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To all those whose ability to wander has been lost, whose passport stamps have been traded for the gently worn pages of a book. Welcome. You are among friends here.
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  Foreword



You are about to enter Kaiden, a fantasy setting inspired by Japan circa 1900. Please note that this story, its world-building and its characters do not faithfully mirror Japanese history, culture and peoples, and should not be taken as such. Nor do I claim to be an expert—just a student with an overactive imagination and a love of both vampire stories and romance.




For my fellow history nerds, I’ve including a generalized accounting of the key differences in the world-building of Kaiden versus the history of Japan. You’ll find it in the appendix under “A Brief History of Kaiden.”




There is also a glossary for anyone who’d like one and doesn’t mind suffering through my definitions. A big thank you to my editor, Emma at Midnight Pages, for helping me compile it.




All names in The Tainted and the Tamed are written family name first.
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Murasaki




Mukai Murasaki stood in the misting rain on Sanjo-doori, the edges of her wax umbrella dripping as she stared at the fortified outer gate as she struggled for breath. When her mother said there was a castle in her remote hometown, Murasaki thought she was joking.

She hadn’t been. The outer wall ran too far to see its corners, and the castle itself was lost to fog.

How long are you going to stand here gawking? she asked herself, twisting her mouth. Her cheeks were ruddy from the already cold autumn weather up here in the mountains, her chest ached and her journey to the rural prefecture had been long enough already. At least go stand under the gate’s roof.

But this castle, with its medieval walls and doors as tall as five men, made her skin prickle.

She touched the fur stole around her neck, part of an outfit she had not worn since she came of age. Her mother had insisted she should not go to Fusae Castle in a western-style dress and hat—and, now that she saw it, Murasaki was glad for the traditional garb. She would have been entirely out of place coming here in a shirtwaist and skirt.

This castle was straight out of the past.

Only the leather travel case at her side reminded her these were not the feudal times of her childhood.

With one shuddering breath, Murasaki’s painful geta carried her cloppingly to the gate. Shifting the travel case, she raised her fist to knock, her mouth already open to call out.

The door floated open. Murasaki gaped.

The bald head of an elderly butler, dressed neatly in a black kimono and flaring pin-striped hakama, peered around its edge.

Murasaki kept her hand in a fist, lowering it to her side.

“Good afternoon,” Murasaki said, aiming to sound cheerful and not short of breath. “My name is Mukai Murasaki. I’m here to interview with Ms. Tanabe.”

The butler chuckled.

“I was wondering when you were going to enter,” he said, and pointed a finger at the door. “Peepholes,” he explained, then extended his hand, “and we have a bell. If I had not been waiting for you, I never would’ve heard you.”

Murasaki bowed hastily. “I’m sorry for making you wait in this weather.”

“No bother. I’ve always enjoyed these grounds in the rain. I am Uno Gen, at your service. Don’t be shy, now—Ms. Tanabe is the one who dislikes waiting, not me.”

Damn it all—this is not the start I was after. The last thing Murasaki wanted was to displease the housekeeper before she’d even interviewed for the job.

Pinching the side of her kimono in what she hoped was a lady-like fashion, Murasaki clattered through the open door, closing her sopping umbrella to squeeze in. As if the wall was fortified even against weather, the mists parted before her.

Murasaki beheld a panoramic view of a winding garden, its paths framed by carefully cultivated, craggy evergreens beaded with crystalline water. The trees grew almost horizontally, folded over the path and supported on bamboo scaffolding that somehow did not detract from their beauty. And though the care provided to them was evident, the garden still maintained a feeling of wildness.

It was like another world. Doubly so because the rain pattered to a stop before Murasaki could leave the protection of the overhang. 

“I see now,” Murasaki said, closing her gaping mouth.

Mr. Uno chuckled. “So you do. Once you get to know these gardens, you’ll be as immensely fond of them as I am. You won’t even mind the long walk.”

Murasaki winced at the thought. She could already feel a blister or three forming beneath her tabi socks.

Sure enough, pain shot through her foot as she followed the Mr. Uno down a winding gravel path that hung close to the wall. Her geta were not at all broken in. Murasaki hadn’t expected to dress in traditional clothes again, even for her wedding.

She clutched the briefcase a little tighter each time she thought of the man who would’ve been her husband. It was as if it gave her a little more energy to push on.

But damnation, it was torture to walk on geta over gravel. She feared she’d twist her ankle with every step.

“Not long now,” Mr. Uno called over his shoulder, as if he understood. “We’ll take the shortcut.”

