
The strategy employed by the boys was devastatingly effective.

Starting the next day, no boy moved about the campus alone, not even to go to the bathroom.  They moved around in groups of four freshmen or groups of two juniors or seniors, and one boy always had his phone out and was quite openly recording what was going on.  The black bands were quite taken aback by the change in behavior, and since the boys were told not to lie about what they were doing, they were seriously put off when they demanded to know why they were recording walking around school.  That made it clear to the black bands, the student council, and the board of governors that every boy in school knew what they were up to, and they weren’t going to be bullied into leaving.


The tactic was so effective that the black bands were called off as the student council considered how to best defeat it.  The fact that every boy always had at least one witness for his defense, plus video evidence, would make it extremely hard to continue harassing them for frivolous reasons, because now their lame excuses for searching attaches or interrogating boys as to what they were doing and where they were going were being recorded.


What it also did was alert the girls in school as to what exactly was going on. Most of them, predictably, sided with the student council, because they hated the idea that boys were in their school and they wanted them gone, but there were some girls that thought that the student council had gone too far.  But, they found that their opinions were not well received by the boys, because the boys didn’t trust them.  They didn’t trust any female inside the walls of Onnajiki, and that included the teachers and the administration.


But the idea to form a club didn’t work out.  It turned out that their application was indeed ultimately rejected, and that was because no teacher was willing to be their faculty advisor, and one was required for a club to be official.  So, the boys formed their own pseudo-club outside of school, meeting in a café in the market district down the street from the school grounds so they could talk about things, as well as just hang out together.  That ended up working out better than the club idea did, because they didn’t have to worry about the student council or the black bands eavesdropping on their conversations.  They called it a study group, and there was indeed some studying going on, but mainly it was a way for the guys to keep in touch and spread any important information to the others.  Kato didn’t get the chance to go there, they were done by the time he got off work in the evening, but Ijomi kept him up to speed on things.

Kato more or less kept his distance from the others, because he knew that he was the main focus of the board and the student council.  He was the one they wanted to use as the fulcrum of their scheme to expel every boy from Onnajiki, so he had to keep his distance from the others, mainly to protect them from any schemes they may levy against him.  Besides, he didn’t trust the other boys much more than he trusted the girls.  To them, he was still an outsider, a Yankee, and he had little doubt that many of them would turn on him if they had the opportunity.  About the only person he trusted in school was Ijomi Taro, and even him only so far.


There was too much betrayal in his past from those who pretended to be his friends for him to trust anyone again.


Things more or less stalled for almost two weeks, and during that time, about the only thing that was consistent in his life and in class was his growing contentious relationship with Chihaya Rika.  The little hellion still went out of her way to prove that she wasn’t afraid of him, and there wasn’t a day that went by that the two of them didn’t end up in a heated argument, if not a full shouting match.  She just would not leave him alone, and was still about the only person in school that would talk to him outside of Taro…if trading snarky comments or heated insults could be classified as a conversation.  So it was almost dark irony that the one girl in school that seemed to take the greatest offense to what the student council and the board of governors were doing was Chihaya.

So it was the fates moving in some mysterious grand design that got him nearly arrested along with Chihaya late one Thursday evening   He was on the way to the market before it closed, getting some things he needed to cook breakfast and lunch the next day, and had chanced to stumble across Chihaya, seeing her down the street as he waited at a corner to cross.  There were six boys standing in front of her, none of them in school uniforms but clearly high school age, and he could hear her barking at them aggressively.  Clearly, the girl was either absolutely fearless or completely crazy, because those six boys didn’t look like they were willing at all to be harangued by a tiny little slip of a girl who looked like she was in middle school but cursed like a sailor.  He watched impassively as the six boys slowly started to surround her, one of them holding her attention as the others spread out, and he debated if he should do anything about it.  He had no love for Chihaya, but the idea of six boys ganging up on one little girl, even one as hot-headed as Chihaya, didn’t sit well with him.


He sighed.  God help him for having a soft heart.


He turned and started walking towards them very slowly, slow enough to be noticed.  One of the boys looked at him and immediately scowled, since Kato had his hands behind his head as he walked towards them, stretching a little bit.  “Turn around and walk the other way, Yankee,” the boy said.

“Well, I was going to just walk by and let you get your ass kicked, but now you’ve gone and dragged me into this,” he replied in his slow, easy manner.  “I don’t fight other people’s battles.  Particularly ones as annoying as she is.”


“Get our ass kicked?” the boy barked, then laughed scornfully.


“You have no idea just who you’re messing with,” he said evenly.  “I’ll bet money on the fact that she can take any of you in a straight fight.”


That made all of them laugh, which just made Chihaya angry.  She would definitely rise up to that kind of bait.  “You afraid of a little girl, you bunch of pansies?” she said hotly.  “I’ll take any of you on!  Ten thousand yen says I can knock your pussy ass out cold!”


“Oh, this is rich!  A tiny little titless girl thinks she can take a fully grown guy?” the leader said scornfully.


“Without breaking a sweat!” she shouted in reply, balling her fist and thrusting it towards him.  “Well, wuss?  Are you man enough to fight me?”


“This should be hilarious,” the leader said, giving her a smug look as he took a step back.


And that was his mistake.  Chihaya took that as him accepting, so she took two quick steps forward and buried her left fist so deeply into his belly that it almost looked like she punched through him.  He folded over her fist, and then his head snapped up and back when she uppercutted him with her right, a practiced and devastating combination, which caused his knees to wobble, then buckle.  He pitched over backwards and laid still, one foot twitching spasmodically.  He was out cold.


“Holy shit!” one of them gasped.


“That was a dirty sneak attack!” another said angrily.


“She won, boys.  Walk away,” Kato said in a calm yet authoritative voice.


“Or what?”


“Or you deal with both of us,” he replied in his soft voice, but his eyes were flat and merciless.


“Why you arrogant son of a bitch!” he snapped.  “Let’s kick their asses!”


That was a poor life decision. Kato was already loosened up and ready, so he went right after them as Chihaya turned and punched the closest one to her in the face.  He bent down around a punch and executed a pinwheel kick, a staple attack in Capoeira, which brought his foot up as he put a hand down on the concrete, then that foot slammed into the side of the guy’s head, sending him crashing to the side.  He spun effortlessly into a crescent moon, levering up from his hand on the ground and bringing his foot up and over his body, which then drove into the chin of the second guy who was charging him.  The boy staggered back as Chihaya stomped on the foot of the one she’d punched and turned, grabbed his wrist, then whipped him over her small body in a Judo throw.  Kato rotated on his plant hand and brought his other leg around in a sizzling inverted circle kick, catching the boy he’d just kicked squarely on the side of the head as he staggered back from the initial blow.  He rolled down into a crouch as Chihaya turned on her second attacker and crab snapped his ankles, pinioning his feet between his own, which caused him to teeter.  As he tried to keep his balance, Kato put one foot down and rotated his other up and over, delivering a brutal kick to the boy’s kidneys and back, then he launched off his planted foot and hand and went airborne as the fifth watched, almost transfixed.  He rotated in a diagonal, his leg and foot coming up and over his body, and then he whipped it down with such force that when his ankle and shin made contact with the boy’s shoulder, it drove him down and to the side like he’d been hit by a speeding car.  Chihaya delivered her own devastating side snap kick to the last one standing, sending him to the ground to roll in pain, and the two of them stood in the middle of the carnage they had wrought, in ready stances as they looked for anyone else foolish enough to challenge them.


“Pussies!” Chihaya barked, kicking one of the groaning boys in the side.  “Six on two and you still got your asses kicked!”


All traffic around them stopped, both the foot traffic on the other side of the street and the cars between them.  “Now we run,” Kato suggested in his usual calm manner.


“Good call,” she said, and the two of them turned and dashed away, even as a police car pulled into view around the corner behind them.  They ran nearly two blocks, Kato surprised that the small girl could run so fast, then cut through an alley and ducked into a ramen stand, nearly sliding to a stop on the stools, a little out of breath.  They looked at each other, then Chihaya burst into sudden laughter.  “I had no idea you knew how to fight like that.”


“You grow up a foreigner in Japan and see how far you get if you can’t fight,” he told her evenly as the proprietor of the stand looked at them.


“What’ll it be, kids?” he asked.


“Well, we did kinda come into his stand,” Kato mused.  “One bowl of your cheapest ramen, please.”


“Two bowls of your Okinawa special.  I’ll get it,” she said, looking over at him.  “Least I can do for back there.”  She dug into her small purse and pulled out some cash, then handed it over to him.


“Two Okinawa specials,” he confirmed.  “Coming right up.”


“So, what was that all about?” he asked her.


“It was about why most girls in school don’t like boys being there.  Boys in packs are like perverted beasts,” she growled.  “One of them hit on me, and I told him where he could stick it.  Then they got pissy.”


