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A word from the author:

Dear reader,

In the summer of 2020, I started drafting what I believed would be a stand-alone portal fantasy, inspired and influenced by my life-long passion for East Asian natural scenarios, art, fashion, music, stories, customs and traditions. For it, I created an entire world set in a parallel universe to ours, and peppered it with several people and regions. 

That little stand-alone tale would soon show me it meant to become a full series, and now, four years down the line, it proudly holds seven volumes divided into sixteen books. The world of the Borun-Ma was thus born, and although most of its bulk is still undergoing revisions and rewrites, Volume One, titled Tales from the Borun-Ma, is already out there.

In it, readers meet the travel photographer-turned-novelist David Lau, who writes a novel with the same title and gifts a copy to two different people. The rest of the series springs from there, and though David Lau will not be making an appearance after Volume One, his work will.

Carp in the Pond, Crane on the River is a book David Lau wrote after the events on Tales from the Borun-Ma, and that is an integral part of Volume Four of this series, where it will be featured in Book One. Its contents, and what a certain character learns from them, will be vital later in the story.

I’ve decided to publish it as a companion to Volume One, opening the way for Volume Two – with a different set of illustrations from those that will be featured in Volume Four.  

When first drafting it, my intention was for it to read like an old, classic mythology tale – pertaining to the legends of the world in question – an overly romantic tragedy, filled with longing and heart-wrenching passion.

The events take place before those of Volumes One and Two, in a province of the Borun-Ma different from those introduced in both those tales, and tells the story of two men bearing different curses upon their shoulders, and their attempt at breaking them. 

It addresses several issues that may be disturbing for some readers, like domestic, physical and emotional abuse, homophobia, suicidal ideation, suicide in attempted form, violence, dubious consent, self-harm, sickness, death of a parent and/or loved ones.

If you choose to read on, I hope it pleases you,

Ruth Miranda
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Carp in the Pond, Crane on the River
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Red Crane in Flight
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'Red crane flies on red summer skies, 

brings my heart to life.

Red crane in flight, byanbyan blossoming,

my love hastens.

Carp in the pond, crane on the river

my loved one comes near.'

Dong ShiHoan traditional song
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Eight Sho-Dan of the Second Infestation Era

Kyosian Gunshiho

Dong ShiHo 

The man stood at the centre of the curved wooden bridge, his eyes on the pond. Large red carps swam around; they hid in the shade thrown by the arched planks, swished under water lilies, leaves like wide green trays. A sigh pressed against his lips, he closed his eyes, lowered his head, caught within a longing with no name, for something he knew not what. The day darkened around him, dusk falling over the family kioten he'd been born, raised and mostly lived in. Away from the world, locked inside the narrow-minded Gunshiho his father ruled with an iron fist. 

Joining the Temple of Eternal Enlightenment at twelve-years-old had been a blessing, for it allowed him to leave the narrowness of his upbringing and the familiarity of Kyosian, exchanging it for other sights. It had allowed him to visit the capital, where the TenShi wasted his days in a daze of beauty and wine. 

Ah, life was very different at Okama. Music, painting, poetry and literature were all valued there, the TenShi being a lover of fine arts. How at home he'd felt there! Less than an hour away from the Temple, it had been a habit of the young students to visit the Imperial Seat on their free time. And it had changed his life.

But ShinJi Dobashi was the son of the GunShi, with a fate carved for him, an inescapable destiny - which was to follow on his father's steps and those of his forefathers before him. His life had been decided for him, regardless of choice, ahead of time. After a few years at the Temple, meant to hone his Jujutsu and train his martial arts’ skills, ShinJi had come home knowing how to make use of the spear and the sword, the bow and the arrow, and the powers coursing his blood. He'd excelled at poetic composition and calligraphy, was a skilled zhengko player, and a dedicated scholar. Who'd have loved nothing better than to remain at the Temple for the rest of his days, and live a life of study and contemplation. The governing of a Gunshiho held no appeal for him, nor did the arts of war and the intricate politics that either led to or prevented.

