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  Note from the Author


This book contains material that may make readers uncomfortable. This list is to give everyone a broad idea of what they can expect to find, but not necessarily comprehensive. Let’s dive in: 

Depictions of slavery
Depictions of child abuse
Blood
Murder
Death
Animal Death
Self-harm
Drinking
Smoking
Drug use 
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Surfacing


Ravenous hounds bayed in the distance. Their haunting calls rose into the darkness like moaning ghosts of the island’s perturbing past as lanterns flickered in relentless gusts of windswept rain. Stolen generations shamefully marked Okara’s sesquicentennial history, its bricks molded from their blood and mortar, mixed with salty sweat from thousands of exploited lives. Few acknowledged the ugliness in that truth, and fewer could accept it. The dogs howled again in their miserable, chillingly offkey chorus, beckoning to wandering guidelights hovering above the ground. After a round of indistinct shouts, nearly muted by the weather, the lights dipped past the silhouette of a guard wall protecting the inner complex, down a slope, and toward the tobacco fields. 
From the safety of indoors, it wasn’t hard to determine that this escape attempt looked thwarted. The slaves whose labor powered the backbone of the Giahatian Empire frequently fled the enormous plantation imprisoning them; rarely did they make it to the freedom they longingly sought, but no threat of violence or death from those who boldly dared to call themselves “master” was sufficient to prevent some despairing souls from taking the chance.
A flurry of wind hit the warped window glass at the same time as a hissing spray of rain, causing a raven-haired boy to jump back and muffle a yelp under his hands. Terrified at the noise he’d made, his violet eyes nervously darted around the dimly lit room, worried that someone had heard him and would find him awake, watching as events unfolded below. As if they were the unspoken curse of an ancient, vengeful god, autumn storms typically waited until after the annual slave auctions, bringing high winds and torrential downpours. This year, the monsoons raged early in the Noshian Sea to the island’s north. Although inclement weather created hopeless circumstances for those who dared to try escaping, Daisuke understood why that unidentified person chose tonight to run.
He felt the same bone-deep desperation as every inch of his skin prickled with the urge to flee.
He should’ve gone to bed hours ago, but sleep became a predictably useless endeavor when he tried closing his eyes. Instead, anxiety kept his mind incessantly buzzing, wired with the awareness of an auction creeping closer with each passing hour. He glanced out the window again, then padded toward a candle beside his parents’ unoccupied cot. He’d been awake so long that it had burned down further than what would escape his father’s notice—or, worse yet, wrath. Trembling with another bout of silent panic, Daisuke reached under his mother’s side of the bedding and extracted an extra, slightly less used candle he stored there for such reasons. If Honda and Akane were busy attending to their assigned duties at later hours, he liked staying awake in the rare comfort of a quiet night. After all, the tiny room wasn’t often devoid of yelling, arguments, or a palpable, gut-wrenching tension as he and the rest of his family tiptoed around his father in futile attempts to avoid Honda’s explosive temper. Most silences created by his absence meant safety, reprieve, and a chance to exist in peace.
Daisuke shuddered and tried not to think about the physical side of that terrible disposition, gently blowing out the flame on the first candle before licking his fingers to dampen the wick. Despite the small calluses his fingertips had developed from performing the ritual, he winced as heat briefly prickled against his skin. After a few touches to his inner wrist to test the temperature, he determined he could put it away safely; he’d made the mistake of not doing so once and didn’t intend on reliving the incident that had followed when his parents returned for the night. He picked off as many wax drippings as possible and then switched it for the spare.
Lightning illuminated the room as he stretched out beside his younger brother, who slept soundly on their shared bed. As much as Daisuke wanted to join him in his restful state, his eyes remained on the dark ceiling above them for a while, mind on high alert as he listened to the storm. The outside world’s noises gradually faded, and the relief of dreamless sleep eventually took him under, finally shutting out his racing thoughts and frayed nerves.
As it went with every day, morning rose too soon and summoned a different storm than the one that had left gusty winds and leaden skies in its wake. It didn’t take long for him to realize how anger had already found its way forward, threatening to leap onto his tongue and wreak havoc, opposing the way he usually tried to guard his emotions. He waited until he was confident he could only hear his mother’s steady, sleep-laden breathing, then cautiously peeked through a cracked eyelid.
“Daisuke, wake up.” 
The unexpected whisper of his name startled him into opening both eyes. After calming himself, he turned toward his younger sibling’s voice with a withering glare as he rolled onto his back from his stomach. “What the hell, Kulako? Are you trying to kill me?”
Kulako merely shrugged, his young face indifferent as ever toward Daisuke’s tone, though a prolonged look at his expression revealed a deep worry he couldn’t articulate. Not that he would’ve talked about it if he had the words to explain it—their parents made sure they both knew emotional displays of any kind weren’t tolerated, and he’d already taken those lessons to heart. “We need to make the bed. Dad said he’d be back soon.”
Trained hypervigilance compelled Daisuke to confirm Honda’s absence; an instinctual habit, no matter how he trusted Kulako’s assessment. He braced on his elbows, which propped him up enough to search the room. “What do you mean? Where did he go?”
“To get a—” Kulako hesitated, gaze darting between his older brother and the bare walls around them. He’d forgotten the word. Then again, getting information from one as young as five probably wasn’t the wisest choice. An anxious pair of violet eyes strikingly similar to Daisuke’s finally settled on him apologetically.
Daisuke chuckled and moved off the cot.
