
Kagoshima was much larger than he expected.

Getting off the train with his little sister, Kato Cano carried a large suitcase in his hand and a hiker’s backpack over his shoulders, holding Maria’s hand as they moved off the train and with the flow of traffic towards the stairs.  They had just arrived here after nearly 14 hours of travel from the small village of Ikazumi, which was virtually as far from Kagoshima as one could get and still be in Japan.  Ikazumi was on the northern coast of Hokkaido, which was the northernmost of the islands, while Kagoshima sat at the southern tip of the southernmost island, Kyushu.  It was the first time either of them had been to Kyushu…it was the first time either of them had ever left Hokkaido.


Though, none of the Japanese around them would have ever guessed that.  Kato and Maria looked very much out of place among them, because they weren’t Japanese.  They were half Brazilian, half American, and both of them had been born in Japan because their parents had lived here.  Both of them shared their father’s dark, swarthy skin and their mother’s brilliant, molten gold hair, which made them very exotic to the sallow-skinned, black-haired Japanese.  Kato also stood out because of his height, standing half a head taller than the average Japanese man.  Maria was a little taller than what would be normal for an eleven year old girl, but beside her brother, she looked quite tiny.


They weren’t here to visit.  They had moved to Kagoshima after Kato won a scholarship to attend a school called Onnajiki Academy.  Onnajiki was an elite private school that, up until last year, had been a girls only school.  However, the government’s law that required all schools to be coed had changed that, and this would be the first year that boys would be allowed to attend.  And from what he’d read online, the girls were not happy about that.  The academy had a bulletin message board on their website, and its comments were filled with students who were very angry about the forced integration.  But, he honestly didn’t care what they thought about it, or that they wouldn’t like him.  Nobody liked him, no matter where he went, no matter how polite or unassuming he was.  His skin and his hair marked him as not Japanese, as an outsider, and for as long as he could remember, he had always been treated like one by the villagers in Ikazumi.  He was here to get an education, to graduate from a school with exceptional credentials, with hopes that it helped get him into college.  His high test scores had earned him the scholarship, as well as the school’s desire to integrate more than just the freshman class.  He was one of ten boys that had been selected to transfer to the school to populate the junior and senior grades, one boy per class.

And it wasn’t just scholastics that determined who got the scholarships.  The school had went looking for boys with the mental fortitude and toughness to be able to handle being in a hostile learning environment.  And hostile environment defined virtually the entirety of Kato’s life.


It had been a bit of an adjustment.  Kato had been forced to take his finals for the freshman year in his high school in Ikazumi to officially move up to the junior grade, because Onnajiki ran their term systems differently from virtually every other school in Japan.  The start of the academic year for 99% of schools in Japan was April, but in Onnajiki, it was January.  Their winter term was the official start of the new academic year, and Kato had had to complete his freshman year three months early in order to qualify for the scholarship to attend Onnajiki.  He wasn’t quite sure why Onnajiki did things so differently, but he suspected that it was to keep students from transferring in.  It was a ultra-elite private academy that went from kindergarten all the way to high school, and from what he’d read on the internet about the school, they brought their students in at kindergarten and they finished at Onnajiki by graduating from high school.  That closed system that ran on a different academic calendar than just about every other school in Japan made it very difficult for anyone new to transfer in, which was exactly how they wanted it.


“It’s so big,” Maria said in Portuguese, which was the language of choice when they spoke to each other, gripping his hand more tightly.


“We’ll be alright, Mia,” he assured her, using the name he had always called her.  “Come on, our apartment is waiting for us, and I for one would like to sit down for a while on a seat that doesn’t move.”


Maria was, quite simply, the only reason he got out of bed in the morning.  His life was devoted to making sure she had the happiest one he could provide her.  She was the only family he had left, given that their mother had died when Maria was just a baby and their father died just two years after that, and then the social workers had separated them because they felt that Maria had a much better chance of finding a good foster home if she was alone.  For six years they were separated, barely seeing each other as he lived in a series of foster homes or orphanages and she stayed with the same family, at least until he turned 13.  When he turned 13, he found out that the foster family was abusing his sister, and he embarked on a campaign to wrest her from them, which even made international news because the provincial government tried to cover up the abuse.  He ultimately won that fight, won custody of his sister (which was legal in Japan, if highly unusual), and at 13 found himself the legal guardian of his 6 year old sister, responsible for her care with nothing but a meager monthly stipend from the government to support them.  The stipend was a joke, it was enough money to buy maybe a week’s worth of food, which forced Kato to work to support them.  But he did, he did whatever it took to take care of his little sister, no matter how demeaning, no matter how much he had to suffer.  He didn’t matter, only Maria mattered.  He had promised his father on his death bed that he would care for Maria as if she were his own child, not his sister, and he would honor that vow until his dying breath.

That was why they were there.  While Kato was here to go to school on scholarship, the real reason they were here was because Maria had received a scholarship to attend Onnajiki’s elementary school.  The scholarship didn’t pay her entire tuition (it was a private school and thus could charge tuition even for elementary school), but it was enough that Kato could cover the difference with a part time job.  He had applied for his scholarship after he applied to get Maria into their school, after he found out about the high school scholarship program.  It was just good luck that he’d won a scholarship of his own, because he hadn’t planned to continue high school.  His plan was to quit high school and work to support his sister, to make sure she had everything she needed to succeed.  He very nearly did just that, if not for the job that Onnajiki secured for him that would let him work part time and still make enough to cover her tuition and their living expenses.  He’d be working in one of the big corporations that were headquartered in Kagoshima, and whose CEO was on the board of governors of Onnajiki.  He had heard of Kato, had remembered the news story about how Kato had taken on the Hokkaido prefecture government at the tender age of 12 over the welfare of his sister, and had showed extreme kindness in setting him up with his job so he could afford to both support his sister and go to school himself.  Kato would be working four hour a day after school in a warehouse not far from the school, which would let him walk both to and from school and also to and from work from their apartment.

Their apartment wasn’t all that much.  Despite the help, he was still poor, so their apartment was a small one bedroom about six blocks from the school campus.  The apartment had a full kitchen, which was an absolute must, and the bedroom would be big enough for Maria.  Kato would be sleeping in the main room, which for him was normal.   They had never had enough money for a two bedroom apartment, and Maria always came first.


It took them a while to reach the apartment.  It was nearly fifteen blocks from the train station and six blocks from the three large campus compounds that entailed the Onnajiki Academy, with a separate campus for elementary, middle, and high schools, and all three connected to the main administration building in the center.  The compound was massive, holding all three schools, playing fields for sports, a dormitory for students under the age of 14—which was still girls only, so Kato couldn’t get into the dorms—and plenty of lawns and gardens for aesthetics and relaxation of the students.  It had been the largest and most elite all girl academy in Japan before the forced integration, the school the rich sent their daughters to give them the best possible education.


Yet another way they were going to stand out.


The directions to the academy were good, and they found the apartment.  It was a surprisingly old building compared to the buildings around it—this was one of the higher class parts of the city—but their apartment was bigger than Kato expected, clean, and the appliances were all in good condition.  The main room was nearly the size of their old apartment, and Maria’s bedroom was quite spacious.  The apartment even had a proper bathroom, with both a shower and a tub.  The apartment was partially furnished, with a Japanese style dining table leaning against the wall, a TV mounted on the wall, and a fully equipped kitchen with an island separating it from the main living area.  The bedroom had no furniture except a writing desk in it, which meant that Maria would be sleeping on a futon until he could afford a western bed for her, which she preferred.  Maria dropped her bag and ran around the place in excitement as she explored, and he set down the rest of their things and immediately checked the kitchen to make sure everything worked, and so he could start building a list of what they were going to need to fully move in.  He had money saved up for the initial expenses of stocking the apartment with the necessities, so they’d be able to stock the pantries and maybe buy a couple of extra items or maybe even a single piece of cheap furniture.

“This place is awesome!” Maria gushed as she ran out of her bedroom.  “It’s so big!”


“It’s nicer than I expected,” he agreed as he started writing his shopping list.  “I’m going to go shopping in a little bit, Mia, do you want to go or stay here and settle in?”


“I’ll stay here.  I’m tired,” she said.


“I know that feeling,” he smiled.

He did a little unpacking before going out, mainly changing clothes after so long in the same slacks and shirt, then found the closest market on the internet and headed out.  The market was fairly large, but what he liked was that it was part of a shopping district that had quite a bit in it, from cafes to boutiques, offering a lot of variety that was within easy walking difference…quite the change from He bought quite a bit of basic staples, since he had to stock the kitchen from scratch, and as such he was quite loaded down with bags once he left.  Ikazumi had nothing like this, but then again, that was a small town, and this was one of the major cities in Japan, the fifth largest by population and third largest by area.  Kagoshima was known as the “Tokyo of the south,” a major metropolis that was dominated by business. Only Tokyo had more corporation HQs than Kagoshima.  What set Kagoshima apart, however, was that it had a lot of industry as well as business, with many warehouse facilities, factories, and other major employers.  That made Kagoshima much more blue collar than Tokyo, and had more permanent resident immigrants living here to work in the factories.  It was Kato’s hope that he blended in with those immigrants, though he doubted that they were treated here any better than he’d been treated in Ikazumi.

Sometimes he thought about taking Maria and leaving Japan, but he didn’t know what he would do if they did.  He wasn’t a citizen of Japan, was considered a permanent resident by their law, and as such he was allowed to live and work there.  And while he and Maria both were citizens of both Brazil and America by virtue of their parents, they had never been there.  They had never been anywhere, had never even left the island of Hokkaido until now.  As much as they were looked down upon here, and even mistreated here, Japan was still home, and he couldn’t fathom living anywhere else.

He lugged his groceries back to the apartment building, and ran into one of his neighbors…sort of.  He was on the way up the stairs to the third floor, where their apartment was, when she appeared at the top and started down.  She was very short, but he could tell that she wasn’t a kid.  She had very long, very thick hair that was dyed brown, which was about the closest a Japanese girl could get her hair to blond, a little wild and tousled.  She was looking at her phone and thus didn’t see that he was coming up, and that he was carrying so many bags that she wasn’t going to get around him easily.  “Excuse me, you might want to go back up,” he called as he came up the stairs.


“Eh?” she called, stopping and looking at him.  And then she almost immediately frowned.


“I’m not sure you can squeeze by with me carrying all this stuff,” he said mildly.