His only dream had been that of travelling further than the Temple of Eternal Enlightenment - he'd dreamt of opening the gates of the Perpetual Jujutsuyin, that mythical temple of profound knowledge and advanced study which was rumoured to exist in the mountains of Kashagi, lost to all but a select few. His father had snipped his dreams at the bud, ruined life for him. Three days after he'd turned twenty, ShinJi Dobashi packed all his belongings and bid farewell to both masters and study mates, a carriage waiting outside the Temple to drive him back home. To a life of boredom and unhappiness.

The first two years hadn't been all that terrible. Being allowed frequent stays at the capital to learn politics and strategy at the court, seating at the council with his father and listening to the lengthy debates, had given him a measure of respite. For once court was dismissed, he was free to roam at will. His father would join other council members and forge alliances, strengthen bonds, enjoy himself. Only once in a while was ShinJi required to attend such events – long dinner parties that stretched into the night. 

On hindsight, he should have made an effort to be present more often; perhaps he might have avoided the outcome: the assassination attempt made on his father's life that had confined him to a bed for most of a year, and the subsequent need for ShinJi to step into the GunShi's shoes, take matters into his hands.

The culprit had been found, which hadn't been hard. A minor nobleman from their own Gunshiho, leader of an upstart rebellion that intended to topple Akito Dobashi from his seat and place Lord Saito Mitsuma in his place. Lord Saito Mitsuma, half-brother to the GunShi of Takayama, Denshi Nagashima, who'd promptly come kneel at Akito Dobashi's feet, requesting an audience after ShinJi uncovered the conspiracy that had almost taken his father's life.

A war would have been unavoidable any other way, his father had said, after the alliance was made. Lives would have been lost, he'd explained, for no good reason, when something as minor as this prevented the carnage, the massacre, the deaths.

Something as minor as this.

His life, his future, his happiness, were all minor, to his father.

ShinJi was nothing to the man who'd sired him, except for leverage, a means to an end.

And so, he'd ended up wearing the red and gold of ceremonial robes, kneeling on the cold floors of the ancestral altar at his father's lei, an unknown woman at his right, the broom and hatchet at his left, to symbolise what both would bring into the marriage. He'd found himself kneeling at the altar, dressed in red, speaking vows that seared his guts and gave him a long-lasting headache, faced with the future awaiting him in the days, months, years ahead.

That night, as his twenty-four-year-old wife crossed the threshold of ShinJi Dobashi's newly appointed lei, he'd almost killed himself.

They'd stared at each other, she'd blushed, he'd gagged. The ceremonial meal between husband and wife – signifying the start of their life together – had been served and they'd sat through it. Only light dishes, so their stomachs weren't heavy once the time came for the consummation of their vows. The mere thought of having to lay with that woman – any woman, in fact – had filled ShinJi with dread, and he'd drank himself into a stupor, only so he could sit with her at the table without losing his head.

But when the time had come for them to enter the marital chambers – which they'd later take as their joint bedroom or not, that was a personal choice couples were still allowed to make – he couldn't go through with it. On unsteady legs he'd run, out of the common rooms and into his private quarters, leaving a newlywed girl baffled and heartbroken, crying herself to sleep inside a pristine white bed – one that would not bear the red stains that proved the breach of her purity, come morning. 

ShinJi had left Emiko to fend for herself – the shame would be widespread, next day, and make it to his father's ears, surely. He hadn't cared about that, at the time, all he'd wanted was to run from what awaited him in that bed, terrified by the thought of having to stand naked and limp before the woman he'd been forced to wed. There was no way a woman would have been able to arouse him, no matter what she did. He just wasn't that kind of man.

The realisation he'd have to, one day – for an heir would soon be demanded, and the wife would soon complain – had prompted new panic, a whole new universe of fears that drained him. Despair had been all that remained; that and the drunkenness from the excessive wine he'd consumed. As the heavy weight settled on his chest, ShinJi's last shards of sanity had fled out the window, and he'd lost his head.

The ceremonial dagger that paired with his long sword had found a way into his hand, and it had all been so unexpected. Thinking back, now, he couldn't pinpoint the moment the thought entered his head, nor could he remember how it had felt, to plunge that blade deep into his stomach and twist it. He could, though, still experience the exact emotions which had led him there, to that point in time and space where his entire life would have been changed. He could still experience it; remember the sense of utter desperation for having absolutely nothing to live for, in the future – except for that. A woman waiting for him to come to her bed, a father demanding he took after his example, a set of responsibilities and expectations he couldn't live up to.

