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Chapter One
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So I’m an actor. Yes, I know what you’re thinking. Isn’t everyone?

This is L.A. after all. We’re everywhere from the barista at your favorite coffee place to the good-looking guy who parks your car to the lovely young woman who delivers your groceries. We are the huge hidden population of the ever-hopeful, the ones who came from elsewhere to find their fortune in Hollywood.

I’ve been luckier than some. After years of acting classes and auditions and getting nowhere I did a TV commercial last year that put me on the map. Uh, in a good and bad way. My residuals from that job pay my share of the rent, which is great, but I get catcalls on the street from women—and men—because of it.

“Hey, pool guy! Aren’t you the pool guy?” “Strip for me, pool guy! C’mon!”

I can be walking down the street here in the Valley or driving for Over or doing a ReadyCart delivery and I’ll hear this yelled at me from random people in cars, from the next lane over, or when they open the door for their groceries. It’s gratifying to finally be in something that you get recognized for, but a commercial for pool supplies wasn’t what I intended as my ultimate acting achievement when I moved here from Northern California.

I know it could be worse. I know this because it was worse for a long time. When I first arrived in L.A., I got a boring office job and took acting classes at night. I discovered the West Hollywood scene and partied too much. Lost the job, cleaned up my act and went to therapy till I got myself straightened out.

Some never make it through that particular L.A. rite of passage and out the other side. I realized I had to take better care of myself if I wanted to be in good shape when fortune finally smiled on me, if it ever did.

I got into a stable living situation, which helped a lot. My roommate is a woman who loves living with a gay man. Before this she lived alone and didn’t feel safe, but with me she says she can relax. Carol works as an administrator in post-production and watches war movies in her spare time. Yeah, I’m not sure what that’s about either. But to each their own, right?

Another big stroke of luck was getting the lead role in an anime series. I do the English dub voice for the main character in I Woke Up in Another Life as a Hellraising Daredevil Prince of a Fairy Kingdom, or IWUIALAAHDPOAFK for short. Just kidding, no one calls it that. The Japanese fans call it Daredevil Prince or “DeaPuri” (dea for daredevil, puri for prince).

As an actor I’d wanted to be ready for anything, so I worked with a coach who specialized in voice acting for animation. When I auditioned for the role I knew I’d nailed it. It’s my first acting job that has legs—that could go for a while—and though it doesn’t pay a lot I’ve been able to land additional dub work because of it.

I’m at the gym lifting weights working up a sweat when my agent Sarah calls me. “Jake, drop everything. You’re not going to believe this opportunity.”

She’s never said anything like this to me before, so I’m all ears.

“How would you like an all expenses paid trip to Japan?”

***
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The Daredevil Prince production team is putting on “DeaPuri Festa,” one of those Japanese voice actor extravaganzas where the seiyuu sing and do skits and read scenes from the anime series in front of a live audience.

Being a seiyuu—or voice actor—in Japan is a very different thing from being a voice actor here in the U.S. It’s a standalone acting career separate from film or TV acting. Each seiyuu has his or her own fan base and it can be huge. They can be idols in the way that movie stars are idols here and some have singing careers too.

I’ll admit I’ve been jealous of them sometimes. I’m an anime fan and follow the industry in Japan a little so I know how different it is over there. The seiyuu who are big stars sometimes have to wear flu masks in public while I’ll never be recognized on the street for being Daredevil Prince’s Prince Erik, only Pool Guy, so far anyway.

The production team has invited me to appear at the Festa and do a short skit with Shinsuke Shiratori, the seiyuu who does the Prince Erik role in Japanese. They’ve assured me that my part will be in basic English and not Japanese and that the audience should easily understand what I’m saying.

The Festa will be in Tokyo. I have the option to participate in a second event in Osaka, co-produced by the Star Voices seiyuu talent agency, where the seiyuu will sing their character songs from Daredevil Prince. The lyrics for Prince Erik’s song are in English and the team said I could sing it with Shiratori as a duet at the Osaka event if I wanted to. I can also do an autograph session with him there.

This is not only a paid trip to Japan but my first experience of stardom. I’m almost thirty and was beginning to think nothing big would ever happen for me.

I am so stoked for this!

