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I dedicate this book to Eppy. I did it! I am an author! I am writing books. All that time, writing and swapping stories in high school based on D&D characters paid off. I am finally publishing my work. I hope someday you do too, if you haven't already.  
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Datenshi II 



Exchanged darkness for light

I am reformed.

Strangled by

obligation for love.

No freedom beneath

my wings.



O King of Heaven

heal me of this storm.

Beauty of this world

release the dove.

His hatful lust

is freezing.



To free my love

I give into death.

But do not cry for me,

save it for thy's baby's breath.



By Jolene D. Campbell
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Introduction





There are many versions of the Shinto mythology around the creations of the gods. In this book, the focus of the story is on Amaterasu and the mirror, Yata no Kagami 1. This is my interpretation of the famed tale around the goddess and her hiding in the cave. The story of Amaterasu is very important in Japanese culture, as she is the symbol of the nation and represented by their flag. 



Amaterasu and The Cave


After Izanagi failed to retrieve his wife from Yomi, as she was now damned to spend all of eternity as the Queen of Hell, he found a stream to wash himself2. The scent of Yomi was putrid and he couldn't take the smell of it any longer. While he bathed, 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. 



The three gods from Izanami ruled the heavens together. However, they didn't always get along. Izanagi had kicked Susanoo out of heaven for his wild behavior. He visited his sister, Amaterasu, and tried to make amends. Susanoo suggested a competition to prove his sincerity, in hopes of not being forced to leave heaven. His sister agreed and between the two of them, by chewing and spitting out various items, they produced more gods. Susanoo declared himself the winner and Amaterasu allowed him to stay in her house. However, he was a poor house guest and destroyed her rice fields, defecated in her house, and killed one of her servants. Amaterasu was embarrassed by her brother's behavior and hid in a cave. Shutting the world and the heavens from her holy light. 



With the world left in bitter darkness and cold, the rest of the gods came together to find a way to draw the sun goddess out of hiding. The goddess, Uzume3, came up with an idea and started to dance wildly in front of the cave. The beads around her neck jingled4. The robes around her shoulders fell down below her waist. The rest of the gods were in an uproar at the sight of the nearly naked goddess dancing. Amaterasu asked what all the commotion was about and another god told her that a new god appeared and was brighter and more magnificent than her. Curious, who this new god was, Amaterasu opened the cave. A mirror was held in front of the cave's door and caught the light of the goddess. Astounded by the bright light reflecting at her in the mirror, Amaterasu stepped forward, thinking the light came from this other god. A god near the mouth of the cave grabbed her and pulled her all the way out. The world and the heavens were filled with her warmth and light again. The cave was then sealed and closed forever. 



More gods, including the story of Kusanagi no Tsurugi (the third object of the Royal Regalia), and Tsukuyomi will appear in the third book of the Fallen Angel series. 








1.
      One of the three objects that make up the Royal Regalia. 
    

2.
      This part of the story is the foundation of the first book in this series.
    

3.
      The goddess of humor and performing arts. 
    

4.
      Yasakani no Magatama; a jade beaded necklace made by Tamanooya-no-Mikoto. A bead from this necklace is now part of the Royal Regalia. 
    










  
  

Chapter 1

Tattoos





Orange light blazed between the tall buildings. Purple shadows stretched out long on the pavement. The air was chilly and snow was trying to land on the still warm earth. I sat on a park bench. My elbows rested on my knees as I watched children playing on the playground, while there was still daylight left in the sky. I adjusted the handmade scarf around my neck. I wasn’t used to the cold. The darkest pit of Hell never felt as cold as the winter on the surface. Emica worried I wouldn’t handle the cold well and tried to crochet me a scarf, her latest domestic project. I appreciated the thought and concern, even though the pattern was uneven and the bright yellow and purple stripes didn’t go with my black leather jacket. I felt numb to the world, but the cold wasn’t what was bothering me.  

I kept reminding myself that I was blessed to be with the woman that I loved with all of my being. A lifetime with her would never be enough, but I was struggling with my feelings. Not toward her. I loved her with every fiber of me, but ever since Izanagi had changed my spiritual identity to that of a Life Angel, I had struggled with my new purpose. I didn’t know what to do with my life. The days blurred together and became mundane. I had only been alive for a short period and those first few weeks since coming to the surface were filled with more life-changing events than I cared to count. But now that Emica and I had settled into domestic life, I didn’t know what to do with myself. 

Emica filled her time by speaking in front of legislators and doing news interviews, as she had become the spokesperson for people born with unique abilities and powers, who were frequently referred to as mutants. The non-profit she worked for was called the Equal Ability Society Team, also known as E.A.S.T. They provided legal aid and lobbied for equal rights for those who had once been victims of The Clinic. Our war fighting to stop Izanami from destroying the world had been played out on TV. The powers of my friends and enemies showed the world what humans with powers could do. Additionally, Izanami’s goal of preventing the spread of humanity through torments had also ended. Death Angels no longer tormented humans for their souls. The Clinic that had once imprisoned my friends, stealing them away from their families as babies to study their powers and abusing them for their purpose, had been completely dissolved. The government’s call for perfect persons to be the only ones who could have jobs and go to school had crumbled. Blood Compliance was no longer used to control the population. More and more people were embracing individuality and unique qualities. The genetic mutations that were once hidden away were now being spread into the genetic code of the human race. The world was becoming a more diverse place. We had more freedoms and could do things that before we had to rely on hacks to blend into society. Now society was trying to look more like us. I was thankful that the world was becoming a place where Emica and Taro would never have to rely on their powers to defend themselves. 

However, there were still those who feared those with powers and called for some sort of regulation to restrain people with extreme powers. In all fairness, they had a right to be afraid. Two of our friends had turned against us and had demonstrated the raw awesomeness of their powers in that battle that was captured on TV. Emica’s own powers were almost as extraordinary. She made a good example of having destructive powers, while being able to show restraint to be a part of society. The fact that Kaito was still out there in the world held a permanent fear in the back of my mind. Emica worked long, hard days trying to bring rational talks to the right people to find a common solution. I applauded and supported her hard work, but it only made the days feel more empty. 

I looked down at her name that was tattooed on the third finger of my left hand. It was her idea to get tattoos instead of traditional wedding bands. It seemed fitting, since we weren’t married in the traditional definition of the term. We didn’t even have paper documents to prove our union, even though the act was caught on TV. Emica kept a copy of that piece of video. It was silly, really. We had run around a rock trying to escape those who were trying to kill us. We knew it was The Pillar of Heaven of the gods, but we didn’t know that our act of trying to survive would cause us to be seen as married by the gods. We had no idea what we were doing. I didn’t regret our marriage, but I felt that she only said she was okay with how we were married to spare any feelings of guilt that I might have. She tried so hard to make everything alright, but I did feel guilty. She was my treasure. The reality that I would outlive her constantly haunted me. I would love her for all eternity. My deepest wish for her was to give her a diamond ring, a symbol I knew to be important between couples. I wanted to give her a proper human life, but I couldn’t. The desire in my heart to give her a more normal existence was desperate, but it was completely out of my hands. 



