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For Sophia. The inspiration behind Neko, who lost her life while this book was being written. 
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Datenshi III



Steady I finally am

in my form. 

Strangled for the love

of one son. 

No freedom beneath 

his wings.



O gods why 

tear at my form?

Beauty of this world

where can I run?

O Queen, why do you 

forsake your king?



Give love in

 exchange for birth.

But the moon's decree is

hell on Earth. 



By Jolene D. Campbell
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Introduction





In the last few books of the  Fallen Angel series, only one or a pair of gods has been the focus of the story. In this book, we will see several gods and the marriage of Shinto-Buddhism. Some characteristics of the gods will be future explored in the glossary that is in the back of this book. 

If you are familiar with the gods of Shintoism, you may recognize that there is more than one god who performs many of the same duties. Susanoo and the gods Raijin and Fujin, are all associated with storms. In the Shinto-Buddhist belief, there isn't much of a distinction between good and bad gods. While Susanoo is born of Izanagi, a good god, and the brothers Raijin and Fujin are born from Izanami, the Queen of the Dead, one could easily assume the roles of these gods1. But as we look at their stories, we see Susanoo is just as much of a trouble makers as the other weather gods. 



Susanoo and Kusanagi no Tsurugi


While in the human realm, Susanoo came across a poor old farmer who was quite upset. Seven out of eight of his daughters had been devoured by an eight headed and eight tailed serpent, named Orochi. Susanoo told the farmer he would slay the beast, but that he must be promised the last of his daughters in marriage as a reward. The farmer agreed. Susanoo told the farmer to set out eight barrels of strong sake, and he eagerly obeyed. Orochi saw the sake and couldn't resist. With the monster easily baited, the god swiftly acted to cut off all the snakes' heads. While slaughtering the oversized serpent, Susanoo found a sword in one of its tails. The sword was called Kusanagi no Tsurugi. Susanoo presented the mighty sword to his sister, Amaterasu. 



Tsukuyomi


Izanagi fled from Yomi after finding his wife to be nothing more than a rotting corpse2. He was chased by the hand-maidens of Izanami and various oni. Once he was no longer being chased, he stopped at a hot spring to bathe. While he was bathing, three gods were born. Susanoo, the god of the sea and storms, came from his nose. From his right eye came Tsukuyomi, the god of the moon. From his left eye, the goddess Amaterasu was born. She was the goddess of the sun and light. Izanagi gave the rulership of heaven to his three children. Amaterasu and Tsukuyomi married and they became the royalty of the heavens. 



Tsukuyomi and Uke Mochi


Some time later, the goddess of food and feasts, Uke Mochi, invited the heavenly couple to a banquet. Amaterasu could not attend and sent her husband instead. Tsukuyomi was appalled and disgusted when he saw how Uke Mochi provided the food for the banquet. She had spat out rice and fish right there on the table from her mouth. Tsukuyomi became enraged and killed her on the spot. He was later dubbed at the god of etiquette and order, in addition to being the moon deity. When Amaterasu heard this, she demanded a divorce and refused to look at Tsukuyomi ever again. She moved to another part of the sky, leaving the moon to chase after the sun forever. Never to be together again.  



Raijin and Fujin


When Izanagi escaped from Yomi, he was chased by various creatures, some of them being oni (demons). Two of the most well-known demons who chased him were Raijin and Fujin. One was known as the god of thunder and storms; this was Raijin. While his brother, Fujin, was known as the god of the wind. The two demon brothers were born from Izanami after she had descended into the underworld. Once they left Yomi, they could not return, as the doorway had now been sealed. Left out in the human realm, they caused much trouble. 



The Capture of Raijin


Raijin was causing destructive storms per his usual behavior, ruining crops and capsizing boats. The emperor heard the cries of his people and decided that the unruly god had to be stopped. He called for a man named Sugaru who was also known as the God Catcher. Sugaru was tasked by the emperor to capture the Raijin. 

Sugaru found Raijin and asked him to kindly stop his dangerous storms, but the god refused, laughing in his face. Frustrated, Sugaru went and prayed to Kannon for help3. Kannon captured Raijin and delivered him to Sugaru, who then tied up the troublesome god. Sugaru returned to the emperor with Raijin in hand. The emperor commanded Raijin to submit to his authority and only make it peaceful rain on Japan and make the harvests plentiful. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Author note


From here on out, I will refer to the head of the Japanese government as empress. The Fallen Angel stories and books that come after are designed to hint at a time that is not our own and some years in the future. So with that in mind, I am allowing space that an empress has inherited the throne. 








1.
      Some of Susanoo's behavior is told in the book "Fallen Angel: Amaterasu and The Blue Dragon", book 2 of this series. 
    

2.
      This part of the tale is featured in book 1 of this series. 
    

3.
      Kannon is a bodhisattva, also known as Avalokitesvara in Chinese. Kannon is also the deity of Senso-ji temple in Asakusa, Tokyo. Sometimes referred to as the "Goddess of Mercy". 
    










  
  

Chapter 1

Dream





The moon shone brightly, filling the room with its light. It was so intense that it shined like a spotlight. I raised my hand to keep its blinding brilliance out of my eyes. I felt its stare and disapproval. I always thought the moon was on my side. Why was it turning against me now? I looked down and saw a fox at my feet. I looked around, trying to understand where he had come from. All around me was black. In the fox’s mouth, was a long red feather. I reached down to take it from its mouth. As soon as I touched the feather, the ground beneath my feet disappeared and I began to fall backwards.  

A painful sensation emerged from my shoulders as wings pushed through the skin. I let out a howl of pain, only for my voice to be absorbed in the surrounding blackness. My descent into the hollow darkness increased. I tried to use the wings to fly, but I could not make them move. In front of me appeared a giant frog. His vast mouth was open wide, ready to devour me. I struggled harder, trying to make the wings work, only for them to remain lifeless. The frog unrolled his enormous tongue, launching it in my direction. I gave a cry of desperation. 



A gentle hand touched my shoulder. I jolted upright in my seat and met the cordial face of the stewardess. I blinked at her as her sweet voice told me that we would be arriving at the train station soon. She offered me a warm towel. I nodded my head in her direction as I took the towel from her tongs. She smiled again before moving on to the next passenger. 

The train wasn’t very crowded. There were only a few passengers that had dared to travel so early in the morning. The sun was coming up over the horizon. Its morning light echoed its brilliance between the tall glass skyscrapers of Tokyo. Oversized animated advertisements greeted the train as it sped through the city. Mt. Fuji was silently keeping watch in the distance. I took the warm towel and began to refresh myself. As I did, I looked at my reflection in the window of the train. I could partly see myself whenever the tall buildings cast their shadow over the tracks. My face had changed little over the many years, but the skin under my eyes looked tired, and rightfully so. I hadn’t slept much in the last few weeks. The motion of the train must have been soothing enough for me to nod off. I knew I hadn’t been asleep for very long. My plane had landed at the Tokyo airport and I was heading home to the north side of the vast metropolis to Adachi City, only an hour’s ride. 

It wasn’t the first time my subconscious had wrestled with that disturbing dream. It had been coming regularly a few nights a week for the past month. It wasn’t always the same, but it always had the same elements: a red feather, a frog, or multiple frogs, and my wings returning. The only wings I had were the ones tattooed across my shoulders. My angelic wings had been gone for sixteen years since I became mortal. I felt there was a message in those dreams, but I didn’t want to think too hard about what it could mean. I had wished so hard to lose my celestial nature and gain my mortal life. I didn’t want to think about what those nocturnal images were trying to communicate. I had mentioned them to Emica once, after it had become apparent that they were coming regularly. She shrugged it off and said it was a sign that I had been working too hard. As I studied the city pass by in a hasty blur, I thought maybe she was right. 