***
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I sign the contract at Sarah’s Century City office.

Sarah is as excited for me as I am. I’ve agreed to do the Osaka appearance so there’s additional compensation in the package. All in all, the trip will be seven days. Before coming home I’ll have the chance to watch the seiyuu perform an episode of Daredevil Prince live in studio.

The production team requested my measurements. Not sure what this means. In most of the seiyuu events I’ve seen on YouTube they’re just dressed in regular street clothing. Maybe I’ll get a special outfit for Osaka?

The days creep by. I gather my passport and essentials. Carol offers to give me a ride to LAX, which is great.

On the day of my flight, Thomas, our black and white tuxedo cat, paces nervously around my bedroom. Thomas began as Carol’s cat but became our cat when he adopted me as his co-owner. He began spending more time with me than her until she finally shrugged and we started splitting the care and feeding duties.

I sit on the bed for a moment and Thomas jumps into my lap. I’m almost packed so I can give him a minute or two. “I’m going to Japan,” I tell his solemn face. “They worship cats over there. I wish I could take you with me.”

As I pet him, Carol walks in. “Anything I can help with?”

“No, just about done.” Thomas’s low purr soothes me. I don’t like flying that much so I hope I can sleep on the plane.

She sits next to me on the bed and we double-team Thomas, stroking his soft fur. “I’m excited for you. You’ve been working toward this for a long time.”

“Yeah. Thanks. And I really appreciate the ride.” I kiss the top of Thomas’s head, feeling the buzz of his purr on my lips.

“Shall we load up the car?” Carol is one of those better early than late people, which is a good thing in this case, so I nod.

On the freeway she skillfully maneuvers her Toyota Corolla through 405 traffic like the L.A. native she is. “They’re meeting you at Narita, right?”

“Yeah, the Star Voices agency is sending someone to greet me and take me to the hotel.” The flight will take almost twelve hours and Tokyo time is sixteen hours ahead of L.A. time, all of which is higher math to me, but I should be okay as I have the schedule saved on my phone.

Carol pulls to the curb on LAX’s lower level, the arrival level. This is a trick locals know for dropping people off for flights as the upper level—the designated departure level—gets bogged down in traffic jams.

We hug on the sidewalk. “Tell Thomas I’ll be back soon.” She’s short so I have to crouch down and she has to reach up to get her arms around my neck. I smell that earthy Bath and Body Works perfume she always wears.

At the doors I turn to wave, and she waves back before zooming off.

It’s seven days. I tell myself not to get overexcited. I’ve gotten excited about career opportunities before that didn’t pan out, so I’ve learned to keep myself on an even keel with this stuff.

Still... it’s Japan. I can’t help but feel this is going to change my life, and maybe in an unexpected way.
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On the plane I manage to nap a little, waking up when the food is served. All jokes about airplane food aside, the teriyaki chicken with rice and broccoli is actually good.

I take out my iPad. I’ve downloaded some Daredevil Prince seiyuu event videos. Daredevil Prince has only completed its first season but it’s already a big hit in Japan. It’s not quite as huge on Crunchyroll in America but that’s due to several factors.

First, the anime is based on a light novel series that hasn’t been translated into English. There are a lot of light novels and manga series that never get translated. While these books are hugely popular in Japan, the U.S. industry that translates and publishes them in English is comparatively small.

Light novels are stories, usually YA or young adult, with some illustrations. They’re shorter than regular novels and again they’re not that popular yet in the west. Also, it’s more work to translate light novels than manga which is mostly images, so I guess whether the Daredevil Prince light novels get translated will depend on how popular the anime becomes in the U.S.

I watch the DeaPuri events and my attention is drawn to Shiratori who plays my role. He looks as tall as I am. Six-footers are still somewhat rare for Japanese males but he towers over the other seiyuu.

All the Daredevil Prince seiyuu are talented actors and singers. In the U.S., voice acting is seen as a lesser art than “regular” acting. And oddly, as in Japan, there isn’t much crossover between the two. There aren’t many voice actors who also do TV, streaming, or film acting.

While I enjoy my dub work, I am up for both kinds of acting. After the pool supplies commercial Sarah was able to get me more auditions and I started feeling hope again.

I bring the iPad closer to really look at Shiratori. He is very handsome with porcelain skin and he wears his hair like I do: layered and a bit long. It’s a throwback 80s kind of look that I adopted early in my career when people said I looked like Taxi’s Jeff Conaway. He played the struggling actor in that show.

