
An Honorable 

Decision

––––––––

Guardians of the PHAE

Prequel Short Story

––––––––
ROWAN DILLON

Table of Contents

Title Page

An Honorable Decision (Guardians of the PHAE, #0.3)

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Also By Rowan Dillon

Also By CHRISTY NICHOLAS

GREEN DRAGON PUBLISHING 

Copyright © 2024 Christy Nicholas writing as Rowan Dillon

Cover art © 2024 by GetCovers

Internal design © 2024 by Christy Nicholas 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, without permission in writing from its publisher, Green Dragon Publishing.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

All brand names and product names used in this book are trademarks, registered trademarks, or trade names of their respective holders. Green Dragon Publishing is not associated with any product or vendor in this book.

Published by Green Dragon Publishing
Beacon Falls, CT

www.GreenDragonArtist.com

“He who influences the thought of his times, influences all the times that follow.” - Hypatia

​Tokyo, Japan

When they met in front of their favorite teahouse, Masaaki had handed Hiroki a slick brochure covered with green hills and bucolic farm scenes, written in English. “I’ll be much safer there, Hiroki. These are my people, now.”

Hiroki Kubo wrinkled his nose and handed it back. “Doesn’t your mother have that operation coming next month? Your father... chikushou! I can’t even imagine what your father will say. He’ll lose so much face when word of your abandonment gets out.” 

Masaaki shook his head, gripping the brochure so tight, it crumpled. “It doesn’t matter anymore. Don’t you see? Last week someone drew a knife on me. I’ve been spit on in the street. My sister thinks I’m a freak, and who’s to say she’s wrong? I need to be with the right group of ‘us’ before ‘they’ draw any more battle lines.”

“You make this sound like a war! This isn’t some video game. Stop being so melodramatic.”

Masaaki’s scowl deepened. “I’m serious, Hiroki. My change is obvious. No one has paper-white skin, unless they’re Unhidden or albinos, and albinos have pink eyes. I’m leaving and won’t return. And as persuasive as you can be, you can’t change my mind. My parents think this is a phase, but it’s basic survival.”

Hiroki took a step back, holding up his hands. “Do what you need to do, Masaaki. But you’re on your own. I can’t be a party to your dishonor.”

With a snort, Masaaki pulled his chin up. “This opportunity is only for the Unhidden. It’s not your decision, therefore, you cannot lose honor for it. Sayonara, Hiroki. I’ve enjoyed our friendship. But if you cannot wish me well as I leave the only life I’ve ever known, that’s your choice.”

Hiroki grew ashamed for his own cowardice. Hadn’t Masaaki been his friend for years? Hadn’t he helped Hiroki study for his statistics examinations, and convinced him to take the public speaking class? Masaaki even introduced Hiroki to his beautiful sister. Not that Hiroki had been brave enough to ask her on a date. He grew envious of his friend’s adventure, despite the rift. Hiroki had always dreamt of traveling the world, and here Masaaki was traveling to Europe, home to the western fairy tales Hiroki grew up loving. But this wasn’t the way to pursue that dream.

Would it upset him to develop an Unhidden power as Masaaki had? Shame him? It would horrify his parents. Hiroki’s father had been vocal in his condemnation of the Unhidden and their inhumanity. He considered them possessed by Goryō, vengeful spirits who punish those who don’t honor the kami. His father held fast to his Shinto beliefs.

Three days later, Hiroki straightened his tie for the twentieth time as he emerged from Tokyo’s Chiyoda subway station and marched toward the towering headquarters of Mizuho Bank. He dusted the sides of his brand-new black business jacket and triple-checked his grip on his briefcase. 

This had been a momentous choice, something borne of bravery and daring, but he didn’t feel brave or daring now. He felt terrified. 

With a deep breath, he walked through the glittering glass doors and approached the front desk with measured steps. The twenty-something receptionist glanced up from her optical keyboard. “How may I help you today, sir?”

He gulped. “I’m here to see Mr. Sakai. I am to start work today.” He instantly berated himself for his rudeness, and hastily added, “My name is Kubo Hiroki. I’m very pleased to meet you.”

Her pretty smile deepened. “Welcome to Mizuho. Please have a seat.”

Hiroki took a seat closest to the elevators and put his briefcase down, forcing himself not to fidget. His mother always told him not to fidget, but he had a horrible habit of tearing the edges of his nails when he got nervous. And he was nearly always nervous.

When his new supervisor exited the elevator, Hiroki stood and bowed the requisite thirty degrees. Mr. Sakai returned the bow and shook his hand. “Welcome, Mr. Kubo. Come with me and we’ll get you settled. Have you met Yui? She started this week, too. Thank you, Yui!”

After a tentative wave at the receptionist, Hiroki followed Mr. Sakai to the elevator. On the silent, awkward ride to the twelfth floor, he marveled that he’d secured this position. According to the job listing, he didn’t quite qualify, but the interview had gone very well. He mustered his courage and, as an article recommended, he outright asked for the job before he left, putting all his heart into the request. For a wonder, it worked, despite his entire body buzzing with adrenaline and fear. 