I was on my way home from Bilbao, Spain. I had been there for the past two weeks overseeing the installation of my work as part of the permanent collection in the Guggenheim Bilbao Museum. It was quite an honor for an artist of my caliber and age to be recognized as an important figure in modern art history. Only I went on the trip as the kids had school and Emica needed to stay behind to take care of them. Since the birth of our twins, Aina and Naoki, I traveled alone for most of my trips for my work. When they were younger and school wasn’t as important, we sometimes went as a whole family. But now the twins were in their first year of high school and Hisa, the youngest, was in middle school; studying, friends, and clubs had become their life while I traveled, setting up gallery shows and doing interviews. However, over the last few years, things had started to slow down. I wasn’t painting as much and the administrative work of promoting and selling my art seemed to be more of my main job than actually creating. I was starting to wonder if I should put my paints and brushes aside and retire. 

I ran my fingers through my long, dark hair as I pondered what had become of my life. When I emerged from the pits of Yomi, I never thought I would become a world recognized artist, a husband, and a father. The cost of my immortal soul to gain those titles was a worthy exchange. I had a beautiful life, even though lately I felt stretched and worn. I tried to remind myself that most humans felt this way and what I was experiencing was normal. The few silver strands at my temples were highlighted in the morning sun and reflected back to me in the train’s window. They didn’t bother me. I wasn’t sure how my body would age. I lived like a human and no longer had the powers that I was born with from Yomi, but the recurring dreams reminded me that my body was not created with a mortal purpose. Those dreams triggered a fear that I had hidden deep within my soul. 



The train pulled into the station. I collected my suitcase and made my way to the platform. The morning rush was beginning and the crowd waiting to board the train was dense. I pushed past the masses of people as they chatted on their phones or busily typed out messages with their thumbs, and not looking where they were going. The noise and number of bodies added to the frayed condition of my soul. I stopped at a vending machine and bought an iced coffee. I continued down the platform and made my way into the neighborhood. The air was already warm and humid. I took my leather jacket off that I had worn on the air-conditioned plane and train. I draped it over my arm as I pulled the suitcase behind me and took sips of my coffee. I didn’t have far to walk, our house was just down the street from the train station. The street was fairly empty and quiet, except for a few people who ran past me in hopes of still making the train. 

I turned up the street and saw the house. It was the third house on the street. It was white with dark trim. It had a short concrete wall that went around the front, giving us some privacy from the busy street. It had been our home since we found out we were having twins. Something about seeing the sight of that house was refreshing to my spirit. I had energy for the day. I was ready to hold my loved ones in my arms again and take in their warm greetings. I couldn’t wait to kiss my wife. I missed her touch most of all. Without her body next to me in bed, the last few weeks hadn’t helped with my restlessness at night. 

I tossed my empty coffee cup into the trash bin that was left out front. I opened the rod-iron gate and started up the walk. The front door opened and out came my three children. The twins hardly looked like twins unless you carefully examined their faces. Naoki was almost as tall as me already and was a good head taller than his twin sister. Aina had inherited her height from her mother, who was barely over five feet tall. Hisa was quickly catching up to her big sister in stature. I had a bet with Emica that Hisa would be taller than her someday. While the twins were dark like me, Hisa was a pure copy of her mother with blonde hair and blue eyes. The children were busy arguing over whose fault it was for making them late. Aina and Hisa were in agreement and said it was Naoki’s fault for sleeping past his alarm, while he blamed Aina for taking too long in the bathroom doing her makeup. 

“Daddy!” happily shouted Hisa as she bumped into me. 

She was dressed in a dark blue plaid skirt and a white short sleeve button-up shirt. She had on a necktie that matched her skirt. Her blonde hair and pink cat-ear-shaped headband would make her stand out among the children. She gave me a joyous smile as she flung her arms around me. Her older sister joined in the hug, also voicing her happiness to see me home. She was dressed much like her little sister, except in a gray skirt and matching tie. Her dark hair was pulled back into a braided ponytail. I let go of my suitcase and placed my arms around both of them. I looked up and saw Naoki was the last one coming out of the house. His dark hair was pulled back into a low, short ponytail. The front of his hair hid his eyes, and he had small black gauges in his ears. His nails were painted black. He was dressed in gray slacks and his white dress shirt was partially tucked into his pants. His tie was loose around his neck and the knot was crooked. He looked more annoyed than happy to see me. 

“Hey Naoki,” I called out to my son. I held out one arm, hoping he would join in the group hug. 

“Hey Dad,” he said as he looked up at me through his hair and gave a slight nod. He walked by me without slowing his pace. My eyes followed him as he pushed the gate open and entered the street. I turned back to the girls. 

“What’s with Naoki?” I asked Aina who had let go of me. 

“He’s mad at Mom.”

“What for?”

“She took away his video games.”

“Why—”

“Gotta go Dad, or we’ll be late. Bye Daddy,” she stated as she gave me a kiss on the cheek. She then ran off to catch up with her brother. 

“Bye, Daddy,” Hisa jumped up and gave me a kiss. 

“Bye, Angel. W-where’s your mother?” 

“In the kitchen,” she shouted back at me as she ran off. She waved at me as she exited the gate. 

I stood stunned in the front yard at the short greeting from my children and Naoki’s gruffness. It wasn’t the first time he had rebuffed me. Our relationship had been rocky for a while, but I had hoped that he would be happy to see me home. I let out a long sigh and reached for the handle of my suitcase, and walked into the house. 



I hung up my jacket, took off my shoes, and set my suitcase by the front door. I dropped my keys next to the three urns that sat on the table in the entrance hall. One was red, the other white, and the last one was black. I placed my hand on the white one and made a hopeless wish. I shook my head, knowing that it would never come true. 

“Emica, I am home,” I called out. No answer. 

I felt a thump against my leg. I looked down and saw Neko was rubbing his head against my leg. He turned around in circles and purred loudly. His amber eyes shone bright against his black fur. He meowed his greeting to me. I bent down and scratched his cheeks. 

“Hey, Buddy. At least someone is happy to see me.” 

His pur grew louder. I scooped him up in my arms and carried him while I walked to the kitchen, hoping to find my wife. 

Emica was standing with the refrigerator door open. She was dressed in tight leggings and a tank top. Her sports bra was visible from under her shirt and a strap of her top had slipped down her shoulder. I couldn’t help but admire her from behind. She was humming and dancing in front of the open door. She took out a bottle of water and started using the bottle as a pretend microphone, belting out the chorus of the song she was listening to. I couldn’t help but chuckle with amusement. Her eyes grew wide when she saw me. She let out a shriek and dropped the bottle. 

“Tenshi! Don’t do that! You scared me,” she said as she pulled one of her earbuds from her ear. She tapped the screen of her phone that was on the counter and paused her music. She took out the other earbud and set both of them next to her phone. “I didn’t hear the front door.”

“Obviously,” I continued to chuckle. I set the cat down and walked over to her. “Are you going somewhere?”

“Taro’s yoga class. It’s Friday. I go every Wednesday and Friday.” She gave me an odd look, like I was supposed to know that information. The truth was, I could never keep track of everyone’s schedules like she could. She picked up her phone and noticed the time. “In fact, I need to get going or I am going to be late.”