“So, I should just get out of your way because you say so?” she challenged in a hostile tone.


“If you want to try to get past me, knock yourself out,” he replied dryly.  “Given you’re much closer to the top of the stairs than I am the bottom, it’s only logical that you be the one to show a little consideration.”


She gave him a hard, almost hawkish stare, and did not go back up.  She marched down the steps deliberately, her eyes almost challenging him to say anything about it.  He didn’t start up himself, he just watched her, and he tried to give her as much space as he could when she reached him.  But she still pushed up against his bags, pushing them with her hands as she went by and nearly making him lose his grip on them.  “Stupid Yankee,” she muttered under her breath after she got by, making sure she said it just loud enough for him to hear it.

Well, that was entirely normal and exactly what he expected out of Japanese people.


“Mia!  Open the door please,” he called in Portuguese when he got back to the apartment.  Maria had put their name in the holder by the door, which was a custom in Japan, writing it in katakana on a piece of paper and taping it into the holder.  Luckily for them, Cano easily translated to katakana.  Kato’s name was also easy to write in katakana, spelled Ke-i-to in katakana rather than Ka-to because of how Japanese was pronounced, but was also easy for Japanese people to say.  In a way, his parents had chosen it—it was a Latin word that meant educated—because it was easy for Japanese to pronounce.  Maria had gotten her name the same way, and her name was spelled the same way in katakana as it was in Portuguese and English, Ma-ri-a.  Maria opened the door for him, then took a couple of the bags with an eager smile and carried them in in front of him.


“Wow, you got a ton of stuff!” she declared as he stepped inside, then closed the door with his foot.


“I told you I had a lot to buy,” he chided her as she carried the bags into the kitchen area, then struggled to lift them enough to put them on the island.  “There’s a pretty big shopping district just a few blocks from the building, sister.  I think you’ll like it.  I’ve never seen so many stores so close together.”

“Really?  That sounds awesome!  Can we go this weekend?”


“Of course,” he smiled as he set down his bags.  “Now let’s get all this sorted out and decide where we’re gonna store it.”


Most of that storage would be in the lower cabinets, where Maria could reach it.  She was only ten, but she was actually a very good cook; her foster family had forced her to cook all their meals, treating her like a servant, and so she’d come away from that experience with a practical skill.  It still infuriated him to think about it, however.  She’d only been five years old when they did that to her, and their method of punishment for when she did badly was to beat her.  Then again, their answer to everything she did was to beat her.  It was why he’d gone to the lengths he did to get her out of that hellhole, even going so far as to take her from the house and get arrested for kidnapping.  But that act, though done in desperation, had been the rock that started the avalanche.  It hit the national news, what he had done, and more importantly, why he had done it.  It spurred an investigation into the social welfare system in Hokkaido, and that resulted in the exposure of rampant corruption and abuse of the children in their charge, including a sexual abuse ring where social workers were putting young girls in the homes of perverts and pedophiles in return for bribes.  It was why Kato had managed the unprecedented step of getting custody of his sister at the age of 13, because he wasn’t about to trust the social welfare people again, not after what they did to his sister.


In a way, he was glad to be well and gone from Hokkaido.  That place was nothing but bad memories.


 After getting the kitchen squared away, they arranged the apartment with what little they had, putting their clothes in neat piles in the bedroom closet because they didn’t have dressers, doing their best to organize what little they had while still keeping the apartment neat and orderly.  Kato activated the TV service—it was part of the rent—and they explored the available TV channels, and that was about it.  What little they had was put away, and they were officially moved in.


And they were going to be here for a while.  Kato had no intention of moving until Maria graduated from high school, graduated from Onnajiki herself.  The apartment was more than big enough for them, and would serve them well until the time came that Maria went on to college.  So, for the next eight years, Kato knew, and felt comforted by the fact, that they were home.


The good part about the apartment was that it was only a five minute walk to their schools, so that gave them plenty of time in the morning to get ready.


They were up relatively early, and Maria took great joy in putting on her school uniform for the first time while Kato cooked breakfast and lunch at the same time, preparing box lunches for them.  It had become their habit that Kato prepared breakfast and lunch, and Maria would cook dinner so it was ready when he got home from his job in the evening.  Both of them were good cooks, him through practice and her through her hellish experience with her foster family.  Their mother had been a professional chef, and while Maria never had the chance to know her, Kato remembered the many times he would be in the kitchen with her, silently learning about cooking as she went about the business of practicing her profession.  He had learned to cook to honor his mother, to honor what she loved, and he could admit that he liked to do it himself.  Besides, in Japan, it was nearly a required skill for just about any teenager, and everyone took cooking classes in school, even boys.


Maria was super-excited when she came out wearing her new uniform—a uniform that cost him a lot of money—a traditional girl’s elementary school dress shirt in white with a scarlet badge on the chest that held the school’s insignia and a scarlet skirt with white and black piping along the lower hem.  His own uniform was in the same colors, but he wore a blazer jacket over a dress shirt and tie, with scarlet trousers.  His jacket and tie were hanging on a wall hook by the door, waiting for him to put them on, as he labored to get breakfast on the table.  Maria wrestled the table into place in the center of the living area floor after rolling up his futon for him and putting it away, and she’d just sat down when he brought breakfast over on a tray.  “And here we go, a filling breakfast to fuel you up for your first day,” he said with a smile.

“I’m so excited!” she gushed, picking up her chopsticks.  “A big school in the big city, brother!  I almost couldn’t sleep last night, dreaming about what it would be like!”

“A good school, much better than Ikazumi,” he corrected.  “With you going to Onnajiki, you have a much better chance of getting into college.”


“Who cares about college?” she retorted.


“You will, in about six years,” he told her with a smile.  “But I think you’d better dial back those daydreams a little bit, Mia.  I know you’re excited to be here and meet new friends, but remember that to them, you are an outsider,” he said in a gentle voice.  “Your skin and your hair make it clear that you’re not Japanese.  Be careful who you trust, or it’ll be like Ikazumi all over again.”


“I will,” she nodded, giving him a sober look.  “But I can hope that the people here are nicer than they were in Hokkaido.”


“Nothing wrong with hoping, Mia.  Just don’t let your hope cloud your judgment.  That’s all I ask.  Make sure the girls who say that you’re their friends really are your friends before you trust them with your secrets.”


“I will.  I promise.”


“Then that’s all I need to say about it,” he smiled.  “Oh, and because you’re now a big girl going to a big school in a big city,” he said, getting up.  He went to the closet, then came back with a wrapped box.  She gasped when he handed it to her, and she tore into it as he sat back down.  Inside was a new smart phone, the kind of phone that rich girls in her school would carry, so she wouldn’t stand out compared to them.  It had cost him a major chunk of his savings to buy her that phone, but he considered it to be absolutely critical that she have it.  He didn’t want her to look out of place compared to her peers in her new school, to give her classmates a glaring reason to tease her.  He also got it because it had a locator app in it, which would let him find her phone, and by extension her, if he needed to.  In a city as big as Kagoshima, that was also something he considered to be critical, more than worth the expense.  “I already transferred your address book into it,” he told her.

“Aww, big brother, you’re the best!” she gushed, jumping up, coming around the table, and giving him a crushing hug.


“For you, my little Mia, always,” he said in a loving tone, patting her on the back.  “Now eat your breakfast before it gets cold.  You can play with your new toy after you eat.”


She happily played with her new phone as he cleaned up after breakfast, and then prepared their box lunches.  He packed them in their attaches along with the paperwork they told them to bring on their first day, and then it was time to go.  He put on his tie and blazer as Maria nearly jumped up and down in anticipation, and then they were on their way.  She chattered excitedly, speaking Japanese now that they were in public—speaking anything other than Japanese got them lots of insulted stares from people who thought they were talking about them—with only a couple of other students dressed in similar crimson on the street.  They’d left fairly early because they didn’t know their way around on the campuses, so that would give them time to find where they were supposed to go.  The first day in every school in Japan always started with a start of term ceremony, and then they’d find out which class they would be in an go there.  It was almost shockingly warm to him, so warm he wasn’t wearing a jacket in Kagoshima’s version of winter, which would be late spring in Hokkaido.  Kagoshima was very nearly in the tropical zone climate wise, with very mild winters, and stifling hot summers dominated by a rainy season.  So, he and Maria were walking without jackets, where the few other students he saw were all wearing light jackets, sweaters, or windbreakers.


They reached the elementary school gate first, and he knelt down and fussed with Maria’s shirt a little bit.  “Now make sure you mind your manners,” he ordered..  “And mind your teachers.  Have your apartment key?”


“Yup, and I have the door combination code put in my phone!  I’ll make you proud, big brother,” she replied.


“I know you will.  Call me if you need anything.  Now go have a wonderful day, little sister,” he smiled.


“I will!  See you after school!” she said happily, then turned and ran through the gates.  He watched her go with a fond smile, then stood back up and set his attaché over his shoulder.

His gentle expression faded once he was alone, as he raised his walls against the outside, and walked with his usual ground-eating, casual strides further down the street, heading for the high school.  The three schools were arranged in a triangle, with the middle school gate on the other side of the compound and the elementary and high school gates on the same street.  He passed a pair of girls who were walking slower than him, also in the crimson uniforms of Onnajiki, and he heard them whisper angrily after he passed.  He didn’t make out what they said, but he knew the tone they said it.


No doubt they were not happy to see a boy in Onnajiki colors.


He felt very much out of place as he entered the compound, as girls who had already arrived and were standing along the walkway leading to the main building all stared at him, their eyes narrow and looks of anger or disgust on their faces.  Those came mostly from the older girls, the ones that had been here when it was a girls only school, and also the ones with which he would have to contend the most, given he was a junior.  He’d already been told that he would be the only boy in his classroom, and that he’d literally been given the scholarship to integrate the junior class, acclimate them to the idea that boys were now attending the school.  He found the auditorium and took a seat in the last row, on the edge, and saw that in the half-filled auditorium, there were only maybe 40 boys in an auditorium with seats for at least two thousand.

He wasn’t alone for long.  Another boy sat down a seat away from him, looking over at him.  “Junior?” he asked.