“Don’t worry about it. I remember, now,” he said, forcing himself to sound calm. He didn’t want to scare his skittish brother with how much rage he felt boiling beneath the surface. It was hardly Kulako’s fault—only their father was to blame for how this year’s auction day would unfold.
If Grandmaster Norio chose someone to sell at the auction, they wore a collar that marked them for the exchange. Since Daisuke had turned eleven during the spring, he’d been deemed old enough to join hundreds of others who were also on the unfortunate side of the selection process; it wasn’t a secret that his father intended to offer his sons to the Grandmaster when they each came of age, but he couldn’t accept this plan for his life. While he longed to see the world outside of Okara, it sure as hell wouldn’t be with a slave collar latched around his throat while he was dragged along by some witless, smug-faced noble. He’d never be able to live with himself if that happened. He would become more than someone else’s property, no matter what it took to claw his way out of his current situation.
The room’s sliding door rattled open seconds after they finished smoothing the thin, frayed blanket over their bed, frightening both boys. Daisuke pivoted and pulled Kulako behind him in one motion, creating a physical barrier between his brother and Honda Akahana, the kind of man who could take an overseer’s whip and still choose to use it on other slaves. He wore his fiery red hair back in a tight ponytail to pull it away from his face and hate-filled brown eyes, regarding his sons with the same utter contempt he always did.
“Get ready,” he commanded shortly, unhooking a leather collar from the belt of his plain brown yukata. “The auction begins in the afternoon once the Grandmaster’s luncheon ends, and I expect you to look your best.”
Daisuke felt Kulako tug on his sleeve, a non-verbal reminder not to react to their father’s words. Unfortunately, his fear gave his older sibling’s temper leverage. It shouldn’t be acceptable for either of them to feel that way. None of this…horseshit should be tolerable. Now, he wanted to make trouble—this would become an argument for the sake of it. Someone would listen to his displeasure, starting with the source of every miserable experience he’d had.
“And what do you plan to do with Kulako if someone actually buys me? Did you bother to think about that?”
“We’ll manage, boy. It’s none of your concern.”
Daisuke rolled his eyes despite knowing what it’d do. “Sure. I’ve seen what you call ‘managing,’ Dad, and—”
“Daisuke,” his little brother begged, though the strained, quiet plea came seconds too late, as ire had already ignited across their father’s face. Honda backhanded his older son without a second thought, sending the room into a tense, heavy silence with only Akane’s breathing interrupting. 
“I don’t have time to argue with you. Put this collar on and get ready,” he seethed with indisputable finality after giving the strike time to sting. He shoved the collar into the stunned boy’s grasp. “You will not humiliate me in front of Grandmaster Norio today.”
Daisuke’s head stopped ringing and allowed him to regain his bearings as his father turned away; usually, it was a sign that the conversation wouldn’t escalate further. Nevertheless, he didn’t dare let a slight twinge of inward relief distract him, recalling the rare occasions he’d misread the man’s body language in the past. It was how his father responded to perceived disrespect—among several other things—and, realistically, he knew he’d gotten off easy this time. Honda didn’t want to bruise him too badly before the auction.
“To hell with Grandmaster Norio,” he muttered as the sliding door slammed, wiping his forearm across where a red spot would inevitably form on his cheek.
Those who had become more indoctrinated said Grandmaster Norio was the sole reason they could live, and that they’d have nothing if not for him; they’d say everyone should be grateful for the generosity he spared by feeding and housing them—poorly, one might add—while asking for nothing more than a bit of hard work in return, but Daisuke disagreed. It didn’t make sense. There couldn’t be a redeemable thing about a man who honestly believed his birthright called for him to own other human beings, trading and selling them like cattle, while thriving off their back-breaking labor. Unfortunately, there seemed to be a surplus of people whose ideals aligned similarly with the Grandmaster’s. They demonstrated their support through willing participation in the yearly auctions, owning Nomads in faraway lands, or parroting beliefs from generations before them.
Daisuke often wondered if he’d ever find a place in the world where Northern Nomads had their dignity, let alone their autonomy, but the outlook was rather bleak. Even being allowed the traditional Nomadic ear piercings they received during infancy and upon adulthood was a privilege that had to be granted by their masters.
Gods, Daisuke hated that word. Agitated, he fiddled with the lower black stud in his left ear, then sighed heavily, glancing at the leather collar in his right hand. It was an infuriating sight. Now fuming, he threw it across the room as hard as possible without warning, scaring his brother when it flew past his face. Kulako stared at him after it hit the opposite wall, until he eventually won their wordless argument about whether the outburst warranted an explanation; he also hated it when his younger sibling was right. Unlike their father, Daisuke tried to rein in the physical side of his temper and instead traded it for longwinded, irritated tirades against whoever slighted him.
He retrieved the collar and sat on their bed, then gestured for Kulako to join him while he tried to find a way to describe his thoughts in a manner a smaller child could understand. Daisuke held out the worn leather to examine it, trying not to imagine how many others had worn it ahead of his time, no doubt wrestling with the same terror he experienced at the sight of it. “Disgusting thing, isn’t it?”
Kulako looked afraid to give a response. “I guess.”
“No one else will ever tell you this, but you are allowed to have an opinion, Kulako.” Daisuke sighed as he set the collar down in front of them. “Dad left, so it’s safe to say something, and you always tell me what’s on your mind.”
“Only because you make me.”
“Give it over, little pest.”
Kulako rolled his eyes, then softly answered, “You look tired…and mad…and scared.”
“That isn’t the opinion I wanted.” He cringed. If his younger sibling was perceptive enough to discern it, so was Honda; he hated the man more than his insufficient vocabulary had words to describe, but could hardly call him unobservant.