It had been so much easier to plunge the knife in and wait for death.

It held so much more allure for him, death had.

If it hadn't been for his manservant, that is. Who'd walked in to check on the young ShuYin and found the gruesome sight: ShinJi lying in a growing pool of his own blood, coughing and gasping in pain, life ebbing away.

He'd been saved, his father's high standing in court allowing him a zha-dieh within the ranks of healers living at the kioten. He'd been saved, just like his father before him, and contrary to the old man, ShinJi hadn't suffered after-effects from his suicide attempt. Other than the scar marring the skin of his belly and the unhealed wounds inside his chest. 

He'd been bedridden for over a week, and even after being allowed a few short walks along his lei's courtyard, there'd been a ban on over-exertion and stress. It had kept him out of the common marital chambers, confined to his private quarters, alone and with silence for company. He'd played his zhengko, taken up his brushes and paints to draw scenes of mountains he'd never seen, or the forests around the Temple where he longed to have remained. He'd composed far too many dreadful poems, filled with desperate pleads for release from a life he wished he didn't have, and he'd pretended everything was as it had been, before that woman knelt at the altar with him.

Until the day she came visit him, pale as a ghost, unable to understand his actions.

It hadn't taken her long to uncover his reasons and where they were meant to stand. Unable to shoulder the obligations expected of him, ShinJi had made his point clear.

'I cannot take you as a man will,' he'd said. 'I cannot be your husband but on paper, can't bear the thought of lying with you. My life should be spent in reclusion and contemplation, away from the mundane, but father hasn't allowed me that. My flesh will not collaborate, though, I can't bring myself to do by you as you'd expect.'

She'd left in tears, and gone straight to her father-in-law with her complaints, which had deepened the schism between father and son.

That had been the beginning of the end.

Standing on this bridge, now, ShinJi couldn't help thinking it had all been for the best. His father had shouted at his face he must do right by his wife, he'd responded in manner and tone, the volume of their voices rising until old Akito Dobashi had clutched at his chest. The heart, already weakened by years of breaking after the loss of a wife he couldn't forget, threatening to stop for good. 

Healers had been rushed in and the old man rushed out to the infirmary, a long, painful recovery looming on the horizon. Once more, the Gunshiho had seen itself minus its head, ShinJi forced to step in, but to his surprise, his father had laid all decisions and the running of the province in his daughter-in-law's hands. ShinJi had been deemed incapable of the task, Emiko stepping up to take the reins - and she'd done an impeccable job of it.

For the past two years, Emiko Dobashi, born Nagashima, had been governing the entirety of Kyosian, under guidance of the still GunShi Akita Dobashi, his own son relegated to a nominal role, which suited him best.

And the white sheets remained white, the blood of the virgin wife never shed.

ShinJi sighed, followed the progress of one of the carps, its sleek red body swimming away from the bridge. He stared at his reflection on the pond, the long, dark brown hair falling down the sides of his face, the curve of his eyes, the shape of his lips seated atop a narrow chin – and couldn't help wondering if those same lips would ever be kissed. A snigger brushed through them, at the thought he was twenty-five-years-old and had never been kissed. Not that there'd been anyone he'd want to try it with, at least not lately. 

At the Temple, though, three years into his studies, he'd been assigned as daolahn to Tanaka Ishiro, and developed an unrequited passion for the man. He'd never spoken up, nor tried anything – happy with the chance to be near him and feast his eyes upon those graceful gestures, that astonishing face, those delicate limbs. He'd nursed the fire of that passion in his heart, hidden from everyone's knowledge, and even the unexpected sight of Tanaka in the arms of a well-known ShinDoh hadn't doused the embers of love he'd kept to himself. The ShinDoh had been bought by Tanaka and placed inside his lei, eventually, the arrival of the youth coinciding with ShinJi's departure. 

