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Violence • Physical abuse • Hinted at sexual assault against a man • Foul language • Nudity • Adult sexual activity • Torture • Heavy themes of death and suicide• Mention of miscarriages and dead children • Birthing Pits and a form of abortion• Hint of early onset Alzheimers • Genocide of supernatural creatures • Monsters/Oni/Yokai
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  Prologue

Oiwa's Vengeance


Through misty eyes, and into the haze that crowded the empty night street, I fled. Hands covered my deformed face. My jaw was no longer set in place. My eyes bulged from their sockets and pushed against my wet palms. I could feel strands of my threadbare hair fall from my weak scalp as I wailed into the darkness. How had it come to this? What wrong did I commit for the gods to punish me like this? 
Wasn’t it just months ago my life seemed like it was finally coming together? My husband had just tucked his censurable ways behind him, settled his gambling debts, and vowing to be there for me and our unborn child. But where did his promises go? To the warm bed of that duplicitous doctor’s daughter! And where was my infant son? Left behind. Better for him to be in the arms of someone more suitable than me to care for his needs. 
Continuing my haphazard path, my form darted and passed through those that might be in my way. My unhinged jaw wailed its lament. Only idle spirits heard my screams. 
Feeble in my form, no longer able to carry on, I dove to the river bank. With heaving sobs, I dared to allow myself a glance at my new effigy. Sickly green skin, rotting teeth, balding head was all I saw. No more fairer than many of the yokai watching me through the trees. 
“Oh goddess, bring your light back into my world. Why must it grow so black? Oh goddess, do you hear my prayer? Hear me!” my voice shrill. “Amaterasu, do you hear anyone who calls on you? Queen of Heaven, do you hear anyone on your posh throne? Hear me! Save me! Take this trial from me!”
No response came. Hope died. I died again. 
Tears were exchanged for a cackle, frightening away the spirited onlookers. 
“I know what I’ll do.” Malice filled my grin. “When he looks at his new wife—my replacement—he will see me. When he looks in the mirror, I will be there. When he lights a flame to protect him from the dark, I will be there. When he looks anywhere, I will be there staring back! 
“But I won’t stop there. Oh no. I will be there any time an injustice takes place. I will be there when the gods refuse to hear a prayer. When something new and beautiful overtakes the faithful—I. Will. Be. There.”






  
  1
Present


“Iused to have a necklace like that.” 
I turned to look to see who was speaking to me. I had to tilt my head down to see the owner of the croaky female voice. I was met by an oval face with deep wrinkles. Her eyes were hidden by the many folds of her skin and her lips seemed nonexistent in her turned up mouth. Her gray hair was peeking out from under a purple scarf. She kept a large beige purse over her shoulder, even though her walker had a basket on the front. But the basket was filled with used tissues, candy wrappers, a tangled ball of yarn, and a crumpled paperback book with a bare chested man on the cover. Prayer beads made their passage around her hand, even though she was trying to engage with me in a conversation. I hadn’t noticed that someone had walked up to me. She was so short that it would have been easy to mistake her shadow as a tall child’s. 
“Pardon?” I asked.
I quickly squiggled my signature on the document in front of me before giving the old lady a bit more of my attention. My elbow rested on the counter of the nurses’ station as I turned more of my body to face her. Her arthritic hand reached up, twisted and knotted with the damage caused by time, taking hold of the green jade-like stone that hung around my neck. Her eyes lit up as she caressed the bead. I had on a second necklace, one with pink beads, made by Aina Hada, an old patient of mine, that sat at the base of my neck. But it was the necklace given to me by Naoki that she was admiring. 
“I used to have a necklace made up of beads, much like this one, when I was much younger,” she continued. 
“Oh?”
“Although some beads on mine were long, like this one, while others were simple and round. I think I might still have one left.”
“Oh, that’s a shame,” I said, trying to be polite. 
I was in a hurry. I had some place I had to be. Nothing I was looking forward to, but I wanted to get it over with. It had been a rough couple of months and the last few weeks had been the worst, but after today, I could put it all behind me. At least, that’s what I told myself. 
“Tamanooya made it for me.” She clicked her tongue and looked out into the distance. “That was a long time ago. Long before I came here and met my husband. I think the one that I have is a perfect mate to yours.”
The nurse took the paperwork from the counter and said she would be back in a moment. I didn’t mind listening to the old woman rambling on. I enjoyed the elderly. That is why I made my nursing profession to take care of them, but as of late I had been questioning my career path. I had been given the last few months off and I was contemplating quitting. I wanted something else for my life. Something more. I had been given a taste of that life, and I was desperate for more. 
“A perfect match?” I echoed, not really hearing her words. I looked around to see if the nurse was back yet. I impatiently tapped my nails on the counter. 
“Oh, yes. I think it would match perfectly. They were cut from the same piece of jade. I am sure of it. See these white veins?”
“Uh-huh.” I checked the time on my watch instead of looking at the woman’s finger pointing to the stone of my necklace. I didn’t hear the rest of her words. 
The nurse came back into view with what I had come for in her hands. I felt my heart sigh. I dare not let out my relief aloud, in fear of offending the old woman. She had let go of my necklace, but was still rambling on about it. Her voice was soft enough that I couldn’t tell if she was still talking to me or was now mumbling to herself. I wanted to get away. The nurse set the heavy urn on the counter with an exhausted breath. 
“Here you go, Jessica,” said the nurse. She arched her back and made it crack. She then handed me my copies of the documents I just signed.