A red ball landed between my feet. I picked it up and met the eyes of a young boy. He must have been no more than five years old. He cautiously studied me as I held the ball out to him. I could see his father standing some yards away, watching the exchange between me and his son. 

“Is this yours?” I asked. I tried to give him a friendly smile. 

He continued to look at me for a few brief moments. I was used to people staring at me. I was much bigger than most people on the island.

“Are you . . . are you?” he asked shyly.

“Yes?”

“My daddy says you are the angel that stopped the battle that we saw on TV.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Your black hair. It’s up in a bun today, like it was on TV, but I don’t see your wings. Most of the time I see you sitting here, your hair is down. And you are big like a giant. Are you a giant? Are all angels giants?”

“No, I am not a giant,” I gave a slight laugh. 

“Are you an angel?”

“Yes, I am, but I am one of the good ones.”

“Where are your wings?”

“They are hidden right now.”

“Where?” he peered around my side. 

I gave another laugh. I had seen him and his father at the park many times, but this was the first time he had dared talk to me. His father would often give me a friendly wave or a nod, but no words had ever been exchanged. I let my wings out for a quick moment and brought them back in. Wisps of black smoke were the only evidence that I had revealed my wings. The young boy’s face lit up with wonder. I couldn’t help but chuckle at his response. 

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

“Don’t you know?”

“No. Why would I know your name?”

“I thought that because you are an angel that you would know my name.”

“No, only the gods know everyone’s names.”

“I am Kamin.”

“Nice to meet you Kamin, I am Tenshi.”

Emica walked up behind the park bench. The sunset highlighted her short pink hair. She had changed its color recently. I liked it better when it was lavender, but I lied and told her I liked it. She wore a white wool coat and a pink skirt suit that was a lighter shade of pink than her hair. She had spent the day in parliament. She smiled at the young boy and she sat down next to me. 

“Do you want to play ball with me, Tenshi?” asked Kamin. 

I looked over at Emica. Her smile was sweet. I could see his father looking slightly anxious in the distance. I got the feeling that they needed to head home. 

“Not today, Kamin. Maybe next time.”

He looked at me curiously for a moment before he took the ball from my hands. 

“Does your wife not let you play?"

I let out a hearty laugh. “What makes you say that?”

“My dad has to ask my mom for permission to do things a lot. She usually says no, though.” He rolled his eyes as he said this. I couldn’t help but laugh some more. Emica put her hand to her mouth to hold in her laughter. Kamin’s dad looked a bit flushed on his cheeks as he walked up behind his son. 

“Come on Kamin, it’s time to go home,” said his father. He placed his hand on his son’s shoulder and led him away. Kamin sweetly waved his hand goodbye. I waved back. 

“What a sweet boy,” amused Emica. 

“I’ve seen them here often, but never spoken to them before.” I looked down at the pavement. She took hold of my arm. 

“Tenshi, we need to find you a hobby or something. The parents might get a little freaked out about you coming here all the time.”

“I like watching the children play. There is something so precious about them and their innocence. They lived through the earthquakes and the volcanoes erupting, but they come out here and play, and all the bad that has happened is instantly gone. It’s magically put away while they play. They’ve handled the difficulties of the last six months better than some adult humans.”

“I know, but some might find it . . . creepy.”

“Creepy?”

“Some parents might get a little nervous about a big guy dressed all in black watching the kids play every day,” she shrugged. “They might think you are trying to kidnap them or something.”

“Who would do that?”

“I know you wouldn’t do that, but it’s been known to happen. How do you think I ended up in The Clinic? I honestly don’t remember, but some of the other kids told stories of being taken from school or while walking home from the park. Kaito said he—”

She paused at saying his name. She hadn’t said his name since he had kidnapped her and threatened to kill her. She looked down, but scooted closer to me. I placed my hand on hers. I then placed my other hand under her chin and lifted it up. The look I gave her told her not to worry about it. I gave her a kiss. 

“You’re right, though. I need something to do. I only come here, because I don’t know what else to do,” I murmured. 

“What’s bothering you? You used to follow me around and come to all my interviews and watch me speak in parliament, but now you never come,” she said, looking hurt. I put my arm around her. 

“Now that I am your guardian angel, I can see where you are anytime I want to. I don’t have to be right next to you to see how your day is going anymore. I know if you’re nervous before an interview, or if the stage manager is flirting with you as he hands you your coffee. I saw how close that man on the bike almost knocked you over this morning as you crossed the street. It's taken me a while to master these new powers, but I know more about your day than what you tell me.”

“If you saw me almost get run over, what good is it if you are at home and not by my side?”

“Somehow, I can tell if you are going to be okay or not. I wish I could explain it better, but I can just tell if a situation will turn out dangerous or not. Plus, I can fly fast enough to come to your rescue if you ever need it. You are never that far from me.”

“You miss Hisao, don’t you?”

“I have so many questions. Life Angels function differently than Death Angels. It’s a good difference, but I am still coming to terms with the rewriting of my soul.” I held up my hands and let the yellow light of my powers engulf my hands. I placed a hand on her knee. The scrape on the back of her calf from the bike’s pedal faded and healed away. 

“You don’t always have to heal me. It’s okay for humans to get bumps and scrapes.”

“I know, but you are so precious to me.”

She turned to face me. The light was just about to dip below the horizon. The sun’s last bits of glowing light couldn’t match the light in her eyes as she looked at me. She ran her finger around the edge of my face and tucked in a loose strand of hair behind my ear. She studied my face. Tears were coming to her eyes. 

“You’re precious to me too,” she breathed. My heart melted at her soft tone. “I want you to be happy, but you’ve been so sad these last few months. I wish you would tell me what is bothering you. You’ve been so supportive of my work, but you’re starting to pull away. Tenshi, you know I love you with all that I am, don’t you? Please tell me you can still sense my love.”

“Of course I can still sense your love.” I held her face in my hands and brought her face closer to mine. 

“Do you still love me?” she gulped.

“I said forever and I mean it. It’s just that I . . . I wish . . .  . Ah no, why is it so hard to find the right words? Just know that I love you so much that it hurts.”

“Tenshi, know that no matter what it is, we can work it out together, but only if you tell me.”

I kissed her instead of telling her what was ripping my heart apart. What I said was true. I loved her so much that I felt torn up on the inside. She knew what was bothering me. We had talked about it at least once or twice. She always said that she was fine, and that it was something that she didn’t want, but it was something that I wanted. I didn’t know how to move forward in our relationship. I was sure that talking about it again wouldn’t change anything. It was something I had to work out for myself. I wanted to be human. I wanted to have a family. Two things that could never happen. Those two things didn’t matter to her, but I felt incomplete. I felt lost. It didn’t help that I hated my new powers. I didn’t like having her feelings inside my head. I had figured out how to control that power, but I still felt that I had more to learn about how to manage my abilities. I could only see her, wherever she was, when my powers were fully engaged. I liked it better when she told me things and I had to work out what she meant. I liked the mystery of her, but now I was the mystery. She was trying to understand me. She had found herself and was helping the world become a better place. I was just the strong man behind a more than capable woman, and I didn’t even need to be near her to protect her. I cursed Izanagi. 

