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My House, My Rules


Tadaaki stared at himself in the mirror. The flickering bulb and the dark pine green wallpaper only added to the despairing mood that filled that half bath. His reflection had changed so much in only a matter of six months. Most of it happening within the last several days. He didn’t recognize the person with bloodshot eyes staring back. He didn’t feel right. He didn’t know how he was supposed to feel, he just knew that he hated it. All the suppressed emotions that had been brewing beneath the surface were raging and begging to be spilled. A simple twist of the doorknob and entering the room just on the other side would release that flood. Tadaaki wasn’t ready yet. He wasn’t ready for his family― his dad― to see the new him.  
It all started with the piercings in his ears. It was easy. It was the first step in finding himself. He was away at college, where the overbearing eyes of his father were not there to monitor everything about his life. His first taste of freedom. Tadaaki had timed it just right. By the time he would be home for the summer, the holes in his ears would have healed. Otherwise, he simply covered his ears with his shoulder length hair whenever he video-called home, which wasn’t often. 
His father wasn’t initially all that happy about his long hair. At first he said it made him look too much like a girl and that it was improper. He said it broke certain commandments of the Bible. But once Tadaaki pointed out that many male figures in the Bible also had long hair, his father no longer could complain. However, that was all about to change. 
A simple tube of hair bleach had altered his appearance further and was about to rock Tadaaki’s world even more. He had to do it. The piercings had been liberating but still controlling. He needed to do more to break through his cage. He couldn’t take the way he felt. He wanted to scrub his life away. Bleach the blackness that had consumed his heart. No amount of prayer or repentance or duty would ever be enough. He wanted to erase his essence and find a newer, more acceptable version of himself somewhere in that small bathroom. Then maybe he would feel right in his skin.  
He looked down at his fingers. They burned with the residue of the bleach. The last argument with his dad had pushed him over the edge and he had rushed to the closest convenience store to buy the hair lightener, not knowing to get gloves as well. Tadaaki had been in such a hectic haste to change one more thing about himself that he hadn’t even bothered to do a decent job of applying the bleach. He had applied the chemicals straight to the top of his head, leaving the undergrowth his natural black color. He rinsed his hands again, turning them bright red in the hot running water. His skin began to crack and bleed, forming thin cuts. His hands stung more and his eyes welled up with frustration. He had made a mess of the sink. But the mess of his life felt pinned to his character, and he couldn’t clean it away. He still felt stuck. He was lost in the thick atmosphere of the room; in the vapors of his own morose aura. 
Maybe it was the chemicals that had made his eyes red and his head feel dizzy. Maybe it was because he had spent a good hour sobbing his eyes out earlier and was now dehydrated. Either way, the hair bleach was the finishing touch at his tempted transformation. There would be no more hiding now. His father would see his hair and have to deal with it. He would have to accept that his son was not the man he was trying to force him to be. But Tadaaki couldn’t make himself move. He seriously pondered for a moment if he could live out his life in that bathroom. It wasn’t just the transformation of his hair that made him nervous about his father’s reaction, but his total look. 
His reluctancy to leave the room wasn’t just built on the appearance of his yellowish-white hair and visible piercings, but also on the fact that a small tattoo was visible high on his chest. Tadaaki had thought for sure he would feel better after getting the tattoo. He had felt the urge to get it. It was unquenchable until the last prick of the needle left his skin. It was an outline of a dove, with the years spanning of his older brother’s life permanently printed underneath. While it had been enough to satisfy part of his grief and need for healing, it hadn’t been enough. 
“Tadaaki! You've been in there for two hours! Stop hogging the bathroom!” called out his fourteen-year-old sister, Miyoko. 
“Give me a minute!” he shouted back. I’m not ready. 
He gripped the edge of the sink and ground his teeth together as more tears escaped his eyes. He still hated himself. While he could tolerate the overall effect of his new appearance, it hadn’t changed the pain that was rotting inside of him. He knew he would have to open the door and face the consequences of his actions and make them known to his family soon enough. He would force them to live with the semi-permanent choices of his actions, just as he would have to, but his feet wouldn’t move. Tears continued to splash down into the porcelain bowl. 
He then took a deep breath and collected himself. It was time. There would never be a better moment. He squeezed the water out of his hair with a towel and put the white half of his hair into a ponytail. He then put small black hoop earrings in his lobes. With his hair pulled back, they stood visible against his fair skin. The tattoo on his chest was visible above the neckline of his tank top. He picked his short sleeve white button-up shirt off the floor and put it on. He only fastened half the buttons, leaving the tattoo partly exposed. Lastly, he wiped his face free of tears. His eyes were still red, but he didn’t care. Though he had the cosmetic skills to correct the rawness of his cheeks, he was done hiding. 
Pulling out his phone, he glanced down at the screen. He took another deep breath as he read the words centered on the glass and held them in his heart. He then put his phone away and turned the knob of the door. 
A quick glimpse of someone with black silky hair nearly running into him forced him to leap back into the doorway of the bathroom. He placed his hand over his heart as he tried to calm down his already thin nerves. Taking deep breaths, he met the  eyes of his little sister. She nervously ran her hands over her long braid as she, too, was in shock. Her fixated stare was on Tadaaki’s hair. Her mouth remained open for a long moment as she took in his transformation. Her opinion of his new look was the least of his worries, but the wait for her to speak almost halted his heart. 
“Oh, my gosh! What did you do to your hair?! And since when did you pierce your ears?” she gasped. She then covered her nose. “What is that awful smell?”
“It’s the. . .um, chemicals from the bleach,” he answered nervously. “I had my ears pierced while I was at school.”
“And you didn’t tell me? You jerk.” Her face broke out into an amused smile, and she gave him a shove. “Dad is going to flip.”
She gave him another playful push for good measure to his chest. The tattoo was healed, but still tender. 
“Ow.”
Her eyes went wide. “What is that? What is that on your chest?” she asked. 
“It’s nothing. Hey! Leave me alone!” said Tadaaki, shoving her away as she reached for his shirt. 
She fought past his arms and forced open his shirt. Her jaw dropped again as she saw the dove carved into the flesh of his chest. She didn't ask what the tattoo meant. She understood the dates scribed underneath the simple outlined dove. Her eyes softened. Tadaaki pulled on his shirt, hiding the tattoo again. 
“Tadaaki. . .what did you do?” She stepped back and fear took over her face. ”Dad is so going to kill you.”
“Why am I killing Tadaaki?” jovially asked the voice of their father. He came in from the kitchen with an apron on and a towel over his shoulder. He was a widower, going on fifteen years, and was used to managing his home and children alone. Raising them how he saw fit under the laws of the Bible. Many times using them as examples to his congregation at the Japanese American Community Church. “Is he finally out of the bathroom? Dinner is almost ready.” 