“Yeah,” he answered, looking over.  The teen was tall and gangly, handsome as Japanese girls would judge him, with hair cut fairly short but with bangs long enough to go over his eyes, which were swept away from them.  It was very different from Kato, whose hair was so thick that it stood up on top when it was short, so he kept it nearly shoulder length if only to get it to lay down.  It was so thick that it was unruly, so his hair looked tousled and windblown almost all the time.  That made him like a “surfer dude” from movies and TV because of his dark skin, which many Japanese mistook as a deep tan.  “You must be one of the transfers like me.”

“Yup, from Itsumokai, here in Kagoshima,” he replied.  “Which school did you transfer from?”


“A school in Hokkaido,” he answered.


“Whoa, really?  You’ve come far from home!” he said.


“Home is wherever you are, not where you’ve been,” he said sagely, which made him smile.


“I’m Ijomi Taro,” he introduced.  “Junior.”


“Cano Kato,” he returned.  “Do you know which class you’re in yet?”


“Not yet.”


“There’s a board just in the atrium,” he said, pointing.  “It has the class assignments on it.”


“Oh, I didn’t see it.  Be right back,” he said, getting back up.  Ijomi was gone only a moment, then came back, daring to climb over the back of the seat rather than slide past Kato again.  “I’m in class 2-6,” he reported.  “I saw you’re in class 2-5.  We’ll be nextdoor neighbors,” he chuckled.


“More or less.”


“You speak Japanese like a native, which is unusual for the son of a foreign worker,” he said innocently.  “How long have you lived in Japan?”


“All my life,” he said mildly.  “I was born in Japan.  I’ve never lived anywhere else.”


“Wow.  Guess that explains why you speak such good Japanese,” he chuckled.  “Your father must be a high-ranking executive to be here for so long.”


“Something like that,” he said in a calm voice, checking his email on his phone, which was considered a complete dinosaur by modern standards since it was a flip phone.  He glanced up, and to his surprise, he saw a familiar face.  The girl that refused to move off the stairs was sitting two rows in front of him, sitting with a small group of other girls, and she had turned in her seat and was absolutely glaring at him.  He returned her gaze impassively, even blinking slowly, then went back to looking at his phone.

It shouldn’t have surprised him.  That apartment building was recommended to him by the school, it was no surprise they suggested it to other students.  He’d bet that a good number of Onnajiki students lived in the building.


She leaned over and whispered furiously to the girl sitting beside her, and he would have sighed had he not fully expected something like that.  The girl was going to spread rumors about him, that he was rude or pushy, and since he was obviously not Japanese, they were going to take hold and spread.  So, it was going to be the same here it was in Hokkaido.


Not that he expected anything different.


He listened without much interest as the assembly began, as the principal addressed them and made sure to stress to the girls that the 83 boys in the auditorium were now their classmates and to treat them with the same respect they gave girl classmates, then talked about the proud traditions of the school to the boys and freshmen, which nearly made many of the girls bristle…because they saw boys in their school as a violation of those traditions.  They were then addressed by this year’s student council president, who was much less welcoming, going on quite the diatribe about how the boys would be expected to obey all school rules, and how they would be held to a higher standard of decency and morality because they were boys surrounded by a large number of girls…like she thought they’d only applied to enter the school so they could ogle the girls.


Most likely that was exactly what she thought.


So, by the time the assembly was over, any hope Kato had that this was going to be a quiet, uneventful year were pretty much dashed.  The president made it clear that the boys were going to be scrutinized, possibly even harassed, by the student council, no doubt part of her grand plan to drive the boys out of school.  The law said that the school had to be integrated, but he could tell from the way she harangued the student body that she saw nothing wrong with returning Onnajiki to an all-girl school that came about because all the boys transferred out of their own volition.  It was clear that the student council was going to make life hell for every boy in Onnajiki to drive them out.

Well, he wished her good luck to get him out.  He had faced people like her his entire life, and he did not scare easily.  This was his one and only chance to have a chance at improving his own life even as he made sure that Maria got the kind of future she deserved, and he’d be damned if some snotty misandronist ruined that chance because she was having a tiff over her school being forced to go coed.


Taro shared his apprehension as they walked out of the auditorium.  “That sounded ominous,” he said quietly.


“Be careful,” Kato said in reply.  “She’s going to try to drive us out.”


“I see I wasn’t the only one that got that impression.”


“She made it clear to everyone that was paying even the slightest attention,” he said grimly.  “So if I were you, I’d keep to myself and not give any girl any reason to make a complaint.  Don’t even look at them too long, else they’ll run to the student council and claim you were ogling them,” he warned.

“I can’t argue with that,” he said.  “Well, at least I’ll have you and the other guys in school to talk to.”


“Do them a favor and spread the warning.  Some of them may not realize just how serious the president was.”


He nodded.  “Yeah.”


They walked together to the main academic building, then split up when they got to the second floor, where the junior classes were located.  Sean filed into class 2-5 and saw that it was half populated by girls, all of whom stopped talking and stared at him when he entered.  He wisely went across the room and sat in the window seat in the first row, which minimized his potential contact with anyone and put him in the front of the class, where no girl could complain that he was staring at her back.  The seats both behind him and beside him stayed empty as the last of the students entered, leaving him alone—and welcomely so—as the last couple of girls filed in.


And much to his distinct displeasure, short angry girl was one of them.  She stopped dead and scowled when she saw him, then the girl behind her pushed her along, and the two of them went towards the back of the class.


Their homeroom teacher entered, carrying a large sheaf of papers—various start of term forms—and got them underway.  She gave a brief speech about what to expect during their junior years, how this was the best of their three years in high school because college entrance exams would dominate their senior year, so to enjoy themselves while they could.  She went over the available extra-curricular clubs, then talked about the year’s curriculum.  After she did all that, she had Kato come up to the front and introduce himself, probably because these girls all knew each other from last year.  He stood up and stepped beside the lectern, then bowed.  “My name is Cano Kato,” he said in a polite voice.  “I am a transfer student from Ikazumi Municipal High, in Ikazumi, Hokkaido.  I look forward to a year of dedication to my studies, so I might do well on my college entrance exams next year and get into a good college after graduation.”  And with that, he sat back down.


“An admirable goal, Cano,” the teacher said approvingly.  “Now, if everyone would fill out your issued materials form, I can hand out the school tablets,” she prompted.

After she went through the majority of the paperwork, she called for the class to select a class representative.  He completely ignored that part, since he had no interest in the position, nor did he care who got it.  After that business was finished, where some perky entirely too rich girl got the job, the homeroom teacher yielded to the first of their academic instructors.

The entire morning was filled with similar seminars and briefings, where their teachers came in one by one and went over the year’s syllabus and work requirements.  All eight of their teachers finished their introduction seminars by lunch, which Kato spent at his desk, eating the box lunch he’d made for himself.  Since it was his first lunch in his new school, he’d splurged a bit on it,  adding a little bit of pork to go with his rice, vegetables, sliced boiled egg, and sushi..  Maria had gotten actual pork cutlets for her lunch, and Kato was content with the leftovers.  He didn’t have enough money for both of them to have pork cutlets, and as in all things, Maria came first.

After lunch, Kato was pulled from class and joined the freshmen and other transfer students, and they were given a comprehensive tour of the campus.  They were showed all the important locations, where the gym and the locker rooms were located, a tour that took nearly two hours.  Kato was honestly surprised and impressed by how big the campus was, and what was more, how many facilities they had.  They had facilities and equipment for virtually everything imaginable that a girl might want to do in school, from music rooms to sports facilities that had everything to fully equipped weight rooms to an Olympic-size pool with ten meter diving platforms.  They had a kendo dojo, dojos for all the other martial arts practiced in Japan, they even had an archery range.  It was by far the most extravagant school he’d ever seen, had ever even heard about.

But it was for rich girls, so he shouldn’t have been surprised.


The tour ended in the main locker room, and Kato found a bit of amusement when he walked into the boy’s room.  It was literally just a sliver of space with rows of lockers to each side of a bench, barely a meter and a half wide, with a small shower with four stalls at the end.  But that wouldn’t be much of an issue, because he would literally be in here by himself when changing clothes for phys ed.  It was clear that this place was built hurriedly and with no frills, and was fitted probably into an old equipment storage room that had been converted.  There weren’t enough lockers for all the boys in school, so they were told that the lockers would only be used to store their uniforms while they were in their gym clothes, and that they’d have to store their gym clothes in wall bins at the end of the locker room, just before the shower.


Just more examples of how, while the school may now be coed by law, they were certainly not going to be treated equally.


The tour ended, and he returned to class, to find that the girls were basically just sitting around talking, usually a time when the class organized itself and drew up schedules for things like cleaning duty.  While the first day of school was usually very relaxed, they still weren’t allowed to leave early, so they were stuck there until the scheduled end of class.  “Cano,” the class rep called, almost sneeringly.  “You have been assigned cleaning duty for this week.”


“You should have checked with the teacher, class representative,” he answered mildly.  “I have a work exemption.”  Since he had a job after school, it exempted him from cleaning duty on days that he worked when cleaning would make him late for his job…and he worked every day.


“Then leave me a note about which days you work.”


“I work every day, class representative,” he answered in that same calm voice.


“That’s a lie!” she challenged.


“Our homeroom teacher has my exemption form.  Check it yourself,” he replied evenly.


“Where do you work?  Why would you work five days a week?”


“That information is on my exemption form.  As to why I work, simple.  I’m not rich.  If I want to eat, I have to work,” he said, then deliberately walked to his desk and sat down.  May as well get that out in the open now, because no doubt that too would be held against him, and it would actually help him by dissuading any girl in school from wanting to talk to him.  Not only was he a boy, he was a poor boy, so no self-respecting rich girl like the ones in his class would want anything to do with him.

Class finally ended, and he collected his things and started out for his new job.  It was in a warehouse about two kilometers from the campus, which for him was easily within walking distance, though he returned to the apartment to drop off his attaché first.  He paused to make sure Maria made it home by checking her phone location, and was relieved to see that she was indeed home.  He sent her a quick text telling her he was off to work, then walked to the warehouse.


And that started the other part of his day that he fully expected.  The foreman took an immediate dislike to him, openly called him Yankee, and wasted no time assigning him the dirtiest, hardest tasks that he could.  But Kato was used to that, he was used to being treated like a barely-tolerated slave, so he performed his tasks without complaint and with complete attention to detail, leaving the foreman with no opportunity to accuse him of not doing his job.  He did his job, he did it without complaint, and that only seemed to irritate the foreman to no end.