“…Are you?”
“Does it matter?” Daisuke rolled his eyes, then sighed and glanced over at their mother’s slumbering form, balled up with her back to them as if subconsciously guarding herself against them. She hadn’t always been so despondent, but displays of maternal affection and warmth were things he’d never come to expect from her, no matter what he did. Unfortunately, Kulako was worse off when trying to develop any bond with Akane; she barely spoke to him beyond making him help her with basic tasks. Looking after his brother had become his responsibility since their grandmother died when Kulako was around two years old, which added to why he refused to leave before he was ready. He wanted his younger sibling to come with him. 
The only thing worse than one unwanted child is two. Daisuke thought as he gritted his teeth to oppress his bubbling irritation; not everything was his parents’ fault. Their union wasn’t a choice they’d made or because they preferred each other’s company over that of anyone else’s. To put it bluntly—and the way Daisuke heard the process described—Grandmaster Norio had arranged them as a “breeding pair” for Honda’s red hair and Akane’s violet eyes. The most expensive slaves had both traits, while cheaper ones looked more like him; although all shared the Northern Nomadic hallmark of fair, alabaster skin, those born with black hair and brown eyes got sent to the silk farm across the small strait running along Okara’s eastern side. It made his stomach churn. He was sure he wasn’t supposed to know any of this, but neither Honda nor Akane minced words during arguments, and he’d involuntarily listened to plenty of those.
As if his mother’s ill-fated circumstances weren’t enough, one of the other slavemasters had the idea to mix opium into an entertainer’s tea to make them more compliant and cheerful for guests ever since an attempted stabbing during a previous year’s auction. Although Daisuke still didn’t think that woman had done anything wrong, he knew she’d faced swift execution afterward. Upon the slavemasters’ agreement to take no further chances, entertainers got to keep less of their self-respect than before. Now, Akane broke into cold sweats when forced to go without her singular means of escape from such a bleak reality—he wished he could hate her more for it.
I guess I hate this place enough to make up the difference. Daisuke turned his attention out the window, head tilted as he tried to pinpoint exactly where he’d seen the lanterns the previous night, but their room was at an odd angle to get an unobstructed view of the main path into the fields. With a terrible sense of morbid curiosity taking hold, he turned to Kulako, unable to believe that searching for the person who attempted an escape last night would be less depressing than staying around their mother.
“Time for a walk, little pest. We’ll wake Mom if we stay here—you know how that goes for us.”
Kulako finally looked away from that damned collar and nodded, obviously welcoming a distraction from their tumultuous morning and everything he couldn’t possibly absorb yet. The boys already wore their usual black trousers that cut off at the knee, and after they’d pulled on their only clean shirts, Daisuke took Akane’s brush from the dresser to run it through Kulako’s hair first, then his. He used a piece of twine to keep his back in a ponytail. Once ready, they quietly slipped out of the room and made their way through a long corridor before descending rickety stairs, which eventually met better construction as they neared rooms where the Grandmaster’s family and guests typically stayed. Finally, they stepped onto the whitewashed courtyard stones, near a koi pond where they and other children were sometimes permitted to play in the cooling waters on the hottest summer days. Grand homes encompassed the yard and the grandmaster’s house in a semi-circular formation; if Daisuke remembered right, one of Norio’s brothers, an adult son, and his business partner occupied them. A wall of iron and stone kept everything inside, including sheds, stables, and four long buildings where tobacco, cotton, and rice were processed.
A gate marked the main entrance to the inner complex, usually operated on command by slaves, but today, it stayed open for guests to come and go at their leisure. Despite the outward show, it didn’t provide the invitation to wander off as some might hope. A path into the plantation fields followed the slope from the gate, and a narrower one wrapped around the wall, leading directly to the nearby town and converging with another that came from the back of the complex, where mules hauled cartloads of product away. 
Daisuke examined the rows of withered tobacco plants as he stood with Kulako at the hillcrest, then glanced at the solid gray skies above. Something like a sixth sense warned him not to go further. Perhaps it was the admonishing sneer from an overseer leaning against the wall several paces away, enjoying a jug of sake to himself while he waited to greet stragglers late to the festivities, but he’d received that look plenty of times and managed to ignore it. No, it had to do with whatever they were about to find. He second-guessed his choice to bring Kulako along for it, too, though there weren’t many other places he could go. Especially not when all these extra people milling about compromised his favorite hiding spots. The wind tousled their hair as they picked their way down the silent path.
“Got you!” a voice erupted behind him as someone grabbed his arms and nearly sent his soul to the heavens.
Daisuke forced his tense shoulders to relax and huffed, hoping an air of annoyance would disguise the fright he’d received. “Shun, I’ve asked you not to do that several times—it scares Kulako.”
Of course, getting the younger boy to play along rarely worked without explicit instruction. Demonstrating the stubborn streak he’d learned from his primary influence, Kulako shot his older brother a most unimpressed look, which Daisuke mirrored.
Shun smirked and slung an arm around his friend’s shoulders, jostling his heart rate again. “Looks like he’ll be fine. Now, then, what are we up to?”
“Didn’t you hear the hounds last night?”
Shun’s light brown eyes sparkled with interest. Being Daisuke’s closest friend meant he was no stranger to misadventure. It was one of the few ways to entertain oneself without going mad, but it came with risks; their excursions rarely ended well for Daisuke if Honda caught wind of what they were doing, making discretion an absolute. The fallout of an incident from last summer, when their antics accidentally caused a loaded cart to roll away, still haunted him.