As soon as their father stepped behind the couch, he paused, fully taking in Tadaaki’s new hairstyle. The two men were staring at each other from opposite ends of the living room, and their personalities and appearances could not be more obverse. His father had neat, short gray hair and was wearing a red polo shirt and black slacks. While Tadaaki, himself, looked like he belonged in a k-pop group, with a white untucked shirt, black ripped skinny jeans, and now black and white long hair. The lines around his father’s eyes spread as he scowled at his son. 
“Hair dye is forbidden in this house and you know that,” said their father, sternly. 
“It’s not hair dye, Dad. It’s bleach,” clarified Tadaaki. His father stepped around the sofa and came closer. He was clearly not amused by Tadaaki’s interpretation of his house rules. “And even if it was, I am an adult and I can do what I like with my body.”
“Is that why you have holes in your ears, too?”
“I like them,” Tadaaki said, standing tall. 
“Uh-huh. Your body is a temple. Made in the image of God! Why would you do this to yourself?” his father chastised, slapping the kitchen towel against his thigh. 
“Because I like it. This is how I want to look!” Tadaaki yelled back. 
“You look like a girl!”
“He doesn’t look like a girl. I think he looks cool,” chimed in Miyoko. She was used to being the mediator between her second eldest brother and her father. However, her words had no impact on her father’s rising temper. He and Tadaaki had been at extreme odds with each other all summer.
Miyoko’s comment made Tadaaki smile, but it quickly faded as he caught his father’s critical glare. 
“Your brother has disobeyed the commands of the Bible and rules of this home. It doesn’t matter how he looks, it’s still wrong,” barked their father, without looking back at her. 
“It’s not wrong!” Tadaaki yelled back. “I did this so I could feel. . . something.”
“Something isn’t a good enough reason. Now you march back to the store and get something to cover this up and take out those earrings! They make you look ridiculous! Why on earth would you do this?” His father shook his head and stepped away. 
Tadaaki grabbed his father’s arm and made him look at him. “To feel something other than the hate and pain that is driving me apart!”
“Who made you feel that way?” scoffed his father. 
“You did,” seethed Tadaaki. “You did when you changed my schools behind my back. You did with how you’ve treated me since mom died. You did the second I came home from Cambridge. I just want you to accept me for who I am, but you’ve ruined everything!”
“Nonsense.” He pulled away from Tadaaki’s grasp.
“Oh, so is it nonsense to tell me I look ridiculous with earrings and long hair? Is it nonsense the way you disapprove of my chosen career path? Or how about when we were in the hospital and I lost my chance to say goodbye to my only brother? Was that nonsense too?”
“I didn’t stop you from saying goodbye to Yoshio. You stormed out!”
“Yes, but only because you wouldn’t stop praying, trying to raise him from the dead! If I had gotten the closure that I needed, would I have done this?” Tadaaki pulled his shirt open and revealed the memorial tattoo on his chest. 
His father gasped and stumbled back. “Where did you get that?” 
“I went with a coworker to a shop in town.”
His father approached him and tried to wipe off the ink with the kitchen towel. Tadaaki stepped back and held him off. They soon began to tussle. One was determined to clean off the sinful stain, while the other didn’t want to hurt his aging parent. 
“This is why you should have never left home! The world has tainted you!” fumed his father with a shove.
“The world has done nothing but accept me,” Tadaaki shoved back, forcing his father away. “Why can’t you?”
Father and son stared at each other for a moment. Both of them were red in the face and panting. Miyoko couldn’t take them fighting and had run into the bathroom to hide. Tadaaki waited for his father to answer, but the hateful truth in his father’s eyes was all the answer he needed.  
“You wish I was Yoshio, don’t you? That’s why you signed me up for seminary. Admit it! You wish we could have switched places! You’re sorry that the wrong son died! It’s true, isn’t it?” His father was too winded to speak, but Tadaaki didn’t care. He would get the confirmation he needed. With a single long step, he closed the distance between him and his father and grasped his shirt. “Answer me!”
“Alright, alright, it’s true!” shoved back his father. He then paused to catch his breath some more and straightened his clothes. Standing as tall as he could, he looked his son dead in the eyes and said, “If it wasn’t for your lack of faith, your mother would be here today. Same for Yoshio.”
Tadaaki clicked his tongue, “I knew it. You have never loved me. You never will.” He turned away from his dad and stood with his hands on his hips. The relationship was at a stalemate. He knew nothing would ever fix this. He couldn’t bring Yoshio or his mother back, and he couldn’t make his father love him. The point of his existence felt moot. 
With penance struggling to mark his brow, his father clasped his hands and appealed to his son. “I’ve been praying―”  
Turning on his heels, Tadaaki exploded, “Why don’t you pray to your god and ask him to strike me dead?! You know what? Never mind. I’ll do it myself!”
Tadaaki stormed out of the house. Slamming the front door behind him. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Through the pouring rain, with lightning sounding its own anger, Tadaaki ran through the streets to his father’s church. His pounding steps found every puddle and made sure he was soaked from every angle along with the storm. Drenched with chilly rain and hot fury, Tadaaki threw open the church’s door and entered the dark building. He flipped the light switch, but the lights would not turn on. 
The storm must have killed the power. But no matter. I don’t need electricity to meet God. 
Using the flashlight on his phone, he located all the candles he knew that were in the church. He gathered them all: purple colored ones for advent, unity candles left behind by distracted bridesmaids, and tall golden candle stands filled with white sticks used for weddings were all placed on the altar. He found the long lighter in his dad’s desk drawer and lit all the candles. 
He then knelt down and opened a saved message on his phone. He had read that text many times. The words were permanently pinned to his heart, but as he read them again, those words seemed hollow. He then looked up at the wooden cross hanging above the altar. The slanted golden circle at the top caught the glow of the candles. He felt salvation slide off of him as he glared at that tilted halo. All the anger he possessed against his father and all the unjust heartache caused by his brother’s death swelled in his blackening heart. 
Lightning shook the building and rattled the windows. Light flashed through the room. Crack! And the gates of Tadaaki’s tarnished heart burst open. He jumped to his feet and pointed an angry finger at the cross. 
“All my life I’ve been told that you are real and where have you been?” he raged. “You weren’t there when Mom died! Miyoko has grown up without a mother and now she’s lost a brother! Where were you when we prayed for their lives? What kind of god are you? If you answer the call of the faithful, why aren’t my dad’s prayers enough to save our family? Why does my faith matter so much? Isn’t his faith enough? Don’t you hear anyone who calls out to you?”
Lightning answered his call. 
Tadaaki opened his arms and shouted to the rafters. “If you are such a righteous god, why do you take the good? Yoshio did nothing but honor and worship you! You were his life, and you took his! Why don’t you take mine? I am no good and no one loves me. I don’t belong anywhere in this world! No one would miss me if I were to disappear! Go on! Take me! Strike me dead! No one cares!”
The storm was silent. 
He chuckled to himself, “Not even now can you prove you are real and powerful. You took my brother. . .my only brother. . .the one person who ever said he was proud of me and you killed him!” 