“Thanks, Aimee.” I took the papers from her and folded them in half before adding them to my purse. 
“It’s a shame that you had to come see us under these conditions, but she had no one else.”
“I know. I feel the same, but I feel honored to do this for her. Miss Hada was my last client and a dear friend. I feel somehow like I was taken in by her and made a part of her family. You know?” I replied with a smile. 
“I bet, especially since she left you her inheritance. What are you going to do with all that money? Are you going to take a vacation before your medical leave is up?”
“No, nothing like that. She wasn’t all that rich and you guys charge a small fortune to live here. No, I decided to use it to pay off my medical bills, and I set up a fund to pay for my brother’s education.”
“That’s nice of you, but you should do something fun for yourself. I know I would. I would go on a big shopping spree.”
“I have been thinking about going back to school. I’ve always wanted to study art. Maybe this is my chance to pursue my own dreams.”
“Are you serious? You don’t want to be a nurse anymore? But you are so good at it!”
“Thanks, but it was never really my thing. I loved my clients and helping people, but it was never what I really wanted to do. You know how it is. It was all about the money.”
“Yeah, I get that. I guess we won’t get to see you after this. I know it wasn’t under the happiest of circumstances, but it’s been nice seeing you these last few months. It was such a surprise to all of us when Miss Hada died. She was so feisty and had so much fight in her, we never guessed that she would be one of the few to die.”
“I guess she was finally called to the other side,” I shrugged. I wasn’t sure if that was what really happened, but I had my suspicions, or at least my hopes, about what had caused her death. 
“It’s such a rare thing to have someone die around here these days. It got all the residents stirred up, hoping they would be next, that death was finally coming back. I can’t wait for this ‘living pandemic’ to end. It’s made things so miserable. It’s like happiness is gone altogether, too.”
“I know. I am sure it will be all over soon,” I said, trying to sound hopeful. 
I wanted my own hope to stay alive, but over the course of the last few weeks, it had become difficult. I knew this ‘living pandemic’ would be over soon. I wasn’t sure how, but I knew who and what was needed to end it all. If only I knew where he was. My heart skipped a beat just thinking about him. 
“By the way,” Aimee leaned her elbows on the counter to whisper to me. I also leaned closer. “I heard from my boyfriend’s best friend, who went out with your roommate last month, that you received a message from a secret admirer while you were in the hospital. Is it―” 
“Where did you get it?” asked the woman, interrupting my conversation with my colleague. 
I sighed and exchanged glances with Aimee. She patted my hand and said she would talk to me later as she walked off to attend to her duties. I looked over my shoulder at the old woman. 
“I am sorry?” I implored. 
“Your necklace. How did you come by it?”
I straightened up and smiled down at her. I wasn’t mad at her interruption, annoyed, but I hadn’t expected her question. I took a moment to think through the answer. It wasn’t a straightforward story to tell. However, the look on the old woman’s face was endearing. If I told her that the necklace was given to me by an angel, she would probably believe me. She struck me as the kind of woman who believed in the stories of old that made up most religions. I used to think those stories were made up, but now I believe them too. 
“It was given to me by someone special,” I beamed at her. It was the truth without the crazy part. He was indeed an angel. 
“He’s your boyfriend, isn’t he?”
“Well―” my interlude with Naoki was hard to define. It was real, but still locked in the statutes of a dream. It has been months since I had seen or heard from him. I wasn’t sure what we were, but I still loved him. He told me to wait for him and I still believed in his promise. 
“Or your lover,” she teased. My face must have turned red, because she quickly added, “Now, now. No need to be shy. We were all wild and in love once. I wasn’t always like this, you know? I was once very beautiful. There is nothing wrong with being proud of your curves. I remember once, at this gathering, I danced so wildly that my clothes fell right off and everyone started hooting and―”
“Oh, would you look at the time?” I blurted before she could finish her story. “I must really get going. I have to get to the cemetery. Have a good day.”
I gave a brief nod in her direction before I scooped up the black urn into my arms and was quickly reminded of its massive weight. Letting out a grunt, I shifted my hold on what was left of Miss Hada and made my way to the door. 
The train ride to the cemetery was almost as awkward as my last exchange with the elderly woman at the nursing home. Everyone was staring at me and the black urn that sat on the seat next to me. The death rate of the world had not gotten better. I had hoped that things would have improved, but it only echoed the truth that I feared. I had hoped that Naoki was out there finding the objects of the royal regalia and putting an end to the cause of the living pandemic. The last I saw him, he was standing on the clouds of Heaven, challenging the Masked Ghost that had turned his own kind against him. I wanted to believe that he had killed the terrible phantom and was making progress in his goals to unite the angels, bring death back to the world, and restore the balance of the realms. But with no sight or sound from him in two months, after he had promised to come back for me, I feared the worst. Has something happened to him? Was he still alive? 
I tried to ignore the stares from the other passengers on the train and watch the rain pound against the windows instead. I wanted the sound of the rain to steal away my thoughts, but all it did was bring back more memories of Naoki. Primarily, when he found me at Shibuya, standing in the rain, begging me to come back with him. And the way he smelled as he held my body close to his, whether it was to save me or hold me in his brave arms, brought tears to my eyes. I quickly brushed them away, taking a glance around the train, wondering what people thought of me. They probably thought I was crying because someone I knew had died. They couldn’t guess the real reason that I missed the man. . .the angel I had fallen in love with. I reached up and held the stone of the necklace. My thumb caressed it and felt the pattern of the wire that held it to the cord. I told myself that it was all still real. 