“Well, then, I don’t feel any guilt at all about putting them on their asses,” he said easily.


“What was that?  I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“It’s called Capoeira,” he answered.  “My father taught me before he died.  It’s a martial art from Brazil,” he explained.

“Well, it’s damn effective,” she said with an approving nod.


“Thank you.  I see you were trained in Judo.”


“And karate, and kendo,” she said.  “My mom was always afraid that I was too small to defend myself, so she had me do all kinds of martial arts when I was younger.”


“Bad move.  All it did was make you a well trained savage,” he said lightly, then wheezed when she elbowed him in the side.


The proprietor must have had most of it prepared already, because he set two bowls of ramen in front of them.  It smelled really good, and had what looked like fish and vegetables mixed in with the noodles.  He cracked the chopsticks sitting at his placing and picked up the bowl, the smell making him hungry despite eating just an hour earlier.  He gave it a try, and was honestly surprised.  “This is really good,” he said, which made the proprietor smile.


“Best ramen stand in the shopping district,” Chihaya said as she picked up her bowl.  “I eat here a lot.”


“I wouldn’t know.  I don’t eat out very much.  But I’m definitely bringing Maria here this weekend for restaurant night,” he said, then the two of them enjoyed some very good ramen, not talking for a bit.  They were there more than long enough for them to evade any potential cops, finishing off their ramen, and they got up and stepped out from under the awning.  “I’d better get moving if I want to get to the market before it closes,” he said, looking down at her. “Just don’t think this is going to change anything.  I’m sure we’ll be fighting again by lunch tomorrow.”


She gave him a wicked smile.  “You’re still an overbearing jerk,” she said, but more playfully than not.


“And you’re a vicious little monster,” he returned.


But it did change things, if only a little.  The next day, Chihaya waited until lunchtime before she had anything to say to him, and she didn’t just stand in front of his desk.  She leaned her hands on it and leaned over a little to look at him, which she usually didn’t do because it put them within reach of each other.


“What?” he asked in a calm voice.  That was normal for him, he never started aggressive, but it always devolved into fighting between them.


She gave him a hard look.  Usually, that was all it took to set her off, but she resisted the urge this time.  “I never got to ask why.”

He understood the real question.  “Because I’ve been on the other end of things like that, just for different reasons.  And I don’t like to see anyone there,” he said simply. “Even you, no matter how much I may think you deserve it.”


She flashed him a hot look, and he had to smile slightly when she kicked his foot in irritation.  “I do not deserve it!”


“My right cheek disagrees with you,” he said dryly.


“You had that coming, brute!” she retorted.


And it went downhill from there, but it lacked the usual viciousness of their usual fights.  It got broken up by Taro, who stood at the door and watched in amusement, as did most of the class.  The entire school knew all about these fights, and it had given Chihaya a reputation for utter fearlessness.  She was the only one that dared get in Cano Kato’s face, who was by far the most feared student in Onnajiki by just about everyone, even the teachers.  His reputation for being a violent thug, a rumor that spread after it got out that he had a long disciplinary record for fighting in his schools back in Hokkaido, put off just about everyone except a few of the boys, and the fact that he was so mysterious made everyone afraid to talk to him.  Only Taro talked to him, and then there was Chihaya, who was the only girl in school brave enough to get in his face, despite the fact that the top of her head only came up to his chin.

“You can wrap it up anytime now, guys I need to go to the bathroom,” Taro called loudly, which cut both of them off mid-insult.


“Then go, weenie.  You don’t need us to hold your hand,” Chihaya retorted.  She looked up at Kato when he stood, then picked up his attaché.


“I need to talk to you about something anyway, Ijomi,” he said as he stepped past Chihaya.


The two of them walked down the hall, and he wasted little time.  “The student council has finally made their move,” he told Taro.  “Did you see the bulletin board?”  On the bulletin board was a new rule imposed by the student council that prevented students from having their phones out and in obvious use when they were walking.  It was supposedly to prevent students from walking into things, but in reality, it was specifically targeted at the boys recording their movements.  The student council was trying to prevent the boys from having video evidence backing up any claims of innocence they made if they were accused of wrongdoing.


“Yeah,” he said.  “That’s something we’re gonna talk about at the café after school.  Can you make it?”


“Have to work,” he said, shaking his head.  “I’m sure you guys can come up with a good counter-strategy.  You’ve done almost all of this without me anyway.  Hell, most of them would be afraid to talk if I’m there.”


Taro laughed.  “I keep telling them that you’re not what the girls say you are, but they’re wrapped up in the idea of it.”


“What idea?’


“That you’re such a complete badass that even the board of governors are afraid of you,” he replied.  “They think they gave you the scholarship out of raw fear when you demanded to come to the school.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Kato snorted.


“I’ll say.”


He gave a bit of a surprise and looked back and down as Chihaya hurried up to them, then slowed to match their pace, walking beside Kato.  “Only complete weenies would be afraid of this wussy jerk,” she said, pushing at Kato’s side.


“Don’t you have something better to do, Chihaya?  Like anything?” he demanded.


“Nope.  Keeping an eye on you when you’re outside of class is the best thing I can do right now.  Keeps the girls safe from you.”


“Oh please, don’t you start with that crap too,” he complained, looking down at her.


She put her hands behind her head and looked up at him, her expression wickedly amused.  “Well, if it bothers you, then that’s even more reason to be here,” she taunted.


“Bitch, I’m about to punt you onto the elementary school playground.”


“You’re not man enough to tie my shoelaces, you freakishly long-legged wuss,” she shot back.


Taro wisely started slowly drifting away from Kato’s other side.


The two of them bickered all the way down to the first floor, where the only boy’s bathroom in the building was located.  She waited outside for Kato to finish, then harangued him all the way back up to the classroom.  Her determination to shadow him kept him from going out to talk to the other guys, since they wouldn’t talk strategy with her there, so he and Taro returned to their classes.  Only when he was back in his seat did she relent, leaving him to eat his lunch in relative peace.


And she kept at it.  She waited until he was ready to leave, and when he left at the end of instruction, she walked with him and Taro down the hall.  She shadowed them all the way to the sidewalk outside the main gate, and when he and Taro split up—Taro lived in the other direction—she fell into step beside him, holding her attaché over her shoulder like the boys tended to do.  “What are you up to?’ he demanded.


“Just what I said,” she said.  “Any time you leave class, I’m gonna be there.  I’m gonna make sure nothing happens,” she said strongly, looking up at him.  “I’m the only one in school that can keep you under control, Cano, so I’m gonna be like your own shadow.  So long as I’m there, you’ll be the nice behaved little mutt that you are.”

“And you think I’m gonna just let that happen?”


“You got no choice,” she said smugly.  “What are you gonna do?  Fight me?  Not only will I kick your ass, but you’ll be bounced out of Onnajiki in a heartbeat for getting into a fight with a girl.”


He glared down at her, but she just looked up at him with a smug, victorious look.


“Get used to me, mutt,” she said liltingly.  “Because you’re on my leash now, and I’m gonna yank on it whenever I please.”

That became her new favorite term for him, mutt.  And she carried through with her threat, because from that day on, any time he set foot on Onnajiki’s campus, she was right there.  She shadowed his every move, from the moment he passed through the gates until the moment he left, only losing sight of him when he was in the bathroom or in the locker room.  And she didn’t just follow him around in silence.  She was always quick with a barb or a caustic comment.  He found her absolutely infuriating, but she was right; he was trapped by what was going on there at school.  If he made her stop, she could just run to the teachers or the student council and easily get him expelled from school, because they were looking for any reason to get rid of him.


He endured her annoying little game for nearly two weeks, as he tried to come up with some way to turn the tables on her, but he had nothing.  She had him, she had him in the palm of her hand, and there was nothing he could do about it.  He couldn’t even intimidate her into stopping, because Chihaya was the one girl in school that wasn’t afraid of him.  She even started walking to and from school with him, which was easy for her since they lived nextdoor to each other and she knew that he lived by a schedule that he couldn’t easily change.  Whenever he opened the door to take Maria to school, there she was.  And Maria liked Chihaya—no accounting for taste—so the two of them would always chat like he wasn’t there as he was forced to endure her presence.  When he finished school and had to go home to change for work, there she was, escorting him out of the classroom and walking with him all the way to his front door, thoroughly enjoying every second of his discomfort, day after day.


This was her revenge for him holding her off the ground by her foot, humiliating her in front of the class, and she meant to sink the dagger in his back very slowly before she twisted it.  Over those two weeks, she made it clear to everyone that Cano Kato, the Yankee Brute as they called him, was held fast at the end of Chihaya’s leash.  She controlled him, she owned him, and she didn’t let him forget that for a second.

The annoying little bitch even started invading his personal life.  He came home from work on the following Monday and found her sitting at his table, chatting with Maria as she prepared dinner.  That was very nearly the last straw, though she certainly didn’t look phased in the slightest when he glared absolute death at her after opening the door.  “What in the hell are you doing here?” he demanded.