I kind of see the resemblance but I don’t think it’s that strong. My hair is dark blond and not brunet for one thing. I think people just saw me as having that “actor” look with my face and wide shoulders and long legs. I’m lucky to have a decent frame and good bone structure, both of which of course I inherited and can’t claim any credit for.

Shiratori is singing the Prince Erik character song. He has a very good singing voice. Altogether he seems too perfect, like a created idol and not a real human.

I did some reading up on him. He burst onto the anime scene in the past two years, landing his first important role in High School Warriors, a shonen action series—shonen meaning mostly for boys and young men—and then Daredevil Prince.

He’s called “the Ice King” by the fans. It’s an interesting nickname. Not entirely positive. I guess he doesn’t have the warmest reputation when it comes to dealing with the public?

I shut my eyes and just listen to Shiratori sing. I’ll be singing this in Osaka. It’s a great song and my heart pounds with excitement at the thought of singing it in front of a crowd.

I drift off to the sound of his voice in my head.

***
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I get through customs and emerge into Narita Airport’s Terminal 2.

As soon as I reach the area where the public is allowed I see the sign with my name. It’s being held by a smiling thirty-ish woman smartly dressed in a gold blazer and matching skirt. She introduces herself as Star Voices Agency’s Ayame Takahashi.

She bows, I bow, and we shake hands. Takahashi-san wears glasses and a pearl and gemstone necklace and is the picture of professionalism. “I hope your flight was comfortable, Rowan-san?” She speaks English with a somewhat heavy accent.

“Yes, very comfortable. Thank you.”

She hands me a packet. “Here is your schedule and everything you need for this week. Your per diem is also included.”

Good. I’m glad I didn’t have to ask. “Thank you, Takahashi-san.”

“Do you have bags to claim?”

“Yes.”

She makes light conversation as we wait for my suitcase. My impression of Star Voices is a good one so far. I’ve heard about these seiyuu talent agencies. Some of them are very controlling, keeping their seiyuu on tight leashes and monitoring their every interaction with the public.

I don’t have to worry as I’m only here for a week and my activities are defined by the contract I signed in L.A., but I want to keep an eye out in case something starts looking fishy. I got a Japanese sim card to put in my phone so I can contact Sarah in a second if I need to.

We drive into Tokyo through light traffic. “Rowan-san, is this your first trip to Japan?”

“No. I’ve been here before.”

“Ah.” Takahashi-san nods and smiles, but when I don’t elaborate, she falls silent.

The silence is awkward so I change the subject. “How long have you been with Star Voices?”

“Three years,” she promptly replies. “It’s considered the top voice talent agency in Japan. I am very fortunate.”

“That’s great.” She doesn’t elaborate on this either, so silence reigns in the car once again. I search for something to talk about and remember a provision in the contract. “Takahashi-san, the agreement said something about an interpreter...”

“Ah, yes! I’m sorry. I am happy to be your interpreter during your stay here.”

I’m surprised by this for several reasons. One, she has a job already and being an interpreter is a job in and of itself. It would be like doing two full-time jobs at once. Plus, and not to throw shade, but her English ability is not quite to the level of an interpreter. I don’t want to make her uncomfortable but I’m not sure this works for me.

Takahashi-san senses my discomfort and fortunately offers a solution. “If you would prefer, I have a younger sister who lived in Los Angeles for a few years. She has said she is available if this works for you.”

“Thank you. I think you have enough on your plate already, so...”

Takahashi-san stares blankly and I realize it’s an idiom that didn’t translate. “You seem very busy without being my interpreter too,” I finish lamely.

Her reaction isn’t what I expect. Her face freezes for a moment and then her mask of professionalism descends once more. “Yes, Star Voices keeps all of us busy.” She laughs lightly.

The J West Hotel is a small boutique hotel in the heart of Shinjuku, Tokyo’s liveliest ward. Traffic is busy and pedestrians crowd the sidewalks. It’s late afternoon and the neon signs on the buildings are starting to come on. The bustle and excitement bring back memories for me. There’s no place like Tokyo.

Takahashi-san briskly takes care of my check-in as the clerk hands me the card keys. “I will have my sister Hanako call you. Also...” She hesitates. “Would you be interested in meeting some of the Daredevil Prince actors tonight? They are working until late, but—”

“That would be great.”