He had delivered the necklace, along with an envelope and flowers, to the hospital. It was really him that had snuck into that room, in his invisible form, and delivered them. What I was holding in my hand was real. He was real, and it wasn’t lost in a dream. But how could I ever explain to anyone that while I was in a coma, that I had gone on a wild adventure in the realm of death and fallen in love with an angel? That I had touched him, kissed him, sewn up his cheek, and rode on his back as he flew? I certainly couldn’t tell my roommate or my brother, or anyone else for that matter. I wanted to scream it from the highest building in Tokyo that I was in love and that he existed and that it wasn’t all in my head, but I knew how it would sound. The stone felt heavy around my neck. It was the only thing I really had to remind myself every moment of every passing day that it had all been real. 
The train arrived at my stop. I hastily got up and exited the train with the urn securely tucked under my arm. It was difficult to open my umbrella with one hand, but I got it open after an awkward moment on the platform, with more stares from strangers. I left the station and made my way to the cemetery that was a few miles from my apartment complex. 
I always thought it odd that my apartment was built near a cemetery, but since they were government-owned apartments and all of us who lived in the complex were medical workers, I could only assume it was their way of reminding us of our jobs. It was a twisted thought, but it was the only rational explanation I could think of that made sense. I continued in the downpour to the office of the cemetery. They had been waiting for me. 

      [image: ]The rain was coming down in a constant downpour. Normally I loved the rain, but not today. It seemed to be adding injury to my already aching heart. I was the only living soul in that cemetery. The monk had placed the urn in the mausoleum more than half an hour ago and left me to say my last goodbyes to Miss Hada.
Tall gray stones filled my view. Each of them belonged to a different family. Some of them were covered in dark green moss, hiding the family name under its velvet soft leaves. While others had been cleaned and stood almost newly white in the soft overcast light of the sky. I had taken care to pick out the moss from the names and scrub off the dirt of the Hada family stone. No one else was around that could do it. 
Most of the Hada family had died many years ago. Hisa, the youngest sibling of the Hada children, had died when she was still a young mother living in America. Aina, Miss Hada, never married and had taken care of her parents until their deaths. Naoki was the only one left, technically. According to the world, he died when he was a teenager fighting gods that had slipped through the veil of the realms. Now the curtain between the realms was failing again, but this time Naoki was on the other side as the leader of the angels. He had no way to manage or care for his family’s estate, leaving his sister to deal with it all. And now, as the only inheritor of the Hada affairs, it was up to me to clean their stones and say prayers to their souls. 
I had learned that Aina had died the day before I was discharged from the hospital. She had died a few months before her ninetieth birthday. She had changed her will while I was still her caregiver and made me the beneficiary of the whole Hada estate. I had no idea that she had done this until a lawyer in association with the nursing home had contacted me. The past couple of months had been filled with paperwork and lawyer visits to work out her last wishes and transfer what was left of the Hada fortune into my name. I didn’t want the money, but while I was on medical leave and figuring out my future, it was a welcomed blessing.
As nice as it was to be sitting in a place of financial stability that I’ve never known, it wasn’t what my mind was thinking about while I stood in front of that gravestone. I replayed the last day I had seen her. I had just said goodbye to her as she left for the nursing home. I remembered how her hand felt in mine and the tears in my eyes as she said that she would pray for me. Shortly afterwards was my accident with the cyclist. I was told later that she had been made aware of what happened, but I never knew what she thought of it or how she felt or if she knew more than I could have ever guessed. 
Tears that I had been fighting back made their way down my face. There were so many things I wished I could talk to her about. I wanted to let her know that I knew her secret, her whole family’s secret. That I had seen the statue of her father in the city of Hell. That he was hailed as a hero among the angels. That I had fallen in love with her twin and that he loved me back. I wanted to tell her all the wondrous things that I had seen in Yomi, Heaven, and the Meido. I wanted to know what she would think about such things and what stories she could tell me. How did her dad break the news to her and her siblings that he was an angel of death? What was it like to fight against the gods Fujin and Raijin? Was it her father’s or her brother’s feather and hair that she had kept in her kamidana?
I wonder if she had seen Naoki since crossing over into Heaven. Now that I had seen the process from the angel’s side, I hoped that her experience was a good one, unlike what I had witnessed. I hoped that it was her death that had led to Naoki’s delay in coming back and that he had personally escorted her over. My heart twisted in agony, wondering how Naoki was coping with the death of his last remaining relative― his twin, of all people. He had once described Heaven as a place where people forget. To be the last son of his family, the last living member, the only one left to remember, made my tears fall harder. I had seen how torn up he was and how stuck in the past he had been until the chains of those relationships had finally been broken by the catalyst of our love. I feared he would regress into a harmful pattern. His turbulent nature made him hard to predict. I wanted to soothe his grieving soul. 
I remembered all these things. The only one left to remember as I said goodbye for the second time to my dear friend and patient. The memories of the Hada family were left to me, an outsider. Someone who couldn’t even get along with her own family was left to care for their memories of this family. I felt unworthy, yet honored at the same time, but I was a faulty choice. Some day, without exception, the stories of their lives would be forgotten. Only they would be forgotten by the one person who was left to attend to those memories.