After his four hours, he walked out of the warehouse looking like he’d been digging a tunnel.  He was covered in dirt, had smudges on his face, and his hair had been dulled from its usual golden sheen by all the dust.  He was still wearing his work coveralls, so he looked distinctly out of place on a street holding higher-end shops that fished for the students of an elite private academy.  He paused at the corner across from his apartment building to beat some of the thicker dust off his coveralls, then crossed the street and started up the stairs.


Much to his surprise, short angry girl came out of the apartment nextdoor to his just as he reached it, wearing a rather nice blouse and pair of knickers, with a jacket and umbrella over one arm.  He just glanced at her and knocked only once on the door.  “Mia, I’m home.  Open the door,” he called in Portuguese.  It opened almost immediately, and she rushed out and took his hand between hers.


“You’re a mess, big brother!” she chided in Japanese, probably used to speaking it over the day.  “You go straight to the bathroom and clean up before dinner!”


“As you command, little sister,” he smiled down at her, returning in Japanese.  “How was your first day at school?”


“It was so fun!” she gushed as she pulled him into the apartment.  “I met some really nice girls in my class, and they love my hair!”


“They’re jealous about it, more likely,” he said lightly as the door closed.

After a desperately needed bath, he joined Maria at the table, and he enjoyed the fruits of her labor.  Maria was a very good cook, and she had lost her fear of it, associating it with the beatings her foster family they gave her, because now she cooked for her brother.  She knew he was always very tired after finishing work, so she showed her appreciation for his efforts by making him a delicious dinner to enjoy when he got home.  he listened to her go on about her first day, and he was secretly glad that it had gone well for her.  Her classmates were at least pretending to like her—how sincere they were, only time would tell—and she’d really enjoyed school.  Like the high school, the elementary school was decked out in the best, the latest technology, the best furniture, the best facilities, so he was certain that she was going to be getting a high quality education there…which had already annoyed her.  “Our first day, and they gave me homework!” she protested.  “It’s so unfair, nobody else got homework!”


“The teachers want to see where you are, so they can get you up to where your class is, sister,” he told her.  “They made me do it to, but they had me do it before I started.”


“Well, I looked it over, and it’s all stuff I’ve already learned,” she said with a snort.  “That’s gonna make it so boring.”


“Look at it this way. If you already know it, you’ll get it done quickly,” he replied as he set down his chopsticks.


“Well, that’s true,” she acceded, then made a sound as he moved to get up.  “Aat, I’ll get the dishes!  You rest, big brother!  You deserve it!”


“You’re always so good to me, Mia,” he smiled as he let her collect the dishes in front of him.  He stayed at the table and looked over the software on his school-issued tablet as she washed the dishes, which held all the textbooks and other source material that they’d be using that year.  The tablets had all the regular software on them and were internet-enabled, which meant he could use his school tablet to surf the internet if he wanted…but he wasn’t going to do that.  He would give them no reason, absolutely no reason, to cast his devotion to his studies in doubt, nor give them any opportunity to try to get rid of him.  He had no doubt that the history of the web browser on his tablet was going to be searched, and he would give them nothing to use to try to get him in trouble.

He had to act like every girl in school was his enemy…because that was exactly what they were.


Kato’s paranoia was fully justified after just a week.

That first week made it clear that no girl in his class wanted him to be there, and that they were most definitely looking for any reason at all to get him in trouble.  And among the worst of them was angry short girl, whose name he had learned was Chihaya Rika. She took his presence in her class as a personal insult, and unlike the others, she was about the only one that was willing to say it to his face.  She was openly hostile to him while most of the other girls were passive aggressive, and she never failed to give him an ugly scowl any time she found herself looking him in the eye.

But she wasn’t the reason his paranoia was justified.  That came from the student council, who had sicced the Disciplinary Committee on the male students on campus.  No boy could go anywhere without at least one girl wearing one of those black armbands shadowing him, following them nearly everywhere except the bathrooms and locker room, and there was always at least one band-wearing girl standing guard at the door to the girls’ locker room.  The officers would interrogate every boy they came across, demand to search their attaches, and more or less make things as unpleasant for any boy on campus as possible.  Kato dealt with them as he dealt with just about everything in his life, he offered no resistance, gave no complaint, and just let them exhaust themselves with their silliness before going about his business.


And he was most definitely being singled out.  The other boys in the junior and senior classes weren’t being scrutinized even half as much as he was.  He was challenged literally every time he set foot outside his classroom, had his attaché searched three or four times a day, and had two band-wearing girls shadow his every move from the moment he set foot on campus to the moment he left it.  But, they had very little to do, since he only left the classroom to go to other facilities as part of classroom instruction or go to the restroom…which he only did during lunch.  But that in itself was a bit of a journey, since the only boys’ restroom in their building was on the first floor…and it was a single-occupancy toilet, so any boys that were there at the same time had to take turns using it.


Kato battled the Disciplinary Committee in the simplest and most effective means, by giving them nothing to report.  He kept nothing in his attaché but his school-issued tablet, his lunch box, and a five subject notebook with two pens.  He only left the classroom once a day when not part of a class activity, and he went to only one place and then returned.  He scrupulously obeyed all school rules, which denied them any chance of bringing him up before the student council for rulebreaking.  He didn’t talk to anyone, he didn’t do anything but come to school, go to the restroom once a day, and then leave once school was over.  And he could tell, this drove those girls nuts.  They knew that he knew that he was onto their game, but there was nothing that they could do about it, or about him, because he was the absolute model of a well-behaved student.  And they couldn’t even haul him before them over his grades, because after just one week, he had the second-highest grades in the class, behind only the class representative.  And this more than anything infuriated the girls in his class…not only was he a boy and an invader of their school, their bastion of femininity, not only was he guilty of the unforgivable crime of being poor, but he had the nerve to have higher grades than all but one girl in class!

His school experience was different from the girls in other ways.  The biggest example was gym.  Since he was the only boy in class, he couldn’t really participate in gym with the rest of them.  He convinced his phys ed teacher to let him work out in the gym every day instead of just sit around or run laps while the rest of the class did organized activity, which made gym one of his favorite periods.  They had a very well furnished workout room, with both machines and free weights, and he had access to the kendo dojo, which allowed him to practice his martial art.  His martial art was a relatively obscure and unknown art called Capoeira, which was native to his father’s home country of Brazil.  His father had been a professional MMA fighter before he met his mother and retired, so he’d been very, very good at it, and he’d taught his son from the moment Kato could walk to the day his father died.  His father had died when he was 12, but that was long enough for Kato to learn enough to be considered a maestro, a master, and continue to train on his own after his father passed away.

The style of Capoeira he practiced was unique, invented by his father.  Since his father had been a professional fighter, he had modified the traditional style to incorporate elements of conventional western boxing, Muay Thai, and Judo.  He did so because Capoeira was primarily an art centered around kicks, but to fight pro in the MMA, his father had needed to have effective and dangerous punches, as well as training in grappling, takedowns, and basic wrestling.  Boxing provided the punches, and Muay Thai supplied punches and several grapples and holds, and he’d been studying Judo while in Japan to incorporate some of its ground moves, which were takedowns, holds, and grappling maneuvers.  That gave Kato a very wide array of martial skills, skills that he had desperately needed as he grew up in Hokkaido.


For a young boy to grow up in a rural part of Japan, facing racism and bullying, he had been absolutely required to know how to fight.  Since his first day of school, Kato had had to fight to protect himself from bullies, until he got so good that he started breaking bones and putting boys that tried to bully him into the hospital, and that dissuaded his bullies in short order to leave him alone.


The girls didn’t know about his martial arts, because they didn’t see him work out.  He was by himself during gym, either working out or practicing, and only the gym teacher had seen him when she came to check to see if he was doing anything.  But by Friday, the rumors had gotten out as the gym teacher disclosed Kato’s hidden talents to other teachers, who started filtering them down to the students.  They found out that Kato was a martial artist, and if the gym teacher was to be believed, a damn good one.  And that too seemed to insult them, as if a poor nobody factory worker would dare be a highly trained martial artist.

It was more than that.  On Friday of the first week, the English teacher almost casually asked him if he spoke any languages other than Japanese and English, and the class was collectively floored when he casually replied that he also spoke Portuguese, Spanish, and sufficient Mandarin, Cantonese, and Korean to be somewhat conversational in all three.  It was almost like it mystified them that a poor foreigner could possibly be intelligent, as if he was nearly a circus freak because he spoke seven languages with different degrees of fluency…way more than they spoke.  Most Japanese only spoke Japanese fluently, and had varying degrees of skill in English or Mandarin, which were considered important languages to know in Japan.  Most of them knew some English, and some knew some Mandarin, but only those that actively studied language got past minimal capability in them.

When the teacher asked him how he learned Korean, Cantonese, and Mandarin, he replied evenly that he worked with many Korean and Chinese immigrant workers in the cannery in Hokkaido, and he learned to speak to them just over the course of working alongside them.  He taught them Japanese, they taught him Korean, Cantonese, and Mandarin, which were the two major languages spoken in China.  Cantonese was considered a main common language in southern China and also in some of the southeastern Asian nations.  If one spoke Mandarin and Cantonese, one could communicate with nearly anyone from China.  What few that didn’t speak Mandarin did speak Cantonese.


He marched resolutely through that first week, then finally reached the respite of the weekend.  Kato always made sure that he didn’t work on weekends, because that was his time with his sister.  She usually didn’t ask for much, maybe to go out every once in a while, but this weekend they had big plans because it was their first weekend in Kagoshima.  She had him up very early on Saturday morning, and they went out and saw all the sights that were worth seeing that could be reached by bus or subway train.  They had a great time, acting very much like tourists and probably surprising quite a few clerks and attendants because they were obviously not Japanese who spoke fluent Japanese, and dragged themselves home well after dark on Saturday night, exhausted but quite happy with the day’s events.  Sunday was spent much closer to home, as they explored the Shiboshi shopping district, which was just a few blocks from the apartment building.  It was filled with upscale shops and anchored by a fairly large market that was actually quite reasonable with their prices, which was where they’d been doing their shopping since moving in.  They walked all around the district and spent maybe a little too much money on things for the apartment, and had a very good time.

Things got a little sideways on Wednesday, as he finished up school and started for the apartment so he could change clothes for work. He came out of the gate well after most of the other students had already left, and walked out to see four boys wearing Tomomatsu uniforms surrounding a freshman Onnajiki student.  She looked very frightened as the four larger boys surrounded her, crowded her, and then the one in front of her reached out and grabbed her wrist.  She recoiled violently, but backed up into the boy behind her, who roughly pushed her back towards the boy in front.