I released her from my kiss and looked back out at the empty playground. The sun had dipped below the horizon. The world was cast in a mysterious shade of blue shadows. I hoped the darkened sky meant she couldn’t see the tears in my eyes. I looked out and I could see Taro walking across the playground toward us. He had his usual cheerful smile on his face. He had dyed his hair green a while back, but was trying to grow it out now to cut the color off. He kept running his hand through his hair to keep it out of his face. 

“Hey guys, whatcha doing? Did I interrupt something?” asked Taro with a wink as he came up to us. 

“Tenshi was just saying that he needs a new hobby or something. He is struggling with all his free time,” answered Emica. 

“Why don’t you take a class taught at the community center? Surely, there has to be something there that you would enjoy doing.”

We got up and started to walk home. We only lived a few blocks away from the playground and the community center. We had moved to the ward of Adachi City, still within the prefecture of Tokyo. The buildings in our neighborhood were only a few stories tall and of a twentieth century design. It took Emica an hour long train ride into the heart of the city for her work. She and Taro picked this neighborhood for how quiet it was. I was indifferent about where we lived. It didn’t matter to me, but I did appreciate the friendly community. Most of the neighborhood knew that I was an angel, but they treated me no differently than any of their other residents. Taro had taken a job at the local community center. He taught yoga and self-defense classes. 

While we walked home, Taro told me of all the classes that were offered at the community center. There was painting, sculpture, scrapbooking, cooking, swim lessons, sports, and (of course) the classes he taught. None of them sounded interesting, but I was willing to give them a try for Emica’s sake. I wanted to be happy and not always feel down. She tried to stay positive and optimistic most of the time, hoping it would help me out of my slump, but I knew she was worried. She also knew that I didn’t like using my powers to sense her feelings when we were at home, but I knew. I pretended I didn’t know, though. 



We came up to our apartment building. It was five stories tall and was brown on the outside. There were several buildings just like it along the street. Emica unlocked the outer door, and we entered the lobby. We passed the building's supervisor on our way to the elevator and gave him a slight nod of greeting as we passed by. He was a middle-aged man with a balding head. He was carrying a box of Blood Compliance doorknobs to the dumpster. He muttered to us about being done with the last of the knob replacements for the entire building. Our apartment had received the downgrade before we moved in, as part of our agreement—another reason why we selected this place. He went on his way and we entered an old, rickety elevator that had a sliding metal door. It creaked as it moved. Our apartment was on the top floor. It was the largest apartment in the building. It had a large open floor plan with all the rooms open to each other. Only the kitchen and the bathrooms were closed off. I liked the spaciousness of our place. I could have my wings out and not knock anything over. We had a balcony that looked out toward the neighboring apartment buildings, but with a view of Mt. Fuji. There was a smaller apartment next door that Taro lived in. He had access to our place and was frequently in and out as he wished. He treated his place as an extension to our apartment. 

Emica unlocked the door, and we all went in. She and Taro took off their shoes and hung up their coats. She then proceeded to look through takeout menus, trying to figure out what to order for dinner. When we first moved in, she tried her hand at cooking. She wanted to embrace her new role as a wife by cooking for me, but we quickly learned that she wasn’t very good at it. Taro was a better cook and started arguing with her that he could whip up something for dinner and that we didn’t need to order out. I let them argue it out while I made my way to the balcony. The wall that separated the balcony and the main living space were comprised many glass panels that let in the western light in the evenings. The sun was already down, but the stars were starting to shine. We had a few chairs and a small round table on the patio, along with a few neglected house plants. The plants were left over from when Emica had tried her hand at gardening. She thought having a few plants around would cheer up the place, but she quickly got busy and they died. We had a few more in the house, but they were only alive because I had taken over taking care of them before they had the chance to die. 

I leaned my elbows on the railing of the balcony. I looked down at the neighboring buildings. I could see the lights of those that were home. Families sitting at the table eating dinner, children doing their homework, or the elderly couple watching the evening news together. Izanagi let me live how I chose to. He didn’t interfere with my life and I appreciated that after the literal hell I went through while I was under the servitude of Izanami. I felt envious of the families I saw through the windows. I wondered how they balanced their lives. They always seemed happier than me. Trying to find the balance between being Emica’s guardian and her husband was a challenge. At times, it felt like one and the same role, but sometimes I just wanted to be her husband, her lover. 

She and Taro had gotten jobs. They had found their purpose. I wanted to contribute. I wanted to provide for her, take care of her, but also I felt I had to be ready to protect her at all times. The overwhelming feeling that I had to be ready at a moment’s notice to save her was knitted into my new soul. It left me feeling on edge. I had tried to get a job once. I worked for a few weeks at the nearby flower shop. They liked having a strong man lifting and carrying the large orders of flowers that came in, but a violent protest had broken out on the steps of parliament while Emica was speaking. A man had broken through the police’s line and had rushed into the room where she was giving a speech. He pulled out a knife and charged at her. I sensed that her life was threatened and left my job to save her. I made it in time to stop the man from his deathly intent. All that the cameras showed was him fortunately tripping before any harm could be done. Only Emica and I knew how he really fell and how his leg ended up being broken. As for the ladies who owned the flower shop were concerned, they felt I wasn’t reliable enough to work there anymore. The subject of me getting a job never came up again. 



The night air was frosty and was progressively getting colder. I felt a new sensation. Something was outside on the street. I looked down, but the street was empty. I leaned over the railing, trying to get a better view, but I still couldn’t see anyone. A cat let out a loud hiss and ran across the street. When I was a Death Angel, I could always sense when the forces from Yomi were nearby. This new sensation felt similar, but it had a distinct air about it. I couldn’t quite figure what to make of this unfamiliar sensation. The hairs on the back of my neck went up. 

“Hey, dinner is almost ready. Taro is making tempura,” announced Emica as she came out onto the balcony. She rubbed her bare arms and came toward me. “Geeze, it’s cold out here. You should come inside.”

“Yeah—” I kept my eyes on the street. 

“You okay?”

“Yeah, I am fine. I thought—” I turned and saw her standing there, freezing. I took my jacket off and put it around her shoulders. “Never mind.”

“What?”

“Nothing. It’s nothing. I just thought I saw something or someone in the street, but it was just a cat.”

“Oh. Well, then come in, it’s time for dinner. If you keep coming out here, you’ll get sick.”

“I don’t think that is possible,” I muttered. 