“What are you hoping to find?” the other dark-haired boy ventured after they’d walked for a bit.
“I’m not sure,” Daisuke confessed, then turned to Kulako, who warily trailed the older two. “Come on, keep up.”
“Can I go back?”
“Sure, and then when Dad catches you by yourself, you can tell him why.” Daisuke glared. Kulako knew he wasn’t serious, but when an instinctual fear rushed into his eyes all the same, it twisted his heart. “That was a bit harsh, wasn’t it? Come on.”
Kulako hesitated at first, but soon came to his side. With his brother now safely nearby, he turned toward his friend again, only to be met with a sharp jolt to the chest.
“Daisuke.” Shun had elbowed him—hard—and brought their little group to an abrupt halt. Daisuke nearly snapped at his friend as he regained his senses, but his voice left him. Instead, he sharply pulled on Kulako to bring him closer and used the same hand to cover his sibling’s eyes while he and Shun stared in shock at the sight before them.
At a crossing of footpaths between the tobacco stalks, tied to a hastily erected post, was the mangled figure of a man. Flesh dangled in strips from his bones, and the vicious, gnashing fangs of the hounds had torn away half of his face. Small clumps of red hair stuck to pools of dried blood on the damp ground, swaying in the wind like blades of grass. Kulako and Shun whimpered. Daisuke retched.

      [image: ]Shun refused to speak to—or look at—Daisuke and Kulako after they discovered the body. He went directly to his mother once he’d regained control over his limbs, meaning she’d likely forbid them from playing together again, but that was the least of Daisuke’s concerns at present. Auction time came far too soon for his liking, though he’d been anxiously monitoring the preparations for days. After ensuring his brother would remain safely tucked away in an isolated hiding place, he approached a throng of other Northern Nomads with the collar in hand. His knees adopted a slight wobble with each step closer. Looking around, most people wore similar expressions of uncertainty or sorrow; like any other year, his rage and disgust absorbed these mental images into an archive of reasons why the world should burn. 
I can’t do this. Daisuke swallowed, his trembling and sweating fingers sticking to the leather as they clenched around it. He glanced to his left, hoping to find an opening in the human wall made by overseers—no escape. He still had to try. Just as he was about to move, someone grabbed the collar from his hand and callously latched it around his throat. An overwhelming wave of anxiety shot through his veins. Another person stepped forward to strip the shirt from his back and shackle his hands together at his front. Heart pounding and still in shock, he was forced to abandon his idea of running away as the overseers yanked people into neat lines and herded them toward the courtyard.
Children weren’t part of the actual “excitement” of the fast-paced auction headed by the Grandmaster’s paid staff. Instead, they were positioned at the edge of everything, made to stand in neat rows toward the front of the courtyard for convenient browsing, as if they were any other item at a market. Rigid with fear, the open gate behind him barely registered in Daisuke’s mind—by now, a patrol of hounds ensured no one could pass through without permission, anyway. He tried ignoring it, but the urge to vomit weighed heavily on his tongue.
Maybe I can time it right and throw up on a nobleman. He sighed wistfully. While it meant he likely wouldn’t be sold, doing something like that guaranteed a beating from Honda later, and it’d be much worse than the single hit he’d already received today.
Nothing happened for a while, as Grandmaster Norio had an entire introduction he liked to bore everyone with, which gave Daisuke too much time alone with his imagination. Someone might drag him away from home today, separating him from the life he knew and the few he loved; he hadn’t even spoken to his mother yet. While he never believed he’d miss the plantations, the cruelty touted on full display never failed to feel unbearably heavy on his heart. This auction was the will of Hikari—a goddess of love, light, and creation, who supposedly didn’t mind when certain factions of human life were treated shamefully. Either Grandmaster Norio was entirely too comfortable speaking for the goddess, or the values everyone said she stood for were a lie.
Daisuke became aware of a long shadow now towering over him, though he had no idea how long the man stood there. He slowly raised his eyes, not intending to look directly at whoever this was, but he needed to tilt his chin back to get a proper assessment. The Raven God of the Nomadic Isle had gifted Northern Nomads with the ability to withstand frigid temperatures, and granted them otherworldly dreams of insight, but they weren’t a tall race compared to others in the world. Judging by what he knew of hair and clothing customs on Perena—which was minimal, but enough to identify the social classes with some accuracy—he determined the man was a merchant of sorts. His long jacket’s lack of intricate embroidered designs and silk embellishments indicated he likely wasn’t very wealthy; owning a slave would elevate his social standing, which would, in turn, help his financial status.
The merchant stared at him for a long moment. Annoyed, he eventually said, “Tempting price, but this one’s too scrawny for outdoor work, and I’m not interested in a house slave.”
“We’ll keep going, sir. There’s plenty more,” his accompanying guide reassured, then began ushering him further along the line. Daisuke’s eyes found a rock resting between his feet. Gods above, how he wished he could lob it at those men.
Soon after, another shadow appeared, attached to sturdy boots made from quality leather. Daisuke’s spine stiffened when the nobleman’s fingers abruptly and carelessly clamped around his jaw, still smelling like the fried duck served earlier that afternoon. He managed to swallow the reflexive revulsion that prickled under his skin at being touched. However, he couldn’t force down the anger consuming every inch of his rationality when his head involuntarily jerked backward and then to the side as the man examined him.
