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Prologue: The Morning of the Last Day of the Century
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The silence of the morning was a familiar friend. For Haruko, now in the winter of her own life, the quiet hours before the world fully awoke were a comfort, a gentle rhythm that had structured her days for decades. On this morning, the last of the year, the last of the century, the silence felt different. It was deeper, more profound, a stillness that seemed to have seeped into the very wood of her small, tidy home in Setagaya.

Outside, a crisp, crystalline frost silvered the skeletal branches of the persimmon tree in her garden. The sun, a pale disc in the winter-white sky, cast long, weak shadows across the tatami mats. Haruko sat at her low table, the warmth of a porcelain cup of genmaicha seeping into her palms. The nutty, toasted aroma of the green tea was the scent of every morning, a small, grounding ritual. Today, it was meant to be the start of a busy day. There were still a few items of o-sechi ryōri, the traditional New Year’s foods, to prepare. She planned to take a box over to Yasuko’s house later. Her daughter always appreciated the gesture, her own modern life a whirlwind of work and motherhood that left little time for the painstaking traditions Haruko held so dear.

She smiled, a soft creasing of the skin around her eyes. She could already picture the children’s faces. Niina, at eight, was becoming so much like her mother—thoughtful, bright, with a quiet intensity. She would politely thank her grandmother for the food. Six-year-old Rei, a bundle of untamed energy, would likely make a grab for the sweet black beans, his eyes wide with delight, earning a gentle scolding from his father, Mikio. The thought was so vivid, so warm, it was as if they were already in the room with her.

It was nearly ten o’clock. Time to call. She had promised Yasuko she would ring to coordinate their day.

Haruko rose, her joints protesting the cold with a quiet ache, and walked to the small alcove where the black telephone sat on a lace doily. She dialed the number from memory, the rotary dial whirring with a familiar, mechanical sound. She held the heavy receiver to her ear, listening.

One ring.
Two rings.
The sound echoed in her own quiet house, a sharp, electronic pulse.

Three rings.
Four.
She frowned. Yasuko was an early riser, and even on a holiday, the children would have been up for hours.

Five rings.
Six.
Perhaps they had stepped out for a last-minute errand, though it seemed unlikely without mentioning it.

Seven. Eight.

Haruko pressed the cradle down, cutting off the insistent sound. A small, illogical flicker of irritation passed through her. She poured herself another cup of tea, the silence of the room settling around her once more, now tinged with a faint note of dissonance. She sat, watching the steam curl and vanish into the cool air. Ten minutes passed. The small clock on the wall ticked with quiet authority, each second carving away at the morning’s peace.

This was silly. She was being a worrier. They lived right next door; the two houses were separated only by the garden that Mikio kept so meticulously. Still, a mother’s instinct is a stubborn, irrational thing. It was a thread, thin but strong, that connected her to her daughter, and right now, that thread felt strangely slack.

She picked up the phone again. Her fingers felt stiff as she dialed. The whirring sound seemed louder this time, more grating.

One ring. Two.

Pick up, Yasuko.

Three. Four.

The sound was no longer just a summons; it was a question mark hanging in the air. Where were they?

Five. Six. Seven.

She imagined the phone ringing in their house, in the cheerful, sunlit living room where Niina’s drawings were taped to the wall. She saw it sitting there, vibrating on its stand, unanswered. The image was unsettling. Even if they were busy in the garden, or if the children were being particularly loud, Yasuko would have heard it by now.

Eight. Nine. Ten.

She hung up, the clatter of the receiver in its cradle unnaturally loud. The silence that rushed back in was no longer a comfort. It was a void. Her heart had begun a low, heavy thrumming against her ribs. Something was wrong. The feeling was no longer a vague premonition; it was a certainty, cold and sharp as the frost outside. It settled in the pit of her stomach.

She would not call a third time. She would go.

Pulling on her thick wool coat, the one Yasuko had bought her last winter, Haruko felt a tremor in her hands. She slipped her feet into her sturdy walking shoes, her movements hurried, clumsy. She didn't bother with a scarf. The cold would be good. It might clear her head of these foolish, spiraling thoughts.

She slid open her front door. The air outside was sharp and clean, biting at her cheeks. It smelled of cold earth and winter dormancy. She stepped onto the stone path that wound through her small, perfect garden. Each stone was familiar to her feet, each twist in the path a part of her daily geography. But today, the short journey felt monumental, a pilgrimage across a chasm of growing dread.

To her left, the Miyazawa house stood silent. It was a modern, three-story home, one of the newer ones in the neighborhood, and it had always seemed so full of life. She could almost hear the echoes of it now: Rei’s shrieks of laughter as he chased a ball across the lawn, Niina practicing on her piano, the notes drifting through an open window in the summer. Mikio’s car, a dark sedan, was parked in its usual spot. So they hadn’t gone out.

The thought, which should have been reassuring, was terrifying.

The house itself was a blank face. The curtains were drawn, as they often were in the morning. No lights were on, but that wasn’t unusual. There was nothing—absolutely nothing—outwardly wrong. And yet, the silence emanating from it was absolute. It wasn't the silence of sleep, or the quiet of an empty house. It was a dense, suffocating silence, a presence in itself. It seemed to press against the windows, to weigh down the roof.

She reached their front door, her breath misting in the air. A small, whimsical nameplate read "Miyazawa," decorated with a cartoon animal Niina had painted. Haruko raised a trembling hand and pressed the doorbell. The cheerful, electronic chime played a short, incongruous melody. She waited. Nothing. She pressed it again, holding the button down longer this time, the melody stretching into a desperate plea.

Still nothing.

She tried the doorknob. It was a reflexive, hopeless gesture. Mikio was meticulous about security. The door would be locked.

It turned.

The small, metallic click of the latch disengaging was the loudest sound she had ever heard. It was a sound of profound violation, a signal that the fundamental laws of their safe, ordered world had been broken. For a long moment, she simply stood there, her hand frozen on the cold brass knob, her mind reeling. An unlocked door? Never.

Her heart was a wild bird beating against the cage of her ribs. Every instinct screamed at her to turn back, to run back to the safety of her own home and call the police. But the faces of her grandchildren were a fire in her mind, overriding everything. She had to know.

She pushed the door open.

A wave of cold, stagnant air washed over her, carrying a faint, cloying odor she couldn't place. It was the air of a space that had been sealed for too long, air that had witnessed something and held its breath. The genkan, the entryway, was dark. She fumbled for the light switch, her fingers brushing against the cold wall. The small space flooded with pale, yellow light.

It was neat. The family’s shoes were lined up on the tiled floor. Mikio’s leather loafers, Yasuko’s comfortable slip-ons, Niina’s pink sneakers, Rei’s tiny blue boots with the spaceship on the side. They were all there. A neat row of ghosts.

"Yasuko?" Her voice was a dry whisper, swallowed by the oppressive quiet. "Mikio-san?"

She stepped further inside, her shoes making no sound on the wooden floor of the hallway. To her right, the living room was in a state of disarray that was utterly alien. Papers were strewn across the floor, cascading from the low table like a bizarre, frozen waterfall. Cushions were thrown from the sofa. It looked as if a furious wind had torn through the room, yet everything was terribly still.

And then she saw him.

At the foot of the stairs that led to the second floor, there was a shape. A crumpled form. It took her mind a long, agonizing second to resolve the shape into the form of her son-in-law, Mikio. He was lying on his side, his body contorted at an angle that was fundamentally wrong. It was a position of violent, final repose. There was no rise and fall of his chest, no flicker of life. Just a terrible, absolute stillness that seemed to absorb all sound, all light, all hope.

The world tilted on its axis. The air rushed from Haruko’s lungs in a silent, strangled gasp. Her vision narrowed to a tunnel, the edges blurring into a gray haze. This wasn’t real. It was a nightmare, a grotesque dream from which she would soon awaken, her heart pounding, to the familiar comfort of her own bed. She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again.

He was still there.

Her mind fractured. One part of her, the logical part, was screaming, cataloging the wrongness of it all. The other, the mother, the grandmother, was seized by a frantic, primal terror. The others. Where are the others?

"Yasuko!" The name was torn from her throat, a raw, ragged sound. "Niina-chan! Rei-chan!"

Her legs, numb and disconnected from her body, began to move. She scrambled up the stairs, her hand gripping the railing, pulling herself upward, away from the impossible sight below. Each step was a lifetime. The silence on the second floor was even more profound. It was the silence of a tomb.

She pushed open the door to Rei’s bedroom. His bed was neatly made, a small lump under the blue duvet. For a heart-stopping second, she thought he was simply asleep. But the stillness was the same. It was the stillness from downstairs. It was the stillness of the end of all things.

Panic, cold and absolute, seized her. She fled from the room, her breath coming in short, sharp sobs. She didn't consciously decide to go to the third-floor loft; her body simply carried her there, up the last, narrow flight of stairs, propelled by a desperate, dying ember of hope.

The loft was Yasuko and Niina’s space, their shared bedroom. She pushed the door.

And there, the last of her hope extinguished.

She didn't allow her mind to register the details. It was a protective mechanism, a final act of mercy from her own psyche. She saw only the wrongness, the finality. The same terrible, unnatural stillness. Her daughter. Her granddaughter.

A soundless scream built in her chest, a pressure so immense she thought her heart would burst. She stumbled backward, her hand flying to her mouth to stifle it. She turned and fled, down the stairs, past the silent rooms, past the shape at the bottom of the first flight, a blind, unthinking creature of pure instinct.

She burst out of the front door and into the cold, clean air of the morning. The world outside was still the same. The sun was still shining its pale, indifferent light. A neighbor was sweeping his driveway. The contrast between the placid, ordinary world and the abattoir she had just left was a physical blow. She collapsed onto the cold stone steps of the porch, the rough surface biting into her knees.

Her body was wracked with shudders, great, convulsive waves of shock and grief. Her family. Her entire family. Gone. The word was a black hole in her mind, pulling everything into it.

Somehow, through the fog of horror, a single, coherent thought emerged: the police. She had to call the police. She fumbled in her coat pocket for the small, foldable phone she carried for emergencies. Her fingers were clumsy, useless sticks. She dropped it once, twice, before managing to flip it open.

She didn't know the emergency number. Her mind was a complete blank. She dialed the number for her own home, hoping for... she didn't know what. Then she remembered. 1-1-0.

She stabbed at the tiny buttons. A voice answered, calm and professional.

"Keishichō, dō shimashita ka?" (Metropolitan Police, what is the situation?)

Haruko tried to speak, but only a choked, guttural sound came out. She took a breath, a ragged, tearing gulp of air.

"My daughter..." she managed, her voice a stranger’s, broken and thin. "My family... Soshigaya... The Miyazawa house... Please..." She couldn't form another word. She could only repeat the name, "Miyazawa," over and over, a desperate mantra.

The voice on the other end, sensing the profound distress, remained calm, asking for the address, telling her that help was on the way. She answered the questions automatically, her mind detached, floating somewhere above her trembling body.

She ended the call. The silence returned, but it was different now. It was no longer empty. It was filled with the promise of noise, of intrusion.

She didn't have to wait long. From the distance, a sound began to grow. A single, high-pitched wail, rising and falling. A siren. It sliced through the quiet suburban morning, a harbinger of the chaos to come. It grew louder, closer, an arrow of sound aimed directly at her.

A blue and white police car, its lights flashing silently, turned onto their street. It slowed, then stopped directly in front of the Miyazawa house. Two uniformed officers got out, their movements crisp and efficient. They saw her, a small, huddled figure on the steps, and their expressions shifted from professional neutrality to cautious concern.

One of them approached her slowly. "Are you the one who called, madam? Are you Haruko-san?"

She could only nod, her gaze fixed on the front door of the house, the door she had left slightly ajar. Through it, she could see a sliver of the darkness within. The officers followed her gaze, and a new tension entered their posture.

The world had stopped for Haruko. But for them, and for the mystery that lay waiting inside that silent, terrible house, it was just beginning. The last day of the century had one final, brutal horror to
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