I followed her back inside. Taro was setting the table. Emica hung up my jacket before joining me at the table. Taro handed me a fork. I gave him a dirty look and picked up my chopsticks. I had become more proficient in using chopsticks, but I still found them difficult for some foods. I would have no problem using them for tempura. 

“So, Tenshi, have you given any more thought about which classes you would like to take at the community center?” asked Taro while we ate. 

“Not really. I don’t know what to choose.”

“Maybe one of the art classes would be good for you. Expression through art might be good for your soul,” dramatically suggested Emica. 

“What about the martial art classes?” suggested Taro. 

I just shrugged and picked at my food. 

“Well, you need to pick something,” huffed Emica. “You can’t spend every day sitting around here doing nothing. It’s not doing you any good.”

“I . . . I just don’t know. I hate to spend your money on classes. I would feel better if I could pay for them myself.”

“What are you talking about?” she berated. “We are married! My money is your money! Just because it’s not on paper doesn’t mean we can’t live that way. I know we try to not use the funds that Kenji stole and hid away from the government and The Clinic, but it’s helped us get this place. It’s paid for your tattoos! What difference would it make if it paid for some art classes?”

I placed my hand over my exposed biceps. Since we had gotten our tattooed wedding bands, I had discovered that I enjoyed the process of getting tattooed. The tribal tattoo on my right arm covered part of my chest, all of my shoulder, and went down to my elbow. The pain associated with getting tattooed helped me feel more human and brought me temporarily out of the numb feeling that had taken over. I had planned to complete the sleeve, but out of guilt over money, I had been considering leaving it as a half sleeve. Emica’s point was fair. I was trying to find an excuse, any excuse, to not do something I didn’t have the heart to do. 

“Fine. I’ll try one of the painting classes,” I grumbled. 

Taro looked disappointed that I didn't go with his suggestions. Emica gave me a smile, but it quickly faded when she realized I was still reluctant. For the rest of the meal, the two of them exchanged accounts of their day. I sat in silence, picking at my meal. 



After dinner, Taro went into the living room to watch his favorite anime. I volunteered to clean up and do the dishes. Emica joined Taro on the couch. She had recently started watching the show and asked Taro many questions about what was happening in the story-line. He was frustrated by her constant interruptions, but not enough to not answer her many questions. I rarely joined them to watch TV. I found that the light from any screen bothered my eyes, particularly in the evening. 

I was drying the last dish when I felt arms come around me from behind. A gentle finger traced the exposed tattoo on my arm. I put the plate and towel down and hugged the arms that held me. I heard the front door open and close. Taro had gone back to his apartment. 

“You know I like your tattoo, right?” Emica asked sheepishly. 

“Do you?”

“I love you no matter how you come. I loved you as a Death Angel and now as a Life Angel. If you were purple and had horns, I would still love you. Your tattoos have become a part of you. They look good and I know it makes you happy to get them done. They seem to be the only thing that makes you happy lately. If you want to continue your sleeve while taking classes, we’ll make it work.”

“Thank you.”

“I just want you to be happy again. Do I make you happy?”

I let go of her and turned around. Her arms stayed around me. I smoothed the hair from her face. I could see the deep concern for me in her beautiful eyes. I hated myself that she even felt that way. 

“I know I’ve been sad lately. I can’t seem to shake these feelings, but at the end of the day, I am happy that I have you. Every night, when I lay down next to you . . . I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else. I may have been assigned to you twice, but I choose to be with you and live this life with you. I treasure you.”

She pressed her face into my chest. I held her tight. 

“Don’t ever let go of me, Tenshi. Please have me and hold me forever.”

I held her tighter. I was thankful at that moment that loving her still felt right. I wished I could remove the desolate feeling that had taken over my heart. I wanted to be free from its prison, but there didn’t seem to be any way to escape its grasp. I feared that this plague would continue and stop my love for her, or worse, she would grow weary of me feeling like this and stop her love for me. I wanted to talk to her about what I felt and what I desired, but I feared her answer hadn’t changed. It didn't matter, anyway. Neither of us held the power to undo my immortality and my infertility. I felt like a shell of a man. How could I be alright in this world with this empty feeling inside? How could I be complete? Why wasn’t her love enough to fix what I felt? I hated myself and I wanted to replace the pain with anything. 

She stood on her tiptoes and gave me a kiss. She then took my hand and announced that she was going to bed and that she had to be at parliament first thing in the morning. I let her lead me away. As we passed the windows to the balcony, I let go of her hand. She continued on without looking back. I paused for a moment. The strange feeling I had felt when I was outside earlier was back. It had grown slightly in intensity. I couldn’t tell if it was a good feeling or not, but I didn’t like it. Snowflakes were coming down and covered the world in a thin layer of white. The moon reflected off the snow, making the night brighter than usual. I peered out the window. I wasn’t sure what I expected to see. I couldn’t see the street from inside, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. I locked the balcony door. Then I retreated to the bedroom and got ready for bed. Emica was already asleep when I joined her. 








  
  

Chapter 2

Art





I spent most of the night staring at the ceiling. I couldn’t sleep. I didn’t need to sleep. Ever since Izanagi and the powers of Heaven had become my primary source of power, I didn’t need to sleep or eat anymore. I joined meals solely for the social habit and interaction. The loneliness of the empty night hours hadn’t helped my mood. Part of me missed the days when my body needed sleep.  

I rolled over and watched Emica sleep. I found myself counting her slow, restful breaths. She was so beautiful with her eyes shut, her hair draped over her eyes, and her lips partly open as she slept. One lifetime would never be enough with her. If I couldn’t be mortal, I wished that her life would never have to end someday. Both wishes were impossible and foolish. I felt my breath catch in my chest at the thought that someday would come and it would be her last. She had been by my side through so many challenges and impossible situations. She never gave up on me, even when she had been mad at me. Her capacity to love and serve was heartening. Her work to change the world, to make it a better place for people like her that were born with the impossible, made me incredibly proud of her. She would come home to me and deal with my gloomy nature and go beyond herself to make our apartment a home. She had tried so many ways to make me smile: her bad cooking, her many hobbies to make me things, or to brighten the atmosphere of our home. She didn’t have the time and the energy, but she strived for me and the world around her. I felt unworthy of her. 

I tenderly brushed the hair from her face and kissed along the curve of her neck. She let out a soft moan. My hand stroked her arm and intertwined with her fingers. Her fingers tightened around mine and pulled my arm more around her. She turned her head and her lips met mine. I released my fingers from her hand and tenderly slid my hand up under her tank top. The feel of my hand sliding up her stomach and caressing the curve of her breast heightened her response to that kiss. 

"What time is it?" she muttered, half awake. 

"About 4 a.m."

“I have to get up in a few hours." 

“Sorry. I couldn’t sleep.” I released her breast. 

“I was talking to myself and making a comment about my day. Stop being so proper.” She rolled over and guided my hand back to where it had been. “I didn’t say stop.”