“I don’t usually allow my slaves to keep their piercings,” he murmured as if Daisuke couldn’t hear. “But this one is younger. Healthy nails and hair. Black hair, unfortunately, but that’s better for my coin pouch than a red-haired one since I won’t recover the expense on this investment for a bit yet. Besides, if I know Norio, he’ll say this one’s already priced fairly because of the violet eyes and age.”
Daisuke trembled as he struggled not to buckle under the strength of his emotions as they uncontrollably slipped away from their tight seal. He didn’t think he’d ever felt more humiliated, not even when Honda struck him in front of others.
The fingers around his chin abruptly invaded his mouth to check his teeth, triggering an explosion of wild rage. He bit the nobleman’s fingers hard, then spit bloody saliva into his eye when that foul-tasting hand wriggled free, followed by the most soul-soothing, wounded yowl he’d ever heard. It wasn’t nearly loud enough for Daisuke’s liking, but he knew how much negative attention he’d already drawn to himself. With the dread of realization beginning to trickle in and his feelings still rampaging, it was time to brace for impact.
“What’s going on over here?” Everything racing through the boy’s mind froze at the sharp snap of Grandmaster Norio’s voice. 
“Possessed! This one’s possessed!” the man cried, holding his bleeding fingers. “He bit me, for Hikari’s sake!”
Grandmaster Norio quickly pieced things together. He fixed a dark, dangerous glare on Daisuke that he couldn’t ignore, then grabbed him by the collar and forcefully pulled him into a bow at the waist. Blood rushed into his ears at the motion, which stirred the anger still boiling through his veins and blocked out whatever stupid apology the grandmaster uselessly spewed at the nobleman. Anger, hatred, desperation, humiliation, and—
“Are those tears?” the nobleman abruptly scoffed, still nursing his injury.
Tears? Daisuke stupidly glanced in the grandmaster’s direction, not understanding whom he was addressing at first—he didn’t cry. Honda would never have it.
“If you’re sorry enough to cry, boy—” Hot leather squeezed at Daisuke’s throat to tug him upright, then slacked before Grandmaster Norio hit the space between his shoulders to shove him forward. “—then I suppose you’ll have no issues giving this man a proper apology of your own. Go on, now. Show our good friend you mean it.”
Daisuke shook as he fought with his pride, and once more, the urge to vomit churned in his gut. After a moment of uncertainty, he slowly lowered himself to his knees, suppressing noises of rage and anguish as he bent forward and put his forehead on the toe of the nobleman’s boot. The shackles on his wrists meant he could do little with his hands besides tucking his arms underneath his body to demonstrate that he was at the noble’s mercy.
“Learns quickly, doesn’t he?” Grandmaster Norio’s tone overflowed with disgusting smugness. If any of the gods were real, this would’ve already ended.
No. There couldn’t be a single deity condoning this. Not Hikari or Kuro worshipped by Giahatians and Perenins, the fierce spirits of the Okami, and certainly not the Old Northern Gods the Nomads had once prayed to long before slavers invaded their isle’s shore.
“I’m sorry.” Daisuke’s voice strained against the swelling wave of his emotions.
The collar squeezed at his windpipe. “Get up, boy.”






  
  two
Shattering the Fractal


The auction carried on without Grandmaster Norio’s presence. He dragged Daisuke toward the main house by the collar, ignoring his captive’s attempts to squirm free, which further cemented the boy’s resolve and added a stream of vehement protests to the physical struggle. Expectedly and infuriatingly, anything he said fell on deaf ears. Daisuke knew he could explain himself, apologize to him properly, and get out of trouble. He just needed the grandmaster to listen. 
All the gods be damned, why didn’t anyone ever listen?
Daisuke firmly planted his feet on the gleaming hardwood floor when they entered the building. Were he a little heavier, it might’ve made a difference instead of causing the master to falter slightly at the change in weight before continuing onward as if nothing had happened.
Norio set a relentless pace through the mansion’s halls, keeping the collar’s clasp clenched in his fist to prevent Daisuke from simply taking it off and running away—he knew his captive to be a clever one who frequently escaped trouble. He stopped long enough to roughly pull aside the sliding door to his meeting room. He hauled Daisuke forward after slamming it behind him until they approached his sturdy, cherry-wood desk near the far wall. Compared to the rest of the building, apart from the slave quarters, there was little here. The planks used for trims and flooring were Noshian pine, which meant they were durable with a price to match. Honda had volunteered to help stain the boards later this week to preserve their veneer.
Daisuke’s eyes wandered to a potted bamboo plant near the open window as he tried to devise a way out; somewhere in the back of his mind, he simultaneously realized his deep denial and that he was refusing to come to terms with the gravity of the situation. He’d never caused this much of a mess before, despite a love for shenanigans and arguing with his parents. Grandmaster Norio had finally released him and was rummaging through a drawer for something on the other side of the desk. He eventually tapped the surface in front of Daisuke with a long, wrought-iron key to reclaim his attention.
“Show me your hands, boy.”
This tiny opening could be his last chance to make an appeal. “Grandmaster Norio, I—”
“Your hands, Daisuke.”
Grandmaster Norio didn’t call many of his slaves by name unless they were particularly rebellious or had some form of favoritism, like pets. Daisuke didn’t have to think hard to figure out which category he’d been placed in by now. Disgust pooled in his stomach, sloshing around with dread and fear as he raised his arms, shackle chains clattering from trembling he couldn’t control. After the Grandmaster released the bindings and caught them in his hand, he placed them off to the side. Daisuke dared to examine the bright streaks of raw skin they’d left on his wrists. Although a touch of red poppy ointment would take care of them within a couple of treatments, the searing, burning pain they left behind steadily flared into an unbearable sensation, especially when exposure to the open air made them itch.