Oh no, that wasn’t happening to any girl that went to his school, because his sister wore the same uniform.  If those boys were brave enough to assail a high school freshman, and were also brave enough to assail an Onnajiki student, meaning she was rich, then they may be depraved enough to harass an elementary school girl…and God help them if they laid a hand on his sister.  So, to make sure they never even entertained the idea of ever touching another girl wearing a scarlet uniform ever again, he decided to intervene.  He stopped and set his attaché on the sidewalk by the wall, then called out.  “Hey.  Boys,” he called in a calm tone, just loud enough to be heard over their malevolent laughter.  Two of them looked in his direction, and saw standing there, arms folded, giving them a harsh look.  “The girl is in my school.  I’d appreciate it if you left her alone.”


“I don’t give a damn what you appreciate, Yankee,” the one in front retorted sneeringly.


“Are you just an ugly girl, blondie?” another laughed.  “Onnajiki is a girl’s school.  Girls and boys who want to be girls.”


“Boys, you have one chance to let her go, because if she’s still there by the time I get over there, you’re leaving here in an ambulance.”  He started walking forward with calm, fearless deliberation. Showing absolutely no hesitation or apprehension.

The leader of them laughed, but the other three were getting a little nervous, because Kato advanced on them with absolutely no fear.  One of them skittered back a little, but the leader gave him a hot look.  “We don’t run from a single damn Yankee!” he snapped.  That movement gave the girl the opening she needed, slipping out from between them and bolting towards him.  She ran past him and towards the open gates of the campus grounds without hesitation, which was the smartest thing she could have done.


He came to a stop, and looked back to make sure the girl got far enough away to be safe.  She ran well back and then turned to look.  “Gonna run now, Yankee?” the leader challenged tauntingly.


“The girl got away from you.  That’s all I cared about.  But, if you want me to kick your asses anyway,” he said, starting forward again, his eyes cold, flat, and completely without mercy.

“Well?  Kick his ass!” the leader demanded, pointing at him.


It didn’t go the way the leader planned.  In just seconds, three of them were down, rolling on the sidewalk in various degrees of incapacitation, leaving only the flabbergasted leader, who was backing away from him in a frenzy.  Kato took all three of them down with blinding fast hooking punches, not even bothering to use any kicks, verifying the gym teacher’s claim that Kato had training in a martial art.  He took them down easily, one at a time, because that was how they reached him, one by one and without any sort of coordination.  The leader gasped and grabbed his wrist with both hands when he reached him, grabbed him by his uniform jacket, then turned and slammed him against the wall, his feet fully off the ground as Kato held his weight off the ground by one arm.  “Listen to me, you spineless little slug,” Kato hissed, looking him eye to eye only because Kato was holding him up off the ground.  “Any girl wearing scarlet is hands off.  If you or anyone else from your scumbag school lays a single hand on any of them, I will hunt each and every one of your sorry asses down and I will end you.  Do you understand?” he said in a hiss of pure evil, leaning forward and nearly getting nose to nose with him.


 He said nothing, just staring at Kato with near terror in his eyes.  Kato turned and flung him out onto the sidewalk, and the coward scrambled to his feet, turned, and ran, leaving his three groaning friends on the ground.


Kato snorted in disgust, then turned and walked back towards where his attaché was resting.  He saw several girls from his school watching from near the gates, which he ignored. The other three managed to stagger to their feet and hobble off as he picked up his attaché, then rested it over his shoulder casually.

The aftermath of that didn’t reveal itself until the next day, and was sure as hell not what the girls in school were expecting.  He noticed that many of the girls were staring at him and whispering, which was normal, and he was stopped almost as soon as he crossed the threshold of the gates by black bands and had his attaché searched…which sincerely pissed him off.  But, he got to class on time, sitting at his desk of exile and preparing for the day’s lessons.  Chihaya boldly stepped up to the front of his desk and looked at him as he pulled his tablet out of his attaché.  He ignored her for a moment, then looked at her.  “What?”


“We heard what you did yesterday,” she said, her voice still hostile.


“And yet most of the girls in this school still want me gone,” he said in an even voice.  “So save your impending reluctant thank you, as if acknowledging I’m not Satan himself will make your tongue fall out,” he said bluntly.

“You ungrateful jerk!” she flared.


“Ungrateful?  You call me ungrateful after two girls from the Disciplinary Committee searched my attaché this morning, the second I set foot on campus?’ he asked her flatly.  “That tells me everything I need to know about how you really feel about me, and tells me that no matter what I do, no matter how I act, you and girls like you will never accept me being here.  And I honestly don’t care if you do or not.  I didn’t do what I did out of chivalry.  I did what I did because my little sister wears an Onnajiki uniform, and I made damn sure yesterday that no boy in Kagoshima with more than two brain cells between his ears will dare lay a hand on any girl wearing scarlet.  I was protecting my sister, not you, and not any other girl in this school.  Given the way that you girls have treated me since I got here, I should have let those boys do whatever they wanted.  But lucky for you, and for the other students, my sister also goes to this school, and I will protect my sister.  So, as far as you or anyone else in this school is concerned, I do not exist.  I am a hole in the world that will ignore you so long as you ignore me.  Step around me at your pleasure, but step on me at your peril.  So, you can take your outrage and stuff it in your bra.  It may fill out your uniform a little bit.”


She snarled even as she crossed her arms over her chest defensively, then turned and stormed away from him.


And that was that.  Whatever good will he might have had with the girls in his class was shattered by his adamant declaration, one that every one of them heard.  But he didn’t care.  He was not here to be nice.  He was not here to make friends, and certainly not with vipers like these that would only use that friendship as a means to stab him in the back.


He didn’t trust any of them.  Not one bit.


Things settled into a routine over the next month that Kato found comfortable, if only for its predictability.


His savage speech to Chihaya had had the intended effect, as did his complete thrashing of the three boys.  No girl in school talked to him, and none of them bothered him, because they had come to believe that he was some kind of violent delinquent.  The harassment and the constant challenges from the Disciplinary Committee continued, even got more ridiculous, as if the girls were almost desperate to catch the boys with something—anything—that they could use against them.  But the boys were united in their quiet resistance to their meddling by being model students, by giving them nothing, not even the smallest reason, to come down on them…and that drove them absolutely bonkers.  While that was going on, his classmates did everything in their power to pretend that he did not exist, because they had gone from hating him for invading their school to being afraid of him.  They didn’t even bother to stare at him, though he was sure they did whisper about him when he was well out of hearing.  They were afraid of him, and what was most important, they were afraid to tempt his wrath.


There were only two exceptions to that; Taro and Chihaya.  Taro was the only student in school, boy or girl, that would talk to him like he was a regular person, and was the only one that he would even come close to saying was a friend.  But he was not a friend.  Kato didn’t trust anyone, not even Taro, so their relationship could be best described as distantly cordial.  Taro provided Kato with at least some conversation to break up the monotony of the routine, no more, no less.  Chihaya, on the other hand, was the one he wished would shut up.  She went out of her way to prove to him that she wasn’t afraid of him, was the only girl in school that would say a word to him, and those words were always demeaning, insulting, as if proving to the school that she was the most fearless girl in Onnajiki because she would dare to insult Kato to his face.  Chihaya herself had something of a reputation for being aggressive, and even occasionally violent, so most of the girls in school saw things between them as Chihaya seeing Kato as a threat to her position as the school’s badass, as well as reminding the rest of school that if Kato ever did get violent with her classmates, Chihaya would be there to beat his ass and put him back in his place..


He was not surprised that one of the shortest girls in school was also one of the meanest.  Short people often had a chip on their shoulders.


It was worse for him because Chihaya Rika lived nextdoor.  They crossed paths occasionally, most often in the morning as they went to school or on the walkway or the sidewalk when she was out and about in the evening and he was coming home from work.  She never failed to glare at him, though most often, they said nothing to each other.  She saved that for when they were in the classroom, so she had an audience for her reckless bravado…or more to the point, the protection of the school to keep him from wringing her scrawny little neck.

His life developed into a simple routine.  He woke up, spent time with his sister before school, then went to school.  He got the second best grades in class, he stayed to himself, and he didn’t bother anyone.  He finished school and went to work, and after his shift, he came home to a meal cooked for him by his beloved little sister.  He spent time with her before bed, hearing all about her day, silently rejoicing in how she had been accepted by the other girls in her class.  She had friends now, friends she trusted, friends that called her, hung out with her, even invited her out to do things, even invited her to their homes.  And after she went to bed, he got in his evening workout, studied until he went to sleep, then got up and did it all over again.

To see her accepted, to see her happy…it was worth any trials and tribulations he might be forced to endure.  Her happiness was his happiness.


So, it was with honest surprise that he came home from work early one cold, rainy February night to find Chihaya sitting at his table when he came in the door.  She was wearing a simple tee shirt and a pair of cuffed shorts, and she had her arms crossed in front of herself, giving him a nearly defiant look.  “Brother, you’re home!” Maria said in surprise as she slid stir fry from a small wok onto a platter.


“The warehouse was forced to shut down, the customs officers are conducting an audit,” he replied in Portuguese, giving Chihaya a steady, slightly unpleasant look.  “And you have company.”


“Yes, I have company,” she replied calmly, still speaking Japanese.  “I invited her over for dinner.”


“Because?”


“Because there’s a broken water pipe somewhere and she has no water, so she can’t cook anything,” she answered calmly in Japanese, sliding the contents of her small wok into a bowl, then started slicing fish into strips.  She then switched to Portuguese.  “Contrary to your belief, brother, she’s not some fire-breathing demon from hell.  I’ve talked to her when we pass out on the walkway.  She’s actually nice.”


“She’d better be nice to you.  She knows what I’ll do to her if she’s not,” he said in a dangerous tone.  Chihaya couldn’t understand the words, but she bristled at the tone of his voice, glaring at him.


“Brother, be nice,” Maria called, with a hint of steely command in her voice.  “You can suffer through one meal with her, can’t you?”


He ignored that.  “Mia said you have no water?” he asked in Japanese.


“Me and the apartments down to the end of the building,” she replied, almost defiantly.


“Do we have water, sister?”


“Yeah, guess we’re on a different water line,” she answered.  “Now go take a bath, big brother.  You’re not eating until you’re clean.”