Her hands glided around my bare torso, pulling me closer to her. The feel of her soft curves was electric to my senses. She welcomed my passion with the motion of her hips. I wanted to take in all of her at that moment: the feel of her hands gripping my hair, the taste of her mouth, and the scent of her love. I wanted my senses to suspend reality and extend that euphoric moment for all eternity. And even then, forever still wouldn’t be enough.


      [image: image-placeholder]I woke up to the sound of Emica’s alarm going off on her phone. I reached up to the nightstand, from where we were on the floor, and turned it off. She made soft murmurs about needing to get up as she pulled more of the bedsheet around her. She used my arm as her pillow. I held her naked body against mine. I didn’t want to let her go. My melancholy mind had been put aside by her reception of my love. I was afraid that if she left my arms that my depression would return. I kissed the top of her shoulder. I made a quiet promise to myself to fight to sustain this feeling. If I could go into the depth of Hell, have my soul tortured, and fight in a war between Heaven and Hell for her, then I could win the fight over my gloomy soul. For her, I would conquer any foe that threatened her happiness, and that enemy was currently me. It had been for the last several weeks. I wasn’t sure how to succeed, but for her love, I would do anything. 

A jingle of keys could be heard outside the front door. Taro came in singing a cheerful tune. I sat up. 

“Good morning,” he sang. “Whoa! Hello! Careful how you move there, Tenshi. There isn’t enough sheet to cover . . .umm . . .there. What did you guys do to end up on the floor? Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

He held his hand up to his eyes as he walked by and made his way to the kitchen. I shook Emica’s shoulder. She murmured her complaints and sat up. Both of us retreated into the bathroom to get dressed. 



I was out before she was. Taro handed me a cup of coffee while I tucked my shirt into my pants. 

“You ready to learn how to make some art?” he teased. 

“I will do whatever it takes to make her happy,” I sipped my coffee. 

“You should do it for yourself too, you know.”

“I know, but if it was up to me, I wouldn’t do it. But for her, I would move the mountains.”

“Well, I guess that’s a step in the right direction. Here is the information on the class,” he said, handing me a brochure. 

The class taught many mediums of art, exploring a new style of art every few weeks. From their schedule, I concluded I would be joining the class at the start of their oil painting rotation. I gave a slight grimace at the information while I read. Taro eyed me over his coffee. 

Emica came out of the bedroom wearing a blue skirt suit and high heels. She hurried toward the kitchen while trying to put on her earrings. Taro held out her coffee, already in a to-go mug for her. His hands were red with heat from his abilities, to keep her mug warm. She thanked him and took hold of the cup at the bottom, where it wasn’t so hot. She sat it down and pulled her makeup out from her purse. She bent down to apply mascara in the toaster's reflection. 

“I don’t have time for breakfast. I need to get out of here or I am going to miss my train,” she stated. 

“You better leave right away. It snowed during the night. There are a few inches out there,” said Taro. 

“Oh no,” she said under her breath as she made her way to the window and looked outside. “Oh, damn it! I am going to be late.”

She grabbed her coffee and made her way to the door. Taro followed her. 

“You better put on boots. It’s going to be slippery out there,” I shouted after her. 

“I don’t have time, plus I don’t want to carry around wet boots all day. I’ll be in session all day. I won’t have a good place to keep them. I’ll have to risk cold feet,” she said as she struggled to get into her coat while juggling her coffee and purse. 

“Then at least let me walk you to the station,” I said as I grabbed my jacket off its hook and put it on. She gave me a soft smile. 

We left the apartment, and I locked the door. 

“What is so important that you have to be there so early today?” asked Taro as we entered the elevator. 

“There will be a special session today on whether or not the documents containing personal information on those who were forced to live in The Clinic will be unclassified and made public. I might be called on to testify as a special witness.”

“Like all our personal information?”

“Everything. Including where we came from and our families.”

“Whoa, that’s a big deal.”

“What about that other proposal that you told me about?” I interrupted. 

A few weeks ago Emica had told me about a piece of legislation that would allow those who had been a part of The Clinic’s system to get ID’s, open bank accounts, and obtain other important documents during a temporary grace period with no questions asked. We had hoped that I could get an ID and maybe even a birth certificate under that decree. She and Taro had fake IDs and documents that Kenji had made for them after their escape from The Clinic. Being a spirit being in a human world, living a human life was proving to be difficult; especially without proper documentation. 

“Sorry, Honey. It looks like that one has been put to bed considering this new proposal,” she said.  

I gave her a sullen look as we stepped out of the elevator. She put her hand on my arm and tried to give a sympathetic smile. We then made our way out of the building and into the snowy street. 

“The debate for this new proposal might last for days, but I have to be ready to testify at any moment,” she said, turning her attention back to Taro.

“So, at the end of this, if they choose to publish these documents, we might know who our families are. We could be reunited with our parents,” Taro said, upbeat.

“Exactly, but I am not sure how I feel about this. Part of me is reserved. Those who oppose us might use the information to harass us.”

“Oh. I haven’t thought about that.”

“I know, it puts me in a difficult position,” she pulled out her mirror and continued applying her makeup. “All of us, really.”

“Wouldn’t all of that information be on Kenji’s computer?”

“Yes, and we could pull it out of storage and look it up for ourselves, but I don’t want to. I rather it all be kept a secret.”

“Hmm, that’s a difficult situation. Well, I can’t wait to hear how it all goes. See you later.”

He turned at the playground and made his way to the community center. We waved goodbye to him as he made his way to his work. My class wasn’t until the afternoon. I had agreed to meet up with him after my class. 

I held Emica’s elbow to keep her from slipping on the slushy ground while she stared at herself in her mirror and applied her lipstick. Her coffee was nestled between her side and elbow. How she could walk and not pay attention to where she was going was beyond me, but she was just like everyone else who made their way to work or school while staring at their phones. 



We came to the stairs that led down to the subway station. We stopped at the top of the stairs. She put her makeup away and got a better grip on her coffee. She gave me a kiss goodbye. 

“Have a good day, okay?” she said as she wiped the lipstick off my lip with her thumb. 

“I will. You be careful on the ice.”

She turned to go down the stairs. The feeling that someone or something was watching us crashed down on me. The sensation that I had felt twice last night was more powerful and stronger than before. Without looking, I reached out and grabbed Emica’s arm before her foot hit the first step. My eyes scanned the masses of people flooding the steps that led to the subway station. The first time I had felt this way, I couldn’t tell if what I felt was good or not, but now that it felt closer and stronger, I knew something was wrong. Someone was out there and watching us. 

An elderly gentleman came up to Emica, as I scanned our surroundings, and asked if I was bothering her. She politely explained that she was fine and that I was her husband. She tried to reassure the man that she was alright before he reluctantly went on his way. 

“Tenshi, what is it? I need to get to work. I am going to miss my train.” She turned and peered up into my face. I continued to look around for where my senses were trying to direct me. I felt cold. 