Daisuke’s blood ran cold when he saw Grandmaster Norio take a long, polished bamboo cane from a vase in the nearby corner, examine it, and then put it away again before choosing a slightly shorter one. He paused again at the same drawer to retrieve a purple silk cloth. His bushy, graying eyebrows relaxed when he came to stand near Daisuke, which gave him a poorly constructed air of sternness mixed with regret.
As if you’re actually sorry about this. Daisuke firmly reminded himself not to roll his eyes.
“You’re Honda’s oldest boy, no?”
“I am, sir.”
“The stunt you pulled in the courtyard dishonors your father, Daisuke, a hardworking and dependable slave. But do you know what’s worse than that? You’ve dishonored me—your master. You know this, don’t you?”
“…Yes, sir.” Daisuke’s stomach flipped until he felt nauseous again. He hadn’t had time to consider what his father would think or how he’d react to the situation. At least Akane’s indifference was predictable.
“Bend,” the Grandmaster icily commanded. “Elbows to the surface.”
“…Yes…sir.” The smooth wood gave off a threatening shine in the grey daylight to taunt Daisuke—this was a horrendously miscalculated loss, and his situation was worsening by the second. A tiny, helpless whimper accidentally escaped his throat as he complied. Grandmaster Norio either didn’t hear or simply refused to acknowledge it. Whichever it was, it wouldn’t have come as a surprise.
“You have committed a serious offense, which means I have no choice but to respond with an equally severe consequence. Since you are only a child, I will not give you as many lashes as I would for an adult, but all the same, I sincerely hope this will teach you to control your temper.”
Daisuke glared at the far wall at the mere idea of such a suggestion. However, any cognitive awareness came to a grinding halt when the cane’s first strike sent a cutting, throbbing pain resonating across his back. The Grandmaster ignored the involuntary yelp he choked out as a result.
“F-fuck you!” the words burst from Daisuke’s mind to his tongue like a fiery eruption, burning through a disorienting haze of scattered thoughts. The tumultuous combination of sudden agony and his reemerging fury made involuntary tears well in his eyes once more. He covered his mouth with the limited range of motion he was allowed, determined not to cry out again—clinging to his last bit of defiance with a vengeance. Fuck you all.
The cane whistled in the air as Grandmaster Norio swung to deliver a second, more brutal blow.

      [image: ]The caning left six long streaks of welted, broken skin across Daisuke’s back—a light sentence, realistically—and the bruising results still hurt with every movement a few days after. He expected it’d take several more before they completely faded away. It didn’t help that Honda’s dreadfully familiar leather strap had left its own swollen, flaring red stripes alongside and over Grandmaster Norio’s the same night. 
In his body and spirit, everything ached.
Unable to watch him bear that pain, without prompting from his older sibling, Kulako summoned his courage and did his best to rub some of their grandmother’s red poppy ointment onto any affected areas in the hopes of helping them heal faster. However good-natured, this endeavor didn’t end well for the boy when Honda saw what he was doing. Understandably, Kulako was too afraid to try again after their father had stalked away, satisfied with the punishment he’d inflicted. Instead, he’d run off, and now Daisuke was stiffly ambling around, calling his name between interspersed attempts to listen for a response over the rain.
He’d lost him. He’d never lost track of his little brother before. Daisuke swallowed a lump at the back of his throat; nothing had been the same since auction day. Shun no longer seemed interested in speaking to him after finding the human scarecrow, as he actively avoided Daisuke whenever they saw one another. His mother must not have been alone in her longstanding opinion that their friendship wasn’t for the best. In addition, arguments between his parents were becoming more frequent—as was Honda’s aggression toward his sons—and now this. Although whatever small pockets of joy he had in life were rapidly disappearing, he forced his thoughts away from the temptation of abandoning the search and climbing over the wall in a haphazardly contrived effort to escape. He wandered further into the back section of the property, continually needing to divert his attention away from worst-case scenarios—still no sign of Kulako around the stables or empty horse carts.
Gods be damned, where was he?
Soaked to the bone, desperate, and exhausted, he gave it one last try as he stepped into the shelter of a storage shed. “Kulako, I’m not mad at you, and Dad isn’t with me. Come see me…please?”
Movement in the back corner among a shelter of crates and canvas tarps jerked Daisuke’s attention in that direction. Hair standing on end, he braced himself to jump with all his weight onto a rat, but thankfully, Kulako appeared instead, cautiously peeking at him from under the protection of his hiding place. Relieved, Daisuke sighed and wordlessly gestured for him to come to him, bending to embrace the little pest as soon as he was within reach.
“Don’t you ever scare me like that again. Got it?”
Kulako shrank in his brother’s arms. “I’m sorry, Daisuke.”
There was a small, dried cut on Kulako’s lower lip from where it and his tooth had met under Honda’s wrath, along with a large mark on the right side of his face matching their father’s hand. More of the same littered his arms, punctuated by a rapidly developing bruise on his wrist from when Honda had initially grabbed him to stop him from helping Daisuke.
“It’s fine,” he finally said once he felt he’d thoroughly taken in his brother’s appearance and the fury that made him look that way. “Let’s go inside.”
Kulako sniffled and wiped his arm across his reddened eyes, then nodded pensively, but Daisuke didn’t press him for details this time. Instead, he gently tugged his sibling toward the door, then poked his head out of the storage shed to check for wandering overseers who might have nothing better to do than harass them. He couldn’t believe what he saw when he looked toward the wall again; empty crates sat around on a wooden slab tucked behind a pile of broken horse carts, which kept them elevated from mud and puddling water. A tree branch somberly waved in the wind above them, beckoning him closer. Most wouldn’t be able to access the crates with all the bracken in the way, but with a squint of his eyes, Daisuke determined he might be thin enough to wriggle through.
