw, throat-tearing scream of a man who had just watched the sky turn into an emotion-painting and then heard a stranger speak inside his skull. He scrambled backward on his hands and knees, scraping his palms further, until his back hit the bench leg.

The voice did not leave.

"I'm sorry," it said. "I didn't mean to—I didn't know it would—are you okay?"

He looked around wildly. The riverbank was empty. No one behind him. No one in front of him. No one on the path. The hospital windows were dark except for that one light—third floor, second window—but he could not see anyone standing there.

His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. No words came out.

"Please don't run," the voice said. It sounded scared. Not dangerous-scared. Scared-scared. Like a person who had just accidentally called a stranger and couldn't figure out how to hang up. "I don't understand what's happening either. I just—I saw the colors from my window. And then I thought about you. And then I could hear you thinking. And then—"

The voice stopped.

Subaru found his voice. It came out as a croak. "Who are you?"

Silence. Not empty silence. The kind of silence that happens when someone is choosing words carefully.

"I don't know how to answer that," the voice finally said. "I mean, I know my name. But I don't know why you can hear it. I don't know why I can hear you. I don't know why the sky—"

"The sky," Subaru interrupted. His voice was shaking. "The colors. Were those... were those you?"

Longer silence this time. The hospital light flickered. Just once.

"I think so," the voice whispered inside his head. "I didn't know I was sending them. I was just... feeling. I feel things very strongly. Especially at this hour. Especially since the accident."

"Accident?"

The voice retreated. He felt it pull back, like a hand withdrawing from a flame. "I can't. Not yet. I'm sorry."

Subaru sat against the bench leg, his heart still hammering. His rational mind was screaming at him: This is a hallucination. You're dehydrated. You're sleep-deprived. You finally snapped. But his gut—his stubborn, artistic, father's-son gut—whispered something else: This is real.

"Where are you?" he asked.

The voice hesitated. "I don't know if I should say."

"Why not?"

"Because if you're real—if this is real—then telling you might break it. And I don't want to break it. I've been alone in my head for six months. You're the first person who's..."

The voice trailed off. Subaru understood the unfinished sentence. You're the first person who's heard me.

He looked across the river at the hospital. The light in the third-floor window. Second from the left.

"Are you in that building?" he asked. "The white one across the river?"

The voice didn't answer. But he felt something from her—a pulse of yellow. Fear. Not of him. For him. For what would happen if he got too close.

"Please," the voice said. "Don't come looking for me. Not yet. I need to understand this first. I need to understand you first."

He opened his mouth to argue. To demand answers. To ask a thousand questions.

But the voice was already fading. Like a radio signal losing frequency. Like a dream dissolving at wake-up.

"Tomorrow," the voice whispered. "5:00 AM. Be on the bench. Please."

Then she was gone.

The sky was gray. The river was black. The hospital light was still on.

Subaru sat on the cold ground for a long time. Then he stood up, brushed the gravel off his hands, and ran home.

He didn't remember the walk back.

One moment he was on the riverbank, his body shaking, his mind a hurricane. The next moment he was inside his apartment, the door locked behind him, his back pressed against the wood. His hoodie was damp. Sweat or river mist. He didn't care.

The apartment was gray. His futon was gray. The walls were gray. His father's paintbrushes in the corner were gray. Everything was normal. Everything was the same.

But nothing was the same.

He pushed off from the door and walked to his small kitchen sink. He turned on the tap and let cold water run over his scraped palms. The gravel had left small cuts. They stung. The sting was real. The sting was proof he wasn't dreaming.

He looked at himself in the small mirror above the sink. Twenty-two years old. Dark circles under his eyes. Messy black hair. A face that looked like it had just seen a ghost. Maybe it had.

"You can see them, can't you? The colors."

Her voice. Still inside his head. Not speaking anymore, but echoing. Like a room that remembers a song long after the music stopped.

He dried his hands on a towel and walked to his futon. He didn't lie down. He sat on the edge, elbows on his knees, head in his hands.

Six months. She said she had been alone in her head for six months.

An accident. She said there was an accident.

She was in a hospital. Across the river. The light on the third floor. Second window from the left. That was her. That had always been her. Every morning for two months, he had looked at that light and wondered who was awake behind it. And all along, she was someone who could paint the sky with her feelings. Someone who could speak inside his skull. Someone who was, apparently, as confused as he was.

His rational mind tried again. *Auditory hallucination. Stress-induced psychosis. You haven't painted in a year. You work in a warehouse. You wake up at 4:55 AM every day for no reason. Your brain is breaking. That's all this is.*

But his rational mind had no explanation for the colors.

He had never seen a color in his life. Not once. He knew the names people gave them—red, blue, green, yellow—but those names were abstract. Mathematical. Like knowing the name of a country you would never visit.