Tears streamed down his face, and his voice was struggling to be heard over the storm. A bolt of lightning struck a tree, causing a branch to smash through a window. Tadaaki didn’t notice. Nothing could shake him from his rage, not even the fire that was spreading from the branch to the wooden pews below. Dusty hymns fed the quickly spreading fire. 
“All I wanted was a little love. Someone to hear my fears, comfort my tears, and tell me I am worthy of being alive. What good are you? What kind of loving god are you? You don’t love me! No one loves me! Where are you? Oh God! Where are you? Don’t you hear me?” 
He pounded his chest and fell to his knees. Smoke stung his eyes and made him cough. His hands dropped into his lap and his shoulders shook. He couldn’t take it anymore and he was ready for his life to end in that burning church. He was tired of always being the outsider in his home, his community, and in his school. He hated everything about his life and wished he could start over or never be born at all. 
The doors to the sanctuary opened and his dad stood in the doorway with a flashlight in his hands. He was sopping wet and was ardently shouting out his son’s name. But Tadaaki didn’t hear him. The smoke was making his head dizzy. He glanced up at the ceiling. His blurry vision swirled with the rising smoke. Half of the roof was on fire. Burnt embers fell around him. He closed his eyes and folded his hands. 
“God, if you have any power at all, just take me,” he whispered. “Please take me away.”
The ground rumbled, and the floor became uneven, but he would not open his eyes. He had relinquished his soul to whatever power would claim it, be it god or fire. Then, without warning; his body plunged down. A short yelp was all that escaped his lips as he disappeared into a dark, widening void. His father ran toward the sight of his son’s disappearance, but burning beams blocked his path. More rubble fell, concealing the hole that had swallowed Tadaaki. A challenge had been answered, but it was the casting of fate that had yet to be met. 
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Welcome to Okayama Castle


With his head still spinning and the scent of smoke faintly still in the air, Tadaaki sat up, holding his head. The bright light of day hurt his eyes before he even opened them. He took a moment with his head between his knees before he opened his eyes.  
The surrounding field was green, and he was sitting beneath a tree. He looked around puzzled at his new found location. 
This has got to be a dream. 
He slapped himself. 
“Ow.” 
It wasn’t a dream. 
He then felt around for his phone and found it in the grass next to him. His eyes blinked with more confusion as he tried to focus on the screen. The glass was cracked, and he had no signal. The date flashed September twenty-fifth before it disappeared and was replaced by dash lines. 
This can’t be right. It was the end of July last I looked. What the hell happened? Where am I?
Tadaaki studied his surroundings some more and realized that he was truly in a foreign place. To the front and left of him were rice fields that seemed to stretch out into the horizon and into the base of the surrounding mountains. The leaves of the tree above him and of the mountain forests were kissed with golden color. To the right of him was a small village. The brown small homes and buildings with their thatched roofs seemed insignificant to the tall black castle that was their prime backdrop. The stone base of the castle alone was taller than the biggest building in the village. 
Panic struck Tadaaki’s chest. This was not the city nor the country that he had grown up in all his life. The lush greenery of the landscape reminded him of the countryside close to where he had gone to school in the UK. However, the architecture of the houses and especially the castle were Asian, specifically Japanese. 
“God? What the hell is this?” his voice trembled as he wondered out loud. “Look. I am sorry for what I said. You can send me back now. Message received!” 
But no answer came. Only the sound of the wind rustling the leaves above his head and the laughter of a small child. Tadaaki was startled by the sound. He thought he was alone and gasped when a dark-haired girl appeared out of the tall grass at his feet. She was small and had to be about five-years-old. She was dressed in a blue yukata with a matching obi. In her hands was a wooden doll with a worn painted face. 
“Who are you?” Tadaaki asked, scared. 
The girl cocked her head to the side and looked at him for a moment. Tadaaki realized he had been speaking English and tried again in the tongue he was raised in. 
This time, the girl smiled and pointed to herself as she answered. “I am Maemi. What’s your name?”
“I’m Tadaaki. Can you tell me where I am?”
“Don’t you know?”
Tadaaki realized that his question was an odd one for an adult to ask a child, but he had no way of knowing with his phone out of service. 
He shook his head. “No. I think I am lost.”
“Oh. . .well, you are in Bizan,” Maemi beamed. 
“Bizan?! Where in the world is that and how the hell did I end up here?” he muttered to himself. The young girl giggled at him. “What’s so funny?”
“Your clothes. Why are you dressed like that?”
He looked down at himself. Everything seemed to be fine. Nothing had been damaged in the fire. He stood up and brushed himself off. He still saw nothing out of place. 
“What are you talking about? This is normal.”
“Well, I’ve never seen anyone dressed like that before.”
Tadaaki raised an eyebrow. How can that be? How have you never seen a person in jeans before? This must be one of those historical touristy villages. Why on earth did God send me here?
But as he glanced around again, he realized how quiet it was. There were no traffic sounds. No planes in the sky, and no telephone wires. His mind was too puzzled by this concept, and still slightly dizzy from his fall, that he pushed these observations aside. He told himself that the best course of action was to get help first and worry about the rest later. 
Bending down, he placed his hands on his knees and asked the little girl, “Can you take me to your mom or dad?” 
“I don’t have a mom, and my dad died when I was little.”
“Then who takes care of you?”
“I live with my great-grandmother. Why? Do you need help?”
“Yes. I need help. Can you take me to someone who can help me? I need to get back home.”
“Well, I don’t know how my great-grandmother can help. She’s so old. Oh, I know. My uncle can help! He’s a very important man in the village,” happily declared Maemi.
“That would be great,” Tadaaki sighed with relief and smiled at the small child. She reminded him of his sister when she was that age. He tussled her hair, and she giggled. 
The crushing, rolling sound of a wagon coming up the road caused Maemi’s smile to grow brighter. She turned around and waved at the farmers that were steadily approaching. 
“Hey! Maybe they can help you. Oji-san is usually busy at the castle, anyway.”
An unsettling feeling hit Tadaaki hard in his stomach as he noticed the farmers’ clothes. None of them were dressed like him. He dropped into a crouching position in the tall grass, trying to mask his appearance. 
Several men were escorting the ox driven cart and all of them were wearing blue traditional historical outfits that Tadaaki had only ever seen in old photographs. On their feet, they wore sandals that were woven out of grass instead of sneakers. And many of them also had cloth wrapped around their heads. The man in the driver's seat had a straw hat on his head.
A shiver ran through Tadaaki, and an unsettling thought crossed his mind. His brow began to sweat. He leaned forward and tugged on Maemi’s sleeve, and whispered, “Hey, kid. What’s the. . .um, date?”
She looked over her shoulder and answered, “It’s the eighth month of Keichō. Today is the twenty-fifth.”
Keichō? What kind of date is that?
“Um, Maemi. . . w-who is the emperor?” he gulped. 