She gave me a quick kiss and picked up her rolled up yoga mat that was hanging on the back of a dining chair. She started putting the earbuds back into her ears as she walked past me. I reached out and grabbed her arm before she could get too far. 

“What?” she said, pausing in her placement of the last earbud. 

“I just got home and everyone is in a rush off to someplace.”

“It’s not my fault you booked the tickets for when you did. I tried to tell you that you would be coming home when the kids would be leaving for school.”

“I know, but I hate being away and just want to get home as soon as possible. I can’t stand staying one more night in a hotel room when I could be using that time to travel home.”

I pulled her to me. I reached up and ran my fingers through her hair. She had gone back to lavender colored hair dye. A smile spread across my lips as I remembered the first time I had seen her. She was running through Shibuya Crossing, right toward me, and I couldn’t help but fall in love with the girl with the lavender hair. She had changed the color many times throughout our marriage, but I always loved it when she went back to that lavender color. Her hair was slightly longer now, almost reaching past her shoulders, and had a slight wave to it. I liked how it looked. My fingers continued their path through her hair and caressed the top of her shoulder. She had five hibiscus flowers tattooed on her upper arm and shoulder—a flower for each member of our family—hiding the evidence of her painful past. I placed my forehead on hers. 

“I know you do.” She reached up and caressed my face. 

The kiss she gave me was better than her previous expression of affection, but my heart, lips, hands, and body hungered for more of her. My fingers followed the length of her arm and found her waist. I pulled her even closer to me and firmly kissed her back. She melted into that kiss. Her arms went around my neck and her hips pressed onto mine. My hands found their way under her shirt. The feel of her soft skin was electrifying to my senses. 

“Tenshi, I am going to be late,” she broke away from our kiss, but kept her arms tight around me. Her fingers played with the short strands at the base of my neck. 

“You don’t have to go. The kids have school, but you can stay and be home with me. When was the last time we had the house all to ourselves?”

“When Hisa started school full time, and I was in between writing projects,” she answered thoughtfully. 

“Exactly. That was a long time ago. Text Taro and tell him you can’t make it today. Tell him I am home. He’ll probably make a rude joke about it, but he’ll understand.”

I kissed her again and started working my fingers under her tight bra. Her moans told me she wanted to be with me, too. She dropped her yoga mat on the floor and pulled out her phone. She started typing out a message with one hand. My lips traveled down the curve of her neck. She was struggling in her concentration to write her message. 

“Done,” she breathlessly declared and tossed her phone onto the table. She then aggressively turned her attention back to me by shoving me up against the kitchen cabinets. I was surprised by her response, but welcomed her passion. “You talked me into it.”

“That didn’t take much.”

She shook her head no and returned her mouth to mine. Her fingers started undoing the buttons on my shirt. As soon as it was loose enough, I pulled it off over my head. She had removed her shirt and bra. The feel of her bare chest pressed against mine cleared my mind of all other thoughts. All I wanted was to make love to her right there in our kitchen. Her fingers traced the lines of my stomach and reached under the top of my pants—the button was undone. I reached up and brushed the hair from her face and looked longingly into her pure blue eyes. The focus of her gaze met mine. 

“I love you so much, Emica.”

“I love you too. I am glad that you are home.”

“It’s good to be home.”

Clothes were scattered across the white linoleum of the kitchen floor. I lifted her up. Her arms and legs went around me. Her lips were busy with mine as I set her on the edge of the kitchen counter. Our bodies became one and the sounds of our lovemaking echoed in our home. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Her fingers traced the lines of the tribal tattoo on my right arm. Her head rested on my chest as we laid on the kitchen floor. My head was on her yoga mat. It wasn’t the most comfortable substitute for a pillow, but better than the hard floor alone. I reached up and removed the strand of hair that had fallen across her forehead and kissed the top of her hair. She looked up and gave me a warm smile. 

“Welcome home,” she said. 

“That’s the best welcome I’ve ever gotten. It’s so good to be in your arms again. I missed your touch. It’s been too long since we had some alone time. We need to do a better job of making sure we get some time together, just the two of us, away from the kids.”

“Agreed. Life has been so busy and crazy. Between our careers and the kids, there never seems to be an empty moment. There is always something going on or something that needs done. By the way, the fan on the A/C isn’t working and the weatherman on TV says we can expect a dry and hot summer. Also, there must be a hole in the fence. Neko has chased off two foxes this week. I am afraid he’s going to get bit. He’s too old to be fighting.”

I let out a groan. “Why is there always something that needs fixed?”

“Welcome to home ownership. Something always breaks when you are on one of your business trips.”

“I never knew life could be so busy. I miss holding you and making love to you without worrying about someone walking in on us or hearing us. Gods, I’ve missed you so much these last two weeks. I could stay like this forever. I don’t want to get up.” My arms tightened around her.

“I missed you too.”

“Did you?”

She pulled from my embrace and sat up, saying, “Of course I did.” 

She sounded hurt by my accusation. I sat up too and rested my head against the wall.

“You almost walked right by me with hardly a hello and the kids barely greeted me before running off to school. I was starting to think no one cared that I was home.”

Her expression softened, and she leaned into me, wrapping her arms around me. She gave me a squeeze. 

“I am sorry. What can I do to prove to you that I do love you and need you?”

“I think you already did, but I wouldn’t mind doing that again.” My finger reached behind her neck and pulled her up for a kiss. Her hand reached behind my head, weaving her fingers through my hair and holding me firmly in that kiss. 

After a moment, she released me from our kiss. A playfulness was in her eyes as she said, “You got it. I don’t have anything else going on today until 3:00 p.m.”

“What’s at 3:00?”

“I have to meet with Naoki’s teacher and the principal. Actually, I am glad you picked an early flight home. They requested both of us to be there.”

“What did he do now? This is . . .what, the second time this semester he’s gotten into trouble?”

“Third. If he keeps this up, he’ll get suspended.”

I sat up, placing my elbows on my knees, and held my head in my hands. I let out a loud groan.

“What’s gotten into that kid? He walked right by me this morning without even saying hi.”

“He’s been having a hard time adjusting to high school.”

I gave her a reluctant look. Naoki’s attitude had turned sour long before he started attending high school. 

“There’s got to be more going on than that. Aina said he was mad at you this morning. What happened while I was gone?”

“I got a call from the school the other day about him being disruptive and destructive during class, and demanding we meet and talk about it. When I asked him what happened, he yelled at me. I told him not to talk back to me like that, but that made him yell at me some more, so I said he was grounded from his video games until further notice.”

“What was he yelling about?”

“He was accusing me, well, both of us actually, for not telling him things. He claims we are keeping secrets from him.”

“Secrets?”

“Well, he’s not wrong. I haven’t told them about much of my childhood at The Clinic and the powers that I used to have, and we don’t talk about your origin and past at all. It actually made me nervous hearing him yell like that. I was worried that he would break something or hurt someone. His temper is getting out of control. I don’t know what to do with him.”

“Don’t look at me! I don’t know what to do either,” I shouted. 

“I know. Neither of us had a typical upbringing. I never attended high school, and you—”

“Birthed in Hell at the physical maturity equivalent to that of a twenty-five-year-old. I don’t understand these teenage years. You have more experience than I do!”

“Maybe we should tell them the truth.”

“What? No! Out of the question! I can’t imagine how telling the truth about what I used to be would improve the situation.” 