The passion had dwindled, until it died, during the five year span that separated him from life at the Temple and hell at his father's kioten. It had died without ever being voiced, and ShinJi had never experienced the flutters of his heart again. Most days, he believed it was better this way – love detains and hinders you, it can only impair. 

But there were others, days like this, when the winter frost had all but left the air, a promise of spring floating in the budding leaves and blossoming trees, days where hours stretched by like never-ending mountain trails, when he longed for a stirring, an awakening, a current in his veins. Something that proved he was alive and a heart beat inside his chest.

On days like these, he could almost picture himself trailing in a half-state, a quiescence, somewhere between life and death, a permanence that was neither waking nor sleeping, neither living nor dying. On days like these, he felt himself existing in a limbo where time stood still and nothing touched him, and he sorely missed being touched. By something, someone, a stirring of his soul and a lurching of his heart.

It did lurch, but not in the way he'd have it; at sight of another figure reflected in the water, next to him. Turning sideways, his back stiffened as he stood up straight, Emiko's eyes drawing his away.

“Father asks for your presence at tonight's table,” she informed, in her usual, cold demeanour. 

Ever since she'd come to visit after his suicide attempt, forced to sit through his speech – thrown at her face in the midst of tears and wails, as if she was to blame for his despair – the more years passed, the colder she became. She’d long lost hope he'd sow a child in her womb, make her a woman, turn to her bed. She stood here, on the brink of life, a woman two years his senior, already seen as past her prime – and her blood hadn't stained the marital bed, and her womb was still dry, life did not grow there. 

No wonder she was always bitter, around him.

“Father must excuse me, but I am poorly. He has you to keep him company, though.”

“Husband, you'd do well to make an effort.”

He turned to her, narrowed eyes boring into her face. “Who are you to speak to me this way?”

“I'm your wife, the one you should make an effort to bed. I turn twenty-seven in less than a month, ShinJi Dobashi, and remain barren! How can you not understand where this leaves me, you, the entire Gunshiho? You have a responsibility towards these people, these lands, your status. Can you not make the slightest effort?”

ShinJi faced away, eyes searching the fuchsia skies for an escape. Swallows flew in with the dusk, their arrow shapes cutting through the firmament like blades.

“Spring's here and it's the time for life to erupt. Once or twice will be enough, ShinJi,” she whispered, and reached to take his hand. Warm, soft, delicate; but he'd seen her handle a sword, knew how lethal this woman could become with a weapon in her grasp. “Once or twice, only, so that I fall pregnant. Please.”

Evading her touch, he stiffened even more at her plead, the prospect of having to listen to these same demands later tonight, at his father's table. Once more, his eyes fled to the skies, tinted deep purple with the setting sun. Sparrows darted across it in their drunken flight, joined now by a lonesome crane. He felt like one, with Emiko's harassment, he felt like a hunted crane – she wanted only his seed, and would hound him until she had it, no matter the consequences. No matter if it ended him dead.

“How can such majestic creatures be killed so heartlessly?” he murmured, still following the bird's flight towards the river. Where traps would be laid to catch it unaware.

Emiko shrugged, her attention called to the flying figure. “That one's doomed; look at the colours on its wing. Teal-tipped feathers are so rare; people will pay fortunes for them. They'll make for beautiful collars on ceremonial robes.”

“So you think it's justifiable to deny a creature of life, only because it has something your vanity wants?”

Was he talking about the crane or himself? Peeling his eyes from the skies, he leaned over the bridge railings again, his mind no longer on Emiko's requests. He'd go fishing in the river tomorrow; see if there were any cranes caught in the traps. He'd set them all free, seeing he couldn't free himself. Maybe one day someone came and did the same for him. Maybe one day a kind soul managed to free him from this prison he was forced to endure.

“It's the way of the world,” Emiko replied, and ShinJi laughed, a cynical cackle.

“And that makes it all right, then.” Standing to his full height, all six feet of him, he aimed a scowl at her. “Well, I'm not like the rest of the world, and my ways aren't yours. I've been nothing but honest with you, Emiko, I can't be the man you and father want, it's beyond me. I'm sorry; perhaps you should consider seeking an annulment of our wedding. Seeing it was never consummated.”