I let out a shaky breath and wiped my cheeks clean of my tears. Then I took a deep breath and tried to steady my nerves. My hand reached into the long pocket of my hoodie and pulled out a letter. It wasn’t the one that Naoki had masterfully left for me in my hospital room, but another letter I had received while I was there. As much as I worried about Naoki’s possible response to the loss of his sister and all that was weighing heavily on him, a different thought was pulling down on my heart. I was desperate for him to come back, but one piece of news I hoped he would never discover was in my hands. My shaky hand held the letter out in front of me, under the dry safety of my umbrella. I didn’t need to read the letter. I had it memorized. Part of me was in disbelief, but I knew what the numbers meant and that they were real. I carried the letter around as a reminder of the preciousness of time. Just like the necklace was a real reminder that my time with Naoki wasn’t pretend.  
The doctor at the hospital wasn’t worried about the results from my blood work, but as a nurse, I knew better. I followed up with a doctor from my building that I trusted. He confirmed the weight of my new truth. My diagnosis wasn’t a death sentence or anything scary like that, just a painful reminder of genetics. 
I never knew my father, but the family history that I did know pointed all evidence to his side of the family. Even though he had abandoned me, he had still managed to pass on a mutation that would dictate my future. My brother, Ben, had a different father. I was relieved that he didn’t have to worry about him inheriting this piece of genetics, yet it was another family burden for me to carry and hide from him. And now I needed to shelter Naoki from it too, if I ever saw him again. 
I knew how much it pained Naoki that everyone he ever knew was now in Heaven, forgetting him. I didn’t want him to know that someday, before I would turn fifty, that I would forget him too. The fact I could start to lose my memory within the next few years was an even harder truth to swallow. 
I shoved the letter back into my pocket and shook my head. I stared out at the gray slab in front of me. I wanted to quiet my mind of all my thoughts. I wanted to put the last few months behind me. I had completed my final task for Miss Hada by adding her to the family burial site. My diagnosis was a burden I would have to face straight on someday, but not for a while. In the meantime, I wanted to be still and silent in my mind, like the stones in front of me. The droning tapping of the rain on my umbrella was the only sound in that graveyard. The scent of the wet earth teased my senses, reminding  me of him. 
A flash of light distracted me. At first, I thought it was a bolt of lightning. The summer rain had been peaceful. I hadn’t expected the weather to turn violent, but as I turned to see if another streak of light would cross the sky, warning me to head inside, I found I was not alone next to the stones. The beating of my heart froze.
He stood there, drenched in the rain. His hair was undone and clung to his face. The length of his black hair reached past his shoulders. He held his left arm and stared down at the pavement. He was still wearing the same hoodie I had seen him in last, but there were more holes in the garment than I remembered. The cut on his cheek looked barely healed and there were yellow shadows on his face from a black eye. A cut on the bridge of his nose indicated that it might have been broken. The piercing on his lip was still absent of a ring. There was a quiver in his mouth. His dark eyes finally glanced up and met mine. Anxiety and relief fought for dominance in his stare. 
I was speechless the moment I first met him, and I was speechless now. I had longed for this moment. Prayed to any deity that would hear me to have him back in my empty life. I had rehearsed this moment many times over in my mind, yet I hadn’t prepared myself to see him like this, but then again, I should have known better. What had been months for me had been weeks for him. He was fresh from the fight, or at least several days out. And today, of all days, it made sense for him to show up finally, silencing the doubt in my heart.
“I half hoped that you would show up today,” I finally said, breaking the stillness between us. 
“All the hounds of hell couldn’t stop me from this. I had to come,” Naoki replied. His voice rattled as he spoke. 
“Happy birthday.”
I hadn’t originally planned on burying Miss Hada on her birthday― their birthday, but if there was one way I could draw Naoki out, this was it. He gave me a sheepish half smile. He was now ninety years old, but he didn’t look a day over twenty-seven. 
I added, “What happened? Did you defeat the Masked Ghost?”
He took a step forward as he began to say something, but his knees buckled and his arms held his midsection. Groans escaped his mouth as he knelt on the ground. He was trying to get back up, but couldn’t. I released my umbrella in a movement of panic and ran to his side. I held him in my arms with the intention of helping him to stand back up, but his head leaned heavily onto my chest. His breathing was labored. 
“Jessica. . .I needed to see you,” he breathed. He opened his mouth to add more, but his body became heavier in my arms. His eyes closed and his face became white. 
I smoothed the wet hair from his face before I tapped his cheek. I said his name repeatedly before his eyes opened again and he looked up at me. I had never seen him so weak and helpless. The hope in my chest left in a flood of panic. 
“Let’s get you out of this rain and clean you up. Come on, my place isn’t far,” I said, standing up, trying to bring him with me. 
In a swift motion that nearly startled me, his hand grabbed my wrist, keeping my hand on his face. The look in his eyes implored me to pause and wait. I could tell he had something he urgently needed to say. His mouth remained open as he struggled to speak, drawing all of what was left of his strength to form his words. 
“Jessica,” he swallowed hard, wetting his mouth. “I . . .I had to come. I. . .I have to tell you. . .I love you.”
My heart rejoiced at hearing those words as it simultaneously broke at how much he struggled to say them. With confession professed, he sunk more into my embrace, completely drained. The reality of his condition rapidly ravaged my understanding. More than those three words. I had to get him somewhere safe and heal him. I was angry that he had been left like this. He should have been healed. Why didn’t Hikaru heal him or some other angel? Years of dedication and training kicked into action over basic instinct to his long awaited confession. 
“Don’t faint on me again. Do you think you can make it to that building over there?” I asked, pulling him up to his feet and nodding in the direction of my apartment. He gave me a slight nod in reply. A hunger was till upon his lips.