I quickly got up and started putting on my pants and shirt. Emica stared at me, confused from the kitchen floor. I could feel my own temper rise. I hated my old self and where I was from. I wanted to distance myself from my past as a Death Angel and just live my life with my family. I didn’t even feel that my short time as a Life Angel was enough to counter the ugliness of my original creation. The words of my former supervisor, Takai, echoed in my head. He reminded me that I was still the flesh of Yomi, even if I had a mortal soul now. The filth of Hell was part of me, no matter how much I tried to pretend otherwise. I didn’t have my powers and wings anymore, and time no longer ticked by at the pace of eternity; nonetheless, the recurring dream was doing a damn good job of reminding me that the coding of my flesh wasn’t human.

I gathered up a few odds and ends off the floor and made my way to the front door. I picked up my suitcase and rushed up the stairs to our room, taking two steps at a time. Emica picked her clothes off the floor and followed me, calling my name, but I didn’t answer her. I flung the suitcase onto the bed. I then got on my hands and knees and pulled a duffel bag out from under the bed. Neko ran out from his hiding spot under the bed. Emica started to get dressed, staring at me with bewilderment as she watched me find a change of clothes and stuff them into the bag. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 

“Taro still teaches his stick class on Fridays?”

“Yes, the schedule of all his classes is on the fridge.”

I rushed past her with the bag in my hands and made my way back to the kitchen. She tried to keep up with me. 

“Tenshi, what are you doing? Where are you going?”

I stopped at the refrigerator and studied the schedule of the classes taught at the community center. Taro’s next class was indeed starting soon. I opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water. Emica continued to stare at me as she struggled to put on a sock while standing on one foot. I started putting my hair up into a bun. 

“I need to get out some frustrations. I’ll see you later,” I said as I finished putting up my hair. I gave her a kiss and made my way to the door. 

“Don’t forget we have to be at the school for a conference with Naoki’s teacher,” she called after me.

I let the gate slam shut behind me as I hastened to the community center down the road. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The loud clicking of our sticks echoed in the small gymnasium. Taro let out loud grunts of exertion as he struggled to keep up with my pace. I was engaging him with all my strength and pent-up emotions. The dream and Naoki’s behavior and Emica’s suggestion were pushing my rage to the forefront of my being. It had been a long time since I had attended any of Taro’s classes. He had been promoted to the head teacher over all the martial art classes and taught all the weapons classes at the community center. The only yoga class he taught now was the advanced class that Emica attended. All of our kids took classes under him. Hisa and Aina took karate, while Naoki took his arnis (sticks) class. If my schedule allowed me time, I would take his weapons classes, particularly sais, but today I felt the need to hit something and hit it hard. The vibration of our sticks hitting against each other rang up my arms. I gritted my teeth and tightened my arm muscles to withstand Taro’s aggressive blows. The invasion of the vibrations upon my body and the discharge of my aggression delivered the serotonin I was desperately needing. He also seemed to be enjoying the challenge of my attacks. It was a good workout for him and a good release for me. 

After an hour of fighting each other, he finally had enough. He tucked his sticks under his arm and held up his hands in defeat. Sweat poured down his face. His shirt and blonde hair were completely drenched. 

“I quit! You’re too much for me today. If I didn’t know any better, I would think your angel strength was back,” he said breathlessly. “Good thing no one else came to class today. You could kill someone with how hard you hit.” 

“Where is everyone?”

“The Sanja Matsuri festival is this weekend. Most of the people who attend my afternoon classes are involved with either the festival in some way or setting up their shops for all the out-of-town visitors.”

“Oh,” I breathed. 

Neither Emica nor I followed any religious practices. I saw no point in worshiping the gods, even though I knew some of them personally. They didn’t do anything to earn my praises, not even when I was their servant, maybe especially then. 

Taro sat down on a bench on the side of the room and started to wipe the sweat from his forehead with a towel. I sat down next to him, panting. I removed the sweat from my brow with the hem of my shirt. I pulled out the bottle of water and guzzled its contents. 

“What’s gotten into you today? You normally don’t come to my arnis class,” he continued once he got more of his breath back. 

“It’s Naoki. I don’t know what to do with that boy. He’s gotten into trouble at school again and he yelled at his mother.”

“Ah. At first, I thought you and Emica had a fight. But from her text message this morning, I assumed you two were busy . . .well, getting busy. But when you came in, I thought maybe something happened between you two.”

I shook my head, “No, everything is fine between us, except we never have enough time together anymore.”

“I hear ya. I never understood why Emica was always begging me to babysit when the twins were younger until I became a dad myself. Now that Sara is seven and in school full time, Kimi and I have some more time together, but between her teaching ballet and my own schedule, it’s tough finding that alone time.”

We both let out collective sighs. 

“So what did Naoki do now?” he added. 

“I don’t know. We have to meet with the teacher this afternoon. I don’t know what to do with him. Emica thinks telling him the truth about me will fix his behavior, but he hasn’t wanted to be around me since he was in the seventh grade.”

“Teenage years are tough. I remember growing up in The Clinic and not having anyone to tell me what was going on or helping me out. I didn’t have parents or even a grownup I could talk to. All those changes and struggling to understand what was going on in my own body were rough to do all alone. I didn’t feel like I could talk to anyone, not even my friends.”

“I don’t know what any of this means. The most growing up I did was when I fell to Earth, and you and Kenji taught me about the world.”

“I remember that,” he chuckled. “You were completely clueless. I guess that’s the closest you’ve ever had to an adolescent. Being a teen is hard. Your body is changing and you’re feeling things for the first time and having urges. I remember not knowing where I fit in, who I was, or who I liked. I was still discovering myself when you came into our lives. It took the death of our friends to snap me into being a grownup. Having powers and knowing you’re different doesn’t help either, even in The Clinic. No one was the same, and we all had our own mess to deal with. It was a lonely and frightening time. Do you want me to talk to him? It might help, since I remember what it was like.”

“Maybe, but then he’ll wonder why Uncle Taro is talking to him instead of his own dad. All that time I desperately wanted kids, and I never thought one of my own would hate me.”

“He doesn’t hate you. He’s just confused and needs a bit of guidance.”

“That doesn’t explain his outbursts and all the arguments we have. He used to be my little pal, always following me around and copying whatever I was doing. Now he doesn’t even want to be in the same room as me. I keep wondering where I went wrong with him.”

“You are a wonderful dad. Look at Aina and Hisa. They are good kids. Naoki is going through a rough patch. He’ll come around.”

“That’s what Emica thinks, but . . . I don’t know, maybe we’ve been too soft on him. Ah . . .I don’t know what to do.” I slid my hands down my face. 

“Whatever you guys decide to do, don’t stop sending him here. He is doing a good job in class and is very disciplined. He even goes out of his way to help the students who are new.”

“How come he doesn’t act that way at home or at school?” I gave him a surprised look. It’s always great to hear that your kid is doing something well away from home, but I couldn’t understand why my son was behaving with Taro and not with me. 

Taro gave me a shrug and said, “I dunno. I wish I knew. I hear that all the time from the parents of some of my students. I wish I knew how I could get my own daughter to sit still for two minutes, but when Aina comes over to babysit, Sara will sit with her for hours. Kids are funny.”

A loud vibrating sound came from under the bench. I realized it was my phone. I bent down and took it out of the side pocket. I let out another loud groan as I scrolled through the screen. 

“What now?” asked Taro.

“It’s Emica reminding me about the meeting at the kids’s school.” I stood up and picked up my bag. “I better get home to shower and change. Thanks for the sparring session.”

“Anytime, but next time don’t hit so hard,” he laughed and rubbed his biceps. “I’ll see you tomorrow for dinner.”