He glanced down at his dirty coveralls, then turned and headed for the bathroom without another word.


She was still there when he came out a short time later wearing a tank top and a pair of shorts—very short time, he didn’t like the idea of her being alone with his little sister—and Maria started setting the food out on the table for him as he sat down.  She’d made grilled fish and stir fry vegetables, with rice and miso soup.  “Thank you for the meal,” he said, the ritual Japanese saying before one ate, then picked up his chopsticks as Maria set down the last of the food. Chihaya mirrored him, then picked up the bottle of soy sauce and started seasoning her rice.


“Do you cook all the time, Maria?” she asked curiously.


“Only dinner, because big brother is always so tired when he gets home,” she replied.  “It would be mean of me to make him cook for me when he’s so tired.”


“Well, it smells delicious.  You’re a very good cook.”


“Thank you,” she said with a smile as she sat down.


Kato had to suppress the urge to crush his rice bowl in his hand at hearing that, because it made him remember just how she had learned to cook.  Chihaya didn’t miss that, giving him a challenging stare.  “What?”

“Nothing,” he nearly growled, looking away from her.


Maria did her best to make the meal seem normal, even casual, engaging Chihaya in conversation.  But the girl wasn’t about to be too friendly with Kato in the room as if revealing anything about herself would show weakness, and Kato just gave his sister a dark look anytime she tried to talk to him, as if he was blaming her for this mess.  To her credit, Maria was unmoved by the reluctance of the other two, just chattering away with her usual bright and bubbly personality.  Kato managed to get through the meal without saying much of anything, standing up and going to the entry table to get the mail as the girls finished eating.  He found a letter from the government with the usual post, and he tore it open and started reading as Maria babbled on about the water park she and her friends were planning to go to this weekend.  He read the letter, which was written in polite Japanese, but its contents were anything but polite.  It was what equated to an butthurt bureaucrat letter over his application to get Maria a Japanese passport   His and Maria’s status in Japan was what could be called murky at best, because of conflicting laws that both applied to them at the same time.  One law prevented them from being considered citizens of Japan because they had no native Japanese parents, which meant that they weren’t allowed to have Japanese passports, but the other applied directly to children like them, those who had been born in Japan and were orphaned before they turned 18, which was the age of majority in Japan.  That law granted permanent residency status to them, allowing them to stay in Japan as permanent non-citizen residents and also allowed them to secure special Japanese passports for travel outside of Japan.  Those passports made it clear they weren’t citizens, but did make it clear that they were residents of Japan should they be challenged.  Kato had been going around and around with the bureaucracy over Maria’s passport for nearly four months, a fight he’d already had once over his own passport.  It took him nearly two years to get his passport, and it looked like it was going to be similar battle to the bureaucratic death over Maria’s passport.

He wanted the passport for her because there was a chance that with her going to a big rich school like Onnajiki, she may get the chance to go on a class trip outside the country.  And if she had that opportunity, he didn’t want her to get left behind because she didn’t have a passport.  And he wouldn’t let her go without one, because there was a very good chance that if she left the country without a Japanese passport, they wouldn’t let her back in when she came home.  Japan could be quite cruel when it came to anyone who wasn’t Japanese.  It was not beyond the bureaucracy to deny re-entry to a ten year old girl and leave her stranded in the airport.  They did not care.

“What is it brother?” Maria asked, taking note of his expression.


He glanced at her, then at Chihaya.  “The government being the government,” he replied.  “I’ll have to arrange an excused absence from school to go down to the immigration office sometime next week.”

“The passport?” she asked, and he nodded.  “We should have got it while we were still in Hokkaido.  At least those guys knew we’re allowed to have them.”


“Yeah, that was my mistake,” he admitted.  “I should have put in the application before we left.”


“Passports?  I didn’t think non-citizens could get passports,” Chihaya said.


“We fall under a special rule, because we were both born in Japan and we have no family anywhere else,” Maria told her.  “There’s nowhere else for us to go, so the government lets us stay.”


“Not willingly,” Kato growled as he put the letter back on the table.  “And not as citizens.  We’re considered permanent residents.”

“You don’t have family in America?”


“We’ve never even been to America,” Kato answered her.  “We’re American in name only.  Our mother was an only child, our grandparents both died long ago, so the government couldn’t find any relatives there when our father died.  And we have no idea about our father.  He listed no family on his immigration papers when our parents came to Japan, he never talked about any family before he died, and Brazil doesn’t keep very good records about that kind of thing.  If we have any relatives in Brazil, we’d have no idea how to find them.  That’s the only reason we’re still here.  If the government could have found any of our relatives, they would have deported us.”


“But you’re not adults.”


“They don’t care,” Kato said immediately and flatly.  “The government doesn’t give a damn about people like us.”  He turned away from her, because just thinking about it, how the government had treated them when their father died, was making him angry.

Maria sensed it as well, because she was quick to change the subject.  “Where are you from, Chihaya?  Are you from Kagoshima?”


“Tokyo,” she replied tersely.  “My parents shipped me here to Onnajiki when I started first grade.  I haven’t been back home since, except to visit.”

“Wow, so you’ve never gone to another school?  Do you like it here?”


“Yes, I do,” she replied.  “I’ve known most of the girls in our class since elementary school.  Most of them are like me, we’ve been here since we were just little girls.”


“Wow, so I guess it was a bit of a shock when they changed the school to let in boys,” she mused.  “I’ve noticed that most of the girls in my class don’t like them very much.”


“They had no business forcing the school to go coed,” she flared.


“Well, I’m glad they did, because it means my brother gets to go to school here too,” she said, and that made Chihaya clamp her mouth shut and look away slightly.

Kato was getting a little annoyed with her.  “Dinner is over,” he said in a direct voice, looking at her.


“Big brother, I told her she could take a bath,” Maria told him in a soothing voice.


“Then do so.  I’m going to go to the market before it closes, little sister.  Keep an eye on her.  Don’t let her steal your shampoo.”


“Just who do you think I am, you jerk?” Chihaya erupted, getting to her feet.


“An annoying little pest intruding herself where she isn’t wanted,” he replied evenly, turning to face her.

It devolved quickly from there into a nearly juvenile shouting match.  Maria watched, a little surprised, and increasingly amused as the two of them started hurling insults at each other.  At one point, Chihaya sat down almost painfully hard and refused to leave, after Kato told her she could go home whenever she liked if she didn’t like the company.  In reply to that, Kato opened the door, came over, hooked his hands under her armpits, and picked her up and started carrying her towards the open door.  She nearly shrieked in outrage, kicking and squirming trying to get free of him, but he had an iron grip on her.  “Let me go, you brute!” she demanded as he carried her over the threshold, and then he happily complied with her demand.  He dropped her suddenly and unceremoniously, which caused her to fall down onto their welcome mat on her butt, and he slammed the door behind her.  “Cano Kato, you animal!  You open this door right now!” she screamed, pounding on the door as he turned away from it, brushing his hands as if he’d just completed a dirty and unwelcome task.  Maria looked on in surprise, then she burst into a fit of helpless giggling.  “I’m gonna kick your ass so hard it’s gonna fall off!  Open this door and take your beating like the wimpy little coward you are!”


“I think I’ll go to the market tomorrow,” he said dryly as Chihaya continued to pound on the door, threatening to do some things to him he wasn’t sure a girl her age should even know were possible.


“You’re gonna get it tomorrow, big brother,” Maria said with mirth making her eyes all but glow.


“Like I’m so scared of a girl not much taller than you are,” he scoffed.


That turned out to be the mother of all last words.


Chihaya pounded on the door for nearly twenty minutes before finally gave up, and Kato didn’t really think much about it until the next morning.  He walked Maria to school on a day that was looking to be entirely normal…until Chihaya arrived at school about ten minutes before the first bell.  He heard the class door slide open almost violently, which made him look up and he saw a fire-eyed Chihaya standing there, her eyes burning as she glared at him.  “Get up!” she shouted, pointing in his direction.  “Get up, Cano!  I don’t want to punch a defenseless clod!”

“Go suck it, Chihaya,” he replied dismissively, and he looked back to his schoolwork.  He was only dimly aware that she came over to him, and he looked up just in time to see her left fist nearly out of his line of sight.  His head snapped to the side when her fist connected with his cheek, making the entire class gasp, but he didn’t hear it over the sudden ringing in his ears.  Good God, this little girl was as strong as a bull ox!  He hadn’t been punched that hard by grown men twice her size!

This put him in an unwinnable situation.  Chihaya was clearly not going to stop, not going to back down, and he was going to have to protect himself.  But doing so would get him expelled, because he was a grown man fighting a girl much smaller than him, which the school and the student council would see as him being a complete barbarian.  His only choice was to just sit there and take it, but his pride wouldn’t allow that.  Kato had gotten where he was because he was a fighter, because he didn’t back down no matter what was thrown in front of him, and he was not going to back down from an angry little slip of a girl not much bigger than his little sister.  The warrior in him was stirred to action by the sudden attack, and he roared up to his feet, sending his chair flying as she reared back to punch him again, but she staggered back in sudden fear, aware that she’d just pissed him off, when he hooked his hand on his desk and sent it flying with a flick of his arm, clearing the space between them and raising to his full height, making her appreciate just how much bigger than her he really was.


That was mainly bravado, trying to scare her into backing down, and it looked to have worked…for a moment.  He could see it in her eyes, that she was going to come after him because she knew she was in a no-lose situation.  She had free rein to beat him up all she wanted, and the instant he fought back, she could play the girl card and get out of any trouble while most likely getting him expelled.  And that showed him how to deal with her…by fighting her without fighting her.  All he had to do was get a good grip on her.

But that wasn’t easy.  She was clearly a trained fighter, and she came back at him with skill and speed.  But, she had no experience with someone like him, a fact that had won him more fights than anything else since he was six.  And his reply when she came back at him, stepping up and dropping down to put a hand on the floor, told him she had no idea what he was about, or what he could do.  She skittered back when he suddenly scrabbled forward, his feet and shins trying to foul up her feet, then he wheeled over to his other hand, got a hand on her ankle, and then closed his grip on it like a vise.  She gasped when he powered back up to his feet with his grip on her ankle, then he raised her up and turned her over without letting her head hit the floor, letting her dangle upside-down from his hold on her ankle.  That made her skirt flop down to reveal her panties, and she gasped and tried to hold her skirt over them to preserve her modesty even as she writhed and tried to get free of him.