As much as I wanted to get him back to my place and treat his wounds, I could see his desperate need for my reply in his eyes. Had he really come all this way, battered and bruised, just to tell me that he loved me? Even so, I couldn’t deny him what I also had been longing for. I hooked my fingers behind his neck and caressed his well-defined jawline with my thumb. The spark of anticipation tried to glisten in his tired eyes. I gave him a kiss. He started to hold more of his own weight and his hand reached into my rain soaked hair. It wasn’t the kiss I had dreamed of, but the warmth of his lips was the reassurance my heart needed at that moment. When I looked back at him, there was more color in his cheeks. 
“I love you too, Naoki.”
He let out a shaky breath and became weak in my arms again. I had to shift his position, to get his arm over my shoulder, so I could steady him better. It wasn’t an easy trick. He was much taller than me by at least a half a foot. With one arm around his waist, and another to keep his arm around my shoulders, we hobbled the long mile to my apartment in the rain. 






  
  2
Scars


Ipunched in the code for my front door and it unlocked. It was a struggle to open the door while keeping Naoki upright, and all while trying to prevent my purse from sliding off my wrist and without a spare hand to help me. Trying to get in with a double armload of groceries was a far simpler juggling act than my current situation― at least in my experience. My endeavor to shift my hold on him while fumbling for the knob was a mistake. His entire weight fell on the door. My effort to stop the momentum of his body only resulted in him pulling me down with him. Our feet tripped over the threshold, causing us to land hard on the linoleum floor of the entryway. I struggled under his heavy frame and shouted at him to get off of me, but his eyes were closed. He was out cold. 
“What is all this racket? Don’t you know some of us have to sleep during the day to prepare for the night shift?” bellowed my roommate, Whitney, as she stumbled out of her room half awake. 
She was dressed in a tank top and shorts, and was struggling to slip on her robe. Chopper, her pet cockatiel, squawked with excitement from inside his cage in the living room, adding to the chaos of the moment. I continued to squirm under Naoki, making no progress in my attempts to get out from under him. Whitney stood next to us with her hands on her hips. She stared down at our seemingly inappropriate entanglement in disbelief. I let out a sigh of frustrated exasperation. 
“Can I get a hand here?” I sneered. “He’s heavier than he looks, and he’s completely unconscious!”
“What happened to you? Both of you look like wet rats. And now there is mud all over the floor. I just cleaned it before going to bed,” she whined. “Is he drunk or something?”
“No,” I grunted. “He’s badly injured. He passed out twice on the way here, making us fall in the mud. Give me a hand, will you?”
She took hold of his arm and began to lift him up. I slid out from under him and took hold of his other arm. On the count of three, we lifted him up and carried him to my room and laid him on the bed. I shoved all my stuffed animals out of the way, making more room for him on the bed. He let out a moan and opened his eyes for a moment. 
Whitney had quickly assessed the situation and left to collect what medical supplies we had around our apartment. Once I knew he wouldn’t roll off the bed, I went to change out of my dirty clothes. I didn’t want any of the dirt on my person to get into his wounds. I emptied my pockets and placed the items on my desk before entering my bathroom to change. 
I came back out in a clean pair of jeans and an old t-shirt that I hadn’t worn in years. Whitney came back into my room. She dumped her found supplies on the empty half of my bed. She picked up a pair of scissors and aimed them at the cuff of his jeans. 
I rushed to Naoki’s side and held up my hand to stop her. 
“Wait! You can’t cut off his clothes!” I shouted. 
“Why not? This is how we do things in the hospital!”
“I know that!” I rolled my eyes at her. “But I don’t have another set for him to change into here. It’s not like we have a hospital gown he can wear. Just help me get these wet clothes off of him, before his body temperature drops even more.”
“Fine! Have it your way, but have you ever tried to remove wet jeans?”
“Yes, I know it sucks! I am going to have to wash his clothes. Leave his underwear on.”
“You’re no fun,” she teased with a wink. I gave her a dirty look in exchange. I was not amused. 
I was able to remove his shirt while she undid his shoes and took off his socks. We then joined our efforts to remove his pants. He nearly fell off the bed when each of us pulled on a leg of his jeans. I had to lunge forward to stop his black boxer briefs from coming off with his pants. The elastic waistband of his underwear was stopped just below his hips. I snapped my fingers under Whitney’s nose to regain her attention. Her gaze had become fixated on the lines of his groin that led to the exposed patch of pubic hair. She blinked her eyes and gave me a bashful grin. I scowled at her. We then changed our tactic to remove his pants. I shoved on the waistband of his pants while she pulled on both legs. She sat down hard on the floor, as the wet denim finally released its grip on Naoki’s legs. I pulled his underwear back up. He made soft moaning noises as I shoved him more securely onto the bed. 
Both of us then looked down at our patient. His eyes were still closed, but his head rolled back and forth as though he were dreaming or fighting to regain consciousness. The extent of his injuries could clearly be seen now that he was mostly naked. Most of them I wasn’t surprised to see, like the deep purple bruise over his ribs, the cut on his arm and shoulder, and the swelling of his knee. But there were new injuries that I hadn’t seen before. The ones on his face were new, along with what looked like rope burns on his wrists. There was also more bruising around his torso and on his left hip. I glanced over at Whitney. She hardly seemed phased at the extent of Naoki’s injuries. Her years of being a hospital nurse had trained her well for the unexpected, but as she glanced back at me, I could see the bewilderment in the corners of her eyes. I was sure it had more to do with me bringing home a man than with his physical wellbeing. 
“What happened to him? Is he part of an underground fight club or something?” she asked me. 
“Not exactly.”
“Oh my gosh, are you not allowed to talk about it? Is that why you never mentioned him before?”