He waved at me as I left. 












  
  

Chapter 2

Secrets 





Emica and I sat on one side of a large wooden desk, and on the other side sat the principal of the school, Mr. Matsumura. He had short dark hair and wore round glasses. He kept pushing them up his nose. He said nothing to us as he looked over some papers and then began to clean his glasses. The anticipation of waiting for him to speak was grating on my nerves. Behind him stood a tall young man with white hair, put up in a ponytail similar to Naoki’s. We knew him as Mr. Kaneko, the twins’ social studies teacher. He was new to the school, and I was sure this was his first year of teaching. Emica and I had dressed in suits, trying to look more put together than we really were. We knew we stood out from the other parents; Emica with her colored hair and both of us had tattoos. She wore a lilac colored skirt suit with a white blouse. I wore a dark blue suit with a white dress shirt. I had skipped the tie. I was beginning to second guess my decision about the tie based on the full suits that the principal and the teacher were wearing. I had put my hair back up into a bun after my shower.  

“Mr. and Mrs. Hada,” began Mr. Matsumura, after putting his glasses back on. “We have asked you to come in today to talk about the poor behavior of your son, Naoki. I am sure you are aware that this is the third time your son has caused trouble at our school. The first two times were because he started fights with some of the other boys, and now he has shown disrespect to his teacher and to school property. Do you know what he did the other day during Mr. Kaneko’s class time?”

“No, I asked him about it, but he wouldn’t give me a straight answer,” replied Emica. 

She looked nervous and fidgeted with the hem of her skirt. 

“The students were given an assignment last week to complete a family tree. When Naoki was asked to turn in his assignment, he became unruly and turned over a desk. Mr. Kaneko had no choice but to discipline your son. Were you aware of this assignment?”

Emica exchanged looks with me. “No, neither of the twins told us about this assignment.”

“Naoki loudly declared the assignment to be unfair, before he flipped over the desk,” interjected Mr. Kaneko. 

He didn’t seem as upset about our son’s behavior as the principal was, but his gaze was fixed on us. As though he was studying our behaviors and reactions to the questions being asked of us. 

“Not to excuse our son’s behavior, but I can see why he might have gotten upset about this assignment. I am sure he’s not the only child in the school whose parents were once a part of The Clinic and don’t have any information on family history.”

“This is true, but most of those students still did their best to complete their assignment. I find that most of those students actually enjoy this particular assignment and dive into the records of The Clinic and find all sorts of family information they never knew before. Your daughter, Aina, completed more of the assignment than her brother, but she never got past the names of your parents and her father’s side of the family tree is completely blank. She was given a passing grade for attempting the assignment.”

The principal showed us Aina’s family tree. Emica took it from his hands and looked at it with an uneasy expression. She then held it out for me to see. 

“Naoki could have completed the same amount of work as his sister and it would have completed the assignment. I am surprised there wasn’t more of an attempt to find out more about your side of the family, Mrs. Hada, since your parents’ names are known, surely they would have been listed in the public records if not in other resources,” Mr. Matsumura further added. 

“I wasn’t that lucky,” she declared as she handed the paper back. “I am afraid that is all the information that I have about my family.”

The truth was we knew more, but it was a painful subject for my wife after she found out how they had died. She didn’t talk about it and treated it as though their information was lost. We knew we could find out more, but it wasn’t worth the pursuit. In the same way I didn’t want to talk about my pasts, she didn’t want to relive the pain of her own loss. 

“I see,” muttered Mr. Matsumura. “What about you, Mr. Hada? There is nothing, not even your parents’ names. Were you a child of The Clinic too?”

“No, my husband was not at The Clinic,” Emica answered before I could. 

“I don’t have any family. Emica and the children are all I have,” I declared, taking hold of my wife’s hand and giving her a slight smile. She smiled back. “We are terribly sorry about our son’s behavior and will talk to him about it at home.”

“I am sure you will,” continued Mr. Matsumura. “However, there is more than just his response to this assignment that is disturbing.”

“Oh?” asked Emica.

“We highly encourage students to participate in clubs at this school. Aina has done well in the archery club, but your son has either been kicked out of or lost interest in five clubs in the last few months. It would be good for him, and for his future career at this school, to find a club and stick with it for the remainder of the year.”

“I see.”

“Here is a list of all the clubs that our school offers. I have taken the liberty of crossing out the ones he has already tried. I am sure I can trust you to talk about this with your son as well. If he fails to change his behavior and stay in a club, he will have to choose a different school for the rest of his high school career.”

“Yes . . .yes, we will talk to him about his choices and the consequences,” stated Emica, taking the list from his hand. 

She rose from her seat to leave. I followed her example. 

“Just a moment, Mr. Hada,” started Mr. Kaneko, “Pardon my bluntness, but aren’t you the angel that was seen on TV during the battle between Heaven and Hell, almost seventeen years ago?”

Emica and I sat back down. I exchanged nervous looks with her. My heart was pounding. 

“Ah, yes. I recognize you now,” said the principal with another push on his glasses. 

“I am, but I hardly ever get recognized from that day anymore. I am mostly recognized for my artwork these days, and that’s the way I like to keep it. Our children know we were there, but not how we were involved. It is something we have decided to not talk about at home. I don’t like talking about what I used to be.”

“‘Used to be?’” Mr. Kaneko mumbled to himself with one eyebrow raised. He then continued on in his normal tone, “In my experience as a child educator, I can clearly say that Naoki’s behavior might be coming from his desire to actually know you better, Mr. Hada. We plan on talking about that battle in class next month, in time for the anniversary. Our focus will be how that battle impacted our society and the downfall of The Clinic. Hence the reason for the family tree assignment. I highly suggest you tell your children the truth, and soon.”

The look he gave me struck me as odd. I could feel the hairs on my arms stand on end. I gave him an odd look back. I felt there was more he was trying to say, but I couldn’t understand what exactly. I had never anticipated that my actions during that battle would be taught as history to my own children. I didn’t see myself as a hero, but I had been called that before by others. All I had tried to do that day was stop the annihilation of the human race from my creator, the goddess Izanami. My actions were purely selfish. I wanted to end the battle so I could be with the girl I had finally expressed my affections for, my now wife. I looked over at Emica. The look she gave me was a clear expression of ‘I told you so.’ The teacher’s own suggestions had lined up with her previous sentiments. I felt a lump form in my throat. 

“We will take that into consideration,” said Emica as she got back up. 

She gave the teacher and the principal a slight bow. I gave a slight nod, but kept my eyes on Mr. Kaneko. Something about the way he looked at me felt familiar and unnerving at the same time. 



We walked out of the office and found Naoki leaning against the wall outside of the door. His bag was slung over his shoulder and his eyes were cast down, his hair hiding his eyes. He fell in step behind us as we walked down the hallway.

“So, how much trouble am I in?” he finally asked. 

“More than you think,” barked his mother. “Until your father and I have a chance to talk about your punishment, you can consider yourself still grounded.”

“Can Cho still come over tonight to watch the premier?” he said, sounding hopeful. 

Emica stopped walking and stood still for a moment while she thought about his request. Emica’s book that she had written about an angel that had fallen to Earth and fallen in love with a human girl had turned into a book series. Their popularity had grown and had been turned into a manga series and was now an animated show. The first episode of that show was to air on TV that evening. Our children didn’t think much about their mother’s books or my art. To them, they were a normal part of life, nothing more than their parents’ work. They saw us no differently than their friends’ parents, who were salarymen, doctors, or teachers. But to their friends, Emica’s books were a big deal and many of their friends were fans of the series. She had promised weeks ago when the date of the first episode was announced that they could each have a few friends over to watch the premier at our house. 