“You sure are funny. Go-Yōzei-tennō is, of course. Are you feeling okay, Tadaaki-san? You look like you’re going to be sick.”
Tadaaki thought he was going to be sick, too. His spinning head from earlier hadn’t gone away and with this new information, his head hurt even more. He didn’t recognize the name of the emperor, but that was all he needed. It didn’t match the name he knew. He wiped his face with his hands and muttered to himself, “This can’t be happening. This seriously cannot be happening! Fuck!”
The farmer in the hat pulled on the ox and commanded him to stop when the cart neared Maemi. He tilted his hat up and looked down at the small child with a friendly smile. But when he spotted Tadaaki crouched behind her, his face twisted into a scowl. 
“Hey Maemi-chan, who is that with you?” asked the farmer.
“I found him while playing. I was going to take him to Oji-san, but maybe you can help him. He says he’s lost.”
“Hmm. . .I think you better leave him to us. Why don’t you run along and tell your uncle what is going on?”
“Okay,” sweetly agreed Maemi. “See you later, Tadaaki-san. I hope you make it home.” She then skipped down the road and headed into town. 
Once Maemi was far enough down the road, the farmers left the wagon and cautiously approached Tadaaki. One grabbed a hay fork out of the back of the cart and held it out in front of him. The lead farmer in the hat kept the switch he used on the ox in his hands as he climbed out of his seat. 
Double Fuck!
Tadaaki swallowed hard as the men came closer. He got a feeling that they had no intention of giving him directions. He tried to stand up, but tripped over a hidden tree root and sat hard back on the ground. 
“State your name and your business, stranger,” said the farmer in the hat. 
“Ito. . .Ito Tadaaki.” 
“Ito? That’s an eastern clan’s name, isn’t it?” said another farmer. 
“Yes, he must be from the other side of Edo,” said the farmer with the hay fork. “He must be a spy.”
He thrusted his fork toward Tadaaki’s chest, forcing him to scuttle away. He didn’t have far to go before he was backed up against the tree. The other farmers closed in, holding either their tools or making fists as they surrounded him. 
“He could be a foreigner, but I’ve never seen anyone dressed like that.” 
“Look at his hair! It’s white! I think he ran into an oni on the mountain,” said the first farmer. 
“Why would you think that?” said the man with the hay fork. 
“His pants are ripped up. He must have fought something to get here. Probably scared the shit out of him.”
“Where did you come from? Are you a spy, Ito?” asked the lead farmer, threatening him with his switch. 
“I-I’m not a spy!” cried Tadaaki. 
“Then where did you come from? Did a god send you?”
Tadaaki didn’t know how to answer. He wasn’t sure how he had landed there. He had no other explanation except God. And even then, he was in disbelief. He didn’t know if telling these men the truth would spare him or get him impaled.   
“G-god? I. . .I am not sure how I got here,” he professed. He kept his hands and back to the trunk of the tree as he slowly stood up. His eyes darted from one hostile farmer to the next. He tried to think of something better to say. “I don’t think g―”
“Get him!”
Whoa, shit! This is definitely not a dream!
Tadaaki dashed around the tree and ran toward the village. The threats of the farmers roused the people of the town. Men, women, young, old, they all came out to see what was going on. It didn’t take them long, and with no reasoning, for many others to join in the chase. Tadaaki banked right hard on the slippery gravel, scuffing his hand, and headed around the stone wall of the castle. 
The castle grounds were expansive, and the walls were triple the height of a man in some places. Tadaaki glanced up at them as he ran, wondering where the compound ended and what power was hidden behind those walls. A moat further separated the fortress from most of the surrounding village, accentuating its ascendancy. As a student of history, he knew that a castle of that size only meant one thing: that great power was waiting to be unleashed from within. He just hoped that it would not be unleashed against him. However, the size of the crowd now chasing him was decreasing his likelihood of not being noticed by the threat that was behind those walls. 
Tadaaki turned the corner and moaned when he saw that the wall of the castle kept going. He hadn’t done this much running since high school gym class, and he was getting tired. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that the soldiers of the castle were now joining the chase. The rhythm of his heart nearly stopped when he noticed they were dressed like samurai. He had no time to contemplate what he was seeing before arrows whizzed over his head from the castle walls. 
He ducked behind a tree and tried to catch his breath. The hard pounding in his chest was more confirmation that what he was experiencing was real. What he needed now was a place to hide, a place where he could sort out what to do next, but until then, he had to survive somehow. He glanced around, looking for any form of escape, when his eyes caught the glimmer of water. A river. Just his luck. 
Without hesitation, Tadaaki ran toward the wide river. The mob behind him yelled at him to stop and some even laughed and called him foolish. They all stopped laughing the moment he dove into the cool water and began to swim across. 
Rushing movement piercing the water startled him and forced him to stop. He was barely halfway across the river when he raised his head. Arrows from the soldiers were being fired in his direction. Many of them are coming dangerously close. One nicked his arm, cutting his shirt. 
“Come back!” yelled a soldier, cupping his hands to his mouth. “Swim back and we promise not to kill you.”
Tadaaki didn’t trust his words. He treaded the water, and he glanced around at his options. Beyond the river was more farmland with the mountains in the far distance. He knew he couldn’t make it to the mountains in one day. He had already expended too much energy, and who knew what threats laid in wait for him on the other side? He couldn’t trust the farmers and he didn’t know what wild animals there were. His best odds of survival were to make peace with the soldiers and townsfolk. He didn’t like these odds, but he felt he had no choice as arrows continued to pelt the surrounding water. 
“Do you promise?” he shouted back. 
“Just swim back.”
It wasn’t the promise he was hoping for, but he knew before he asked that was all he was going to get. He swam back and the barrage of arrows stopped. 
As soon as he crawled out of the water, he was captured by the soldiers and his arms were forced behind his back. He struggled in their hands for a moment, before he came to terms with how seemingly useless it was to fight back. This was his fate, and he had to accept it. 
He was led toward the soldier’s captain, who waited for them further away from shore. More soldiers and curious town folk surrounded him. The energetic mob became so intense that the soldiers had to form a barricade around him to keep him safe from the growing crowd. Everyone wanted to see the unwelcome newcomer in strange clothes and white hair. 
The soldiers stopped in front of their captain, who studied Tadaaki with great seriousness as he stroked his chin. Tadaaki shook the wet hair out of his face. He was breathing hard and shivering. His head throbbed as the weight of his new reality was slowly taking hold of his mind. Internally, he prayed and cried out to God for salvation, but the heavens remained silent. He had prayed for death back in his father’s church, and now he was facing something worse. The blackening of his soul told him he deserved this. The dread in his heart told him that no one was there to save him. 