The butler hooked left suddenly, stepping purposefully into the shadow of one of the curving trees. Even the diminutive Mr. Uno was forced to duck under the tree as he went, disappearing into the regathering haze.

Slate step stones wound under and around the crooked pine. When Murasaki bowed her way under the tree, it brushed the bun at the top of her head.

Mr. Uno waited at a dip in the garden. The mist swirled in an eddy there, making it appear as though the scarlet rails of a bridge grew from the clouds and reached heavenward.

“Just a bit farther,” Mr. Uno said. “You can see the castle now.”

At first, Murasaki thought her eyes were not strong enough to make out the house. Then she recognized a corner of it through the parted fog. The space under the eaves was decorated with elaborate wooden carvings.

She had lived so long with modern things, Murasaki was not sure how life in a historic home would feel. If she got the job—no, when. She will get the job.

She had to.

The low clouds parted as they neared the bridge. The breeze delivered a faint whiff of sulfur.

She heard the clunk of Mr. Uno’s sandals as he stepped onto the arching bridge. Moments later, she joined him, clinging to the rail.

Murasaki was no fan of heights. Swallowing a sulfur-scented breath of air, she decided to be brave anyway, peering over the rail. She expected to see little but the mist below.

A mineral stream ran a dizzying distance below them, the plumes of steam rising off it marking it as volcanic. Yellow patches, bright as a canary, lined the stream. The bridge ran across a geologic fissure.

Mr. Uno tapped the painted wood. “Not to worry. This bridge is as solid as the day it was constructed.” He offered her a smile. “You’ll get used to it. You see that building, near the end of the ravine? That’s the bathhouse, open to the servants when not in use by his lor—Chairman Asami. Forgive me. The new ways are somehow still difficult for me to adjust to.”

As they stepped onto solid ground at last, Murasaki breathed a sigh of relief. Soon, the sight unveiled by the mist stole again stole her breath.

“House” was not a suitable word for the place. Nor was mansion anywhere near grand enough. For some reason, the sight of it cast a chill down the back of Murasaki’s neck.

I have my work cut out for me with this place.

The doors were open to the garden, revealing the wooden hall and tatami-matted rooms beyond. Everything was dim, as if the house was not fitted for electricity; she could barely make out the paintings on the doors beyond.

It felt empty, as though everyone was out and had forgotten to close the sliding doors. Not even a servant passed through the halls in the time it took Murasaki to hobble into the servant’s entrance to the house.

Finally removing her geta was a relief. Murasaki flexed her toes, feeling the pain shoot through the balls of her feet. She was certain now that she’d developed more than one blister on each foot.

The moment she lifted her chin again, she nearly stumbled off the step into the house. A woman in a tidy olive and gold kimono had appeared in the doorway, wringing her hands.

“Is this Ms. Mukai?” she asked Mr. Uno, who was still removing his sandals.

“It is. Mukai Murasaki, this is Tanabe Yukiko, the housekeeper. She’ll be interviewing—”

Ms. Tanabe cut him off, “That won’t be necessary. Ms. Mukai, are you able to begin work immediately?”

Stunned, Murasaki bowed, “Of course, Ms. Tanabe. If you’ll have me.”

“Good. I’m afraid you’ll have to change out of that beautiful kimono.” She eyed Murasaki’s outfit appreciatively—almost enviously. “I’ll need to get you into a uniform right away.”

“Why all the haste?” Mr. Uno asked, stretching as he entered the hall, the dark wooden floor creaking. “I thought the officials for the chamber of commerce were visiting today. Is the chairman expecting overnight company?”

“Nothing so unusual.” Ms. Tanabe shifted uncomfortably, her eyes darting toward Murasaki. The floor cried out beneath her tabi socks, as if she was squeaking a loose floorboard intentionally.

“What, then?” asked the butler.

Ms. Tanabe stepped closer to him to speak, but Murasaki heard her anyway.

“One of the girls is missing.”
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Murasaki







A squeak and a sigh met every step Murasaki took through the halls in her burrowed slippers. She might as well have trumpeted her arrival, for all the noise her steps made on the dark lacquered floors.

She wasn’t sure if she should laugh or blush. Especially since Ms. Tanabe had a way of stepping more lightly, so that only every fourth step or so triggered the musical boards.

Nightingale floors. Truly, this was a castle worthy of a daimyo. Yet it was difficult to picture this small town in the mountains as one of strategic import.