“She bought the ingredients for dinner tonight,” Maria declared, which made him snap a hot look towards Chihaya.


“She what?”


“I’ve made a deal with Maria,” she said, nearly smugly.  “I can’t cook to save my life, but she’s a very good cook.  So, she agreed that if I buy the ingredients, she’ll cook what I want to eat.”

“With the deal being, she buys enough for all of us,” Maria elaborated.  “Which I think is only fair.”


“Not that I much like buying you food, but it’s only fair that Maria gets to eat what she makes.  And she wouldn’t agree to it without adding you to the deal,” Chihaya said, giving him a smirk.


“Seriously?” he said, looking at Maria accusingly.  “I have to deal with her every damn minute of every day at school, and now you’re letting her invade our home?”


She left the kitchen, grabbed him by the arm, and pulled him out onto the walkway outside.  The moment she closed the door, she glared up at him.  “You’re acting like a child, Kato!” she said in Portuguese.  “You’re going to go back in there and apologize for being rude!”

“I will not!” he retorted, looking down at her.  “You of all people should know how much she drives me crazy!”


“This is my chance to do something for you, big brother!  For us!  You work so hard, you give up so much for me, and I’ve never been able to give anything back to you!  You buy me nice things, and you never have anything for yourself!  You sleep on the floor in the living room just so I can have my own bedroom!  This is my chance to do something for you, big brother!  My chance to help!  If she’s buying some of our food, that’s money that we save for other things!  Things for you instead of me!  I’ve never been able to do anything for you, Kato!  All I could ever do is cook for you so you have something nice to eat when you come home from work.  And if I can do that and help us, help us save money, then that’s what I’m going to do!”


He gave her a surprised look.


“So, I’m asking you, big brother.  Let me do this for you, for us, because it finally lets me feel like I’m doing something more than being a burden,” she nearly pleaded.


“Maria!” he said in surprise, kneeling down and putting a hand on her shoulder, looking up at her.  He’d learned long ago that doing that was much less intimidating, that his height could even intimidate his sister sometimes.  “You were never a burden!  I do what I do because I love you!  After everything they did to you, you deserve everything I can give you!”

“And I want to do this because I love you, brother!” she returned.  “I know that Rika can be annoying, but she’s actually not that bad!  All I ask is that you let me cook for her, because it means that we get our dinners for free.  You can throw her out every night the minute she’s done eating.  Just let me do this for us, Kato, so I can wake up in the morning and know that I’m doing everything I can for us, the same as you.”

He looked up at her for a long moment.  It was the first time she had ever said anything about how he took care of her, and he had no idea that it bothered her so much.  Though, it wasn’t fair to her to just think that she didn’t think anything of the fact that he sacrificed to give her the life she deserved.  He put a hand on her cheek, which made her smile, her eyes brimming with unshed tears, and it nearly broke his heart.


“Alright,” he said in a soft voice.  “If it means so much to you, alright.  But I want you to know, sister, that you are never a burden,” he told her, then he pulled her into a fierce hug.

“I love you, Kato.”


“And I love you, Mia.”


They went back inside, where Chihaya was tapping on her phone as she sat at the table.  Maria gave him a strong look, then returned to the kitchen.  “Dinner will be ready in a little bit,” she announced.  “Brother, go clean up.  You can’t eat like that.”


“So I’m not the only one that pulls your leash, eh mutt?” Chihaya asked absently, not even looking at him.


“Keep talking, girl.  Next time I throw you off the walkway.”


Much to his distinct displeasure, Chihaya joined them for dinner.  It was a dinner that surprised him, pork cutlets, stir fry vegetables, yukke, sushi rolls, and rice.  The pork by itself was pretty expensive, but the yukke wasn’t cheap either because of the tuna that went into it.  That meant that Chihaya had invested some yen into the meal, and in a way, he saw her reasoning.  It was cheaper to buy the ingredients and have a good cook prepare it than it was to buy it in a restaurant, so it was a good deal for Chihaya.  And since she bought the food, it was a good deal for Maria and Kato as well.  They couldn’t often afford something as expensive as pork cutlets, so that dinner was a rare treat for them.  The only thing it cost him was having her sitting across from him at his own dinner table, chatting it up with Maria between bites of the meal she bought for them.

But he could endure.  He would endure, if it made Maria happy.  And that was the most important motivator in his life.  If it made Maria happy, he could never find it in his hear to refuse.


It was almost like that bitch had invaded every aspect of his life.


It was a fine morning in early March, the air warm, birds chirping, the cherry trees just days from blooming as he walked away from the apartment building and towards school.  He was at the end of a trio, with Maria beside him and Chihaya on the other side.  The arrangement where they cooked her dinner had expanded over the last couple of weeks to where she now also ate breakfast with them and received her own box lunch, both of which he made.  It annoyed him to no end to cook for that little punk, but she was buying the ingredients, and he couldn’t deny that her buying so much of their food was helping them a lot.  They had a significant surplus at the end of last month, enough for him to buy Maria a Switch, which was all the rage with her classmates.  They brought them to school and played co-op games before class and during lunch, and now she had her own Switch, which let her fit in with her friends.  He had to lie to her a little with that, telling her that he’d bought himself a few things too, but the honest truth was, there wasn’t anything he particularly wanted or needed.


Maria needed the Switch so she wasn’t the odd girl out among her rich friends, so Maria got a Switch.  It was just that simple.

School remained in a holding pattern.  The boys were making it nigh impossible for the student council to force them out, and no more boys had transferred out since they organized.  The boys remaining were making it clear that they weren’t going anywhere, and their tactics were making it impossible to manufacture any false accusations that would stick enough to force them to transfer out or get them expelled.  And in a way, the boys were winning.  More and more girls were starting to accept the idea of boys attending their school, as they got to know the boys and found that they weren’t what the student council and their parents tried to make them out to be.  They weren’t depraved sex-crazed perverts, they weren’t ultra-violent thugs and delinquents.  They were boys that the board had chosen to fail, chosen because the girls would automatically dislike them because they were lower class, and in Kato’s case chosen because they thought he was a violent delinquent, but it was turning out that those blue-collar working class boys were diligent, hard-working, and well-behaved.  All they wanted was the opportunity that attending a school like Onnajiki could give them, and they were doing their damndest to make the most of it.

And that was the massive error the board of governors made when they concocted their scheme.  They chose those boys thinking that because they weren’t upper class, that they would put their impulses and hormones over their educations and their futures.  They didn’t understand that when boys like them were given such a huge opportunity to make a better life for themselves, that they would throw everything into making the most of it.  And the biggest aspect of it was that they only chose lower class boys with high test scores, so as to protect the academic standing of Oannajiki, not taking into account the idea that boys that worked so hard to get good grades were focused and disciplined young men that would work even harder when they came to Onnajiki.


It was a basic, nearly silly mistake, but it showed just what upper class snobs like them thought of anyone not rich or socially connected.  They thought in their arrogance and superiority that even though those lower class commoners had high test scores, that they were all still uncouth, perverted savages that would succumb to their base natures the instant they were put into an environment where they were surrounded by girls.


Things between him and Chihaya hadn’t changed very much, but there was a little.  They still fought far more than anything else, but when Maria was with them, they did try to behave like civilized human beings.  That was because Maria really liked Chihaya, for some ungodly reason, and Chihaya wouldn’t bait Kato when Maria was there.  So, he’d learned a little bit about her from her talks with Maria when he was present.  She was the youngest child of some rich family that owned a big company, but she wouldn’t say which, and her family lived in Tokyo.  She’d gone to Onnajiki since she was in first grade, living in the dorms when she was younger and moving to an apartment when she turned 15, which was the minimum age Onnajiki allowed girls to live off campus alone.  She only saw her family over the summer break every year, and Kato had the feeling that she didn’t like them all that much, so it worked out for her.  Like many high school students, she got money from her family for her living expenses, so she could focus on her clubs and her studies.  She got good grades, but didn’t belong to any clubs, preferring to spend her time after school hanging out with her friends.  She was part of a group of girls who had gone to Onnajiki since first grade together, which was why the girls in the school were so tight-knit.  They’d known each other since they were six or seven, they were the only real permanence in their lives since they were sent to a boarding school at such a young age.  Their friends were more of their family than their real family ever was, and that actually explained quite a bit to him about why the girls of Onnajiki had reacted so negatively to the government forcing them to integrate.


It wasn’t so much boys being allowed into school—though that did play a major part of it—it was these closed circles, cliques of friends who had been together for years being forced to allow outsiders into their private domain.  In many ways, Onnajiki was their home, the only home many of them had ever really known, and they took great offense to having strangers invade it.  It was just especially rancorous to them that the invaders were boys.  In a sexist, male-dominated society like Japan, boys being pushed into their school was like them losing their last bastion of refuge from an outside that saw them as lesser.