Another man stood a few feet behind the captain. He was not dressed in armor, but in a fine green kimono with a matching coat and brown billowy pants. White patches of a flower or leaf like symbol were on the chest and sleeves of his outfit. Tadaaki knew this symbol had to be the clan crest, but his kanji knowledge was lacking in proficiency and he didn’t recognize the single word in the middle of the crest. The man’s hand was resting on the many swords that were on his hip. His dark brown hair was pulled back high into a ponytail. His face was partly in shadow from the sun. All that Tadaaki could make of his face was the sharpness of his profile and the smoothness of his skin. His features were handsome and youthful. Tadaaki’s mouth unconsciously dropped as he saw this mysterious figure. The man’s brows were knitted tightly together as he quietly took in the entire scene. Tadaaki could only assume that he was either a nobleman of the village or a high-ranking officer. The truth was, he was both. 
The captain walked around Tadaaki and studied him some more. When he came back around, he said, “He doesn't look like the Portugués. He might be from Josean, but the farmers said he spoke our language perfectly, but with an Edo accent. He could be a spy for Tokugawa.”
“I mean no harm. Please, let me go,” pleaded Tadaaki. 
The captain slapped him before grabbing him by the top of his hair. He shouted and spat in Tadaaki’s face, “Don’t speak unless you are spoken to! Tell me, stranger, where do you come from?”
Tadaaki tasted blood and his mouth trembled as he tried to think of an answer. Where he was from was all anyone wanted to know, and it was the last thing he wanted to say. If the truth came out, he knew he was a dead man. 
“If you do not tell me, you will be treated like a foreign spy and killed. Who do you serve?” threatened the captain, pulling harder on Tadaaki’s hair.
“Ah! I serve no one! I swear I am not a spy!”
The captain raised his hand to slap Tadaaki again. 
“Captain Souji, stop. Take him to Tanna-sama. He must be made aware of this,” said the man in the green kimono. He gave Tadaaki a critical eye before he turned and walked back to the castle. Several soldiers followed him. 
Tadaaki’s eyes followed the mysterious man until a hard hit came to his stomach that made him double over. Captain Souji had punched him. Tadaaki coughed and spit out blood as Souji barked out orders. He was then forced up the ramp road that led to the castle. 
The path into the castle grounds was long and windy, sectioned off by gates with wooden bars and a white defensive structure on top, perfectly designed to slow down intruders. At the moment, the only difficulty Tadaaki had of entering the castle grounds was the constant tripping done to him by the soldiers. Each time he slipped, the soldiers would laugh, and then they kicked him when he fell. By the time they passed through the last gate and entered the courtyard, Tadaaki was caked in dust and extremely sore. 
The soldiers presented Tadaaki to a man dressed in a yellow kimono with a blue vest and pants. The same crest symbols were on his vest and shirtsleeves. Two swords hung on his hip. He was standing in front of the stout doorway that led into the massive fortress. He was a large man with broad shoulders and a short beard. The top of his head was shaved, and the rest was put into a smooth flipped top-knot. Tadaaki guessed he looked like he was in his fifties. The years had been kind to him, but he had deep lines around his eyes and a scar on his chin. There was no doubt from the way he carried himself that he was a well-seasoned soldier and the commander of this outfit. He stood with his arms crossed. He seemed more amused than angry at the arrival of a stranger in the village. The man in green stood next to him. His hard scowl hadn’t changed. 
“Tanna Seiua-sama, this man was found outside of the village. He goes by the clan name, Ito. When we questioned him about his origins, he would not say,” reported Captain Souji. “We suspect he is a spy from the east. A loyalist to Tokugawa.”
“Hmm, a spy, you say.” Tanna walked around Tadaaki, looking him up and down as he stroked his beard. He then paused in front of Tadaaki and stood just inches from his face. “He doesn’t seem like a threat, even if he is strangely dressed. I’ve never heard of a shinobi disguising himself like this before. That hair is far too conspicuous. Hmm. . .what do you have to say for yourself, young Ito? Are you from Tokugawa or perhaps one of his supporters?”
Tadaaki was still breathing hard. He took a moment to calm himself before he answered. This was his chance to vindicate himself. Tanna patiently waited.  
“I don’t know who that is. I don’t even know where I am, but I am not a spy! I swear! I didn’t mean to cause trouble. Please, just let me go and I will find my way home.”
“Where is home?”
“I. . .don’t know.”
“Then where will you go?”
“I don’t know,” he hung his head. 
He knew as soon as he had finished speaking that he was more damned. Everything he had said was all the truth he dared to reveal. There was nothing more he could add that wouldn’t make him sound crazy. With no factual answers to give, he was at this man’s mercy. 
“You don’t come from anywhere and you have nowhere to go. It looks like you are stuck with us.” Tanna threw his head back and gave a hearty guffaw. The watchful throng laughed with him, all except for the young man in green. Tanna then pushed Tadaaki over with a kick. 
Tadaaki fell backwards and rolled over his shoulder before coming to a sitting position. He moved his wet hair out of his face and brushed himself off. His palm stung. He had forgotten he had scraped it and grimaced at the insulting wound upon further study. He then let out an exasperated sigh and rested his forearms on his knees. With the situation crumbling faster than what he could accept, he felt completely demoralized, and gave up on all chances of mercy. The only answer for survival now was to submit to whatever came next.
The roars of the surrounding crowd suddenly grew silent. All eyes were on him. Tadaaki looked around, not knowing what the problem was. He made the mistake of making eye contact with Tanna. His face was red and anger was electric in his eyes. He swiftly lunged forward and picked Tadaaki up by his shirt. He then spread his shirt wide and revealed the tattoo on Tadaaki’s chest. 
“What is this symbol?” bellowed Tanno. He then flung Tadaaki back down to the ground. Those who hadn’t spotted the tattoo before now gasped, as it was now visible to all. The man in green arched his brow. 
“He’s a messenger from Hachiman1!” cried a soldier from the crowd. Those standing close by began to bow. 
“No, it’s drawn all wrong,” sneered Souji. His words stopped those who had started to worship. “I recognize it, sir. It’s a Christian mark. He must be with the Portuguese missionaries.”
“I am not a missionary!” defended Tadaaki, placing his hand over his chest. 
“If he’s not a missionary, then he must be a criminal.”
Tanno picked Tadaaki up by his collar again and shook him as he demanded, “Are you a criminal?”
“No!”
“Are you a Christian then?”
“I. . .I,” struggled Tadaaki. He had denounced God, and in a church, no less. He had blamed God for all his problems and, based on his current situation, that hadn’t changed. He had challenged him with all his chest and now he was reaping his cruel reward. Was it God’s powers that had sent him here? He didn’t know. He didn’t know what to believe. He just knew that God had never been on his side. He then confessed, “I used to be, but I am not anything anymore.” 
Tanna dropped him, and he fell back onto the dust of the courtyard. He didn’t try to get up. He bowed his head, ready to accept his fate. 
“I give up,” sighed Tanna. “If he isn’t a Christian, then why the tattoo? Only criminals are given tattoos. What do you think, Sato-san? ”
The man in green stepped forward. His face was emotionless as he looked down at Tadaaki’s humble posture. 