Cho lived a few houses up from us and had known the twins all their lives, first as playmates and now as classmates. She lived only with her dad. Her mother died from cancer when she was little. Emica treated her like a third daughter. Recently, Naoki and Cho had been spending more time together. She was the only friend he seemed to have. Emica looked at me for a moment and then at Naoki. 

“Since I had made that promise a while ago, it would be unfair to Cho to un-invite her now. She can still come over and she can still come with us to the Sanja Matsuri festival on Sunday,” sighed Emica. “But we are still going to have a long talk with you and your sister before any of your friends come over.”

“What did she do?” 

“You’ll find out soon enough. Now, let’s collect your sister and go home. Her archery practice should be over soon.”



I followed Emica and Naoki around the school grounds to the archery field, since they knew the way better than I did. Nothing more was said as we walked. My mind was busy thinking about what Mr. Kaneko had said and how he had said it. I had only met him once before, at the beginning of the school year. Emica had met with him more than I had. She had met with him the last two times Naoki had gotten into trouble. I was out of town for those meetings. 

I tried to think of alternate ways I could explain my previous role as a Death Angel in the battle between Heaven and Hell to my children and without causing more of a negative reaction from Naoki. Emica and his teacher seemed set that telling him the truth was the way to a calmer relationship between us and our son. I wasn’t sold on the idea. Each scenario I played through my mind resulted in Naoki yelling and throwing something, and then storming out of the house. I couldn’t picture him being receptive. Yet, Mr. Kaneko and Emica were sure this was the only way. Maybe they did know my son better than I did. I wasn’t even sure how Aina would react to such news. She was very much the opposite of her brother. She was quiet and thoughtful and took her time to respond to things. However, when she was younger, she was the one prone to tantrums, but somehow their personalities had switched and now it was Naoki that had outbursts to anything that didn’t go his way. I also knew that Hisa would have to be told the truth, too. If her older siblings knew, then she would find out one way or another. She was a sweet child, very much my little angel, but she knew how to get what she wanted. She could get any secret out of her older siblings or get them to do what she wanted. I could see her getting upset that such a large secret had been kept from her. 



We had arrived at the archery field. Aina had just stepped up to take her turn. She was wearing long black traditional pants with a short sleeve wrap around shirt with a black chest guard. She had a glove on the hand that was pulling the arrow back. She was focused on her target and, after a few breaths; she let her arrow fly. She hit the center of her target. Her teammates softly applauded her success. She paid no attention to their applause as she reset her bow. 

Emica, Naoki, and I took our seats on the bleachers to the side of the archery field while we waited for practice to end. Naoki sat a few rows in front of us. He pulled out his phone and put in his earbuds, ignoring the world around him with his loud rock music. 

“Do we really have to tell the children the truth?” I whispered to Emica. 

“I think it’s for the best. We’ve tried everything else. Do you have any other suggestions?”

“Anything! Can’t we just tell them that we were there, but omit the part about me once being an angel?”

“I don’t see how we can? If they show the footage of that day in their class, they will see you with your wings. It will only raise more questions. Besides, they want to know more about their family history and that includes you. Don’t you think they have a right to know where they come from? Where you are from?”

I hung my head. I ran my fingers through my hair, messing up my bun. I pulled out the elastic band and shook out my hair. I hid my face in my hands. I remembered how Emica had desired much of the same thing many years ago, before we had kids. We had pursued the details after she had found about her parents in a mysterious letter. The results weren’t what we had hoped for, but I remembered how she was desperate to find where she belonged in this world and where she had come from. She was so set on finding out that information that it almost ripped our relationship apart.

If there was one thing I had learned during my short time on the Earth, it was that family looked how we wanted it to look. Family didn’t mean bloodlines and biological family members, but who we chose to spend our lives with. I had no one to point to for my genesis. I had no family tree. I was crafted by the hands of selfish gods to serve their purpose. I was engineered to fulfill a destiny that wasn’t my choosing. I was once nothing more than a servant. It took my literal death to free me from those bonds. Only by the grace of the goddess Amaterasu had I been allowed to live again and continue on as a mortal. We had chosen the date of rebirth as my birth date. Every year, the kids celebrated my birthday without knowing the truth of what that date truly meant to me and Emica. It was the date that my life had been given back to her. Had I been a fool to think I could raise a family without them ever questioning where their dad had come from? Yes, I had been a fool. I gave a loud groan. I felt sick. 

“I know you don’t like talking about it,” added Emica. She started rubbing my back. “But it’s time that they know the truth.”

I looked up at her, pushing my hair out of my eyes. “Can we wait a bit longer and talk about this some more first? We don’t have to tell them everything, do we?”

“Tell us what?” 

My stomach turned as I recognized the sound of my daughter’s voice. I looked up and saw Aina standing in front of us with her backpack over her shoulders and holding a hard case in one hand that I knew held her disassembled bow. She had changed back into her regular school uniform. Her arms were crossed, and she gave us a stern look. Naoki’s curiosity had peaked. He had taken out his earbuds and was standing next to his twin. He towered over her. His cold gaze was fixed on us. He didn’t want to miss out on an important discussion. 

“Does this have something to do with our family tree assignment?” asked Naoki.

“Your father and I have more we need to talk about first before we can say more on that subject. But first, the two of you can explain why you didn’t come to us with that assignment,” firmly started Emica. 

I let out a sigh and stood up. I held out my hand and helped Emica come to her feet. I was thankful for the answer she gave. I kept a hold of her hand as she walked down the bleachers in her skirt and heels. Aina and Naoki exchanged looks. They were caught off guard that the subject of the conversation had been turned against them. They turned to follow us. The four of us began to walk home. 

“We . . . uh . . .we know how much you guys don’t like talking about your life before you were married, so we thought it was best to not bring it up,” replied Aina. 

“That’s still not a good enough reason to not complete your assignment,” argued Emica with a shake of her head. “Now, Aina, you are going to get a passing grade for what you did complete, but still, you should have come to us first.”

“Would you have been more willing to talk about it and give us answers if we did?” doubtfully stated Naoki. He continued to glare at us from under his fallen hair. 

“You could have at least given us a chance. And I want to know why you have been getting into so much trouble at school. You’ve been in two fights already this year, and now you are flipping desks! What has gotten into you?”

“It’s not all his fault, Mom,” interjected Aina. 

Emica stopped in our walk and turned to face Aina, who took a step back, surprised by her mother’s reaction. I stood silently with my arms crossed, waiting for an answer. It wasn’t a surprise that Aina would stand by the actions of her twin, but this was the first she had done so in regard to Naoki’s recent bouts of trouble. 

“Explain.”

“Those fights were with older boys. They said things about you and Dad—”

“Aina stop!” Shouted Naoki, who took a hold of his sister’s shoulders and stood between us and her. 

I tapped his shoulder. “You better explain, and now! What did they say about us?”

He slowly turned around, letting go of his sister. His head hung down as he spoke. 

“They . . . um said that you and Mom are . . .um freaks.”

“Freaks?” balked Emica. 

“They said that because you used to be from The Clinic that you are freaks and that you had powers.” He looked up at us. The shame he felt was clearly expressed in his eyes. “They bully all the kids whose parents are from The Clinic. I couldn’t let them get away with saying things like that about you guys. So I taught them a lesson. . .I regret I had to do it twice. I didn’t want to do my assignment, because I didn’t want anyone. . . it’s a stupid assignment, anyway.”