That was something he discussed with Taro a couple of days ago, with hopes that the boys could take that into account when they planned out their future strategies.


Today, he wasn’t looking forward to class very much.  Today was the first day they’d be at the pool for gym, it had been opened for activity—warm weather came very early in the year in Kagoshima—and he wasn’t entirely sure how that was going to go.  For one, Kato would be joining the girls in his class at the pool, and neither they nor he seemed overly enthusiastic about that idea.  A few girls in class had already protested the idea of a boy being at the pool with them in their swim suits, and he didn’t like the idea of all of them staring at him.


Because they were going to stare at him.  Kato wasn’t vain, but he was fully aware that he was in peak physical condition, that he had a body honed by his practice of martial arts, which when combined with his handsome face made him physically attractive.  And it may sound a little odd, but he didn’t want any girls gawking at him.  They often decried being ogled by boys as a reason to keep the boys out, well, he didn’t want a bunch of girls staring at him the same way.  Especially not girls whose infatuation with him might cause him serious problems later on, even may get him expelled.  If they were at a water park somewhere and it was girls that didn’t go to his school staring at him, he wouldn’t care.  But not these girls, not here, and certainly not now.

They lost Maria before they reached the gates of the elementary school, as she left them to run after a few of her friends, and that made him nearly smile.  Much to his eternal relief, Maria was accepted by her classmates.  They didn’t care that she was working class.  They liked Maria for who she was, not how rich she was.  The friendships she’d made when she first arrived had held, and she was in a place where she was accepted, she had friends, and she was happy.  Her friends didn’t care that she wasn’t rich.  They didn’t care that she wasn’t Japanese.  They liked Maria for her kind and giving personality, for her intelligence and her confidence.  Maria could light up a room with her smile, and that charisma had worked on her classmates.  And that made all of this worth it.


“So,” Chihaya said after Maria ran ahead of them.  She had her hands behind her head, which was one of her favorite poses, her attaché handle held in both hands.  “Are you wearing a standard one piece at the pool, mutt, or a bikini?”


He looked over and down at her, giving her a dark look.  She looked up at him with a steady expression, though there was a hint of malicious mirth dancing in her brown eyes.  “Don’t start with me, Chihaya.  Not today.”


“I’ll start with you whenever I damn well please, mutt,” she retorted, reaching over and driving her open palm into his side, trying to push him.  She wasn’t very successful.  “And if you skimped on the beef in my box lunch, I’m gonna chain you to the flagpole at lunch and make you sit out there all afternoon.  I paid for that beef.”


“Stuff it, bitch,” he growled in reply.


She just smirked at him.


The day progressed normally up until gym, which for them this month was just before lunch, and he went to the locker room and changed, almost dreading having to go out there.  Onnajiki didn’t have an official swim suit for boys, so he was told to wear conservative blue or black swim trunks.  His trunks of choice were the long-legged style currently popular in America, the legs nearly reaching his knees, and he made sure they were tied securely before he left the locker room with his towel, padding down the hall on bare feet to reach the pool.  Onnajiki had two swimming pools, an indoor pool used for competitions and an outdoor pool that was used mainly for gym, though it did have high dive platforms.  The school didn’t use either pool for gym until the outside pool was open, an old policy dating back to when they didn’t have an indoor pool, and they would use the outside pool unless it was raining or unseasonably cool.

As he expected, nearly every girl in class was all but staring at him as he came in from the side gate, his towel thrown over his shoulder.  It was the first time any of them but Chihaya had seen him out of his school uniform, and he could tell that nearly all of them were quite surprised by how his school uniform hid the true lines and chiseled, muscular curves of his body.  That was mainly the blazer.  He looked at them with some annoyance as he put his towel on a chair, as nearly every girl in class openly stared at him, and a few of their expressions were…appreciative.


And that was exactly what he had hoped to avoid.


Class began, and he felt really weird finally doing a gym activity with others.  The teacher had them swim laps in groups relay style, where someone swam to the other side of the pool and back, and the next student dove in when the first returned to the starting point.  He felt almost awkward standing there in line, with Chihaya behind him and Mikirubi in front of him, who constantly looked back at him as if to make sure his eyes didn’t drop below her shoulder level.  And when it was his turn, he maybe made the mistake of attracting even more attention to himself because he wanted to get the lap overwith quickly.  Kato was an excellent swimmer, it was one of the few things that he and Maria could do for free by swimming at the town’s public beach in Ikazumi, so he was both very skilled and had the strength and stamina to be great at it.  Truth be told, swimming was probably his favorite pastime, the one thing he enjoyed doing outside of practicing Capoeira, and both he and Maria were completely at home in the water.  Both of them were very gifted when it came to swimming.  Kato could hold his breath for nearly three minutes underwater because he was a practiced spear fisher, and that was more than long enough for him to swim the entire length of the pool and back underwater, where he could felt much more natural swimming than he did on the surface.

Even Chihaya was giving him a surprised look when he broached the water, and had to be pushed from behind to make her jump in for her lap.  He climbed out and found all of them staring at him even more.  “Where did you learn to swim like that?” Shimamuri asked.


“Spear fishing,” he replied curtly.  “It’s popular in Hokkaido.”


“In that cold water?”


“You get used to it,” he shrugged.  “Besides, the water’s not nearly as cold there as you think it is.  That’s why Hokkaido is so foggy in the winter, because of the warm sea water and the cold winter air.”


Chihaya joined him in the back of the line, and he more or less ignored her and everyone else, at least until he felt someone poking him in the back.  He turned to find Chihaya had done it, and she poked him brazenly in the stomach after he turned around.  “What?” he demanded.

“Just seeing if it’s real,” she replied with a quirky, malicious little smile.


“What the hell does that mean?”


“Never seen you without your shirt, mutt.  I had no idea you were so muscular.”


He almost blushed.  “I work for a living,” he finally said, feeling distinctly uncomfortable…which was why she was doing it.  He should have expected it when she balled up her fist and punched him in his washboard stomach, not that hard, but hard enough to make him wheeze a little.  “What the hell, Chihaya?” he barked.

“Reminding my mutt who pulls his leash.  Bad dogs that yap at their masters get punished,” she said flintily, staring up at him, which made a couple of girls giggle.


“Girl, someday I’m gonna bite back, and you may not survive the experience,” he threatened.  “I’ve been nice to you because you are just a little girl.  I think my eleven year old little sister is taller than you.  And probably has bigger boobs.”


She flushed and almost reflexively crossed her arms over her chest, then she glared up at him.  “You better shut your yap, mutt, before I knock your teeth out!”

And things went downhill from there.  The girls in class were used to them squabbling like kids, so they watched on with amusement as the two of them snapped at each other as they worked their way up the line, until Kato was next to go.  Chihaya, sensing opportunity, distracted him as the girl in front of them swam back, and when she touched the wall, she put both hands on Kato’s chest.  “Your turn!” she shouted, then she pushed him just hard enough for him to try to take a step back.  His foot hit nothing but empty air, so he tumbled backwards.  But not awkwardly.  He had enough presence of mind to control his fall, pushing off with his planted leg and managing a fairly smooth back dive into the pool, and immediately surfaced to give Chihaya a piece of his mind.  But the phys ed teacher beat him to it, screaming Chihaya’s name.  She’d seen her push him into the pool, which was a major violation of the rules.  So, his need for retribution satisfied, he turned and went about swimming his lap with eminent satisfaction.

What was more satisfying was how the teacher made Chihaya formally apologize to him after gym, making her bow to him and tell him that she was sorry for what she did.  For someone like Chihaya, that was way more of a punishment than anything he could have made her do.


So, Kato won that day’s battle in the war that had developed between him and Chihaya, a war that the entire school had come to learn about, and also amused them to no end.

But that day was momentous for more than just getting one up on Chihaya, because it revealed the board’s new offensive in their war against the boys in school…and it was dirty.  The women who sat on the board of governors were all rich and powerful, and they demonstrated that they were willing to use that power outside of school.  When he got home from school to change for work, he found a notice from the building manager.  He opened it without thinking much about it as he went up the stairs, but nearly fell over when he processed what it said.


They were increasing his rent by twenty times!


It was no joke!  The note read We regret to inform you that your rent will be increased from 25,000 yen per month to 500,000 yen per month.  As pursuant with Kagoshima rental rules, this notice is your official 30 day warning.  This rent increase is effective 1 May.  And that was it.  No explanation, no reason, just vastly increasing the rent.  He had no choice but to go straight to work, but he called the management office on his way there to ask why, what was going on, and they wouldn’t talk to him.  The secretary didn’t sound like she liked it, either, telling him that she wasn’t allowed to discuss the matter with him.