“I agree, it is a Christian mark, and I believe it means peace. It is not a symbol synonymous with that of a criminal deserving of punishment. I think he says what he means, but I would not trust him.”
“Hmm, yes,” said Tanna, stroking his beard. He seemed pleased with Sato’s explanation. “Do you have a name, young man of Ito?”
“T-tadaaki.”
Sato swished the sleeve of his kimono and glared at Tadaaki. He then left with a huff and stormed into the castle. No one seemed surprised by his behavior nor gave any notice of his exit.
“Since you do not remember where you are from, Tadaaki, do you know if you possess any skills?”
“I’m. . .I’m a cook.”
“Well then, Ito Tadaaki, since we can not verify that you are indeed not a spy, you will be held captive here. You are now my slave. You will do as you are told or you will be sentenced to death. If I learn you are, in fact, a spy, you will be sentenced to death. If you try to run away, you will be punished and then put to death. And if you displease me, I will personally kill you. Welcome to Okayama Castle.”


1.
      Hachiman is the Shinto god of war and archery. Sometimes seen as the patron god of warriors. A dove is the sign of his messenger. 
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Kitchen Staff


"With all respect, sir, but Hideyoshi made slavery illegal 1," interjected Captain Souji. "Shouldn't we keep him as a prisoner until we can verify his origins?"
"Do you see Hideyoshi here?" sneered Tanna Seiua as he turned toward his captain. "Do you follow me or the laws of a dead man?"
"You, my lord," the captain declared, standing tall and removing any indication of doubt from his face. “Shall we put him in chains, sir?” 
“No. He’s already tried to run for it once. Let’s see if he does it again. And if he does, it will give us an excuse to kill him,” said Tanna, pushing Tadaaki over with his foot again. He then turned to walk back into the castle, adding, “Take him to the kitchen.”
Souji forced Tadaaki onto his feet and grabbed his arm tightly. Tadaaki was all set to walk wherever he was told to go, and the kitchen seemed like a suitable place. He always felt the most like himself when he worked in restaurants, especially the one back home. However, he didn’t even get a chance to take a step before more soldiers came to escort him around to the back of the castle. They pushed and tripped him as they walked, making sport of him. 
Then, as soon as they were within a few feet of the kitchen’s entrance, they shoved Tadaaki hard, making him trip toward the threshold. He stumbled a few steps before he caught himself on the door frame. He gave the captain and his crew a mean look. He was ready to be done with their abuses. 
“Here you go, Rin-san, another set of hands to work the kitchen,” said Souji to a stout woman dressed in a plain brown yukata. A pink handkerchief was around her head, with a white diamond pattern. 
She crossed her arms and gave a dirty look to the soldiers. The rest of her all-female staff copied her stature. There were about six of them in all. 
“Hump. Is this Tanna’s idea of a joke?” she said in a gruff voice. “I don’t want this foreign scum here.”
“Too bad, sweetheart, this one volunteered. He says he’s a cook.”
“Oh, he does, does he?” Rin then grabbed Tadaaki by his collar and yanked him into the kitchen. “Let’s see what he can cook.”
Tadaaki took a quick glance around the primitive kitchen. The floor was made of pressed dirt, and the room was long and narrow. On one side of the room, closest to Tadaaki, was a raised workstation made of wood. Vegetables were laid out on a board, being prepped by one cook with a large cleaver. Bowls of different sizes were stored underneath. Next to that was a long brick hearth with three cooking stations. Large iron pans hung on the wall, and a round pot was boiling away on the stovetop. An even bigger cooking station was in the corner with the most massive pot Tadaaki had ever seen. The lid had to be lifted with a rope and a pulley system. Firewood was kept nearby in an orderly stack between the two cooking stations. On the back side of the room, on a raised wooden floor, was the larder. From where he stood, he could see an open cupboard that showed off the fine dishes owned by the castle. Tadaaki began to sweat.
Just when he thought he had saved his skin with a chance to prove himself, he had come up short yet again. There was no running water or cold food storage. He didn’t know how to manage a wood-burning stove or their method of cooking. All he saw was a long list of health-code violations. The dirt floor bothered him the most. 
“I. . .I don’t know how to use this kind of kitchen,” he gulped, nervously glancing around at all the faces watching him. He hoped for one kind face in the many he had met that day, only to come up wanting once more. 
The soldiers laughed and turned away, making jokes about him as they went. Rin was less amused and pursed her lips into a scowl. 
“Well, if you can’t cook in the kitchen, you can clean it,” she bellowed with a hearty laugh. The rest of the woman laughed with her as she tossed a bucket and scrub brush at him. “Get scrubbing!”
Tadaaki looked around for water and started opening lids to the tall jars that sat on the dirt floor. A few of them were filled with different pickled vegetables, and the last one of them was filled with water. He began to smile to himself when a sharp pain hit the back of his hand.
“Don’t use the drinking water,” scolded Rin as she whacked his hand again with a wooden ladle. “Go to the well in the courtyard.”
Tadaaki left with the bucket and found his way around the castle, back to the courtyard. He was worried that a soldier would stop him and harass him, but it seemed his moment of popularity in the keep was already over. Hardly anyone looked at him, only a few pointed at him and made comments to their friends, but most ignored his existence. 
The well was located in a corner of the courtyard, surrounded by trees and covered with a slanted roof. Tadaaki turned the crank and pulled up the bucket to fill the one that he had brought with him. 
He then sat on the stone wall of the well and took a moment for himself. The shade was appreciated, and the breeze cooled his cheeks. It was the first time since he had woken up in the field that his mind and body were still. His thoughts began to settle and became more organized in his brain, allowing him to think through what had happened to him. 
While everyone around him called him a foreigner, everything about where he was felt alien to him. He might have been born from the heritage of this culture, but he didn’t know it. He could speak the language like a native, but he still felt like an imposter. He had come to terms that what he was feeling and seeing were real and not part of a vivid nightmare, but he just didn’t know how to explain it. Was it God? Was it magic or another force at work? He couldn’t say. He only felt the wrath of the divine against him. Yet he felt that there had to be a way home. A door had been opened, and he had fallen through. He only needed to find it again and make his way back home. But not back to his father. He would go somewhere else where he had control over his life. 
He took a drink and cleaned the dirt out of his scraped hand. He then took off his outer shirt and used his teeth to rip off a section of cloth. He then used the strip to make a bandage for his hand. As he wrapped it around his palm, he felt eyes on him. He glanced up and noted that soldiers were practicing drills in the courtyard, but none of them were looking at him. A squadron marched out of the way, revealing who it was that was watching him. It was Sato. His arms were crossed and brows were tightly knit. Tadaaki was coming to the conclusion that this man rarely smiled, if ever, and that he found everything in life below his standards. Currently, Sato’s disapproval was seated with him. He didn’t want to make this commanding officer angry, or anyone else, ‌but he knew the likelihood of bringing a grin of approval to this man’s face was already improbable. 