“No,  he’s uh―” I nervously rubbed my neck. 
“Well, whatever his story is, he is more beat up than what we have here to fix him. Why don’t you get started with what we have and I’ll go track down more?”
I nodded, and she left the apartment. I then gathered up his wet clothes and added them to my soiled pile. Before I returned to him, I washed my hands and put on a mask and gloves. 
I brought a wash rag and basin of warm water with me from the bathroom and returned to his side. I began to clean all of his gashes and scrapes. I had to use tweezers to remove splinters of rope from his wrists. I wasn’t sure how he had gotten that particular injury. He had been bound at one point while we were together in Yomi, but I didn’t remember seeing abrasions around his wrists then. They looked fresh. Fresher than two weeks, making his skin look raw. I flushed out his wounds with clean water and bandaged them with sterile strips. 
The stitches I had placed in his cheek were healed enough that I removed them and applied some topical ointment. I then studied the gashes on his shoulder and arm. They would need stitches. There was evidence that the cuts had healed, but he had reopened them again― somehow. I didn’t want to think of how. I tried to keep my mind clear and focused my aim on patching him up. My heart broke the more I mentally cataloged all of his injuries. 
I then rolled him over and looked at his back. There was more bruising, more than his front. My gloved finger traced over the wing tattoos that decorated the back of his shoulders and arms. The lines of the tattoos looked to be in perfect condition, but I wondered what condition his actual wings were in. I knew his wings were connected to his powers. Had his wings been damaged? Was that why it took him so long to come back to me? I wished I had a way of making his wings appear, but then I might not have a way of making them recede again. What would Whitney think if she saw a man with wings on my bed? The fact that there was a man on my bed, period, was enough to fill her head with questions and inappropriate scenarios. I had a feeling an awkward conversation with her was in my future. 
I rolled him back down and knelt on the floor. His brow was scrunched together, and he muttered things under his breath. I felt his forehead. He didn’t seem to have a temperature. I leaned over him and searched for the thermometer. I found it mixed with the rest of the supplies and held it to his temple. I was right. He didn’t have a fever, but his temperature was low. Still normal, but near the bottom of the range. I need to get his wounds taken care of before he would lose more body heat. 
Whitney burst back through the door with an arm full of hospital grade supplies, including a drip line stand, and several bags of saline. She dumped her finds on the bed and dashed into my bathroom before I could say a word. I heard her wash her hands. She came out with a pair of gloves on. She had also bothered to put on a mask. She picked up the stand and one bag of saline and pushed her way past me to the head of the bed. 
“What are you doing?” I asked, watching her over my shoulder. 
“His eyes are sunk and his lips are dry. He is clearly dehydrated,” she explained as she set up the drip stand and hung a bag of fluid. 
She then walked back past me to retrieve an alcohol wipe and a needle to set up the IV. My eyes followed her. 
“Yes, granted, I can see that. No argument there that he needs fluids, but where in the world did you get bags of saline and a stand on such short notice?”
“You know Timothy, in D12?” she asked as she tied a tourniquet around Naoki’s arm. 
“Yes?”
“He’s been selling hospital supplies on the black market.”
“What? He can’t do that!” I exclaimed indignantly. “All that equipment is expensive. The hospitals need that stuff!”
She inserted the needle into Naoki’s arm and released the elastic band with a snap. He slightly moaned and rolled his head some more in response to what was being done to him without his knowledge. 
“Jessica, you are the most ethical person I know, but you have to admit that the cost of taking care of the elderly is outrageously high in today’s world,” she said, finishing up the drip line on Naoki’s arm. Her eyes were focused on her work while she explained. “People can’t afford to send their loved ones to nice, expensive nursing homes, like the one Miss Hada went to, or pay for them to be in the hospital. So Timothy, and some others, have been selling hospital equipment and medicine to people determined to take care of their loved ones themselves.”
“But what if the hospital needs this stuff, and then they don’t have any of it because it’s all on the black market?” 
“Do you know how much surplus the hospitals have on hand? It’s not like they are leaving the hospital with nothing, just skimming off the top.”
“And you seriously are okay with this?”
“Hey, if it keeps the old people from committing crimes to get into jail so they can get the care they need, or puts medicine in the hands of those who need it, then I am all for it. Don’t be so naïve.”
I wasn’t naïve. I knew what she said was true, but I didn’t like the idea of hospital equipment being sold illegally. I also didn’t like the fact that seniors were committing crimes to find refuge in their aging by going to jail. But as I glanced up at the head of long, dark hair that was restlessly resting on my pillow, I knew I was thankful for having access to these stolen goods. I couldn’t take him to the hospital. If they ran tests and found out that he wasn’t human. . . more of my world would be turned upside down and the fate of us all would be at stake. I smoothed back his hair from his brow and studied his handsome, battered face. I felt so much love for him at that moment. I would have given anything to heal him completely. I wish I had the power to do so, other than simply patching him up. Deep down I knew if I had to, I would have stolen this equipment myself just to make him better. 
“What did you have to do to get these? Timothy wouldn’t let you have them for free. I’ll pay you back.”
“No need. I promised to go out on a date with him next Tuesday.”
“Whitney, no! You can’t do that!”
She had secured the IV line to Naoki’s arm with tape. She then stood up and went to the other side of the bed. There, she retrieved another needle from the pile on the bed, along with a small vial. 
“No biggie. He probably thinks he’ll get lucky, but I won’t let him get that far.” She winked at me. “You can pay for our date. How about that? Then we can call it even.”