After he got home from work—and didn’t tell Maria or Chihaya about this—he managed to track down what was going on.  He found out that the building was owned by a member of the board of governors, and after calling Taro and having him talk to other boys in the building, they found out that only the boys that went to Onnajiki had their rents increased.  The board was starting to squeeze them outside of school, using their money and their power against them.


And there was nothing he could do about it. He spoke to a free legal aid service in Kagoshima, and he found out that the city had very lax rules when it came to renter protections.  Landlords could basically do whatever they pleased so long as they kept their buildings up to safety code.  If the building owner wanted to increase the rent twenty times over, then there was nothing the city could legally do about it.


It was like a kick in the stomach.  He kept quiet and tried to act normally until Maria went to bed, and ended up standing outside as a chilly rain fell and trying to figure out something that he could do.  He couldn’t afford half a million yen a month, not even if he quit school and worked two full time jobs.  Hell, four full time jobs.  That was an insane amount of money.  That meant that they’d have to move, and that was going to really upset Maria.  She loved the apartment, loved the building, and loved the neighborhood.  He wanted to stay in the apartment for Maria, but that would mean working at least two more jobs just to pay the rent, and he wouldn’t be able to hide that from her.  She’d disapprove of him working three jobs on top of school just to keep them in the apartment.


But there was nothing that he could do.  He simply could not afford that rent.  It was beyond his ability, period, end of story.  And making her move from a place that she had grown to love was going to hurt him, in ways Maria wouldn’t be able to understand.  It was like…he’d failed her, failed in his promise to his father to take care of her.

It was a brutal and sober reminder of the power that the rich held, and how powerless people like him really were.  They couldn’t make him quit school, so they were intent on making his life hell as punishment for his insolence.


He was still out there when Chihaya came up the steps, wearing a tee shirt and a pair of knickers with a light jacket on and carrying an umbrella.  She walked past him wordlessly, and he heard her open her apartment door.  But then she came back out and stood at the rail beside him.  “What’s wrong?”


He looked over at her.  “Who said anything’s wrong?”


“Your expression.  I know you well enough to know when something’s bothering you, and it must be major.”


He was quiet a long moment, debating what he should say.  Finally, he took a cleansing breath.  “You can’t tell Maria.  Not yet,” he said seriously.  “I need time to figure out how to break it to her.”


“Break what?”


“We have to move,” he told her, looking over at her briefly.  “The building is owned by a member of the board of governors, and she raised the rent of every boy living here that goes to Onnajiki to where we couldn’t afford it if we worked three full times jobs.  That’s a lot of us, since the school recommended this apartment building when we were accepted.  I talked to a lawyer before work, and there’s nothing we can do about it.  It’s completely and entirely legal.  So, we have no choice, we have to move, at least unless I work three full time jobs on top of going to school, and we starve because there’s no money left over for food.  And Maria would never let me do that,” he sighed.  “But I would.  Maria loves it here, and I don’t want to have to uproot her now that she’s finally found a place that she likes, a place that finally feels like a home to her.  But…I don’t have a choice,” he said quietly.


“That can’t be legal.”


“The lawyer I talked to says that it is,” he replied grimly.  “So, in about a week, you’re going to see just every male student that lives in this building move out.  We can’t afford half a million a month.”


“Half a million?” Chihaya said, nearly choking.


“Yup.  I thought it was a typo when I read the notice, but it’s for real.  Even the guys with well-off parents can’t afford that.  The board made sure to only bring in boys that couldn’t afford to fight back.  They have money, and we don’t.  It’s just that simple.”


“Well…that sucks,” she said darkly, leaning on the rail beside him.


“Tell me about it,” he said without humor, in a quiet, subdued voice.  “I just don’t know how I’m going to break it to Maria.  She was just settling in here.  She’s happy here, and now we have to leave,” he said in a quiet tone of defeat.


She was quiet a long moment.  “I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault,” he snorted.


“In a way, yes it is.  You guys are being treated like dirt, and we girls aren’t doing anything about it.”


“Most of the girls are cheering it on,” he said darkly.


“Not as many as you think there are,” she told him.  “And I think there is something we can do about it.  Let me go make a couple of phone calls.”


“Why bother?” he asked, looking down at her.


“Because I care very much whether or not Maria is living in the streets,” she replied simply, then went back into her apartment.

It was a very subdued bunch of guys that met for lunch in the courtyard the next day.  Those that didn’t live in the building had heard about what happened, and everyone had the same result that Kato did.  The rent hike was legal, there was nothing they could do about it, and there was no way that any of them could afford it.  So, they spent the lunch sharing information about other apartments either within walking distance of Onnajiki or close to the train stations on the same line as the school.  The problem was, they were all getting a deal on the rent because of the school, and what they were going to get in Kagoshima paying the same rent would either be tiny, ratty, or so far away that it would be a major commute to get to and from school.

But, the next day, things went completely sideways, in a way that Kato didn’t expect.  Chihaya was in the apartment when he arrived, sitting with Maria at the table as they looked at some pictures.  “Sit down, we have to discuss something,” Chihaya said before Maria could so much as greet him.

“What’s going on?” he asked, starting to unbutton the front of his work coveralls.  As usual, he was very, very dirty.


“Actually, go change first.  Maria will skin you if you sit at the table like that,” she grinned.


“You bet I will,” Maria agreed.  “At least go take off your coveralls, brother.”


“Alright.”  He went into the bedroom, where he kept his clothes, and took off his coveralls, then put on a pair of shorts and came back out.  He sat down at the far side of the table, and Chihaya pushed a small brochure towards him.  “What’s this?”


“Kawamizu luxury apartments, on the waterfront,” she replied.  “I found us a place to live, at least if you’re on board with the idea.”


“Us?”


She nodded.  “I’m not living here, not after what they did to you guys.  I’m not giving that bitch my family’s money,” she said vehemently.  “I talked to my parents, and they agreed to allow me to move.  I can move wherever I want, and my monthly allowance will be adjusted to cover the rent of my new place.  So, they pay the rent and utilities, but it comes out of my allowance,” she explained.  “I can’t afford to live in a place like this by myself, and that’s where you guys come in.  You need a place to live after what they did to you, so we’re in a position to help each other.  So, we rent a three bedroom apartment and you cover the portion of the rent I can’t pay, which is about ten thousand yen more than what you’re paying in rent here.  Maria said that that’s doable for you guys.  Utilities are included, so we don’t have to worry about that.  We just have to split the rent and the groceries.  This helps both of us,” she said in a reasonable tone.  “The Kawamizu building is a luxury building, so it’s just as nice as this place, and it’s got some additional amenities like a gym and a swimming pool.  The apartments are big, so we’ll have lots of room, and each of us will have our own bedroom.  We’ll have to rent one of the apartments without a view, those are cheaper, but I don’t think any of us are going to care about that too much.  So, what do you think, mutt?” she asked, looking at him.

“You want us to live together?”


“I want to share an apartment, one that neither of us can afford by ourselves,” she answered.  “I spend more time with you guys than I do at home anyway, so it’s not like it’s gonna change things all that much.  If anything, it just means that I don’t have as far to go to come get food.”


“And your parents are alright with you moving in with a guy?”


“They don’t care either way what I do,” she said in a sudden hard voice.  “All they care is that I don’t bother them any more than absolutely necessary.  If they cared, they’d move me into the apartment I wanted without making me pay for it.”


“I think it’s a good idea, brother,” Maria said.  “We can move to someplace nice, and since we’re splitting rent with Rika, we can afford it.  Rika does spend most of her time here, so it’s not like that’s much different.  She comes over as soon as I get home from school most of the time.  I think we can manage an extra ten thousand yen a month.  I was going to start selling my cookies at school for extra money, all the girls love them and they said they’d buy them if I sold them.  I can help with the rent, and as long as we budget right, we can still feed ourselves.”


“It won’t be as good eating as before, since I’ll have less money, but we can pool our resources for groceries,” Chihaya declared.  “I know it’s gonna annoy you having to live with me, mutt, but look into my eyes and tell me it’s not a good idea.  This way, we both get something we want, and you’re not living in a filthy hovel.”


“What do you get?”


“Easy.  Part of the deal is, I do no chores,” she declared.  “You two do all the cooking and the cleaning and the laundry.  Since I’m paying the lion’s share of the rent, it’s only fair that I don’t have to do chores.  I am still responsible for a portion of our food budget, however, we just won’t be eating quite as good as we have been.  We won’t have the money for pork and beef and chicken almost every night,” she admitted.  “But it’s worth it.  The Kawamizu building is really nice, the apartments are huge, and it’s only a block away from a train station that’s on the same line as the station here.  That’ll make it easy to get to and from school.  You guys get a nice place to live, I get to get out of chores and still get good meals, and all we have to do is manage to not kill each other while sharing a bathroom,” she said, giving Kato a grin.  That made Maria laugh.  “Well, mutt?  What do you think?”