“I don’t know. I feel something—” the sensation left, and I turned back to her. “It’s gone now. Be careful.”

She promised me she would be and gave me another quick kiss. I watched her run down the steps, as best as she could in heels, and run to make her train. I turned back around and made my way back home. 



I took my time walking back. I had a few hours before my art class would start. Shop owners were out in the snow, hanging lights on the outside of their shops and changing their window displays. I paid them no attention as I walked on. 

As I passed the alley that was between our building and the one before it, a black cat came running out onto the sidewalk. He stopped when he saw me and sat down in the middle of the sidewalk. He must have been the cat I had seen last night. He stared up at me for a moment before he started licking his paws and cleaning his face. I peered into the alleyway he had come from, wondering what had caused him to run out. I saw nothing, but the sensation I had felt moments ago was back. This time it was faint, as though what I felt was traces of where something or someone had just been. The cat started rubbing up against my legs. I squatted down and scratched the top of his head. 

“What’s in there, huh?” I asked the cat. 

His only response was a loud purr. I stood back up and went to our building.

I stopped at the mailboxes next to the elevator and collected the mail before returning to our apartment. I flipped through the mail as I rode in the elevator. Most of it looked like the usual bills. Emica took care of them. Money and taking care of the bills was something I still hadn’t learned how to deal with. All I knew was that she made comments about how much things cost and how much we had to spend. She kept me in the loop about the matters of money, but I didn’t understand much of what she said. She received a regular income from the E.A.S.T non-profit organization that she helped start up and represented. She occasionally received payments for doing interviews for magazines and speaking engagements. She had become the most recognized ex-inmate of The Clinic and was the face of the non-profit. Lately, she had been entertaining the idea of writing a book and had several publishers offer her book deals.

Most of the money she made went to pay for our living expenses, her wardrobe, and her travel expenses. We had dipped into the money that Kenji had set up to secure our apartment and pay for other expenses when funds were tight. Taro paid for his own apartment, but shared in our food costs since he was always over at our place. As much as she complained about the cost of things and how much she had to pay for plane and train tickets, she never wanted me to feel bad about money. All I saw was her trying to juggle so many responsibilities with limited time and energy and funds. I wanted to ease her burden. Her time was mostly dedicated to her work. I only saw her for a few hours a day. Some days, the only time I saw her was while she was asleep. She traveled outside of Tokyo at least once or twice a month. If she was going to be gone for more than a few days, I would go with her. Sometimes I had to use my powers and fly if we couldn't afford the extra ticket, but this didn’t happen very often. I'd rather go with her as her human husband and not follow her around as her guardian angel. I found myself missing the days when she was in arm's reach while we raced across the country to stop the end of the world. I shook my head at the thought. I didn’t want to wish for another world ending event, just her time. 



I stepped out of the elevator and fumbled for my keys to the apartment and let myself in. I paused at the table in the entranceway. I looked down at the three urns that sat on the table. They held the ashes of our friends we had lost on our last adventure. The black one belonged to Kenji, the white one was for Naoki, and the red one held Aina’s ashes. I shook my head again in grief that I had dared entertain the wish for more dangerous days. It was Emica’s idea to place the urns by the front door. She said that way, they could greet us every time we came home or see us off every time we left the apartment. I placed my hand on the white urn. I wished at that moment that Naoki could help me with my feelings. He always understood how I felt when I couldn’t explain myself. 

I was in the process of taking off my jacket and setting the mail down when I heard a loud yowling sound and felt something under my foot. I was so startled by the sound that I dropped the mail, letters went everywhere. I then felt something rub against my leg. I looked down and saw that the black cat had followed me in. I was so distracted by the mail that I didn’t notice he had come in with me. I hung up my jacket and bent down to pick up the cat, to put him back outside. He dashed away from me and made his way into the kitchen. He jumped up onto the kitchen counter and sat on the corner. He continued to stare at me, judging me from his perch. I gave him a scowl as I bent down to pick up the mail. 

I stood back up and shuffled through the mail again, turning all the letters the right way around. My attention caught on a letter that I didn't remember seeing before. It didn’t look like a bill. I turned it over and studied the envelope. It was addressed to Emica, but the address was handwritten and there was no return address. I also thought it strange that only her first name was written above the address. Her legal name was Emica Tanaka, according to the documents that Kenji had made up for her, but in private she referred to herself as Emica Hada, our agreed upon last name. She occasionally would get fan mail or letters threatening her life, but they always went to the office. She kept our address private and never gave it out. I didn't know what to make of the letter and could only shrug at its existence. I left it on top of the stack and sat it down on the table. I returned my attention to the cat and walked over to him. 

“Look, buddy, you don’t live here. You are going to have to go, okay?” 

He began to clean his face again, ignoring my words. I reached for him, but he ran off and crawled underneath the couch. He let out a low growl and swished his tail. His yellow eyes glowed from under the couch. 

“I don’t have time for this,” I groaned. 

I walked into the kitchen and pulled out some of the leftover shrimp tempura that Taro had made last night, and some rice, and put them on a plate. I set the plate down a few feet away from the edge of the couch. I crouched down and tried to convince the cat to come out from his hiding place, but he continued to study me with his yellow eyes. His hissing and tail swishing had stopped. I pulled up one of the kitchen chairs and waited for him to make his exit from under the couch. He slowly came out and started to sniff at the food. I leaned forward to catch him, but he ran back under the couch. I leaned back in my chair and he came back out. He sat still while he studied me. This staring contest went on for some time before he approached the plate again. He finally decided that I wasn’t a threat and began to eat. I decided to just let him eat and try catching him later. 

I looked at the clock that hung on the wall and saw that if I didn’t leave right away, I would be late for my first art class. The cat had taken more of my time than I had realized. I didn’t know what to do with the cat. I decided he wasn’t causing any harm and that if he stayed in the apartment for an afternoon, it wouldn’t be a problem. I got up and put my jacket back on. I opened the door to leave, and the cat raced out of the apartment before I shut the door. 

“I see you’ve come to your senses,” I said, looking down and judged him. 

He let out a loud meow and walked off in the opposite direction. I shook my head and locked the door. 


      [image: image-placeholder]I was the last one to arrive for class. The teacher was a short, mature lady, who greeted me and told me to call her Sensai Oki. She was a little miffed that I was late to class and directed me to an empty easel at the back of the class. She went over what we could expect from the classes and went over some painting basics. She had us make the color wheel and practice mixing colors. Then she had us move on to the shade and tone of colors. I tried my best to keep up and follow her fast-paced instructions. I couldn’t help but notice that everyone else was of retirement age and seemed to know what they were doing. 

She then directed our attention to a vase of fake flowers surrounded by wax apples on a table. She challenged us to paint the still life example with the skills we had just learned by mixing colors and capturing different shades to make our painting look lifelike. 

She walked around and made comments to each student as she went. I could feel her eyes behind me when it was my turn for her to judge my progress. I dropped the paintbrush out of my mouth into my paint smeared hands as I turned to look at her. 

