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

​Tokyo, Japan

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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