He was honestly surprised.  He looked at the two of them, Chihaya giving him a steady look and Maria a hopeful one, telling him without words where she stood in the matter.  It would definitely be much more annoying, having Chihaya in the house all the time, but he couldn’t deny that he wasn’t going to get a deal like this anywhere else.  He couldn’t afford anything decent on his salary at his part-time job, and that was just simple truth.  The apartments he’d looked at were either disgusting, in neighborhoods too dangerous for a girl like Maria, or simply too far away from Onnajiki to make living there feasible.  The only affordable apartments in good neighborhoods were so far from the train stations that it would force them to commute for hours just to get to or from school, and he didn’t want to have to do that to Maria.

Maria.  In all things, Maria came first, and from that point of view, then this was his best possible option.  It put Maria in a secure building in a good neighborhood.  It put her in a place where he wouldn’t be worried if she went out by herself, because the harbor district was high class and had tons of police there, making it very safe.  It put them on a train line that was a direct shot to school, so they wouldn’t have to change trains, which would make their commute easy and relatively short…maybe twenty or thirty minutes one way.  That was more than manageable.  Since he could walk to work from school, it also made it easy for him to get home from work, since he’d be going to the same train station.


He really didn’t have much of a choice.  This was what was best for Maria, and so it was what was  best for him.  Living under the same roof with Chihaya was going to be super-annoying, but he’d endure it.  He’d deal with it, he’d deal with whatever it took in order to give Maria the life she deserved.  And she deserved to live in a well maintained, clean, safe apartment in a good neighborhood, a place where she could live without fear.  And this was the best way to do it.


“For Maria,” he said simply.  “I’ll do it.”  That made Maria squeal in delight, rapping her hands on the table rapidly.


“For Maria,” Chihaya repeated with a slight smile.  “Okay then!  I’ll talk to the building manager in the morning, and we’ll go down and look at the apartments and sign the lease on Saturday.  Sound like a plan?”


“We don’t have very much, so it won’t be that hard for us to move,” Maria said eagerly.  “We can move the day we get the keys!”


“I’ll have to see what expenses we’ll be facing living there, so I can redo our budget,” Kato said.  “I’m sure things are more expensive in the harbor district, plus we’ll have to buy passes for the train.  We may have to make some hard choices, Maria,” he warned.


“It’s okay, brother,” she replied.  “Like I said, I hope to be bringing in some income myself with my cookies.  All the girls love them,” she smiled.


“There is something you could do for extra cash, mutt,” Chihaya said.


“What?”


“Did you know that if you get into the regional finals for NHK’s Japan’s Got Talent, you get a fifty thousand yen prize?  And if you get into the nationals, the lowest prize is two hundred thousand?”


“A talent show?  What talent do I have that would get me that far?”


“Well, I bet you’d be an incredible dancer,” she said seriously.  “I remember seeing how you moved when we took down those goons that were giving me a hard time.  I bet you’d make the regional finals easy with a dance routine.”


“Dance, hah!” Maria snorted.  “Just play guitar, brother!”


“Guitar?  You play guitar?” Chihaya asked curiously.


“He’s amazing!” Maria gushed.  “He could be in a rock band!”


“Yes, I play the guitar,” he replied, almost shortly.  “No, I couldn’t be in a rock band.”


“I’ve never seen you play guitar.”


“Do you see a guitar in this apartment?” he asked archly.  “I had to sell the guitars to fund the move to Kagoshima.”


“We had to sell our father’s guitars, which were very dear to him, and also dear to us,” Maria said, her voice subdued.  “But it was the only way we could get enough money to move here.”


“I—I’m sorry, Maria.  I didn’t know,” Chihaya said contritely.


“It was all we had left from our father,” she continued.  “The government took away everything else, but Kato managed to keep the guitars.”


“What do you mean, took away?”


“Just that.  Took away,” Kato said strongly.  “They took our home, they took all our belongings.  They left us each with one suitcase and what extra things we could carry, and they took the rest.  All our mom’s family heirlooms, gone.  My dad’s record collection, all his other musical instruments, his car, and his motorcycle, gone.  Our furniture, gone.  They took it all,” he said with growing anger.

“That can’t be legal,” Chihaya protested.


“Oh yes it is,” Kato nearly seethed.  “Because we were minors, we were orphaned, and we’re not Japanese citizens.  The government took everything and used some law that says that the government can confiscate the property of kids like us, immigrants who get orphaned on Japanese soil, in order to help pay for our care.  So they took it.  They took everything,” he said hotly.


“Wow.  I’m sorry to hear that,” Chihaya said, her voice sincere.  “I had no idea you guys had it so rough.”


“It’s okay, Rika.  It was years ago, and we’re in a better place now,” Maria said, giving her a brave smile.  “But big brother could win if he played guitar, easy!”

“Not going to happen, Maria,” he said with a snort. “No way in hell am I ever going to go on a talent show.”


“So, how many other hidden talents do you have, mutt?” Chihaya asked lightly.  “You speak more languages than anyone else in school, you have the second highest scores in our grade, you turn out to be a martial arts expert, you swim like a fish, and now I find out that you can play the guitar.”


“Big brother is full of surprises, Rika,” Maria said with a giggle.  “Now, since we’ve made our decision, let me get dinner started while you two talk about the finances, and all that other stuff I don’t really understand.”

They did just that.  He sat down with Chihaya and they ironed out how they were going to handle the finances of moving into an apartment together, which took more than long enough for Maria to cook a quick and easy dinner of stir fry vegetables, grilled fish filets, and miso soup.  To her credit, Chihaya was totally serious about the idea, and it was clear from talking to her that she was well versed enough in managing her own finances that she wasn’t going to screw things up or be a burden.  Like them, she’d been living by herself for years, so she knew how to budget money and plan for expenses.  And talking to her did warm him to the idea a little, because he was sure that Chihaya wasn’t going to cause any problems when it came to paying the bills.  She was a responsible young lady when it came to things like that, and that was very important to him.  Responsible meant dependable, and he grew more and more easy about the idea of them sharing the expenses of renting an apartment.  She knew when to be serious when it came to important matters, and this was an important matter.  Maria set out dinner for them as they continued to discuss the idea, and all three of them got more and more enthusiastic about it the more they talked about it.  They had a pretty good framework for the way things would work by the time they finished eating.

By the time Chihaya went home for the night, they had a plan, and Kato was actually satisfied with the idea.  It kept Maria in a safe, clean apartment, and while he was sure that he and Chihaya would fight like cats and dogs if they were sharing living space, she wouldn’t flake out when it came to the important things like paying bills.  That would make enduring her much easier to bear.


He would live with having that annoying little bitch around him almost all the time so long as he kept Maria happy, and Maria was very happy with this idea of them becoming roommates.  That was what mattered to him most.


He had to admit…he was impressed.


The Kawamizu building was every bit what one would expect out of a luxury high rise apartment building.  It had controlled entry in the form of key cards to get into the building, it had a security man in the lobby at all times, and the building had a lot of amenities for those that lived in the building.  It had a gym on the first floor, a fairly large pool behind the building for tenants, and a private parking garage for those tenants that owned cars.  The apartment itself was gigantic, with a nearly cavernous main living room, large kitchen, separate dining room, and three bedrooms.  The apartment they chose, the cheapest three bedroom unit in the building, was on the second floor and faced the building across the street, putting them closest to the noise of street traffic and giving them no view, but it was more than worth it because of the sheer size of the apartment.  The apartment was bigger than the house they lived in back in Hokkaido, before their father died.  It was fully furnished, it had all appliances, even a washer and dryer, and the bathroom was huge, a traditional Japanese-style bathroom with a full size tub, a shower area, and a separate water closet holding the toilet.  The apartment had two water closets, allowing them to not disturb someone taking a bath, and had walk-in closets in all three bedrooms.

In a word, it was the best place they’d ever had the chance to live.


The rent was three times his monthly salary, which put a place like this far beyond their means, but that was where Chihaya came in.  She was responsible for about three quarters of the rent with her monthly allowance from her parents, with Kato and Maria making up the rest of it.  That gave them enough left over money to eat—though not extravagantly—handle the expenses of daily living, and cover the occasional additional expense that might pop up from time to time.  They would live modestly in this luxury apartment, but all three of them were willing to sacrifice some luxury for the chance to live in a place this nice.


The building was located firmly in the center of the harbor district, which was both the main tourist area of Kagoshima and also one of its largest shopping districts.  Things were indeed more expensive here than back in the old apartment, but they weren’t that much more expensive, and they had access to everything they needed within walking distance of the building.  There was a food supermarket on the corner, just half a block away, and the shopping district behind it had all the sundries and things that they’d need for day to day living.  And what mattered to Kato, the area was a place where he would have no worries about Maria walking around by herself, even at night.  It was heavily traveled and there was a significant police presence in the area, making it a very low crime area and thus safe for a little girl walking home in the evening.  To make it even better, the train station was just a block away from the building, and it was straight shot to the station closest to Onnajiki, which was five blocks from the school.   They wouldn’t have to change trains to get to and from school., and that would make it easy for them.  If they got lucky with the train, it would only add about half an hour to their daily commute.  The train ride itself took about twenty minutes, so how long it took in reality depended on how long they had to wait for the next train to arrive.