The swift pace at which Ms. Tanabe traveled the halls made for a cacophony as Murasaki hastened after her. She wondered how the housekeeper moved so swiftly in her kimono, as if it was a modern flowing skirt. If she were to work here, Murasaki would have to adapt to the restrictive garment. Her lower back already ached from the tightness of her obi.

“Here,” Ms. Tanabe said, rounding a corner and stopping at a door. She slid open the shoji screen that separated it from the hall, revealing a wall of shelving within. Precisely folded kimono that matched Ms. Yamane’s olive and cream motif was stacked on one shelf, along with the appropriate undergarments. White as bone tabi socks sat beside them.

A classic scene of pale mountains adorned the fusuma on the back wall. What a grand place, to have such decoration even in the servants’ quarters.

“See those?” Ms. Tanabe asked, pointing to the stacked tabi as Murasaki removed her slippers to step onto the tatami. “If the bottoms are gray at day’s end, the floors are not clean enough. It means an extra cleaning in every hall the next day.”

Murasaki knelt onto the mats, facing her. The housekeeper did not enter with her. “Are there other rules I should know of for today?” Murasaki asked.

“The bathhouse is restricted for the chairman’s use, until you hear otherwise. Chairman Asami leaves time for the servants to bathe there daily. It is also when we clean it, so all activities must be put on hold when Mr. Uno announces it’s open for us. We try to inconvenience the chairman as little as possible.”

Murasaki nodded, “I understand, Ms. Tanabe,” The chairman was undoubtedly an elderly man, though all chairmen kept their identities secret. No doubt he spends a great deal of time in the warm waters and steam to ease the aches of his age.

“There’s more,” said Ms. Tanabe, sounding harried. “Besides the bath, you must be aware that the chairman has guests and visitors regularly, both from the district and other members of government.”

A thrill went through Murasaki. The inner workings of government were so mysterious. With that unknown group of powerful men running it behind well-guarded doors, the thought of actually seeing multiple chairmen, let alone working for one, was almost like a fairytale.

All at once, it was as though the weight of Murasaki’s struggles lessened. Imagine, keeping an entire country stitched together! The chairman had formed a new system of government, with each anonymous man representing one of Kaiden’s prefectures. They’d built all of it from the ground up after the revolution that ended the shogunate and the samurai class.

“We must offer refreshment to each guest,” Ms. Tanabe went on, “and clean the receiving room between them, and I mean thoroughly. The chairman has a sensitive nose.”

“Sensitive how?” Murasaki asked.

Ms. Tanabe’s eyes shifted to the side. “The visitors—the commoners especially—have certain…how shall I put it? Lingering odors.”

Murasaki stiffened. Odiferous commoners? Who even used the word “commoners” anymore?

Perhaps Ms. Tanabe was older than Murasaki thought. There was no distinction between commoners and nobility—because there was no more nobility. Not since the last shogun died and the chairmen took over. And the implication that they smelled—did Ms. Tanabe think she smelled? She’d come from a smoke-belching city, and had to trek up more than one hill to reach the castle after the long train ride, after all.

Suddenly, Murasaki didn’t know whether to be mortified or offended.

Ms. Tanabe continued, as though it was nothing. “It’s important to air out the room and remove any traces of the guests before Chairman Asami returns. Hands, for example—to a sensitive nose, the oils leave their own scent. It’s why we must clear all dishes promptly, change out the cushions and wipe down the tables and mats—anything the guests might have touched.”

Even as she nodded her understanding, something clicked in Murasaki’s mind.

It sounds as though the chairman is petrified of germs, not smells. No wonder he employs his own physician on these grounds. At least, that was how Murasaki’s mother had heard it. It occurred to Murasaki now that she’d hung a great deal of hope on word of mouth.

“Anything else?” Murasaki asked, and worried the inside of her lower lip with her teeth.

“As an unwritten rule, we don’t tarry at meals.” Bathing quickly, eating quickly, scrubbing the floors twice over—it was almost as if they weren’t meant to have any bodily needs at all. Was this the price of working at a chairman’s estate?

“That should do for now,” Ms. Tanabe said. “Please change into your uniform. You can leave your clothing on the upper shelf. And do be neat about it.”

“Yes, Ms. Tanabe.”

As Ms. Tanabe prepared to leave, Murasaki bowed. “Thank you for this opportunity.”

“Thank me after you see how demanding the position is,” the housekeeper answered with little inflection, as if used to seeing new maids come and go.