“You're twenty-five-years-old, ShinJi, grow up. Your father had only one child to take his name and heritage. If you're unwilling to do it, fine, he's still capable of running this province with a strong hand.”

“I was under the impression it was your hand running this Gunshiho, lately.”

“If you don't want to be bothered beyond your drinking and your music, then be it, we won't hassle you with state affairs. But it's a two-way street, dear husband, and you must give something in return. An heir. I'll raise the child to be the best GunShi this province ever had, and you won't have to be forced away from your brushes and your writing. Place the seed inside me, and you'll be free. It's what you want, isn't it? I'll give you what you long for, if you give me what I need. You can even rejoin the Temple, after our child is born. But one needs to grow in my belly, for that. So be a man and do it.” 

Delivering her speech, she walked away, back straight, head held high, her pride never tainted.

“Fuck you,” he barked between his teeth, hatred washing over him like a river.

Emiko stopped, but didn't bother to turn back. “That's your job, husband, one you're sadly a failure at. Father demands your presence at his table this evening, be sure you don't come in late.”

Hiding behind hands that shook with rage, ShinJi swallowed back words he longed to throw at her face. Night fell slowly around him as he marched off to his lei, intent on flooding his stomach and veins with enough wine to let him sustain the torture of having to sit through a meal with both his father and his wife.

Enough wine to let him forget he was alive.
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He marched into his father's lei under soft rain. On his hand, ShinJi carried a half-empty bottle of wine, having downed a smaller one while changing robes at his quarters. How he missed the Temple. Those meals at the large refectory, where students, masters and monks all came together, conversations flowing in low voices, a buzz of hushed talks and laughter always in the background. There was warmth, in those meals, a sense of community, of family. Unlike the meals at his father's table, where only coldness remained from a lifetime of missing the woman he'd loved and who'd given him only this child, a disappointment in every sense.

It was thus since he'd been a boy, forced to sit through countless hours of his father's silence, back straight, knees tucked in, too scared of making a sound when he slurped his soup, chewed his vegetables, drank his tea. It had been thus, ever since he could remember – father never warming up enough to care for him. The only reason he kept him about was his resemblance to his mother, with whom he shared the eyes, the lips, the shape of his face.

He walked in unannounced, having stopped the guard who'd tried to inform the GunShi of his son’s arrival. He walked in, unannounced, to his father and Emiko already seated, faces darkened by ShinJi's delay. Food was gathered at the table, some already looking cold and unappetizing. He smiled, offered a deep curtsey, wine sloshing in the bottle and his stomach.

“Thank you for the invitation, father, it is a rare thing, these days.”

The GunShi glared at him, pursed his lips, offered nothing in return. ShinJi sat across the table from him, one knee up, hand and wine bottle resting over it. His father's face darkened even more.

“Hmm, something smells nice,” he said, and studied the dishes at hand. “What, no fish? Why hasn't cook arranged for some fish, he knows how much I like it.”

“There was no fish today,” Emiko whispered, fingers tightened over the bowl of food she was about to serve. 

Layering what she knew were ShinJi's favourite nibbles over plain white rice, she handed him the serving, already meaning to offer a cup of sobering tea along with the food. He stopped her halfway; tea was not what he needed.

“No fish, you say? Looks like I'll have to go to the river, tomorrow, and see what I can do about that. I can't go without fish for long.”

“I'm sure there'll be servants who can do that for you,” his father said.

ShinJi met his eyes, smiled drunkenly. “I'm sure there are. But I want to do it myself. Gets to a point where being locked inside this kioten can drive you mad. No? Only me? Oh, well.”

“You must be wondering why I insisted on your presence this evening.”

Slapping his leg, ShinJi grinned. “You know what? I was wondering, in fact. After so long ignoring my existence, replacing my company for that of my wife, as if she's his daughter and I the outsider wedded into this family, why does father want me tonight? Couldn't resist the mystery, you know, hence my presence. I might just have stayed back, if it wasn't for this nagging doubt hammered to my head. That you've found yet another way to fuck up my life even more.”

“ShinJi,” Emiko gasped, shocked by his brazenness.

Akito just glared. He put down the cup from which he'd been sipping tea and locked eyes with his son. 