They had arrived early on Saturday morning after a fairly tense week at school.  The boys were very angry about being thrown out of their apartments, and they had to scramble to find new places to live.  They’d gotten some help from a couple of the girls in school that were sympathetic to their cause, one of them being the daughter of a landlord.  She talked to her father and got most of the boys into a building on the train line with Onnajiki.  They were student apartments, so they were tiny, but they were cheap, more than within the budget of the average high school student.  That put most of the boys in the same building, much as it was now.  So, they’d be picking up many of the boys that went to school with them on the train as they went to school, since they’d be riding the same train to get there.


It did show Kato and many of the boys that they weren’t alone in this fight against the student council and the board.  There were some girls in school that didn’t only sympathize with them, but would actively help them…and boy, were the student council and the board furious about it.  But they didn’t actively retaliate against the girl who did it, because that was crossing a line that they didn’t want to cross.  If they went after her, they’d anger her parents, who were rich…they had to be for her to be going to Onnajiki.  While they may not fear one angry parent here or there, what they did not want to do was turn a number of parents against them, whose combined wealth and power might cause the board some major problems.  They had to tread very carefully when it came to the girls.


The building worker showed them around the apartment, and while Chihaya and Maria were in one of the bedrooms, looking it over, he discreetly broached a subject that must have been bothering him or the building staff.  “Are you and Madam Chihaya going to be, ah, sharing a bedroom?”


He looked at him.  “No.  We’ve gone in on this apartment as roommates,” he replied steadily.  “She is a friend of our family.  She and my sister are very close.”


“Ah.  Very well,” he said with a nod.  “So, you would be the person we call when discussing important matters?”


“Chihaya is who we’ve decided is the one responsible for paying the rent, as in bringing you the check, so you’ll be dealing with her over those matters,” he answered.  “If it’s any other matter, you can contact either her or me.  My little sister will have no responsibility over affairs of the house.”


“I understand,” he nodded.  “I’ll make a note of that in your tenant file.”


“Thank you.”


“It’s our pleasure, sir,” he smiled.


After the tour of the building and the inspection of the apartment, they received their official “keys” to the apartment, in the form of the combination for the front door lock and the key cards to get into the building.  They were officially allowed to move in, and that was exactly what he and Maria did.  They didn’t have very much, so it was a very simple matter to take the train home, get their bags and a couple of boxes they put on a rented dolly, and then ride back and bring them in.  And just like that, they were moved in.  They spent the evening putting their stuff away and setting up the kitchen with their utensils and stuff.

The work came on Sunday, when they helped Chihaya move in.  She had a lot more stuff than they did, since she’d been living in Kagoshima for years, and it took eight trips back and forth to get all her stuff into the apartment.  Kato was actually feeling it a little bit when the brought in the last of the boxes, and then he went shopping while Maria helped her settle her things into her room and add her cooking stuff into the kitchen.  Chihaya was setting up the TV mounted on the wall with her streaming sites when he came in, sitting on the Western couch with her feet on the coffee table, remote in her left hand as she set up her account.  It was almost a weird coincidence that Chihaya, Kato, and Maria were all left-handed, which meant that there were no hand clashing issues between them.  “You look tired, Chihaya,” he noted as he carried in the grocery bags.


“Taking a quick break.  And I think you can call me Rika, mutt.  We are living in the same apartment now,” she said with a quirky smile in his direction.  “Or at the very least, you can call me Master.  I do own you, after all,” she grinned.

“I’ll call you by your first name when you call me by my actual name,” he said evenly as he went to the kitchen.


“Never, then,” she grinned.


“You’re not getting things off to a good start,” he warned as Maria came out of the bathroom.


“Don’t you two start already,” she protested.  “We just got Rika moved in!”


“Blame her, not me,” Kato said as he set the bags on the counter.  “I managed to get everything on the list, Maria, but we don’t have much money left over.  So you’ll have to watch your yen while at school until I get paid.”


“No problem, all I use money on there is to buy stuff from the vending machines.  I can just stop doing that and bring my own snacks,” she replied.  “It would be cheaper anyway.  Did you get the stuff I need for the cookies?’


“It was on the list, wasn’t it?’ he replied lightly.


“Awesome!  I’ll get started on them after dinner,” she declared.  “I’m gonna take some samples to school and see if any of the girls want to buy them.”


“What’s for dinner?”


“Sushi and vegetables,” Maria replied.  “We’ll be on a bit of a tight menu until payday.  We may be eating rice and instant ramen for a couple of days, if my cookies don’t sell.”


“Okay.  I’m sure not used to that,” she laughed.


“Welcome to being poor, Rika,” Maria grinned.


“We’re not poor, we’re just spending our money on something more important than food.  People who live in apartments like this one aren’t poor,” she replied, almost airily.  “Besides, I’m sure you guys know how to make cheap food taste good, given how good both of you can cook.  So surprise me with your culinary wizardry,” she said grandly.

“Maria does make some really good budget sushi and croquets,” Kato said approvingly.


“Not as good as your potato croquets, brother,” she replied with a smile.  “Now let’s get dinner started while Rika finishes settling into her room.”


It wasn’t as bad as he thought it might be.  He and Maria both cooked dinner, which was always good time for him since he got to spend time with her, and then they ate at the table as they discussed the upcoming week.  As usual, Chihaya was much less aggressive and annoying when in private than she was in public, and he could almost say that she was a pleasant roommate as they talked about what they expected would happen next week.  “Remember, Rika, I do laundry every day after school,” she said as they finished up eating.  “So put your clothes in the laundry basket by the washer after you change.”


“Why every day?”


“Brother only has two sets of coveralls, so I wash the pair he wears home from work for him. That way he always has clean ones to wear to work the next day,” she replied.  “Since I’m already washing, I just go ahead and wash any other dirty clothes we have.  If anything, it gives me enough clothes to put in the washing machine,” she said lightly.

“Okay then, just remind me tomorrow when we get home.”


“Okay.”

He did some studying while Chihaya finished setting up her room, long enough for Maria to retire to her room for the night to rest after the long day.  Chihaya came out and grabbed a bottle of tea out of the refrigerator not long after Maria went to bed…though she probably wouldn’t go to sleep for a good hour.  She’d be too busy texting her friends in school about the move and whatever else was important to a bunch of 11 year old girls.  He was studying at the island rather than in his room, since he wasn’t all that used to having his own room, so it was habit for him to study wherever he had room to put out his notebooks.


His room had a Western style queen size bed, which were becoming more and more popular in Japan.  He hadn’t slept in a bed in years, and he wasn’t sure if he was going to like it.


“I wondered if you ever actually studied,” she mused.  “I’ve never seen you do it.”


“You go home before I have the chance to,” he replied absently.  “Finished setting up your room?”


“Yeah,” she replied.  “I really like that room.  I’ve never had that much space.”


“You did when you lived in your own apartment.”


“In a bedroom,” she corrected, almost challengingly.  “So, think we can manage this without killing each other?” she asked lightly, leaning on the island.


“That depends entirely on you,” he replied calmly.  “Just remember that I will treat you the way you treat me.  No more, no less.”


“Fair enough.  But don’t expect me to go easy on you at school.  I have to keep you firmly under control,” she said swaggeringly.


“Go play your game,” he told her dismissively, which made her laugh.


The dynamic had definitely changed.


On a sunny, delightfully warm morning in the last week of March, Kato, Chihaya, and Maria left the train station and started for the school, which was just a few blocks down the street.  It was the week before finals, the end of the winter term, with spring break and the new term looming on the horizon.  The spring term for just about everyone else was the start of the new academic year.  But for them, it was just the second of their three terms in their academic year, given Onnajiki ran their academic year differently from every other school.  They walked with other students who also took the train to school, a disproportionate number of them boys due to them living in the same building along the line, and students from all three Onnajiki schools, all wearing their uniforms that shared the same color scheme of crimson, white, and black.  The middle schoolers turned a corner when they reached a cross street, splitting off from them because the entrance to their campus was on the other side of the compound.


They had lived in the apartment together for nearly three weeks, preparing for finals that would start next week, and it had gone a lot smoother than Kato expected.  Chihaya got along very well with Maria, and at least at home, she wasn’t a complete overbearing bitch to him.  She still bossed him around at school, and they still argued quite a bit, but there were times when he actually didn’t mind them sharing an apartment all that much.  In school, however, she was exactly the same, and it was at school that they had the vast majority of their arguments.