Remembering his objective, he dismissed the idea beginning to take form and hurried back to the main house with Kulako. It was getting late; workers were starting to extinguish oil lamps illuminating the courtyard, which meant they should already be in their room. Unsupervised children weren’t to be seen in the mansion’s corridors after early evening hours.
Much to Daisuke’s relief, the hallways were empty and quiet until they neared the kitchens, where he caught two voices he recognized distinctly; overseers wouldn’t be happy to find them. He pressed himself and Kulako against the wall, grateful for Grandmaster Norio’s fondness for decorating with potted bamboo plants. He wondered if this was a moment when people usually prayed for luck.
“—If it’s what Emperor Akuwara wants, I suppose we can’t say much, but damn,” one said reluctantly.
Daisuke held his breath when they stopped on the other side of the bamboo, then took his brother by the hand and crept closer to the overseers, dipping low behind the plant. He motioned for Kulako to stay quiet, which he quickly remembered was an unnecessary effort since the younger more or less existed in silence as a default state. Daisuke shook his head and forced himself to focus—Kulako couldn’t take much more today if somebody caught them, and neither could he. He leaned forward slightly, staying hidden while peeking through green stalks, and returned to the conversation.
“Sounds like their last campaign on Othakra severely impacted their numbers.”
“It must’ve if they’re holding recruitment near winter like this—if we’re unlucky, it’ll become a regular thing.” A shuddering sigh. “Damned wolves ought to be thanking the Empire for bringing them civilization.”
“Those savages slaughter Giahatian soldiers in cold blood. Hell, I say we do away with them all!”
The other snickered. “Go into town and register if you’re so thirsty for Okami blood, then. Enlistment opens at dawn; by afternoon, you’ll be on your way to Perena.” 
“Do I look like a moron?”
“Well, now that you’ve asked—”
“Fuck off. Besides, if I joined the military, I’d be more than just a grunt. I’d be a—” The men’s voices slowly faded when they decided to move along again. Daisuke had finished listening by then, as his mind was already latching onto a dangerous tidbit of inspiration.
It won’t take much to get me out of here. He shivered a little as excitement and terror crawled along his spine. While he had no interest in charging into battle with the Okami or leaving his brother behind, the recruitment event might be his one chance to go…anywhere. He had to take it. His mind cruelly reminded him of the risks by flashing to the human scarecrow, stripped of flesh by rabid dogs, and he glanced at his brother, who still acted out of sorts. No, it’s too insane. I can barely read or write, anyway, and I don’t know if they’ll let a slaveborn enlist—they’ll just bring me back here. Then what?
Daisuke subconsciously winced at the marks on his back, sighed in defeat, and gave Kulako a little nudge to urge them onward in the same heavy silence as before. Much to their surprise, Akane waited for them when they turned the first corner, not far from where they’d hidden. She tilted her head, deliberating as she pensively stared at Daisuke, then crouched in front of Kulako with a small, uncertain smile.
“About time for bed, isn’t it?” she asked him, tucking a lock of her loose black hair behind her ear. After looking to his brother for reassurance, Kulako cautiously mouthed an affirmative answer, eyes wary, and let their mother lead from there.
Exhausted from how the day had unfolded and at last in dry clothing, it didn’t take long for Kulako to drift off, especially with Daisuke sitting next to him on their cot, giving the smaller boy a safe place to rest his head in his lap. Akane watched them the entire time, as if she were trying to see…something. He couldn’t identify whatever it might be, so he pretended he didn’t sense her eyes on them.
“You heard what those men were saying, too, didn’t you?” Akane quietly prodded when she noticed Kulako had fallen asleep. Once Daisuke hesitantly confirmed he had, she took a deep breath and added, “Then you should go to that recruitment event.”
Daisuke forced out a short laugh, confident he shouldn’t take her seriously; neither of his parents shared his love for humor, but it was an absurd statement. “What?”
The sorrowful look that never entirely left her violet eyes settled on him sympathetically, patiently—the most tenderness she’d shown in months. She knelt on the bed softly to avoid disturbing Kulako, sparing her younger son the same wistful smile she always did when in a clearer state of mind, as if her presence now filled the emptiness of thousands of other absences for either of her children. Daisuke could never properly word how it upset him; he only understood his nearly uncontrollable urge to scream at her for it. Tonight, as with any other time, he swallowed his feelings.
Akane ran her thin, delicate fingers through Kulako’s hair without stirring him, then gently touched Daisuke’s cheek, causing them to both instinctively retract. “The world is bigger than this plantation, and my dreams say there’s more in this life for you.”
He stared at his mother for a long moment, unsure how to interpret her statement. As a gift from the Old Northern Gods and one of the last secrets they kept from slavers, dreams held significant importance for Northern Nomads since they often showed glimpses of the future. Daisuke believed he had a healthy skepticism toward this claim, as he’d never experienced the phenomenon. He crossed his arms as if it helped deflect Akane’s suggestion.
“Not to upset you, Mom, but how do you plan on taking care of Kulako without me? I mean, he makes it easy, but—” Daisuke stopped himself; his mother wouldn’t hit him as Honda had for asking the same question, but he didn’t know how to finish it without hurting her.
“You and that wicked tongue of yours, child,” she chided breathlessly, eyes downcast, followed by a mirthless laugh.