“You've recently turned twenty-five. Childhood and first youth are long behind you, ShinJi. I've allowed you to play carefree these past two years, hoping you'd grow some sense. But you continuously challenge me, and ignore your duties. It ends now. You'll do right by your wife and your father, live up to the demands of your social status, and provide this Gunshiho with an heir! You're my only child and it falls on you to do this.”

ShinJi laughed, hand splayed over a sloshing stomach, head thrown back, tears of fake mirth brimming the outer corner of his eyes. It lasted for a few heartbeats, the laughing fit, until it came to a sudden halt and a frown replaced the grin, cold ice taking over the sparkle in his eyes.

“Who are you to talk about duty and responsibility? How dare you demand anything of me, when you yourself shirked all you should have done, so we'd never have to come to this?”

Two pairs of eyes latched on to him, confusion swimming through Emiko's, anger washing away the sorrow in his father's glare. A sorrow for the loss of his wife, not the life of his son.

“I'm your only child, and whose fault is that? When mother died, what did you do? What did convention claim you should do, father, at a time like that? The woman you'd wed passed away leaving only one small, sickly bairn, what did duty require from you? It was your responsibility to assure I wasn't your only heir. It was your duty to find another wife and have at least one other child, but did you do it? No. You only wallowed in your pain and destroyed my life, instead. You’ve got some nerve, throwing responsibility at my face.”

Akito lowered his head; he couldn't deny his son having a point. “I may have handled your mother's death in a somewhat improper manner. But the thought of another woman replacing her...”

“The thought of a woman alone makes me gag,” ShinJi shouted, jumping on his feet, wine bottle still balanced in his hand. “You married the person you loved, not the one your father arranged for you, you mourned her death and refused to be wed again, and yet, dragged me out of the only place where I felt alive, to force me into an unwanted marriage with a person I abhor, and now want me to do what? Lay with her? Do unspeakable things with her in a bed? When you refused it yourself? How dare you, father? How dare you fuck up my life this way, when all you did was indulge yourself?”

“I didn't replace your mother with another woman, and you resent me for that? You, who took your mother's life? You dare resent me when you're to blame for all that happened?”

“I was a child! A sickly one, what fault have I in that? Mother did what any parent would, but what do you know of that? Of course I resent you, father! I was happy living in seclusion at the Temple, until you decided to curse me with this,” his hand flew out, finger pointing at Emiko, “how can I not resent you?”

“We're not discussing my actions; it's too late for that. This is about you, the honour that binds you to Emiko, who is your wife. You should be grateful to her, for taking most responsibilities upon herself and allowing you to roam free in life, able to go fishing in the river as if you haven't a care in the world. The least you can do is show her some respect, give her the child she so much craves. Give yourself the freedom you demand.”

“Freedom!” He downed a long gulp of the wine, liquid blazing his throat, trickling down his chin. “And to attain it, I must put myself through hell. Why didn't you leave me at the Temple, why not allow me to become a scholar, detached from carnal matters, away from the world of men, like I wanted? Why did you force me to this?”

“Because I need an heir!” 

“Well, then, sow it in her womb yourself!” 

Silence scraped into the room - it dripped from the walls and covered the floors, the furniture, the shutters, the people themselves. Emiko sat slacken-jawed, a tear already running down her face. Akito's wide-eyed stare was unlike anything ShinJi had ever seen in his father – it was filled with rage, terrifying, and amusing as well. The shock tainting the man's face was nothing short of ridiculous, as if ShinJi had said something so vulgar, so out of place, so sinful it didn't bear thinking. Only, he hadn't. If his father wanted an heir so much, why didn't he seek for an annulment of his son's wedding and took Emiko as wife, instead? Seeing he liked and trusted her so much he'd allowed her governance of the province, made her his right hand, in detriment of his own son.

It was unfair to resent them for this. He'd never wanted to be involved in politics and ruling, all he wished for was a life of silent contemplation, peaceful daydreaming, where he could sit and watch whatever object of his affections might come to materialise in his heart. He was handed this woman, instead, and was now being forced to seek her in bed?

No.

“Ask for an annulment, father, and marry her yourself.”