With a furrowed brow, Murasaki began to rise. But before she could straighten completely, something stilled her.

What’s that sound? Like nails scratching on wood. Does Fusae Castle have mice?

“Is something wrong?” Ms. Tanabe asked, eyeing her sidelong.

“No, nothing at all. Only—” She couldn’t very well ask if they were infested by mice. She despised mice, having woken far too many times as a girl to their little feet pattering over her ankles or chest—

“I wonder, is it possible to meet with the doctor here? Not today, of course,” she added hastily.

Ms. Tanabe’s frown vanished so quickly, Murasaki might have imagined it. “Ah, yes, your condition.” She raised a brow. “I trust it will not prevent you from working until an appointment can be arranged?”

“Of course not. I’m perfectly fit to work.” For now.

“Good.” Ms. Tanabe seemed to deflate, as though letting go of an unheard sigh. Her voice was suddenly louder. “I’m sure you heard earlier. One of our maids has disappeared on us. No notice, and she didn’t even take her things with her—it’s as if she vanished into thin air.”

Was she that angry, to speak so loudly? It was as though she said it for someone else’s benefit. Why was Murasaki so sure the warning wasn’t meant for her?

“Please dress quickly,” Ms. Tanabe said. “When you’re ready, head for the room straight down that hall.”

With another bow, Murasaki slid the shoji screen shut. Girls vanishing, her mind immediately prompted.

One, she corrected herself. Just one girl. Maybe she ran off with a fellow. You did the same thing, once.

Though it is sort of creepy here.

It’s just the mist. Anywhere would look that way in this weather. Besides, you have to work somewhere.

At last, Murasaki’s mind relented. I suppose I have to stay long enough to see this wonderful doctor. And perhaps to glimpse a chairman or two…Ms. Tanabe won’t be rid of me so easily.

As Murasaki turned to face the uniforms, she began to work on the knot of her obijime, and told herself to stop worrying and just breathe.

There’s no going back now anyway.

A sudden noise—like something heavy toppling over—resounded from the next room. Murasaki straightened her kimono with shaking hands.

“Is someone there?” she asked.

No one replied.

Slowly, cautiously, she reached for the painted fusuma screen, curling her fingers around the edge of the frame. As Murasaki slid it open a fraction, a large, slumped figure appeared, seeming to stretch as it stood.

She gasped.

A broad-shouldered man stood in the neighboring room, combing his fingers back through his hair. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust and identify the disheveled ponytail resting on his shoulder—a styling that surprised her, as if none of the modern trends had reached Fusae. A neatly trimmed beard framed his generous mouth.

She almost giggled. Something about him reminded her of portraits of old samurai and their lords. Yet he looked younger than her—and dressed rather well for a servant.

“Excuse me, is everything alright?” she asked. As she slid the door open a sliver more, the man knelt.

But his eyes snapped up to hers, meeting her gaze through that narrow gap.

It wasn’t the attractiveness of his face that stunned her—not initially, anyway.

It was the haunted look in his eyes.
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Haruki







Chairman Asami Haruki was falling from the rafters, straight through a painful beam of sunlight and into the maids’ quarters.

At the last second, he tucked his limbs close to his body, using all of the strength in his core to twist. Instead of crash-landing beside the changing maid, he was headed for the wide room beside her.

To his chagrin, the chairman of Kaiden and former daimyo found himself spiraling into one of the ladies’ dormitories.

How was he going to explain this?

He softened his knees as his feet made contact with the flooring, hoping for a graceful roll. Instead, the tatami mat snapped beneath Haruki’s knee, and he damned near came to a stop with his limbs punching straight through the wall. As it was, he thunked against the supporting frame.

It was possible she hadn’t heard him. His sharp hearing caught no gasp from the neighboring room.

Just as he was collecting himself, brushing off his dark clothing and righting his hair—albeit not very well—he heard her voice.

“Is someone there?” There was a rasp to it, as if she overused tobacco—or perhaps it was that poisoned air of the big city she smelled of.

“Excuse me, is everything alright?” the voice tried again. It was far closer this time.

Haruki stilled. His mind, however, was racing. There was no place to hide. So he became utterly still, tamping down the slow rhythm of his breaths and hoping she would go away.

As if Haruki did not know he had poor luck, the door slid open a crack. Every part of him urged him to flee.

Instead, he knelt down. Short, dark lashes shaded her eyes as they peered through the inch of open door.

“Don’t mind me,” he said, adopting the rougher mountain accent he’d worked so hard to lose. “I’m just here to see about a broken mat.”