Tadaaki swallowed hard on his sip of water at this thought. His survival depended on not upsetting these men, who now held his life in their hands. Sato had spoken up for him, saving his life twice, but his cold, dark eyes still held nothing but scorn for him. Yet, Tadaaki felt Sato’s unblinking stare all over his body, as though he was reading every clue of his appearance to decode his sudden materialization in the village. Feeling exposed, he put the rest of his shirt back on, picked up his bucket or water, and hastily left the square. 
With his head bowed and shoulders hunched, Tadaaki reentered the kitchen. There he spent the rest of the day scrubbing whatever Rin told him to: pots, pans, ladles, bowls, more dishes, and the floor of the pantry. When he was done with that, he swept the floor. 
Then, once the evening meal had been sent up to the masters of the castle, the arduous work of feeding all the soldiers started. Tadaaki went back and forth around the kitchen, fetching, getting the wrong thing, and getting yelled at again, before he found the right item and was sent off to do something else. This went on for most of the dinner rush. The most usefulness he proved to be in that rustic kitchen was pulling the rope to lift the enormous lid to the giant pot. The young female cooks seemed most pleased that he could keep the lid open for them for a long time. As the steam from the pot hit Tadaaki in the face, they scooped out large amounts of rice to feed all the hungry soldiers of the fortress.  
After all the soldiers were fed, it was time for the kitchen staff to eat their meal, all except Tadaaki, who was forced to clean a mountain of dishes. He had to make several trips to the well to get enough water to wash all the used cups and bowls and chopsticks. Heating the water on the wood stove took longer than Tadaaki expected. By the time he was finished, it was well into the night. Thoroughly exhausted, he passed out on a sack of rice near the stove. 


1.
      Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the Chancellor of the Realm, abolished slavery in 1590. 
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Being Watched


Cold water doused Tadaaki, forcing him to wake up.  
“Come on, sleepyhead, it’s time for another full day of cooking,” chortled Rin. 
The rest of the kitchen staff stood behind her and laughed at Tadaaki. He moved loose strands of wet hair out of his face and slowly stood up. He felt sore from the day before. 
“What time is it?” he asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He peered out of the small window above the stoves and saw that the sun was hardly above the horizon. 
“We start early around here, boy. You can’t run an army on an empty stomach. Those soldiers will be expecting breakfast with the sunrise. Now move it! Go to the storage shed and get four bags of rice.”
Tadaaki shuffled his way out of the kitchen, ignoring Rin’s murmurs about his lack of haste. His body didn’t want to move. His head was abuzz with the desire for more sleep. His best guess was that he only had a few hours of sleep. 
He found the shed that held the larger quantities of dry food supply around the corner from the kitchen. It took him two trips to bring in the four bags of rice. Once he set them down and stretched out his back, Rin was ready to give him another task. 
“The cart with our daily supply will be here any minute. I want you to meet him at the first gate and help him unload.”
Tadaaki’s stomach growled. He clutched his abdomen and felt the weight of the bags under his eyes. He felt faint. “What about breakfast?”
“No breakfast until you complete all the morning chores! Now beat it!” Rin swung the broom at Tadaaki, forcing him to duck and hurry back out of the room. 
He met the farmer at the bottom of the hill at the first gate and escorted him back up through the twists and turns of the castle's roads. Tadaaki held onto the cart and closed his eyes as they walked. The farmer knew the way better than he did, and he needed every moment to recover from his all too brief night of sleep. The promise of breakfast helped him keep his feet moving. He tried to think back to when he last ate.
I had my argument with Dad while he was making dinner. I then went to the church and somehow ended up here. I missed lunch because I went out to buy bleach for my hair after my first argument with Dad. So, that’s two meals that I missed. Then I arrived here yesterday afternoon, or was it morning? I can’t remember. I helped make dinner here and then fell asleep. So it’s been, what? Two days since I had anything to eat. Is that right? God, I’m hungry. 
Back at the kitchen, Tadaaki was made to unload all the produce by himself, while the farmer enjoyed a cup of tea that Rin had brought out for him. The two talked while he was made to run back and forth from the cart, carrying baskets full of various vegetables. With each load, his head felt lighter and dizzier. He kept telling himself that once he was done, Rin would allow him to get something to eat and then he could rest for a moment. 
Tadaaki grabbed the last load from the wagon, a basket full of daikon radishes, and quickly spun back around to head back to the kitchen. But unfortunately, the spinning motion was too much for his head and he felt himself sway into the door frame. He stood there for a moment, trying to get the world to stop swirling around him. 
“What are you doing taking a breather? No breaks until the job is done! Now get in there!” barked Rin before she returned to her conversation with the farmer. 
A few more steps and you can sit down. You can do it, Tadaaki. Just a few more steps. Set the basket down right there and―
But before he could even finish his thought, he collapsed on the floor. His head nearly missed the corner of the wooden table. White radishes rolled all over the floor. One of the younger cooks rushed to his side and helped him sit up. His head flopped to his chest and his eyes refused to open. Another cook brought over the ladle from the water jar and held it to his lips, encouraging him to drink. He coughed on the water and opened his eyes. Everything was a bright blur. His stomach growled loud enough that everyone heard it. 
“Uh, my stomach. . .I need food. . .please. C-can I have some food?” his voice was weak, hardly a whisper.  
Rin stomped into the room and saw the mess of daikon all over the floor and her staff no longer working. She jerked Tadaaki off the floor with her powerful arm from all her years of making dough for noodles and tossed his limp body out the door. 
“Good for nothing, trash! Next time Tanna brings me a worker, I am going to refuse,” grumbled Rin. The rest of the kitchen staff scurried back to their workstations and continued on as though nothing had interrupted their morning preparations. 
Tadaaki’s body rolled a few feet away from the door of the kitchen, scaring some chickens, before he came to a stop. He felt an intense pain in his stomach. His desire for food had moved on from hunger to feeling nauseous at the thought of eating anything. He closed his eyes tight and curled into a fetal position. It didn’t take him long to fall back asleep. 

      [image: image-placeholder]When he woke up again, it was already afternoon. After he rubbed his eyes, he saw a bowl of rice before him, along with a cup of tea. Tadaaki pulled himself up to a sitting position and began to eat. He reminded himself to take it slowly and not rush food into his pained stomach. The rice was barely warm, and the tea had long cooled, but it didn’t matter. It was better than nothing. Tadaaki glanced around the courtyard, wondering who had fed him. There were a few people around, but none of them were watching him. He didn’t think anyone in the kitchen would dare sneak him some food from under Rin’s watchful eye. Nonetheless, someone was watching out for him. 