“You should be more organized with your workspace,” she scolded. 

She then made additional comments about the condition of my palette. Her criticism continued about how I held the brushes and scolded me for putting teeth marks in the handles. After she was done making her harsh comments, she stepped back and studied my canvas. 

“We are working on learning realism, not abstract art forms,” she scowled. Her expression then changed to a more inquisitive look. “Have you ever painted before?”

“No, ma’am,” I said bashfully. 

She stepped closer to my painting and studied it intently before stepping back again. She squinted at my canvas. I was afraid to breathe. Her long and quiet examination of my work made me nervous. I had a feeling I had done something wrong. I continued to hold my breath as I waited for her to make further remarks. Her puzzled expression turned to fascination.

“Interesting use of light and shading. Are you sure you have never painted before?” 

“No, never.”

“Studied color theory?”

I gave her a blank look. I was sure that was what she had just taught us. I didn’t understand why she was asking me these questions. I looked around the room and noticed that my painting was different from everyone else's. Some of them were good and looked exactly like flowers and apples, while others were close, but looked childish in nature. Mine was completely different. I expected Sensei Oki to scold me some more. 

“Hmm, interesting. Possibly fits the style of expressionism,” she muttered to herself as she walked off. 

I looked back at my canvas. I didn’t know what she had meant. I didn’t know that there were different styles of art. All I knew was that my painting didn’t complete the assignment, and I had done wrong. I had a feeling art was not the hobby for me. 


      [image: image-placeholder]After class, I made my way over to Taro’s yoga studio. I held my painting out and studied it again as I walked. I had taken the class to fill the void of my day and break my melancholy mood. The fault in my attempt to make art only made me feel more worthless. I add painting to the seemingly endless list of my faults. I wanted to make Emica happy. That was why I agreed to do the class. However, there wasn’t anything happy about my painting. It didn’t look how it was supposed to, compared to the rest of the paintings by the other students. The colors were different, and I had used bolder brush strokes. The atmosphere of the painting spoke volumes of the torment I felt, instead of the beauty of the flowers and fruit. I broke the frame of the canvas and threw it into a large trash can that was in the hallway. 

“How was painting class?” Taro said as he stepped out of his studio and waved at me. 

I walked up to him. 

“Don’t ask,” I grumbled. 

“That bad, huh?”

I nodded and looked down at the ground. I shoved my hands into my pockets. I didn’t want to talk about it. 

He slapped my arm and smiled at me again. I followed him out. He said he wanted to go into town before heading home and do some shopping. 



We walked by many shops before we came to a pedestrian street. The street was crowded with many shoppers. Blue lights hung over the street. Many shops had brightly lit window displays. I saw a repeated theme of a man in a red outfit and decorated green trees in many of the windows. Children had their noses pressed against the glass of the shops and excitedly pointed out the details they saw. They would then run down the street to take in the brightly luminescent display surrounding a tall tree. The lights stained the night air in tones of blue and purple. The tree was made of different colored lights, with a large star on top. Classical music, being played over a sound system, filled the air. 

Taro stopped at one shop and bought a string of lights and colored balls. He then led me to another shop and bought more decorations that were sparkly and brightly colored. They looked like miniature trees and animals pulling a sleigh. The same man in the red suit sat in the sleigh. The stores were overcrowded and people kept bumping into me. Children darted in front of me to keep up with their parents. Despite the chaos, there seemed to be an underlying mood of excitement and joy that was shared among the shoppers. I was confused why so many people were out shopping and buying so many things that didn't seem to have much of a purpose. 

“What is this all for?” I asked Taro. 

“It’s for Christmas.”

“What is Christmas?” I asked, while giving him a confused look. 

He paused at some decorative paper he had been looking at and looked up at me. 

“I guess you wouldn’t know about Christmas, would ya?”

I shook my head no. 

“It’s a holiday. People decorate their homes and put up a big tree and give each other presents. This will be the second Christmas Emica and I will have celebrated since we escaped from The Clinic. Last year we didn’t do much, we didn’t have much money to spend, and we had never celebrated it before. I thought this year I would go all out.”

“Oh. How come you didn’t celebrate it before?”

“We knew about Christmas as children. The workers of The Clinic would put up some decorations and they would have parties just for the staff, but we got nothing. Some children who were forced to be at The Clinic at an older age told us stories about Santa bringing them presents and decorating the tree with their families.”

“What is Santa?”

“He’s the dude in red you see all over the place. He brings presents to good little boys and girls on Christmas Eve, and then on Christmas morning, everyone opens their presents. He’s not real, though. We used to think he was real, and that we were bad and that is why we got nothing growing up, but we learned after we got out that it’s just pretend.”

“Oh. So why celebrate a fake holiday?”

I juggled the bags he handed me and we left the shop. 

“Because it’s fun, and it’s a good excuse to give the ones you love and care about presents.”

I paused in front of a shop. Its window display was simple, with only a few items in the window. There was a beautiful necklace that sparkled more brilliantly than the lights that hung over the street. There were a few other items on display, but one simple ring with a purely clear stone caught my eye the most. I was hypnotized by its radiant beauty. It was exactly the kind of ring I had been wanting to give to Emica. 

Taro noticed that I had stopped following him and came back to where I stood. He peered around me and saw what had diverted my attention. 

“You know she really is okay with not having one, right?” he said as he looked up at me. I kept my eyes on the ring. 

“I know, but that doesn’t change the fact that I want to give her one. I want to give her something that is as beautiful as she is to me. A rock more meaningful than the one we ran around. Something that represents my eternal love for her.”

“Buddy. . .look at the price tag. There is no way you are going to convince her to spend that much money on a present that she doesn’t want. How would you pay for it?”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled. “For her, I would rewrite my soul as many times as need be to make her smile, but I can’t figure out a way to give her a present.”

Taro started walking away from the shop window. I followed him. My mind remained on the ring. 

“I don’t know if I should tell you this,” he said as he stopped to look at cut pine trees. “But on our first Christmas, all of us together, Kaito had actually purchased a ring for Emica. I guess he used what money we had to buy her the ring. I never knew where he got the money. I wouldn't be surprised if he bullied Kenji for it. . .that's probably how he got the money for his bike too—jerk. Anyway, he was going to propose to her that Christmas, but then Aina and Emica got this idea that we should do a secret Santa gift exchange and hand-make presents instead of buying them. Hey, stand here for a moment, will ya?”

I stood where he pointed to. He then held up different trees, comparing them to my height. He mumbled comments about each tree. 

“Secret. . .Santa?”

“Yeah. We all drew names out of a hat and whoever we got was who we would give a present to. That way, we weren’t obligated to give presents to the whole group. I think this tree will do nicely. What do you think?”

"It's fine. . .I guess," I shrugged. 