The door slid open wider. She wore a formal kimono, and had a lovely heart-shaped face above it, her chin small and pointed. As she tented her fingertips and bowed, her hair appeared thick despite being pulled back in a mercilessly tight bun.

A classic beauty, he thought, picturing himself lifting that chin with the pad of his finger. He administered a mental slap to himself. What is wrong with you? Chiyo’s body is barely cold.

“Excuse the interruption,” she said. “I’m Mukai Murasaki. I’ve just joined the staff this morning.”

“Indeed?” A low rumble left his throat as he returned her bow, meeting its level. He hoped the lighting was dim enough that she would not notice his fine attire. Or that he had not given her his name. “You’re no bother. I’m sure you’re wanted elsewhere, though. Ms. Tanabe runs a strict household.”

Her eyes widened just a hair. “Of course. I should be going.”

As she slid the door shut, she hesitated, briefly biting her lip. A scent reached his nostrils then. She smelled like the rain.

Close the door. Just close it.

The door trundled shut.

Haruki waited until he heard her footsteps squeaking upon the trick floors before himself preparing to leave. First, he had a mission to fulfill.

Sliding open the closet to search for Chiyo’s possessions proved how ill-conceived his plan had been—and how desperate. Even by putting his nose to the baskets where each maid kept her personal effects, he struggled to tell which ones belonged to her. Their scents commingled too thoroughly from the closeness of their living situation. Out of desperation, he took the decorative hair comb and brush that smelled the most like her.

As if that would help anything. Tanabe was far savvier than that.

The creaking of footsteps had long-since receded. He could leave now, and plan what to do with Chiyo’s remains once night fell again. Though there was also the question of what to do about the broken tatami mat. He couldn’t just leave it like this after claiming to be seeing to it.

With barely any strain, Haruki lifted the mat and finished snapping it almost completely in two. After opening the door to the hall, he hoisted it over his shoulder.

Positively nothing about the past day had gone as planned. His attempts to save Chiyo—to save her by damning her to immortal life as a vampire—had come too late. The castle maid lay dead in his rooms. He trudged down the hall, careful to trigger the floors as regularly as possible, and went to find Tanabe.

[image: Image]

Despite his efforts to ignore her, Ms. Mukai kept turning up throughout the castle, usually with Tanabe guiding her. Even when Haruki walked the hidden passages beneath the castle, he caught her scent of factory and train smoke.

As the days went on, despite himself—despite the growing pool of guilt in his belly—he was eager to see what else he could learn of this woman.

Perhaps a friendly stop in at Tanabe’s office would suffice. Once again, Haruki reached for his mask.

He made his way from his quarters to the room with the imposing desk, and the imposing woman still behind it. Unsurprisingly, Tanabe was hard at work at this late hour.

“I’m sure you heard earlier,” Tanabe said without looking up from her scribbling. “One of our maids has disappeared on us.”

Damn it all twice over. He was well and truly caught. He’d never meant for things to go this way. It had been ages since he’d last fed. Haruki couldn’t even recall the year. And many years, too, since he’d last bedded a woman—

“She didn’t even take her things with her,” Tanabe continued. “Strange, isn’t it? When I became your housekeeper I seem to recall that you swore never to touch my staff—in any capacity.”

Did she know everything?

“Good evening to you, too, Tanabe,” he grumbled.

She huffed in rejoinder, setting down her fountain pen at last. “Chairman Asami, I understand you have certain—difficulties. I suspect you’ve barely fed since I arrived here. You have an obligation, as Asano Prefecture’s chairman, to take especially good care of yourself to avoid any problems like this.”

A flush crept up Haruki’s cheeks as he lowered himself into the chair opposite her, his arm draped across the back. “I really should just resign.”

“You’ve been saying that for ten years. And that doesn’t change the fact that you can’t ignore the vampire in you.”

“But isn’t it worthwhile to try?” He traced his thumb across his lips, resisting the urge to bite the nail with one of his fangs.

“Forgive my bluntness, but I very much doubt you’ll ever be successful.” Tanabe turned her attention back to the papers before her—orders for more supplies before the arrival of winter. “Also, you aren’t resigning.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“Because this has been your home for hundreds of years, and you’ve been lord here for almost as long. You have a duty to your late father and to the people of this prefecture.”

“Mm, obligation. What fun.”

“You’ve never been a pleasure-seeker.” Tanabe hesitated. “Generally.”

“Obligation makes a poor motivator.”
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