“Have you lost your head? Emiko's the daughter I didn't have; she's as much my child as if she'd been born from my loins. Only, she wasn't, and because of that, we rely on you doing your duty and making sure her status in this family remains unquestionable. You need to do this and assure she becomes my daughter in every sense.”

“Do it yourself, father, it's not like anyone's ever going to know. Look, she's right there, pull up her robes and have her, she won’t mind, doesn't she want a babe in her womb at all costs?”

The old man leaned across the table, belying his age, one hand flying to land on Shinji’s cheek with a loud slap. He eyed him with a pained glare, which soon turned into drunken amusement. Emiko stood up, hands curled by her sides, fists so tight her knuckles turned white. 

“How dare you? ShinJi Dobashi, you’re the vilest, lowest man I ever came across, you taint your father's name. How can you even suggest someone takes a woman by force?”

Shocked, he let his jaw drop, a dribble of drool running from the corner of his mouth. When had he done that? She was unbelievable, even now trying to put him to shame, turn his own father against him.

“I never did that,” he growled, and took another drink.

“You're wasted, you are, positively drunk,” she replied, anger still flitting across her eyes.

“Well, yes, it's the only way I can bear your company, isn't it?”

It happened too quickly. Before he could even predict, Emiko jumped across the room to stand before him, hand slapping the other side of his face. ShinJi's head snapped back; skin tingling from the sharpness of the hit, shame and pain battling inside him for dominance.

“Enough,” Akito shouted. His eyes searched his daughter-in-law's, head shaking at the trace of tears inside them.

“Yes, father, you're right. Enough. I've had enough. One day, I'll succeed where I failed on our wedding night. One day, this will be all over, because I've really had enough.” Putting down the empty wine bottle, ShinJi wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his robes, took one laboured breath. “I'm just so tired.”

Akito circled the table, leaning on his cane as he stepped across his son. The frozen glare in his eyes placed a layer of ice on ShinJi's skin, fear taking over him. Back came the memories of his childhood, spent in dread of when his father would lose his temper and strike him, punish him for the simple fact he existed. Because his mother had chosen to risk her life and health for the sake of her son. He glowered at his father in defiance, rebellion dancing in his eyes; he refused to fear this man. This old, shrivelled, sickening creature who'd made his life hell, growing up, and as soon as he'd realised his son was happy with his lot, had arranged for new forms of torment to be cast his way. He refused fearing him.

But he failed.

“You disgusting animal, all you do is fill my house with shame. I wish she'd let you die, instead, you're not fit to live, not fit to honour your mother's sacrifice. Not fit to carry my name.”

Up came the cane, and it hit ShinJi across the head. He raised a hand to cover the already swelling temple, where a purple bruise would bloat, come next morning. Before he had time to react, the head of the cane met with his stomach, knocking out his breath. ShinJi doubled over, legs starting to shake. His kidneys took the next blow, two in a row, the body of the cane biting skin, sinew and bone in agonizing pain. He sustained it as best as he could, tears running down his face, while his knees buckled and he fell on his hands. But it didn't end there, his father's anger could boil for hours, and needed violence - it needed brutality in order to be spent. He needed to inflict physical torment to appease his rage. So ShinJi did what he'd learnt to do best – he sustained the agony, embraced the pain.

Back, chest, arms and legs, they all suffered his father's attack. He bit back sobs, despite his inability to keep tears in check. Down the cane fell, again and again, and its whacking was the only sound inside the room.

That, and Emiko's shocked, strained, harsh breathing.

“Father, enough, please,” she begged, and the torture came to an abrupt end.

Outside, night creatures played songs in time with the paused beating of his heart. A sense of calm descended on him, a resolution, unshaken by fear or whatever sense of honour he might have had. Not even the teachings of the Temple stirred the thought taking over him, the belief this could soon be resolved. He closed his eyes for the space of a breath, picturing that solitary crane in his mind – free as he'd be one day. Alone, for it had also failed to find the soulmate who'd soar by its side, but free; constraints broken and shackles dropped. One day he, too, would be like it. One day, he'd fly from what held him back. One day, he'd be brave enough to try again, and succeed where he’d failed.
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