“Fine. Either I or Hanako will be in touch.”

My room has eclectic furnishings with the sofa and armchair in mismatched colors and swirly patterns in the carpet. Everything is impeccably clean and new.

The windows don’t open but I can hear traffic from the street below. Suddenly I want to get out there, so I put the per diem money in my wallet and head out.
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The humid Tokyo air hits me again as I exit the hotel.

It’s spring. The plum trees are in bloom with their dark pink blossoms and the cherry trees will soon follow. It’s a lovely time to be here.

I’m not the only gaijin I see on the streets. The tourists have returned. Japan closed itself to foreign tourists during the pandemic. I hear snippets of English and other languages as I walk down the sidewalk.

My feet take me down familiar streets. It’s been some years but the feel of Tokyo never changes. The busy but orderly passage of people on the sidewalks, the storefronts, the restaurants with heavenly smells of sizzling Kobe beef steak or seafood wafting out the front door.

I walk by an anime store. The DeaPuri Festa poster is in the window. I stop to check it out. Prince Erik’s wild red hair, ocean-blue eyes, and athletic body practically jump out of the poster. On either side of him are his sister Princess Griselda, their father the King, and the other supporting characters.

Daredevil Prince is an isekai story. Isekai is when the story’s main character wakes up in another world. Sometimes they die and then reincarnate in that other world. Anyway, it’s that fish out of water in a different world experience that defines the genre.

Daredevil Prince’s protagonist is Haru Shinoda, a young salaryman who wakes up in the Kingdom of Airan in a fantasy world filled with magic. In Japan, Haru was a timid clerk, but in Airan he’s Crown Prince Erik who battles monsters and saves the kingdom in every episode. Well, almost every episode.

In the beginning Haru is disoriented and doesn’t know what happened to him. Erik’s sister Princess Griselda and their father King Eldrick think he’s taken ill because he’s not acting like himself. Soon though, Haru decides to lean into being Prince Erik for all it’s worth, participating in crazy competitions of strength, fighting the kingdom’s enemies, and risking his life on dangerous treasure hunts to fund the kingdom.

Eventually he tells Griselda that he’s not really Prince Erik but a corporate employee from a country called Japan on another planet. She’s massively confused and obviously concerned about what happened to her real brother. Erik, or rather Haru, doesn’t know for sure but suspects that Erik is now living his salaryman’s life in his body in Japan. Princess Griselda is the only one who knows his secret so far in the story.

The next-door Kingdom of Orlan’s royal family has two princesses who vie to become Erik’s betrothed. Blue-haired Princess Celia is a shy retiring young woman while her younger sister Princess Franki is a green-haired hellraiser like Erik.

Both fairy kingdoms frequently come under attack from Malo Fleur, the demon kingdom on the mountain. Erik’s chief weapon is Pinku, a small sparkly furry she-dragon he keeps on his shoulder. When activated by Erik’s magic, Pinku grows to giant size and blasts the enemy with laser beams shooting from her eyes. And yes, she is pink. It’s hinted that Pinku has additional secret powers but so far we haven’t seen them yet.

Prince Erik, or rather Haru who finds himself in Erik’s body, does go through some character development throughout the story. He doesn’t just raise hell; he learns the history of the kingdom and comes to appreciate his role and the contributions of others to the kingdom’s security and prosperity.

Despite bits of adult humor, it’s for older children on up. Nobody gets killed, everyone is healed by magic after battles, and nothing too gory happens. It’s not terribly original as isekai plots go, but the writers are good at witty dialogue and the animators do quality work so it’s a genuinely enjoyable show.

I’m sure Shinsuke Shiratori’s movie star looks don’t hurt the show’s popularity either. The series was last year’s new hit and the Festa is already sold out.

My phone buzzes and I pick up. It’s Takahashi-san’s sister Hanako. She has a bubbly cheerful voice, speaks barely accented English, and tells me to call her Hannah. We chat as I stand on the sidewalk. It turns out she studied drama and performing arts at UCLA.

She sends me a link to JS Shibuya izakaya. “11:00 all right?”

I’m a bit startled, then I recall how late places stay open in Tokyo. “Uh, sure. Wonderful. I’ll see you there.”

I enter the anime store and buy exactly one item: a Prince Erik figurine. It’ll look great on our coffee table at home. Uh, I hope Carol won’t mind.
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