I smiled at her and agreed. She smiled back. I was thankful to have her friendship and her help. 
A soft, deep grunting noise came from Naoki. Whitney and I both looked at him. His head wildly rocked on the pillow and sweat formed beads on his forehead. His breathing became erratic and his hands groped the bed sheets.
“No. Don’t say that. We will get out of here,” he muttered, with his eyes still closed. “I am sorry. . .I am sorry about everything. It’s all my fault. . .I didn’t mean to. . .Dad!”
He bolted upright. His eyes opened, but were glazed over. It was obvious he wasn’t awake. He was lost somewhere in a dream; knowing him, it was probably a nightmare. I had an idea which memory he was reliving. The painful expression on his face told the agony that was in his heart and subconscious. 
His hands reached out in front of him for a figure that wasn’t there as he continued, “I can’t let you die, Dad! I am not leaving you. Dad, I promise ―” his voice trailed off as his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he fell back onto the bed. 
His chest rose and fell with his heavy breathing. I grabbed my stethoscope and blood pressure cuff and checked his vitals. His pulse was elevated. Whitney continued to stand at the foot of the bed, wide-eyed by what she had just witnessed. 
“What in the world happened to him? Where did you find this guy?” she asked. She then walked back over and stood behind me. She still had the needle and vial in her hands. I ignored her questions and focused on listening to Naoki’s chest. “What’s with his tattoos? Oh, my gosh! Is he part of the Yakuza?” she gasped. 
“No, he’s not in the mafia,” I sneered, taking my stethoscope out of my ears while turning to look at her. 
“Then what happened to him?”
Before I could answer, Naoki cried out and arched his back, trying to roll over. I instantly reached for him and pinned him down. Without hesitation, Whitney filled her needle with a carefully measured amount of a drug from the vial, and stuck it into the port of his IV. 
“What are you doing?” I exclaimed as I watched her press the back of the syringe. “What did you just give him?”
“Just some morphine.”
Naoki sighed and relaxed. All of him relaxed. His breathing was more peaceful. I listened to his chest again, and his heart rate sounded better. 
“Why did you do that?” I snapped. He was my patient, not hers. I put my stethoscope around my neck and glared at her. 
“Look at him! He’s covered in bruises and lacerations, and he’s clearly in pain. This will help him sleep so we can fix the rest of him.”
I let out my own sigh and sat back on my heels. She was right. He looked more at peace and now that he had a pain reliever in his system; I felt better about giving him stitches in his unconscious state. 
“A dose of antibiotics probably wouldn’t hurt him, too,” I suggested. 
She smiled at my suggestion and went back to the bed in search of another vial. She found the one she had been looking for, along with a new needle. She gave him a dose and left to discard the needles. When she came back, we turned our attention to all of his injuries. 

      [image: ]I stood in the doorway of my room with Whitney. We removed our gloves and masks and admired our hard work on our patient. Naoki had bandages covering most of his body. The deep cuts on his arm and shoulder had been stitched up and covered with sterile strips. His ribs were wrapped for support, and every abrasion had been cleaned and disinfected. It had taken us a few hours to address all of his wounds and he was already on his second bag of saline. 
Whitney smiled at me and patted my arm before she turned to leave my room. I was hesitant to follow. I didn’t want to leave him. I knew he would be alright. He was sound asleep in a freshly made bed, unaware of all we had just done to him. The top sheet was pulled up to his chest, keeping him warm in addition to the summer’s humidity. I knew he would feel better with some rest, but I was wrecked with worry. Whitney gently took me by my shoulders and guided me away from the door before she closed it behind us. 
She stretched and yawned as she walked into the kitchen to get a bottle of water. She offered me one, and I accepted her offer. She leaned against the kitchen counter and studied me as she guzzled her water. I fidgeted with the lid of my bottle instead of taking a drink. 
“So, are you gonna finally tell me who he is and what is going on?” she asked, giving me a concerned look. 
I meandered over to our small dining table and sat down. I twisted the cap off the bottle, but still didn’t take a drink. I wasn’t sure what answer to give her. I had no way of explaining his injuries without sounding crazy. If I told her the truth, she would either want to hear the whole story or call me insane. I know what my reaction would be if I were her and the situation was reversed.
Whitney stood up and went over to Chopper’s cage and let him out. He shuffled his way onto the top of the cage and fluttered onto her shoulder. She then walked over to the table and sat down across from me. 
“Jessica. . .what is it? You can tell me.” She stroked my hand. Chopper walked down her arm and up mine. “Is he in some kind of trouble? Legal trouble? Are you. . .are you in some kind of trouble?”
“What?” I looked up at her, confused. 
“You know. . .trouble,” she gestured with her hand to form a round shape in front of her stomach. 
“Oh gods, no!” I held my head in my hands. 
“To which part? His trouble, or the other kind that stays for nine months, plus eighteen years, kind of trouble?”
I glanced up at her. “Are you for real right now?”
“Well, what am I supposed to think? You never go out on dates. You’ve been in a mood these last few months, and then you come home with some strange guy that looks like he crawled out of a bad bar fight, but it’s the middle of the day. If it was eleven at night, it might make more sense, but you were supposed to bury Miss Hada today. What gives?”
“I did bury Miss Hada. He was there and―” I wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence. I took a drink of my water. 
“Well?” Whitney stared at me, hoping I would drop the second half of that sentence. I set down the bottle and sighed.
“He’s a relative of Miss Hada. I met him before the accident.”