Once he was finished, he leaned back and rested his head against the plaster wall of the castle. He took out his phone and sighed. The water from the moat had damaged it. He then shook the phone, hoping to release the water that had killed the electronic components, but it was useless. His last connection to home was gone, and his last message from his brother was now beyond his reach. He had the words memorized and as his thumb smoothed over the black screen, he could almost see them. He sniffled and wiped his nose with the back of his wrist. No one cared about his tears in this place, and he suppressed his heartache. 
Just then, a woman walked up to him, carrying two large baskets full of clothes. One was tucked under her arm, while the other was balanced on her head and steadied by her hand. Tadaaki was startled by her appearance and tucked his phone back into his pocket. He looked up at the face of the woman, nervous about what abuse she intended for him. He pressed his back against the wall, but she only softly smiled at him. Her face was young, and she looked to be a few years younger than him. 
“You must be Tadaaki-san. I heard Rin tossed you out. I have work for you,” she said. 
“Work?”
“Now, don’t act like you have a choice. Captain Souji said that if I don’t make use of you, he will have to turn you back over to the master, and I think we both know what that means. Here, take this and follow me.” She dropped the basket that was under arm at his feet and held her other basket out in front of her. 
Tadaaki came to his feet and picked up the basket. He followed her out of the second gate, toward the lower level. 
“I’m Mei,” she said without looking back at him. “I am in charge of the laundry for the castle household. If you prove yourself useful, I promise to give you food twice a day. I am nicer than Rin-san, but understand that no one wants you. I have a girl out sick and need the help. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
He wasn’t surprised that no one wanted him and that he would only be passed around like a flea ridden dog that only knew one trick. He had to make himself useful. It was the only way to prolong his death, which seemed to be the only answer about what to do with him from the locals point of view. 
They exited the grounds, following a path that led down to the river that passed directly behind the castle. Many women from the village were also there, washing their clothes and bathing their children. A rectangular section of stones marked out the boundary of the river that was safe for the children. This kept them from the deeper section of the river and the moving current as it turned the bend and flowed into the moat. There were more women and children utilizing the river on the other side. Tadaaki recognized one such little girl walking on some rocks. It was Maemi, and she was there with her great-grandmother, who was doing some laundry.  
Maemi smiled at Tadaaki and waved at him as she clutched her doll to her chest. He smiled back and gave a nod. The little girl’s great-grandmother looked up from her chore and also smiled at him. The other women were not as friendly and scolded their children to finish their baths quickly so they could leave. Tadaaki tried to not let this bother him and focused on Mei’s instructions on how to wash the silk robes. 
“Now be gentle with this kind of fabric. It washes easily, but you have to treat it just right. Many people like to use the water from the well, but I find that the river is the right temperature for the silks. That’s why I have my job. I am the best. Do it just like me, and it will be fine.”
Tadaaki nodded along with her instructions and followed her examples. The task wasn’t hard and the cool atmosphere of the river seemed to help clear his head. He was still hungry, but not quite to the point of fainting again. The promise of another meal made him work hard. He couldn’t believe that this was what his life had reduced to. He glanced around at his surroundings. 
The scenery was beautiful. A soft breeze moved through the leaves of the trees on the opposite bank. Yellow and brown leaves, acting like tiny boats, drifted down the river, under a low wooden bridge, and circled around in an eddy by the shore. He then looked back at the castle behind him, sitting proudly on its rock foundation with its black walls and gilded roof. Golden aquatic figures crowned the roof and added their accents to the already grand fortress. The view was idyllic. The kind of postcard view he hoped to see someday if he ever got the opportunity to travel to Japan, the country of his ancestors. Now he was here, and it was utter hell. 
Then he noticed that one window in the castle was open, and a man was watching him. He couldn’t see the face clearly from that distance, but he had a solid guess as to who it was. 
“Mei? Can I ask you a question?” Tadaaki asked while they worked. 
“About what?” 
“Who exactly are the masters of this castle? I’ve met them, but I don’t understand what is going on.”
“When they said you dropped from the sky, they meant it,” she huffed. “This castle is under the leadership of Ukita Hideie. You’ve heard of him, haven’t you?”
Tadaaki shook his head. 
“Where have you been?” she scoffed. “He’s only one of the most powerful daimyo on this side of Honshu! The Bizen Prime Minister, does that ring a bell?”
Tadaaki shrugged. 
“Gosh, have you been living under a rock? Ukita Hideie is the leader of our clan, and a member of the Five Elders Council, appointed by Toyotomi Hideyoshi himself! He has gone to war with Ishida Mitsunari and other Toyotomi loyalists to meet Tokugawa Ieyasu head on. The entire future of our country will be determined by this war. We will win, of course. It's an uneven match up, and we have the larger army.”
“Then who did I meet yesterday?”
“You saw Tanna Seiua and Sato Michi. Tanna-sama is the large one with the beard and bad temper. He is a vassal under Ukita-sama and is acting general in his absences. Sato-sama was Tanna’s apprentice and is now lieutenant general under him.”
“Oh, so they are close, then.”
Mei laughed and covered her mouth with her hand. “You could say that, but I will let you judge that for yourself.”
Tadaaki raised an eyebrow and was about to ask what she meant when a scream interrupted their conversation. Another scream followed.
“Maemi!” cried the old woman. Her hands covered her cheeks as she watched in horror. Her great-grandchild had slipped on the rocks and fallen into the river. The current carried Maemi down stream before pulling her under. 
Everyone who was still left at the river's edge either gasped out of fear and fright as they watched Maemi’s struggle in the water. Young mothers pulled their young children to their sides, while a few older women rushed into the water, hoping to reach Maemi, only none of them waded deep enough to get their hips wet. Tadaaki leapt to his feet, tossed his phone on to the grass, slipped off his shoes, and dove into the water. 
Everyone held their breath as they watched every ripple of the water, hoping for some indication of either Maemi’s or Tadaaki’s location. After what felt like the longest minute, Tadaaki resurfaced with Maemi in his arms. He swam back to the other side of the river and laid the unresponsive girl down. He quickly performed CPR. Maemi’s grandmother rubbed her knuckles as she stood over Tadaaki, repeatedly asking if her great-granddaughter was alright. The other villagers that were there gathered around, wondering what Tadaaki was doing to the little girl. 
A few breaths was all it took for Maemi to spit
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Shudéo

A common convention between two
samurai men; usually in an apprentice
relationship between a youth and their
master.

This type of relationship is sometimes
sexual, often consensual. The
relationship continues until the younger
of the pair reaches their "coming of age”.

Once an adult, the younger man will
leave, marry, and start a F%mily. While the
older man will take on a new young
apprentice.

This story will showcase elements of this
practice, but not in the positive.

This book is intended for mature readers.
Other content warnings include: abuse,
torture, sexual assault, graphic war scenes,
sexual activity, language, suicidal thoughts,
substance use, and alcohol.
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“Some things must remain the same in order
for the universe to flow proper]y. One pebble
dashed out across the ocean leaves a lifetime

of ripples. They call it the butterfly effect.” .

— Louise Mullins
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