When the recruiter called the next day, he shared that the job had received many fine candidates, several more qualified than Hiroki, but Mizuho had appreciated his directness. 

His father wanted him to work at Father’s own bank, Norinchukin. However, Hiroki knew if he worked there, he would stand forever in his father’s shadow. Everyone would look upon him as a nepotism hire, no matter how well he worked. At Mizuho, he would sink or swim on his own merits; most likely sink. But this would be his own failure, not his father’s. Assuming they didn’t discover his incompetence before the first day finished.

Mr. Sakai brought him to a conference room overlooking a park. Several other young men in identical business suits stood when they entered. Other trainees like Hiroki, according to their introductions. They bowed according to rank. Hiroki sat at the remaining computer. Mr. Sakai left after starting the training video. 

Four hours later, Hiroki masked a yawn. They stood for a lunch break, but the training swam in his mind, a melange of information, rules, standards, and goals. He must memorize the tasks and data so he could do this job perfectly.

Hiroki pulled his tablet from his briefcase, scrolling through the days’ news as he ate the company-provided bento boxes. He searched for articles about his family’s neighborhood of Shibuya, but nothing showed on his feed. Next, he expanded his search to Tokyo. 

One headline popped out about a protest planned that evening, and Hiroki adjusted his commute home to avoid delays. Then he zeroed in on the details of the protest against the people with strange new powers. People like his friend, Masaaki, who must have arrived in Ireland by now. He read the story filled with angry words and examined the photographs of people with angry faces.

The bell to return to work intruded on his thoughts. He rinsed the bento box and placed it in the lunchroom dishwasher. 

As Hiroki’s training finished, the new hires shuffled out of the conference room. According to the training video, he’d shadow someone doing actual work tomorrow, someone who had years of experience approving and rejecting loan applications to mentor him. He’d learn how things worked within this company, then be allowed to work independently after three days. Hiroki hoped his mentor liked him. 

He’d tried learning financial processes from his father, but his father had little patience for teaching. Hiroki’s university professors had been more helpful. Even if he fell behind, as long as he spoke with them one-on-one, they’d always agreed to give him all the tutelage he needed.

When he took a class in public speaking, the professor practically adopted him. She adored Hiroki’s speeches, despite his lack of confidence and outright fear at standing in front of the class. Speaking to a group gave him a thrill, a tingle of excitement as he made his arguments, despite his terror. He got top marks in each assignment, and even received a reluctant admission from his father that he’d done better than expected. Hiroki clasped that faint praise close to his heart like a talisman through the rest of university. Not that he’d ever done poorly, as that would be forbidden, but he treasured the unusual, unsolicited praise.

After the public speaking class, the professor asked him if he’d ever considered going into politics. Hiroki’s eyes had grown wide. “Politics? Ours is a banking family, Sensei.”

“Nevertheless, I think you would do well. There is something extremely persuasive in your speeches, something beyond the words themselves. I’m compelled to do whatever you’re suggesting, and after teaching this subject for twenty years, that’s not something I say lightly.”

Hiroki shook his head. “I can never convince my parents of anything.”

She gave him a lopsided smile. “Those closest to us are immune to our charms, I’ve found. Think about it, if you tire of banking. You’d have a bright future in politics.”

Hiroki entertained the notion for about five minutes. He imagined himself running for local office, then a higher administrative position. Perhaps a top cabinet post. Him, Hiroki Kubo, the Minister of Finance. A silly grin cracked his face, making his eyes crinkle in delight. Then he imagined his father’s face if he told him he wanted to switch careers, and his dreams faded away. 

If he wanted his father’s approval, Hiroki must remain in finance. He needed to ensure his own success in that field for his family.

*****
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HIROKI EXPECTED HIS mentor to be an older male, perhaps his father’s age, with years of experience to bequeath to his trainee. When he walked into the assigned office on Tuesday, he found a young woman stood with a bob cut, dressed in a smart gray suit. His mentor didn’t smile as he bowed. She bowed back in precise response and waved him to a seat. “My name is Aiko Matsuri. You will watch me for the first day, taking sufficient notes. On the second day, you may ask questions. On the third, you will do my job as I watch. Do you understand?”

Hiroki nodded, and his mentor turned back to her computer. Aiko worked while he made silent observations. Except for lunch, the rest of the day passed quickly as he watched, took notes, and memorized processes. He loved learning, and he enjoyed drawing flowcharts about loan decisions, trees of approval paths, and listing several types of loans this department handled.

As the loud ticking wall clock reached five, Aiko pushed herself away from the desk. “Our day is finished. Return tomorrow at eight. I have other tasks to complete now, tasks you are not to be taught.”

He hadn’t spoken once the entire day. 

The next day, Aiko permitted questions. Hiroki read his notes from the prior day. “If I have a combined loan, do I process each request as a separate case, or as a whole?”

Aiko nodded with approval. “As a whole.”

“What is the maximum number of
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