She gave me a perplexed look as she studied my face. Her eyebrows rose and fell as she thought. My hand reached up and played with the green bead that hung around my neck. My mind went back to him. I wanted to go back in there and check up on him. 
“Oh, my gosh! He’s ‘N’ isn’t he?” shouted Whitney as she quickly stood up from the table. Her finger was pointing at my necklace, and her mouth was agape. 
Chopper squawked and fluttered his wings. He had moved to my head and was making a mess of my hair. I reached up and tried to grab him. It took me a moment to get a hold of him. I brought him down to the table and set him down. He started to play with the cap to my bottle. Strands of my brown wavy hair had fallen across my face from his talons. 
“Will you keep it down? He’s still sleeping in there!” I snapped at her. 
She sat down with her mouth still open. I shoved the hair out of my face and tried to collect myself. She had figured it out, not completely, but she was there when the necklace and the letter had mysteriously appeared in my hospital room. She had badgered me about the identity of my secret admirer for a full two weeks after that. The only clue to who delivered the letter was on the envelope with the simple single signature of an initial. I never gave her any kind of answer or any hint, beyond what was on the envelope. My hope was that Naoki would appear and steal me away from the dull world, and we would never return again. How was I supposed to explain to her I had fallen in love with an angel and that we had gone on wild adventures in the spiritual world while I was asleep in a coma? And now he was here and asleep in my bed.
“Is he ‘N’?” she asked again in a whisper. 
“Yes, yes, he is.” I looked down at the table. I couldn’t look at her, but I had an idea of what her expression was like. 
“What does it stand for?”
“Naoki.”
“Ooh, I like that name.”
I glanced up at her. She had a bright smile. She was thrilled to know my secret. She had picked up Chopper, and he was sitting on her hand. He bobbed his head up and down with delight, with the cap still in his beak. He was happy, but only because his owner was.   
“So, dish. . .where did you guys meet? How did you fall in love?”
“I already said. He is a relative of Miss Hada. He came by the house the last few days before she moved. He―”
“He’s the other man you swore was there during the accident, isn’t he?” she gasped at her own cleverness. I held my mouth sideways, not amused. 
“Yes,” I grumbled. 
“Oh, was he the man you were thinking about that night you came home with those books? The ones with the hot guy on the front. I knew you had a man with dark hair and dark eyes on your mind that night.”
Man, her memory is impeccable.  
“Could you be more pleased with yourself?” I scoffed at her. 
She straightened her back and petted her bird. She turned sideways in her seat and looked wounded. 
“Well, if you are going to be like that, maybe I should just go back to bed,” she pouted.
“Whitney, I am. . .I am sorry. It’s just that this whole thing with him is. . .is crazy.”
“Do tell,” she beamed at me. She placed her elbows on the table and leaned on her fits. She looked at me straight on, ignoring the fact that Chopper had climbed to the top of her head with his tail feathers dangling in front of her face. 
“There isn’t much to tell. That’s the crazy part. I met him and there was something about him.” What I was saying was true. I decided to stick to the facts that only happened in the natural human world. They sounded less insane. I continued, “There isn’t much more I can say. How he knew I was in the hospital. . .I don’t know. Where he has been since then. . .I don’t know. He showed up today at the cemetery looking like. . .well, looking like that and he collapsed in my arms.”
“How romantic,” she said dreamily. 
“I guess,” I shrugged. 
But it was. He had reappeared after months of me not knowing his whereabouts and the first thing he did was tell me he loved me. I felt my cheeks warm with the remembrance of that moment and that kiss. They grew hotter as I recalled all his kisses, especially our first kiss. I felt a fire burn inside me with the desire I had for him. I placed my hands on my face to hide the pink hue that I knew was visible. Whitney gave me a sly look. I didn’t need to say it; she knew. She knew how I felt about him. Suddenly, the memory of our last kiss, before I fell from Heaven and out of his arms, forced its way into my mind. A tear came to my eye and escaped down my cheek. I covered my eyes. His adventure wasn’t over, and it had almost killed him. Was I only a detour in his journey to find the royal regalia? Was the burial of his sister the real reason he had come and not to see me? The glow from my romance began to fade. 
Whitney started to rub my arm. I removed my hands from my eyes and was met with a softhearted look. 
“Hey what’s wrong? Is it because he’s injured? He’ll be alright. His body just needs some time―”
“But that’s just it,” I blurted. “I don’t know how much time I will have with him before he goes again.”
“Jessica, I am sure that is not the case. He came all this way from. . .wherever, to see you in his state. It’s not easy for a man to show his vulnerable side. The fact that he is here says a lot.”
She got up from the table and put Chopper back into his cage. She took the bottle cap from him and gave him some food before shutting his door. 
“You really think so?” I asked, hoping what she said was true. Part of me knew he really was that faithful, but doubt and worry were still twisted in agony in my heart. I couldn’t shake the last few months of no contact from him. 
“I know so. Now, if you don’t mind. I need to get back to bed. I still have to work tonight. Goodnight,” she yawned and headed for her room. 
“Goodnight, and thanks for your help.”
“Anytime,” she murmured sleepily. 
I waited to hear her door latching before I got up. I then crept to the door of my room and slowly turned the knob. He was still there. I let out a sigh of relief. I knew the odds of him disappearing on me in his current state were low to impossible, but it was still a comfort to see him lying there. I had a feeling that I had been acting silly. Fearing that he had come all this way from the realms to see me, to tell me he loved me, only for him to turn around and vanish was ridiculous. I shook my head at myself and closed the door. I popped it back open again, taking one more glance at his motionless body, before feeling satisfied enough to shut the door again. 
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