They hadn’t hidden what they did.  Maria still had her school friends over, and all of Chihaya’s friends knew that she had moved into a new luxury apartment with Kato and Maria.  And to their credit, they didn’t jump to any conclusions about it.  They knew that they had done it purely to share expenses, though it did surprise quite a few of Chihaya’s friends that she would move in with someone she argued with almost constantly.  Just about everyone speculated that they must fight like cats and dogs at home, when the truth was, he and Chihaya coexisted well enough, if only because Kato generally ignored her and her baiting antics.


Actually, it was their contentious relationship that convinced everyone that it was purely a “business” arrangement.  If they’d been good friends, maybe their peers would think that something was going on.  But the fact that they were well known to fight almost constantly made it clear to everyone that they were living in the same apartment out of necessity.


It did attract the attention of the school.  Both Chihaya and Kato were dragged into the principal’s office and questioned over their new living arrangements, but the simple fact was, the school couldn’t legally do anything about it.  The school had no legal ability to determine where their students lived if they lived off campus…and besides, the school didn’t want to bring attention to living arrangements at the moment, given that the press was snooping around over what happened to the boys.  And while that was also legal, the image that it presented was very much not what the school wanted to project. 

School had changed, for almost everyone, because of what the board did to the boys.  Kato thought that the board wasn’t ready for the reaction they got from the girls over it.  They thought that the girls would just cheer them on as they pulled such a cruel move like evicting boys who weren’t from Kagoshima from the apartments that the school itself arranged for them, and it brought quite a few girls firmly into the fight on the boys’ side.  There was a feeling in school that battle lines were being drawn between the boys and their female sympathizers and the hardliner girls, the student council, and the board.  Everyone had the uneasy feeling that things were going to come to a head, and very soon, because the end of the term and summer vacation was starting to loom on the horizon, and the boys were still stubbornly clinging to their position inside the school.  And Kato felt that the board wanted them out before the end of term, because it would be much harder to get them out if they managed to stay until the fall term began.  It would be much harder for them to transfer to another school because of the way the academy ran their academic year, so they’d be even more motivated to stay at Onnajiki.

Kato was on a side, but he wasn’t an active participant in this war.  He was too busy keeping food on the table and paying his share of the rent.  The increase in the rent had impacted their finances, for both him and Chihaya, resulting in them eating much more modestly since moving into the apartment.  But, while he wasn’t active in the fight, he definitely kept up with what was going on, as well as still being subject to the scrutiny of the black bands.  Boys still had to move about the school in groups to prevent being singled out, and as they expected, three times, the black bands had tried to levy false charges against boys for things that could get them expelled.  All three times, other students had to come to their defense to keep them from being thrown out of school…and all three times, it was girls testifying for the boys that kept them in school.

But today seemed to be very different, because of all the police cars and men in black suits that were on campus when they arrived.  Kato and Chihaya looked around in confusion as over a dozen men wearing black suits moved about the campus, and then one of them told them to report to their classroom immediately and to stay there until told they could leave.  They did so in a bit of confusion, and once they got to their classroom, they found out what was going on.  The Prime Minister himself was making an unannounced visit to the school, and the men in suits were part of the security detail there to secure the campus for his arrival.

Class started on time despite the big brouhaha, and the day started off normally enough despite that.  They couldn’t leave the classroom during their first break, but other than that, it wasn’t all that unusual.  But that changed halfway through the second period, when the principal herself opened the door to the classroom.  “Excuse me, teacher.  Cano Kato,” she called, which startled him.  “Would you please come with me?”


“Yes ma’am,” he replied automatically. He stood up and walked across the classroom, as all the girls watched him go with various expressions, and then fell into step with her.  She said nothing as she led him back to her office, and he didn’t ask any questions.  He’d find out what this was about when he got there.


And boy, did he find out.  He was brought into he office, where the Prime Minister was sitting in the chair in front of her desk.  Three women from the board were standing behind the principal’s desk, facing him, and all three of them looked distinctly unhappy.  He could tell from the pinched corners of their eyes as they tried to hide it behind masks of polite calm.  The aged politician stood up and faced him as he was brought in, and he immediately bowed, quite deeply.  “Mister Prime Minister,” he said respectfully.


“So you know who I am,” he said with a slight smile.


“Of course I do, sir,” he replied.  “I keep up on current events.  Might I ask why I’m here?”


“You’re here to take a picture with me, young man,” he replied evenly.  “On its face, it’s a political story about the success of the Education Equality Act, the law that integrated Onnajiki and allows you to attend this school.”


He looked at him, then the three furious-looking women.  “And the real reason I’m here?”


“I told you that he was sharp, Mister Prime Minister,” the principal said with a little humor in her voice as she returned to her desk, but didn’t sit.  She stood behind it.

“The real reason I’m here is to make sure that the law is applied equally and fairly,” he replied in a soft voice, but yet still reproachful.  “I chose Onnajiki for this statement because it has been the most…reluctant to embrace these reforms.  Simply put, I am making it clear that I am fully aware of what’s going on here,” he said calmly.  “And while I have no direct power to dissuade certain individuals from their intentions, what I can do it make it clear that there will certainly be negative repercussions should they continue on their path,” he added in a direct voice, glancing over his shoulder.  “So, you and I shall take a picture together, Mister Cano, to go with a newspaper article about the school, and how I have come to recognize your accomplishments in person.  In effect, I am making you and Onnajiki Academy the public face for the success of the Education Equality Act.  It will be a grand story about how an orphaned immigrant stranded in Japan after the untimely deaths of his parents has managed to achieve so much despite dealing with great adversity, going from a small fishing village in Hokkaido to one of the most prestigious academies in all of Japan, becoming one of its top ranked scholastic students, and doing it all while he cares for his younger sister. Yours is truly a story of the virtues of determination and perseverance in the face of adversity, young man.  And it will ensure that, should you or other fine, upstanding young men who attend this school are expelled or otherwise forced to transfer, then a great deal of very uncomfortable attention will be placed firmly on Onnajiki.  There may even be investigations,” he said pointedly, which nearly made all three women flinch.


He gave the aging yet still handsome man a look, then gave him the slightest of smiles, then bowed again.  “I would be honored to take a picture with you, Mister Prime Minister,” he said, speaking in the most formal and polite Japanese.


And just like that, the war was over.  He could see it in the faces of the three women.  They were beaten, and they knew it.  They may have the stones to take on the city, maybe even the prefecture, but not the national government.  The Prime Minister himself had come to tell them without being direct that the national government wasn’t going to let them undermine the intent of the law that they passed, and they’d do it by heaping tons of unwanted government attention and the potential of exposing scandalous behavior all over Onnajiki.  And between the two, any organization in Japan would shy away from the appearance of scandal far more than they would unwanted attention from the government.  Kato knew that the board would back off, and while they wouldn’t let the boys ever feel that they were welcome in Onnajiki, the concerted, coordinated attempt to get them out of the school would end.  The boys could stop moving around in groups, could stop moving with extreme care and caution to avoid being put in a position where the student council could levy false charges against them and get them expelled.  In effect, the boys could start acting like they were in a regular high school, and start enjoying their high school years.

Kato was happy to take a picture with the politician, even if he didn’t believe for a second that the man cared a whit about him, his sister, or their struggles.  After all, it was the man’s government and policies that had put so much adversity in their lives for them to overcome to get to where they were today.  Kato was a tool to him, a political prop, nothing more, and would probably denigrate him or insult him the second Kato was out of earshot.  But in this case, this narrow case, Kato was happy to give him what he wanted, because it gave Kato what he wanted in return.


Security.


He returned to the classroom after a photographer took several pictures of him with the Prime Minister, and he could barely contain his smile as he returned to his seat.  The instruction block ended moments later, and Chihaya rushed straight to his desk along with several other girls.  “What happened, mutt?”

“The war is over,” he replied simply, which even attracted the teacher.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, the Prime Minister is here to make it clear to the board, personally, that the national government isn’t going to turn a blind eye to what they’re doing,” he replied.  “And from the looks on their faces, they’re not about to try to cross him.  He made it pretty clear to them, in front of me no less, that he’ll crush them like bugs if they keep trying to get rid of the male students in Onnajiki.  What they’re doing is angering the ruling party, and they’re taking steps.”


“Holy—seriously?” Chihaya gasped.


He nodded.


“Well, I didn’t expect anything like this,” one of the other girls mused.


“Neither did they,” Kato said calmly.


The movement restrictions were lifted just before lunch, and that let word spread through the school like wildfire.  The girls in his class scattered like cherry blossom petals on the wind to tell anyone and everyone what Kato said, and people were fairly sure that he was right when word got out that the student council had issued new orders to the black bands, basically telling them to stop following boys around school.  That information hit the school just before the end of instruction, and when school ended, a few boys tested it by leaving their school rooms alone, