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PART ONE: TOKYO STATIC


Chapter One: The Capsule
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The first thing Kenji Tanaka noticed was the hum.

It was everywhere—a low, persistent thrum that vibrated through the plastic walls of his capsule, through the thin mattress beneath his back, through the very marrow of his bones. The hum had been there for as long as he could remember, or at least for as long as he'd been waking up in this particular capsule, in this particular hotel, in this particular city that no longer had a name that mattered.

Tokyo.

The word felt foreign now, like a relic from a previous life, a life that belonged to someone else entirely. Kenji Tanaka, fifty-three years old, former structural engineer for the Keihin Electric Express Railway, former husband, former father, former citizen of a country that had ceased to exist in any meaningful sense. Now he was just a man in a box, listening to the hum and watching the neon lights flicker through the narrow slit of his capsule's translucent door.

He lay still for a moment, as he did every morning, cataloging his body's complaints. His knees ached—they always ached now, the cartilage worn thin from decades of climbing scaffolding and inspecting track joints. His lower back spasmed if he moved too quickly. The fingers of his right hand were stiff with the beginning of arthritis, a gift from years of gripping tools in the damp Tokyo winters. And somewhere deep in his chest, a persistent tightness that he refused to acknowledge as anything more than indigestion.

These were the souvenirs of survival. He wore them like medals.

The capsule hotel had been his home for... how long now? He'd stopped counting the days somewhere after the first year. The calendar on his phone had died when the satellites went dark, and he'd never bothered to replace it. Time had become something else entirely—not a linear progression of days and nights, but a cycle of maintenance routines. Wake. Eat. Explore. Return. Sleep. Repeat.

Sometimes he thought about the old days, back when time had meant something. Back when he would wake at five-thirty, kiss his wife Yuki on the forehead while she pretended to be asleep, and commute two hours to his office in Shinagawa. Back when his daughter Emi would text him emojis during his lunch break, little hearts and smiling cats that seemed so trivial then and so precious now. Back when the world was full of people and noise and purpose.

Now there was only the hum.

He sat up carefully, swinging his legs over the edge of the mattress and pressing his feet against the cold plastic floor. The capsule was small—smaller than a coffin, really, though he tried not to think of it that way—and he'd long ago learned to move through its confines with the practiced economy of a sailor in a ship's berth. His head brushed the ceiling when he straightened, and he ducked automatically, a reflex born of months of bruised skulls.

The neon light outside his door flickered through its eternal cycle: blue to green to red to blue again. Once, the hotel's signage had been a marvel of modern engineering, a cascading waterfall of LEDs that could be programmed to display anything from cherry blossoms to football scores. Now it was just a dying pulse, the last gasp of a power grid that had been running on autopilot for years, slowly bleeding its reserves into the empty streets.

Kenji pulled on his clothes—the same clothes he'd been wearing for God knew how long, patched and repatched until they were more repair than original fabric. A pair of dark blue work pants, a thermal undershirt, a heavy canvas jacket with pockets filled with the detritus of his daily existence: a pocketknife, a lighter, a roll of duct tape, a small compass that no longer pointed north with any reliability, and a photograph.

He touched the photograph now, his fingers finding it by instinct in the inside pocket of his jacket. He didn't need to look at it to know what it showed: Yuki and Emi at the Meiji Shrine, five years before the end, Emi's face bright with the joy of her seventeenth birthday, Yuki's arm wrapped around their daughter's shoulders with the fierce protectiveness that had always been her way. He'd taken the photo himself, had told them to smile, had thought at the time that it was just another ordinary moment in an ordinary life.

Now it was everything.

He tucked the photograph back into its pocket and slid open the capsule's door.

The corridor beyond was dim, lit only by the emergency lights that had been burning steadily for what might have been years. The carpet was faded, stained with something dark and unidentifiable that he'd long ago stopped trying to clean. The air smelled of dust and ozone and the faint chemical tang of the cleaning robots that had continued their programmed rounds long after their human masters had vanished.

He walked to the end of the corridor, his footsteps echoing in the silence, and descended the narrow staircase to the lobby. The hotel's ground floor had been his base of operations for as long as he could remember. The front desk, with its rows of key cards hanging on their pegs, untouched and unclaimed. The vending machines, long since emptied of their contents, their glass faces cracked and opaque. The small sitting area with its plastic chairs and dying potted plants.

And the television.

Kenji had spent weeks in the early days trying to get a signal from the television, hoping for news, for information, for any sign that someone somewhere had survived. He'd tuned through every channel, had watched the static shift and shimmer through endless permutations of white noise. He'd seen things in that static, sometimes—faces that weren't quite faces, shapes that seemed to move with purpose, patterns that suggested order in the chaos. But he'd never found a broadcast, never heard a voice that wasn't his own, never received confirmation that he wasn't the last man on Earth.

He'd stopped trying after the first year. The television remained in its corner, dark and silent, a monument to a world that was no longer.

The lobby's main windows faced the street, and Kenji approached them now, as he did every morning, to take his daily survey of the city. The glass was filmed with grime, but he could still see the outlines of the buildings across the way, their skeletal frames rising into a sky the color of old pewter. The neon signs that had once blazed with commercial vigor now flickered weakly or hung dark, their messages lost to the void.

And the streets.

Empty.

The emptiness was the thing that still caught him off guard, even after all this time. The streets of Tokyo had been so full once, so impossibly, claustrophobically full. He remembered the rush hour crowds at Shinjuku Station, the press of bodies so dense that you could lift your feet and be carried along by the current. He remembered the salarymen in their dark suits, the students in their uniforms, the mothers with their strollers, the tourists with their cameras. A million stories, a million lives, all intersecting in the great web of the city.

Now there was nothing.

He pressed his palm against the cold glass and looked out at the world he'd inherited. The cars that had been abandoned in the middle of the street, their windows fogged with the moisture of years, their tires flat, their paint faded to the color of dead leaves. The bicycles that lay twisted on the sidewalks, their chains rusted, their frames bent by forces he didn't understand. The stores with their doors hanging open, their contents long since looted or rotted, their awnings torn and flapping in the wind.

And everywhere, the silence.

It was a heavy silence, a weight that pressed down on him with the force of an ocean. He'd lived his whole life in a city of noise—the rattle of trains, the chatter of crowds, the endless symphony of urban existence. The silence was like a physical absence, a hole in the world where sound used to be.

He stood at the window for a long time, watching the slow creep of the overcast sky, the way the light shifted and changed without ever becoming bright. He watched a piece of paper skitter across the street, blown by a wind that carried nothing but dust. He watched a bird—a crow, dark and ragged—land on the roof of a parked car and cock its head as if listening for something that wasn't there.

"Okaeri," he whispered to the empty street. Welcome home.

No one answered.

The ritual of breakfast was simple and mechanical. Kenji made his way to the small convenience store on the corner of the street, the one that had survived the chaos of the early days better than most. Its windows were
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