“If you ever punch me again, I will hold you out the window like this and let the entire school see you in all your scrawny-legged glory,” he told her in a powerful voice.


“Let me go, you brutish ass!” she raged, trying to kick at him with her free foot.


“Not until the teacher comes in,” he replied calmly.  “Because I’m not going to get expelled when she walks in and thinks that I’m in a fistfight with you.”


“She’ll expel you for this!” Chihaya raged.


“Not with my face bleeding.  She’ll think that I showed tremendous restraint after you sucker-punched me like a complete coward.”


She looked up at him with searing fury in her gaze, but he was completely unmoved.


Before she could challenge his statement, or get loose from him, the teacher stepped into the open doorway, skidded to a stop, then gasped.  “What is going on in here?” she demanded.


“Teacher,” Kato said calmly, turning and holding Chihaya out to his side and high enough to keep Chihaya’s head off the floor, his arm like a rock as he held her away from his body.  “Just a lesson in manners that I felt was long overdue.”


“You asshole!” Chihaya raged, trying to kick his wrist with her other foot.


“Would you like to explain why you’re holding your classmate like that, Cano?”


“Yes, Teacher.  She punched me in the face.  I felt this was a safe, non-violent way of voicing my displeasure with her behavior while still getting my point across that I will not tolerate it.”


“What?  Chihaya, did you punch him?”


“You’re damn right I did!” she snapped hotly.  “Now make him let me go!”


“I think that both of you should report to the principal’s office,” the teacher said, slightly amused.


“Of course, Teacher.  Can I carry her there like this?”


Chihaya erupted into a loud string of vile curses and epithets.


“I think it might not do your case very much good if you show up there carrying her like a shopping bag, Cano,” the teacher said with obvious amusement.  That got a few giggles from the girls in the classroom.

“Yes, Teacher,” he said, then he opened his hand.  Chihaya gave a bark of surprise when she suddenly dropped to the floor, landing heavily on her shoulders and back.  She kicked at his legs almost the instant she got her bearings, but he took a single step to the side, getting out of reach of her.  She whirled to her feet and looked about ready to lunge at him, but a single stern look from the teacher brought her up short.

So, he spent his morning in the principal’s office, getting grilled by the principal and then two members of the board of governors over the incident.  He was honest, telling them that the altercation started over what happened at home the night before, and was as clear and concise as possible when the two governors tried to frame their question in ways that made him look guilty, or at the very least a violent thug.  To his surprise, the principal came to his defense when they started questioning him like he was guilty.


By lunch, they were back in class, and Chihaya was pissed.  She was given a one and a half day suspension for punching him which she would start serving immediately, only there to get her things so she could go home.  He was given a warning that holding her by the leg like that was an assault, but since she punched him first, he would not be suspended and a note made in his disciplinary record.  That decision made the two board members angry, who had wanted him suspended at the very least, expelled if they had their way.  Word of the fight had gotten through school by the time he got back, and word of Chihaya’s punishment spread through school with the first afternoon break.  But something was different, he could sense it as they went through afternoon classes.  The girls saw a side of him they hadn’t expected, had dealt with Chihaya with a firm hand that also held a hint of humor. 


The repercussions of the confrontation still echoed loudly through the school, because he was again called to the principal’s office the next morning.  There, he found himself looking at seven women wearing very expensive clothing, members of the school’s board of governors, and he was forced to sit there and endure nearly four continuous hours of them alternating between accusing him of wrongdoing and attempts to scare him into confessing that he’d committed a crime.  He sat there, completely silent, completely unmoved, at least until one of the women threatened to have him arrested and deported.  It was only then that he spoke up.


“The simple fact of the matter is, this was all part of your master plan.  You threw me and the other boys you brought into the school into a fire on purpose, to get this exact result.  You want us to fight with the girls.  You want us to do something that you can take to the press to yell loudly about how you being forced to make the school coed was a travesty and a terrible mistake, how your precious daughters of rich and powerful men were being abused and demeaned by those evil commoner boys that the government forced you to bring into your school, so you can expel every boy in school without retribution from the government.”  They all gave him surprised, slightly guilty looks.  “We smelled out your plan on the very first day, me and the other boys, and we’ve stepped very carefully since we came here to thwart your scheme.  We’re not giving you what you want.  We will continue to be model students, forcing you to reveal your duplicity in order to get rid of us.  You made a terrible mistake, ladies.  You vastly misjudged us.  You thought we’re all ravening perverted animals that would run rampant through the school, beating and tearing the clothes off your daughters.  It never occurred to you, not even once, that the boys you brought here to show Japan how awful working class boys could be are far more interested in getting a high quality education from an elite academy than they are in trying to look under the girls’ skirts.

“And you had your hopes pinned on me most of all to get the messy example of why Onnajiki should remain girls only.  You specifically chose me because of my record of past violence and the fact that I’m a Yankee, knowing that I would come up against so much resistance that you hoped I would snap and do something you could decry.  You brought in the foreigner, the working class immigrant that Japanese like you hate so much, certain that I was everything that you thought I was, that I was the violent thug and depraved pervert you seem to think anyone not Japanese just has to be.  You deliberately put me in a class with an undisciplined hellion like Chihaya knowing that something was going to happen.  You planned it.  You counted on it.  Well, I regret to inform you that I’m not falling for it,” he said in a strong, even voice, looking at them in turn.  “And neither are any of the other boys.  I came here with the hope that I could make something out of my life, and I’m not going to let your petty anger or your racism stop me from doing just that.  You made the mistake of looking at what I’ve done in the past without learning who I am and why those things happened,” he said simply.  “I’m not who you think I am, and neither are the other boys you brought here.  If you want me gone, if you want us out, you’ll have to show all of Japan that you are the villain in this kabuki performance, not us.  So go ahead, ladies.  Show Japan, show the world, exactly who and what you really are.”

That caused a long, pregnant silence in the room, as the seven women gave him surprised and highly hostile looks.  He just crossed his arms and stared back at them calmly, almost impassively, giving them the silence that had served him so well in the past when dealing with people like them.  They knew that he knew who they really were, and what they were trying to do.  And he didn’t have to say another word, so he did not.  And for her part, the principal was looking at him with surprised respect.

That completely destroyed their entire morning.  The seven women stammered out blustered denials, trying to accuse him of being paranoid, even crazy, and he was almost hastily sent back to class.


 He talked to Taro about it during lunch, going over to his classroom and sitting down with him.  Like Kato, Taro was more or less banished to the corner of the room, so the desk beside him was empty.  “They know we know,” he told him.  “So you should talk to the other boys, tell them to expect something ridiculous very soon.  Like some girl leveling false accusations, even trying to frame them.”

“You think so?”


“Oh yes.  I’d suggest that from now on, no boy goes anywhere on campus without at least two other boys with him.  And they keep their cell phones out and ready to record video the instant any girl comes anywhere near them.  In fact, on Monday, we should all wait outside the gates and then come in together,” he suggested.  “Make it clear to the girls that we’re onto them with a display of unity.”


“I think we could arrange that,” Taro said.  “You really think they chose us because we’d do something to get all the boys expelled?”


“There’s no other explanation, at least for some of us.  I was honestly surprised when I got the scholarship, given my past and the fact that I’m an immigrant.  Believe me, it makes me very angry to know that they brought me here thinking that I was some violent hoodlum,” he grunted.  “I can’t say they brought you here for the same reason, but there’s no doubt why they brought me.”


“To get expelled.”


“And ruin my life in the bargain, since I had to leave my home and my job in Hokkaido and move all the way across Japan to come here,” he nodded.  “All so they could get the boys out of Onnajiki.  And they didn’t care who they hurt, whose lives they destroyed to do it.”


Taro gave him a long look, and sighed and nodded.  “Now that I can see.  If you got expelled, it would more or less destroy your life.”


“I seriously don’t believe a word of what I just heard,” a girl called, and the two of them looked up to see one of Taro’s classmates standing about a meter away, her hands on her hips.  “You really think they brought you here as part of a plot to make the school girls only again?  There’s a law.”


“Since when does the law matter to the rich?” Kato asked her simply.


“Haven’t you seen the black bands following the boys around school, Tsumaki?” Taro challenged.  “Didn’t you ever think why they do it?”


“To keep the boys on their best behavior,” she challenged.


“So, we can’t possibly behave unless we’re watched like a hawk every second we’re on campus?” Kato asked simply.  “Is that who you think we are?  Violent, gibbering animals that can’t control their impulses?”


“Well, you’re boys, of course you can’t control your libidos,” she snorted.


“Thank you for proving us right, Tsumaki,” Taro said darkly.


“That’s not what I meant!” she protested, blushing a little.


“No, I think that was exactly what you meant,” Taro retorted.  “If that’s what you really think of me, then I think I’m done talking to you.”  She frowned, standing there a moment, then she turned and stormed off.  “The question is, what are we going to do about it?”


“There’s not much we can do,” Kato answered.  “But now I’d like to know how effective their scheme has been.  Have you heard of any boys transferring out or quitting?”


“A few,” he replied.  “Mostly freshmen.  Now that I think about it, all of them got into Machitomi fairly easily.  That’s that public high school over on the other side of the market district.  You think they’re in on it?”


“I wouldn’t be surprised if someone from Onnajiki showed up over there and put a very big check on the principal’s desk, to cover the cost of students transferring of course,” Kato said darkly.  “It would make the most sense.  It’s also within walking distance of most of the apartments were the students who moved here are living in.  It would present a tempting alternative to going to school in a glorified prison camp like this.”


“I can ask around, both here in school and outside.  See who’s transferred, and if they were encouraged to do it.  I’m from Kagoshima, so I know a lot more people than most here.”


“Alright.  I’m afraid I’m not going to be much help.  I don’t know anyone here, and I have to work after school.”


“Not a problem, Cano,” he smiled.  “I understand that you have to support yourself and your sister.  You take care of you, I’ll look into this.  Hmm, there is one thing we can do.”


“What?”


“Well, most of the boys I’ve talked to haven’t joined any clubs, because the clubs won’t take them.  So we should form our own club.  A club for boys, where we can easily trade information and make plans.”


“That’s not a bad idea.  But it’s going to need an actual activity or they won’t approve it.”