Emica gave me a sorrowful look. I placed my hand on Naoki’s shoulder and peered into his face. 

“I am not mad at you for wanting to defend your mother, but you know better than to start a fight like that. You should have come to me or your mother first about these boys and this assignment. Hasn’t your Uncle Taro taught you to walk away from a fight?”

“But he’s not really my uncle, is he?” 

Anger flashed in his eyes as he pushed his way between me and his mother. Aina exchanged dismayed looks with us before she ran to catch up with him. 

“Naoki! Don’t you dare talk about your Uncle Taro like—” Emica began to shout after him. 

“Leave it,” I put my hand on her arm. “He’s too far ahead of us now to hear you.”

She turned and faced me. She let out a huff and put her hands on her hips. I knew she was angry that Naoki had disowned Taro as his uncle. He was all that she had left of her makeshift family from her days at The Clinic. He was our longest and best friend. To us, he would always be family, but it was clear that Naoki had guessed that there was more about us than we had explained to him. Both of us had secrets and both of us had been fools to think we could keep our secrets from our children. 

“Looks like we both have a lot of explaining to do,” I said, holding out my hand to Emica. She took it with a sigh and slightly pouted. “Come on, Hisa is probably home by now, and we have guests coming over.” 

We started walking again. 

“I guess it shouldn’t be a surprise that his classmates would think of us as freaks. Most of our peers still look at us like we are from another world, no pun intended,” she apologetically looked at me. I let go of her hand and put my arm around her, and kissed the top of her head. “It shouldn’t be a surprise that their children would follow the examples of their parents, either, and continue the cycle of being bullies. I just had hoped that society had evolved beyond ignorant name calling.”

“Bullies are everywhere and there will never be an end to them. Imagine how I felt coming into existence and immediately being beaten just because I was slow to comprehend my own creation and follow orders. I’ve been on the outside of acceptance my whole life.”

“I accepted you.”

“Yes, you did, and from the very beginning, too.”

I bent down and gave her a kiss. I then lifted her left hand and admired the diamond ring that sat over the tattoo of my name on her third finger. I kissed that finger. She smiled warmly at me. I was thankful that I had someone who loved me and cherished me. My heart felt full as she looked into my eyes. Her gentle hand moved the hair away from my brow. I saw my life in those eyes. I felt blessed that my life was now in step with hers and that my destiny was now to grow old next to her. She gave me another kiss before we continued our walk. 



Aina and Naoki had arrived home just a few minutes before us. As we entered the house, I heard Naoki’s door open and then slam shut. His angry rock music could be heard all the way downstairs. Aina was waiting for us. She followed her mother into the kitchen. Hisa had been home for a while and was sitting at the coffee table with the TV on and her homework in front of her. She had a bowl of chips and had found the soda that I assumed Emica was saving for the party. Emica scolded her and told her she would ruin her dinner and to turn off the TV. She stated that the noise was giving her a headache. She then announced that she was going upstairs to lie down for a few minutes. Hisa apologized to her mother and turned off her show. She then put the chips away. Emica was clearly taking her frustrations out on the child. Hisa came up to me and gave me a hug and asked me about my day. In turn, I asked her about her day at school. She babbled about what the kids in her classroom were doing more than about what she actually learned in school. 

After listening to her for a while, I told her to finish her homework before her friends came over. I kissed her on the head and watched her happily return to her spot in the living room. I then turned to go upstairs to change. I had enough of wearing business clothes and was ready to change into my jeans and a t-shirt. Aina followed me up the stairs. I assumed to do her homework too, but she caught hold of my elbow and stopped me on the landing. 

“Dad, you know Naoki really isn’t mad at Uncle Taro and still loves him like the uncle he’s always known him to be, same with Aunt Kimi. He’s just mad that you guys never talk to us about your past and family stuff. We see Uncle Taro use his powers all the time, but Mom never talks about hers. You haven’t even really told us about your wedding. We know it happened the day before the battle, but you guys don’t have any pictures or anything. We just want to know our parents—where we are from.”

I leaned against the wall and looked at her. She waited patiently for my reply. I knew she was only trying to help and act as a mediator between us and her brother. I thought for a moment about what answer I could give that Emica would be okay with me giving without talking to her first. 

“Your mother lost her powers a long time ago, before you were born. That’s why she never talks about it. She has nothing to show you. Even her tattoo was designed to cover up the scars of her past. You have to understand her childhood was very painful in comparison to what you and your siblings get to experience. She faced extreme tortures and was almost taken away from her friends—the only family she has ever known. Then we lost those friends in the events leading up to the battle between Heaven and Hell. They were my friends too. Can you see now why we don’t like talking about this?”

“Oh, I see. I had no idea. Is that why Uncle Taro is our uncle? He’s all the family you have?”

“Yes, it’s more of an honorary title, but to us, he is family. We are so fortunate to have grown our family in the births of you and your brother and your sister. Plus the extension of our family with your aunt and uncle and your little cousin.”

“What about your wedding? I thought wives liked talking about their weddings. I hear my friend’s moms talk nonstop about how they met their husbands and their wedding day. All Mom will say is that you guys were married on Awaji Island and that your union was blessed by the gods. What does that even mean?”

I sighed and rubbed my neck, trying to think. 

“We didn’t have a typical ceremony. It was kinda spur-of-the-moment kind of thing at the shrine of Izanagi that is there on the island. I offered for her to do it properly later, but she refused. Again, we didn’t have anyone to invite. We didn’t even really know what we were doing,” I chuckled. Aina didn’t look amused. “We thought the world was about to end and all we wanted was to be together, no matter how long that might be. I know that’s not the answer you are looking for, but it’s the best I can give—for now.”

“It sounds awfully romantic.”

I heard a door slam shut. From my place on the landing, I could see the bottom edge of Naoki’s door. He had been listening. I turned back to Aina. She knew and gave me a shrug. 

“Don’t get any ideas. It sounds romantic now, but back then, it was a very depressing time. Maybe someday we can feel free to tell you the whole story and maybe then you and your brother will understand,” I added. 

“What about you? Why don’t you tell us anything about yourself?”

The look she gave me almost broke my heart. Emica and Mr. Kaneko were right. The kids just wanted to know me better. I gave her shoulder a squeeze. 

“My story is more traumatic than your mother’s. It’s . . . it’s something I’ve tried very hard to distance myself from. Your mother thinks I should tell you and I promise I will, but give me some time. It’s not easy for me, okay?”

“Okay Dad.”

She gave me a hug before she ran up the stairs. My heart was pounding. I let out a shaking sigh. My stomach felt like it was doing flips. My conversation with Aina went better than I expected it would. I knew I had to tell them the whole truth and they may not be very accepting of that, but it was clear to me now that they did deserve to hear our story. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Naoki’s door open again. As I looked up, the door slammed shut again. There was still a long way to go to gain my son’s trust again. I tried to put myself in his place. If I had a dad who kept secrets from me, would I behave the same? All I had was Takai, and he liked to feed me pieces of information along the way instead of explaining everything I needed to know at once. I remembered how frustrated it made me feel. Maybe Naoki’s behavior wasn’t much different from my own. 

I continued up the stairs and headed to my room to change. 