What he saw this morning was not abstract. It was violent. Beautiful. Terrifying. It was green that felt like apology. Red that felt like fear. Colors that carried emotions like letters in a bottle.

His brain could not invent that. He was not creative enough. He was not crazy enough. That came from somewhere else. Someone else.

He looked at the corner of his room. His father's paintbrushes sat in an old coffee can. Bristles stiff with dried paint—gray paint, the only kind Subaru ever used. Next to the can was the sketchbook. The empty one. The one his father gave him seven years ago.

He picked it up. Flipped through the pages. Still blank.

But for the first time in years, he wanted to draw.

Not the gray world. Not the safe, predictable monochrome of his daily life. He wanted to draw green. Red. Yellow. The colors he saw for seventeen minutes. The colors that belonged to a girl who lived across the river and spoke inside his head.

He put the sketchbook down.

No. Not yet. He needed to think.

Tomorrow. She said tomorrow. 5:00 AM. Be on the bench.

That gave him twenty-three hours to decide if he was losing his mind or finding something he didn't know he had lost.

He lay back on his futon. The ceiling was gray. The ceiling was always gray.

But somewhere across the river, behind a lit window on the third floor, a girl who couldn't speak was probably looking at the same gray ceiling. And somehow, impossibly, she had painted his sky with her heart.

He closed his eyes.

Sleep did not come. But neither did the voice.

He was alone again. In the gray. Waiting for dawn.

The voice was gone. But the silence she left behind was not empty.

Subaru lay on his futon for an hour, then two. His phone showed 6:30 AM. The sun had risen outside his window—not that he could see it. The world remained gray. Normal gray. The gray of absence. The gray he had known his entire life.

But now that gray felt different. Smaller. Like a room he had outgrown.

He sat up and looked at his hands. The scrapes from the gravel were still there, small red marks he couldn't see as red. He knew they were red because people had told him that blood is red. But the color itself was a rumor. A story. A word without a face.

Until this morning.

This morning he had seen red. Not the red of blood—that would come later. He had seen the red of fear. The red of being forgotten. It was not a rumor anymore. It was a memory. A real memory, burned into his brain like a photograph.

He stood up and walked to his small kitchen. He opened the refrigerator. Inside: eggs, milk, a half-empty bottle of soy sauce, and the ghost of a vegetable that had died weeks ago. He closed the refrigerator without taking anything.

His body was hungry. His stomach was hungry. But his mind was too full to eat.

He thought about calling someone. His mother. An old classmate. Anyone. But what would he say? "I saw colors this morning and heard a voice in my head and I think she lives in the hospital across the river." They would call an ambulance. Or worse, they would call his ex-girlfriend, who had left him because "living in a gray world with a gray man was slowly killing her."

No. He was alone in this. Whatever this was.

He walked to the corner of the room where his father's paintbrushes sat in the coffee can. He picked one up. A medium flat brush. The bristles were stiff, crusted with old gray paint from a painting he had made three years ago—a portrait of his mother in profile. She had cried when he gave it to her. He didn't know if she cried because she loved it or because she wished it had color.

He put the brush back.

The sketchbook was still on his futon. He picked it up again. Opened it to the first page. His hand moved toward the pen on his desk—a simple black ballpoint. He stopped.

What would he draw? The green? The red? The voice?

He couldn't draw a voice. He couldn't draw a color he had only seen once. The memory was already fading. Not the fact of seeing it—that would stay forever. But the exact shade. The sharpness of that green. The weight of that red. They were slipping away, like water through fingers.

He closed the sketchbook.

Not yet. Tomorrow morning, he would see them again. He would sit on the bench, and the colors would return, and the voice would return, and maybe—maybe—he would understand.

But first, he had to survive today.

He put on a clean shirt. He found his warehouse uniform—gray, always gray—and pulled it on. His shift started at 8:00 AM. He would pack boxes for eight hours. He would lift things. He would scan barcodes. He would be a functional member of society.

And all the while, the colors would sit in the back of his mind, waiting.

He left his apartment at 7:15 AM. The walk to the warehouse took thirty minutes. He had done it a hundred times. Past the convenience store. Past the park. Past the shrine. Then left toward the industrial district, where the buildings were ugly and the sky was a rumor.

The city was awake now. People in suits. Schoolchildren in uniforms. A woman walking a small dog. A man shouting into his phone. Normal life. Gray life.

Subaru walked through them like a ghost. He was there but not there. His body was on the sidewalk. His mind was on a bench by the river, watching the sky bleed green.

The warehouse was a large gray box. He punched in at 7:58 AM. His coworker, a large man named Tanaka who never asked personal questions, grunted a greeting. Subaru grunted back.