I wasn’t sure why he was buying a tree. It seemed like an odd thing to do, particularly after he had told me it was foolish to buy Emica a diamond ring. He paid for the tree and dragged it by the trunk down the street.

“Anyway,” he continued. “So after the girls decided we were going to make presents and do a gift exchange, Kaito put the ring away, and waited for a better time to pop the question. Several months later, he got impatient and decided that he was going to do it. He had it all planned out. He had the date set, flowers ordered, and everything. He was going to make her a nice dinner and have it on the rooftop of our building and propose to her at sunset—very romantic.”

“I had no idea their relationship was that serious. So, what stopped him from proposing the second time?”

“You did. You dropped out of the sky and changed everything,” he said as he fumbled for his keys to my apartment. 

“Oh. No wonder he hated me so much.”

“Yup,” we stepped into the apartment. “Oh good, she isn’t home yet. We can get the decorations set up and surprise her.”



I helped Taro put up the tree. We set it into the base and made sure it was standing straight before adding water to the stand. He then directed me to where he wanted lights to hang around the interior of the apartment. He took advantage of my height and had me hang lights over the windows and part of the kitchen. He set up more lights over the balcony and around the edge of the bar top of the kitchen. He then set out the sparkly miniature trees and the sleigh on the table in the living room. Together we put more lights on the tree. He was explaining to me how to hang ornaments on the tree when we heard the door open. 

“What a day,” huffed Emica as she came. She sat her purse and keys on the top of the mail that was on the entrance table. She took off her wet shoes and sat them by the door. The stress of her day melted as she saw the tree and other decorations as she unbuttoned her coat. “Oh guys, what is all of this? It’s beautiful.”

“Do you like it?” asked Taro as he continued to hang ornaments. 

“Are you kidding? It looks wonderful. It’s absolutely perfect.” She walked over to me and greeted me with a kiss. I took her empty coffee mug from her and placed it in the kitchen sink. “What a lovely surprise to come home to after the day I’ve had.”

I took the hint and offered Emica her choice of either a glass of wine or beer. She opted for the wine. Taro asked for a beer. Emica walked over to the couch and started rubbing her foot. I sat Taro’s beer on the table nearest the tree and handed Emica her glass of red wine. I knelt on the floor and took over rubbing her feet. She gave me another kiss. 

“So, how did things go today?” asked Taro.

“Horrible. I sat there all day waiting to be called to give my testimony and give my explanation on why I think our personal documents shouldn’t be released, but they never called on me. The committee that had been formed to look into the matter was the only ones called to the stand. Then several representatives gave their two cents and made long speeches that seemed to have nothing to do with the matter, whatsoever. No witnesses were ever called. Before I knew it, it was put to a vote, and it was unanimously decided that our personal documents will be made public. I spent the rest of the afternoon giving interviews to several news agencies over my response to the unanimous decision.”

“That is rather disappointing,” echoed Taro. 

“Tomorrow at 6 a.m. everything will be published for the world to see. All anonymity will be lost.” She covered her face with her hands. 

“Surely, there has to be some good to come out of this. Families can be reunited and some questions will be answered.”

“I was hoping to make the case for some censorship on the more sensitive pieces of information or let us have access to the documents first before they became public, but all of that was taken out of our hands. It just feels like one giant insult. We’ve never had a say in our lives. All the time we lived at The Clinic, everything was decided for us. We had no rights, and now it’s happening all over again, but now for the world to see. Nothing is sacred. Starting again tomorrow, we will have no privacy. It’s not fair.”

Taro and I exchanged glances. 

“But it’s only the documents collected and kept by The Clinic. They won’t know anything about us since we left.” Taro tried to sound cheerful. 

“True. They won’t know our current addresses and any personal history since we escaped, but it won’t take much to put two and two together for some. Kenji made us false records that I can only hope are what the public will still see of us. I have no idea how good his hacks are and the false documents he made for us. But I’ve been in the public eye so much that it has probably undone everything he did for us. I can only hope that what I’ve done has been of some sort of service to others less fortunate than us.”

“Your work is important. You have helped thousands of people have a normal life and be accepted in society since the fall of The Clinic,” I said. 

She stroked my face with her thumb and looked lovingly into my eyes. She knew I didn’t fully understand what she did and most of what she said on the subject of her work. Her busy schedule had put a strain on our relationship, but I just wanted her to feel appreciated at that moment. I hated she didn’t feel important or successful after her difficult day. I could only hope that the value I felt toward her would brighten her spirits. 



Taro announced that he was going to order a pizza for dinner. Emica said that sounded like a good idea and went over to the tree and started hanging ornaments. She handed me the ornaments she thought would look good up high and asked me to hang them for her while she worked on the lower half of the tree. 

Taro came back to the tree with a box in his hands. It wasn’t a huge box, only several inches tall. He opened the box and pulled out an angel. Emica gave him a bright smile. The angel had a red body with white wings and a plain, round wooden face. It had a sparkly circle around its head. 

“I thought this would be more fitting than a star,” Taro said with a bashful smile. 

“If only it had black wings,” she teased, glancing back at me. “Otherwise it’s perfect.”

He handed the angel to Emica, who then requested I lift her up so she could place the angel on top of the tree. After she put the angel on the top, I continued to hold her as we all stood back and studied its effect. She ran her hand along my chin, bringing my face up towards her. Her eyes shined brighter than the lights on the tree. She beamed down at me. It had been a while since I had seen the pure joy of her smile. She leaned down and gave me a kiss. 

“It’s perfect.” Her eyes continued to hold steady on mine. “This will be the best Christmas ever.”

She gave me another kiss, and I sat her back down. 

 We went back to the tree and hung the last few ornaments. Emica started talking about unique gift ideas that the three of us could do for Christmas. Taro rolled his eyes and gave me an odd look at Emica's suggestion of handmade gifts with a theme. He pulled me behind the tree.

“Say something. If you want to be able to buy her a present of any kind, this is your chance,” he hissed. 

I came back around the tree. I touched her elbow to get her attention. 

“Um. . .Emica, since this is my first Christmas, I was thinking we could do things more traditionally. Taro explained to me that at Christmas, people buy and exchange presents with their family. Since it’s just the three of us, I would like to have the ability to buy you and Taro something,” I requested. She paused what she was doing and looked at me. I usually went along with whatever she wanted. She looked at me, surprised that I had spoken up. I continued, “You’re all the family I have.”

“You’re all the family that I have too,” she took hold of my hand and reached for Taro’s hand as well. “Both of you are the most important people in my life. Of course we can have a traditional Christmas. I’ll have to look at the budget and see how much we can afford to spend. We should put a cap on how much each person is allowed to spend so that it’s fair.”

“Ah, come on Emica!” whined Taro. “Can’t we use the funds that Kenji put aside to have a really nice Christmas? After all we’ve been through, especially these last six months, I think we deserve to spoil ourselves and each other and go all out.”

Taro gave me a wink while Emica glanced down and pondered what he had just suggested.  

“I’ll think about it.”
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