      [image: image-placeholder]When I came back down from upstairs, all the kids’ friends had arrived. They were already sitting all over the living room. Everyone had changed out of their school uniforms and to the more relaxed styles that were popular among teens. Aina had three of her friends over and they had taken over the couch. Hisa had two of her friends over and they were sitting with her around the coffee table. Cho was there and was sitting with Naoki on the floor. He had his arm around her. She had long black hair and was dressed in a skirt and polo shirt, different from their school uniform. Naoki had changed into ripped jeans and a t-shirt of an American rock band. He had chains around his neck and wrists. Emica was busy putting out popcorn and sodas for the kids. The doorbell rang.

“Can you get that, dear?” Emica called out to me. “It’s the pizza guy. I already paid for it.”

I put my wallet back in my pocket and opened the door. The pizza guy was really a teen on his moped. He handed me several pizzas. I could barely see over the boxes as I shut the door with my foot. I carried them to the dining table. Emica took them and started opening the boxes and announced that the pizza was here. I stepped back out of the way as the mob of hungry teens descended onto the free pizza. They quickly got their chosen slices and sodas and sat back down. 

“Shh, the show is starting,” declared one of Aina’s friends. Hisa turned up the volume. 

I grabbed a few slices of pizza and put them on a plate. I tiptoed my way through the many legs and bodies that took up space on the floor. Neko made his rounds, looking for anyone who was willing to pet him or share their food with him. Emica tried to shoo him away. I made my way over to the side room, just off of the living room, that I used as an office and a studio. 

I entered my office and turned on the lamp that sat near my desk on the far wall. I had a filing cabinet and drawers of art supplies in one corner. Several finished pieces of work were leaning against the drawers. In another corner, I had a low kid size table. It was left over from the days when the kids were smaller and they either played with blocks or colored while I worked. I had my easel set up facing out toward the living room. A large unfinished canvas was set on the easel. I closed the paper door that separated my office from the living room, but left a wide enough gap for Neko to slip through, as was my habit. I usually did my painting with the door open because of the fumes, but I had some business I needed to attend to and didn’t want to disturb the party. 

I sat my dinner next to the laptop. I turned it on and put on the special glasses that Emica had found for me. They blocked the blue light that bothered my eyes. I hardly ever used to use phones or computers, but when Emica’s books took off, I needed to take over doing the administrative parts of my own business. She had her own accounts that she had to oversee for her work. The glasses helped me take that burden off her shoulders. 

I typed in some figures into a spreadsheet and worked out some inventory. I then answered some emails that I had neglected while I was away on my trip. A few of them were from galleries reporting sales, which made me go back and redo my inventory. I then checked some bank accounts and did some more book-keeping. I took a few bites of pizza while I worked. I felt Neko jump onto my lap. He turned around a few times before he was finally satisfied and fell asleep. I scratched his head while he snored. I had more work to do, but I told myself it could wait. I took off the glasses and turned off the lamp. 

I sat in the dark and rubbed my closed eyes. The day was catching up with me. I had been up for almost twenty-four hours, and the emotional ups and downs were wearing my soul thin. Not only my emotions, but Naoki’s, Aina’s, and Emica’s. Hisa had been my small ray of light. My time with Taro was much needed, but the physical exertion of it all was adding up on top of what I already felt. I felt spent. My mind was recalling the accounts I had just looked at, and I was desperately doing the math in my head, hoping that there was enough. The tiredness of my soul wanted to call it quits. The days I had spent away from my kids and their demands of wanting more of a relationship with me were also tearing at me. Part of me argued that might all change once they learn the truth about me. I hated being away, but I felt it was my duty to provide for them. I had given them a house, clothes, food, and all the things that society deemed proper for comfortable living. I had done the right thing and set aside money for their futures. Now it was time for me to think about the future I wanted to have and with Emica. I found myself wishing I had the energy that I used to have as an angel, but then I remembered how those long lonely nights felt as I waited for Emica to wake up again. I couldn’t believe I was having those thoughts. I shook my head, trying to erase them. 





I heard the side door to my office slide open and close. Emica turned on the ceiling light. I could see its brightness through my eyelids. I felt her hand on my shoulder. I opened an eye and saw she had set a beer can down on my desk. I opened both eyes and looked up at her. 

“What are you doing sitting in the dark?” she asked. 

She had a glass of white wine in her hand and was taking sips. 

“I just finished doing some work and was resting my eyes.”

“Did you wear the glasses I got you?”

“Yes, but they aren’t helping much tonight. It’s been a long day.”

“You still have some pizza left. Are you feeling okay?”

“I am not that hungry.”

“What have you eaten today?”

I thought for a moment before I answered. 

“I don’t think I’ve had anything, except for some coffee this morning. No . . .wait, I ate on the plane from Spain.”

“That was a while ago. You better eat some more. You’re not getting sick, are you?”

“When was the last time I was sick? You know better than to ask that.”

“Did you get much sleep in Spain?”

“No.”

“Tenshi, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I am just tired.”

“Well, don’t stay up too late. Try to get to bed early for once.”

I nodded in agreement and opened the beer and took a few sips. She turned off the light as she left. I closed my eyes again and continued to drink my beer. 



After a while, I heard the commotion of the kids’ friends saying their goodbyes and their thanks to Mrs. Hada for having them over. The front door opened and closed several times as people made their way out or as parents came in to pick up their children. I heard the sound of feet going up the stairs and arguing over who should get first use of the bathroom. I heard Emica clean up the kitchen. Then I heard her footsteps go up the stairs. All was quiet for a moment. I thought about heading upstairs myself, but then I heard another sound coming from the garden. I remembered what Emica had said about animals getting into the yard and thought I better investigate. Neko was no longer on my lap, and I wondered if he had gone outside. 

The door to the backyard was near my office. I got up, with my beer still in my hand, and made my way to the back door. I opened the sliding glass door and found Naoki with his arms around Cho. They were sitting on the edge of the deck. The porch light was off, but the light from inside the house was enough to highlight their frames and their actions. They were kissing. 

I wasn’t sure what response I should give. It honestly didn’t bother me that Naoki was kissing the girl that lived up the street. She was a good girl and had always been polite. Now, if it had been Aina with a boy, my paternal instinct told me I would have responded differently. I cleared my throat. 

Cho noticed me first. She jumped up and smoothed her skirt. Naoki turned white and then red. He glared at me. 

“Your mother has been worried about wild animals getting into the yard. I heard a noise and came out to make sure it wasn’t the cat.”

“Evening Mr. Hada. I better get going. It’s getting late,” Cho said nervously. “Goodnight Naoki, I’ll text you later.”

“Goodnight, Cho,” I politely said with a smile.

She kissed Naoki on the cheek and went out the side gate that led to the front yard. Naoki briskly got up, ready to shout at me for interrupting his tender moment. I placed my hand firmly on his shoulder. 

“Sit down. It’s time we had a talk,” I snapped

I firmly pushed down on his shoulder, making him sit. I sat down next to him. My feet touched the ground below the deck. Naoki’s feet barely touched the ground. I could see the anger in his eyes as he turned to face me. 

“Dad, how dare—”

“Enough! I am not mad. I am not even a little bit upset. Maybe I should be, but I am not.” I took a sip of my beer. “All I want to know is when did the two of you start being boyfriend and girlfriend?”

“Oh come off it Dad! All these times we hardly talk and now you . . .you want to be my best friend? Forget it! You wouldn’t understand.”

He started to get up. I grabbed his wrist and pulled him back down. He sat down hard with a huff. 

“Try me.”

He was quiet for a moment and swung his legs while he thought. I waited for him to answer. His expression of anger turned to a more thoughtful one as he recalled his feelings for the girl he had known since toddlerhood. 
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