“A baseball club,” he said.  “Girls don’t play baseball, so none of them will want to join it.  We can bring our own gloves and bats and balls so we’re not asking for school resources, and there’s plenty of open space on the lawn behind the science building, that way we don’t have to fight the softball club over the field.  Plus, we’ll have something fun to do while we’re making our plans.”

“That would work,” Kato said, then smiled over at him.  “You’re a pretty clever fellow, Ijomi.  I’m glad to know you.”


He smiled modestly.  “Even though your work won’t let you help, I’d still like to be able to talk to you about stuff.  You’ve been on your own a while, so you know how to do things.  I may need your advice.  Can I get your phone number?”


“Not a problem,” he nodded.  They traded information.  “Alright, I’m gonna head back to my classroom so I can eat before lunch is over.”


“I’ll pick up the forms to start a new club after school,” Taro nodded.  “And start organizing things so we can all meet up outside the school on Monday morning.”

The rest of the day was more or less normal, though a bit strained, and that extended into the weekend.  He spent his weekend with Maria, as he always did, but he was on the phone a great deal with Taro, as the two of them discussed things and strategized.  Taro had done a great job in spreading the word among the boys in school that they were going to meet outside the gates on Monday morning and enter the campus as a group, and that they were starting a baseball club so they could strategize and also protect each other.  He didn’t see Chihaya over the weekend, and he suspected that she wasn’t home at all, had probably gone home for the weekend to see her family.

Monday morning came, and Kato found himself staring at quite a sight after he parted from Maria.  The 58 boys that still attended Onnajiki, which was noticeably less than the number that started the year, were all standing outside the school’s gates in a loose throng, as their female classmates walked around and by them, looking around in confusion as they did so.  Kato tracked down Taro, who was standing with the other junior and senior boys.  Taro introduced him around to them, then they got down to business.  “We had no idea that things were coming to a head this fast,” one of the seniors said, a tall, handsome young man named Kodako.  “But we can’t deny that they’re stepping things up.  The way the black bands have been acting the last week, it’s like they’re getting angry that they can’t find any reason to get us in trouble.  I’m certain that they’re going to start making false accusations very soon.”


“We’re fully on board with the idea of a club for boys, where we can make sure that we protect each other from any lies the girls try to levy on us,” another boy said, another senior.  “As soon as Ijomi files the application, all of us are going to join.”


“If this is all the boys that are left, then it’s clear that they’ve had some success driving us out already,” another junior frowned.  “I only see about half the freshman that there were at the start of term assembly.


“I asked around, and found out that all of them transferred to Machitomi,” Taro said.  “We think they’re in on this scheme, offering boys an alternative to get them out of Onnajiki.”


“Could be, Machitomi’s always been a school mainly for the poor, so the school itself isn’t very well funded,” a senior grunted.  “If the rich people that run Onnajiki offered to pay them for their cooperation, they probably signed on to the idea.”


“Too bad we can’t get proof of what’s going on,” a senior said.  “We could take it to a newspaper or something.”


“That’s something we do only as a last resort,” Kato said.  “If we take this public, then the board of governors will stop being covert about what they’re doing and just expel all of us, claiming that we created and are spreading a slanderous lie to damage the reputation of the school.”


“I didn’t think of that,” he said soberly.  “So we only go public if we have damning evidence that they can’t possibly refute.”


“Precisely,” Kato agreed with a nod.  “Now let’s get organized by grade, that way we can walk in groups once we split up to get to our classrooms.”


The girls who were standing around in front of school talking got quite a sight, as the boys marched in, almost like a military formation, carrying their attaches and looking quite serious.  They were being led by the six boys in the senior class, with the juniors behind them and the large throng of freshmen boys marching behind.  The girls melted out of the way of the formation, watching them pass in surprised silence, and even the black bands let them walk past unchallenged, for they looked intimidated by the idea of trying to stop any of them to search their attaches or question them.  When they reached the academic building, they filed in in a column of two and split up, with the juniors and freshmen going up the stairs as the seniors continued down the hall, to their classrooms.  The juniors split away from the freshmen on the second floor as the freshmen continued up, and one by one, the lone boys that occupied the ten classes that constituted the junior grade entered their classrooms.  Kato stepped into his classroom to see it only half full, and his eyes locked almost immediately on the diminutive firebrand that had started this whole mess…Chihaya.  She was at her desk with two of her friends standing in front of it, and she looked past them and stared at him with laser focus as he entered.  He returned her gaze with steely resolve, then he walked across the front of the classroom to his desk.

That day was one of routine, but with an uncertain undertone that seemed to shake the entire school.  The girls had no idea what the boys were about, and spent almost every moment not in instruction talking about it…though not one of them thought to ask the only boy in class what was going on.  But they all went deadly quiet when it was lunch time, when Chihaya got up and stalked up to Kato’s desk, almost glaring at him.  He ignored her as he finished writing the last of his notes, then looked over at her calmly. “Here for a rematch?” he asked simply.

“An apology,” she said hotly.


He actually laughed, short and scornful.  “I’m not apologizing for getting punched in the face,” he said bluntly.


“You dropped me on my ass!  That hurt!” she snapped.  “Of course I was going to get you for it!”


“That was your fault, for being an annoying little jerk,” he said evenly.  Her face screwed up at the word little, but she took a step back when he got up from his seat.  He put his hands on the desk and leaned over it, and got nearly nose to nose with her.  “Did you have something else to say?” he asked in a deceptively soft voice.


If anything, she was consistent, so she didn’t back away or back down.  She just glared at him, and he stared back at her, almost like a silent contest of wills.  But it was broken up by Taro, whose voice made Kato glance towards the door.  “Cano.  Come eat lunch with us,” he called.


He pulled up and put his tablet and notebook in his attaché, then picked it up.  As usual, he left nothing in the classroom that could be stolen.  Chihaya glared at him the entire time, not moving from her spot as if that would show weakness, and she watched him walk away from her, out of the classroom.

He ended up out in the courtyard with most of the other juniors and seniors, and they ate lunch together and talked more about the idea of creating a club for mutual protection.  Several freshmen joined them when they found out what was going on, swelling their numbers to where the boys had taken over the low wall surrounding the statue in the center square of the courtyard.  They spent the lunch break fleshing out the idea, getting it down on paper as one of the seniors took notes, with them going completely silent and staring at any black band that approached them, which intimidated them into backing off.  They fleshed out the idea to a working plan, even selecting their officers for the club from the seniors and juniors, and even organized the sports equipment they’d bring so everyone had what they needed to practice baseball, which was the official function of the club.

“I tendered the application for the club just before I came to get Cano,” Taro said.  “We’ll have to amend it so Sajoro is named club president.”


“Any chance they’ll deny the application?” Sajoro, a senior, asked.


“Probably not,” he answered.  “I made it clear on the form that we don’t want any funding and we don’t need any equipment.  All we need is the space behind the science building, and nobody uses that for club activities anyway.  It would look very suspicious if they denied the club for no reason.”


“Even if they don’t approve the club, we can always organize ourselves outside of school,” another senior said.  “Since none of the girls will let us join any of their clubs, it’s not like we have much to do after school anyway.  We can always meet somewhere off campus.”


“That would work,” a junior agreed.  “How did the organizing go to make sure no boy walks around alone?”


“Just about everyone’s on board with that,” Taro replied.  “Even the freshmen have noticed how the black bands are escalating the harassment.  It only makes sense that we stay in groups so no girl can make a false accusation.”

“That’s going to work in the short term,” Kato said.  “But eventually we’re going to face a false accusation that’s very well organized.  They’ll have multiple girls lying to support the frame, to counter the multiple boys that will refute it.  Remember, guys, if it comes to their word against ours, they’re going to go with them every time.  The system is stacked against us, so we have to always play this game with that fact firmly in mind.”


“So how do we get around that?”


“Simple.  Every boy here has a phone,” he said.  “From now on, one boy in each group records every second of what they and their group do outside the classroom.  They can take turns so no one boy gets his phone’s memory eaten up.  At the end of the day, the boys upload their video to a central location, so we need one guy here that has a pretty beefy computer with the storage to archive the videos.  If any girl makes a false accusation, our tech guy pulls the footage for that day that we can use as solid evidence that the boy being accused couldn’t have possibly done what they’re accusing him of doing, because his every move outside of class was being recorded.  Not even the student council is going to go along with the frame if we can put up solid evidence, because then we can take this outside of school.  Remember, the board and the student council are trying to keep what they’re doing quiet, else they’ll get in big trouble with the government for trying to subvert the law that forced them to integrate the school.  They don’t want the reputation and image of Onnajiki sullied, and it will be if people find out that they’ve undertaken a campaign of harassment, lying, and false accusations to get us out of the school.  That’s our only advantage in this game, so we have to make sure we don’t lose it.”

“I like that idea,” Sajoro said with a nod.  “So, who here has a good computer setup?”


“I do, I run a couple of websites,” someone called.  “I can archive the videos no problem.  I can even put them on a website so they can be viewed over the internet.”


“Awesome.  Alright, you’re now our technology officer,” Sajoro said, looking at the young man.


“Then it sounds like we’re pretty well set up,” Taro said.  “The freshman here can spread the word to the other guys in their classes, and each class can organize their groups so no boy moves around alone.  As far as the juniors and seniors, when we leave a classroom, we go straight to another one to join the guy in that classroom.  That means we are alone in the hall, but only for as long as it takes to go nextdoor.  And we record that trip, every time.”


“That’s a good plan,” Sajoro nodded.  “We should pair up by classrooms, so we always know where we’re going when we leave.  The freshmen should move about in groups of four minimum, but we can move about in pairs.  So, the guys in classroom one and classroom two in each grade pair up, and three and four, and so on.  Sound like a plan?”


“It does,” Taro said, looking over at Kato.  “That pairs us, Cano.”


“Works for me, we get along, Ijomi,” he replied with a slight smile.


“We stay in our groups every second we’re on campus, so that means we wait outside the gates for our group or partner to arrive every morning,” Sajoro continued.  “We only separate after we’re off school grounds.  That should prevent any guy from being targeted.”


“It’s a good plan,” another senior agreed.  “Freshmen, spread that to the guys in your classes that aren’t here.”


They ran out of time, so they returned to their classes, but they’d gotten enough arranged that they felt confident that their plan would work.  They were all determined to stick it out, they didn’t want to leave Onnajiki because of the prestige of having graduated from the school when it came to getting into college, so they were willing to fight for their chance to graduate.


And Kato knew it was going to be a real fight.