While Akane wasn’t wrong about his tendency to be blunt, everything about her expression and demeanor reminded him of how she frequently villainized him for it. Although the impulse to verbally lash out at her still thrashed around in his throat, he kept his composure; he knew he’d lost his turn to speak, even to apologize. Finally, she drew another breath that sounded more uneasy than her last, forced something into his hand, and stood before heading for the door.
She turned once more when she slid it open a little, her countenance emotionless again. “Give what I’ve said some thought, Daisuke. We both know you’ll never be happy like this.”
Akane didn’t wait for her son’s decision, nor did he expect her to—after all, she was right.
Moments after her departure, Daisuke began planning his, using the grim knowledge he’d gained through watching multiple failed attempts throughout the years. He knew going through the main gate was practically suicide, that he’d be less likely to run into trouble if he snuck out in the middle of the night, where to go to attract the least attention, and he was sure he could land the leap over the wall. He’d practiced from comparable heights with Shun. He debated if he should try sneaking his friend out, too, but the idea quickly vanished. All the same, that shiver of combined nerves raced through his body again.
Daisuke opened his clenched fingers to see what his mother had given him. A small, gold hoop with two dyed finch feathers—one green, the other pink—with tiny blue, green, and pink beads rested on his palm. In Northern Nomadic culture, this little helix earring symbolized one’s rite of passage into adulthood at the age of sixteen. Infants received their two lobe piercings shortly before turning a year old—boys with studs, girls with hoops—and the choices in earring styles changed over their lifetimes, depending on the identity they grew into as time passed. Daisuke’s grandmother had done his piercings and Kulako’s. She was also part of a select few who knew how to make red poppy ointment used for numbing the skin during the procedure—she’d taught Daisuke, too, though the flowers were incredibly fickle and challenging for him to keep alive without an adult’s help.
He tucked the earring into a self-made pocket in his shirt and decided to leave the medicine behind for Kulako. The Capital on Perena still received occasional imports of red poppy seeds from the Nomadic Isle, and he didn’t have much else he’d need for supplies otherwise; rather, there was little else he could take with him. He stretched out on his back and crossed his arms behind his head before looking over at his brother, overcome with guilt. Kulako was too young for the infantry—he had to stay behind.
“Don’t be mad,” Daisuke whispered, rolling over to put an arm around his sibling. “I’m sure there’s a way for you to get out, too.”
Daisuke wasn’t sure when he’d fallen asleep, but everything was dark and still when he became conscious of his surroundings again. Honda, Akane, and Kulako remained undisturbed as he quietly rose from the bedding, then groggily picked his way to the window. Nothing moved or made a sound outside, save for the delicate trickle of rainwater running down the grooved eaves to collection barrels waiting on the ground. No more precipitation fell, but no moon broke through the clouds to illuminate the Okaran sky, which meant his luck had halfway improved.
It was difficult to tell how long he had until daybreak. Daisuke firmly reminded himself of the unimaginable and numerous miseries he could suffer in this life, ones he’d witnessed far too many times, and picked up an old cloak of Akane’s that he’d seen on the floor near the dresser earlier that day. There were frays along the hem, and a few holes had worn through the fabric, but it would keep him somewhat protected from the weather should it rain again.
Unable to bear looking at his family, Daisuke left without sparing any of them one last glance.
Guards, if one was bold enough to call them that, were placed at the house’s main entrance, in Grandmaster Norio’s meeting room, and outside his private quarters at night. A handful lightly patrolled the house during these hours, too. Thankfully, Daisuke knew of a neglected kitchen window he could easily fit through without drawing attention to himself—if the Grandmaster didn’t kill him for trying to escape, Honda might. He had plenty of experience taking this route to sneak outside; the last time he did, about a fortnight ago, he’d met Shun by the koi pond, where the other boy surprised him with an awkward but no less sweet kiss on his cheek. He supposed it was at least one good memory he could take with him.
Gods, what in Kuro’s Hells am I doing? He silently bemoaned his decisions once he’d wriggled through the kitchen window. I can’t see a fucking thing.
Sporadically placed lanterns had cast dim lights in the mansion’s corridors—he failed to consider what he’d do without their guidance before his feet touched the decorative courtyard stones. He gave himself a moment to adjust, then carefully approached the shed where he’d found Kulako. Using what little night vision he’d gained, he slipped around the carts and trudged through squishy muck until he reached the empty crates. Once properly stacked, he’d have to jump from the top to close the remaining gap to the branch.
The supports he’d crafted wobbled dangerously underneath him as he slowly made his ascent. Daisuke drew in a deep breath, then slowly released it as he carefully extended his legs to full height. He leapt for the barely visible tree limb, knocking over the mountain he’d climbed to get there. A deafening silence fell as he fixed his grip.
If one of the wretched dogs started barking, so did the rest. Daisuke swore as more joined in and swung himself from the branch to the wall, which was barely wide enough to find his balance. He stumbled a little, nearly slipping on the slick rock beneath his feet as he crouched down, then froze altogether when he looked up again and saw the threatening orange glow of lanterns trickling into view. Men were yelling at one another as their lights exposed the pile of fallen and smashed crates; snarling hounds already had their noses to the ground. Daisuke used the chaos to his advantage, as they hadn’t yet figured out to point their lights upward and toward him. He steadied and lowered into a seated position, then, with all his strength, launched himself from the wall, letting the darkness below swallow him whole. He remembered to absorb the impact of the drop by bending his knees when he landed, and despite a misstep due to
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