They worked in silence. Boxes came down a conveyor belt. Subaru packed them with products—bottles, cans, plastic containers. He sealed each box with tape. He stacked them on pallets. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.

At 10:00 AM, Tanaka spoke. "You look like shit."

"Didn't sleep well," Subaru said.

Tanaka grunted again. That was the end of the conversation.

At 12:00 PM, lunch break. Subaru sat in the break room with a vending machine rice ball and a bottle of tea. He stared at the wall. The wall was gray. Everything was gray.

He pulled out his phone and searched: "Hospital across from Sumida River near Kuramae Bridge."

The answer appeared instantly. Tokyo Metropolitan Sumida Medical Center. Five floors. General care. Rehabilitation wing on the third floor.

Rehabilitation.

That meant people who were learning to walk again. Or talk again. Or live again.

"I can't speak. Not anymore."

Her words from this morning. She had said them inside his head. I can't speak. Not anymore.

She was in the rehabilitation wing. Third floor. Second window from the left.

He put his phone away. His rice ball was still half-eaten. He threw it in the trash.

The afternoon shift passed like a fever dream. Boxes. Tape. Pallets. Repeat. His hands moved automatically. His mind stayed on the riverbank, waiting for 5:00 AM.

At 5:00 PM, his shift ended. He punched out. Walked home. The sun was setting. The sky was gray. The city was gray. Everything was gray.

He reached his apartment at 5:45 PM. He stood outside his door for a long moment, his hand on the key. Then he turned around and walked back toward the river.

He didn't sit on the bench. He stood on the path, fifty meters away, and looked across the water at the hospital. The sun had set. The windows were dark.

Except one. Third floor. Second from the left.

The light was on.

Someone was in there. Someone who had painted his sky with feelings. Someone who had spoken inside his head. Someone who had said: "Tomorrow. 5:00 AM. Be on the bench."

Subaru stood there for an hour, watching the light. It never flickered. It never moved. But he knew—he knew—that behind that window, a girl was looking out at the same dark river, wondering if he would come back.

He walked home. He ate cold noodles. He lay on his futon.

Sleep came at 10:00 PM. Hard and dreamless.

His alarm was set for 4:30 AM.

The alarm screamed at 4:30 AM.

Subaru was already awake.

He had been awake since 4:15, lying in the dark, staring at the ceiling. The gray ceiling. The ceiling that had never once given him an answer. But today, he wasn't looking for answers from the ceiling. Today, he was waiting for the sky.

He sat up. His body felt strange. Light. Hollow. Like someone had scooped out his insides and replaced them with anticipation. His hands were steady. His breathing was calm. But his heart—his heart was a drum.

He showered quickly. Cold water. He didn't own a hair dryer, so he let his hair drip onto his hoodie. The same hoodie as yesterday. Faded. Soft. Gray.

He looked at himself in the mirror. Dark circles still there. But his eyes looked different. Sharper. More awake. Like someone had turned up the contrast on his soul.

"You can see them, can't you? The colors."

Yes. He could. And he was going to see them again.

He grabbed his phone. His wallet. The sketchbook. The pen. Then he hesitated at the door. His father's paintbrushes sat in the coffee can. On impulse, he grabbed one—a small round brush, good for details—and put it in his hoodie pocket next to the sketchbook.

He didn't know why. It just felt right.

4:55 AM. He left the apartment.

The walk to the river was the same. Left at the convenience store. Straight through the park. Right at the shrine gate. Down the slope. The city was asleep. The air was cold. The river was black.

But everything felt different.

The bench was waiting for him. He sat down. His hands were in his pockets. His eyes were on the sky.

4:58 AM.

The hospital light was on. Third floor. Second window. He looked at it and whispered, not knowing if she could hear him: "I'm here."

No answer. Not yet. 5:00 AM was two minutes away.

He pulled out the sketchbook. Opened it to the first page. Placed the pen next to it on the bench. He was ready this time. He wouldn't run. He wouldn't scream. He would watch. He would remember. He would draw.

4:59 AM.

The sky was gray. Normal. Quiet.

Then the pressure returned. That same feeling from yesterday—the air holding its breath, the invisible wire stretching tight between the bench and the hospital window. His skin prickled. His eyes widened.

5:00 AM.

The colors did not explode this time.

They arrived softly. Gently. Like a guest knocking before entering.

The first color was blue.

Not the red of fear. Not the green of apology. Blue. Calm. Wide. The color of a sky that had never been gray. The color of someone who had decided, after a long night, to hope.

Hope.

The word came with the color. Not as a voice. As a feeling. Warm. Fragile. The kind of hope that could break if you touched it wrong.
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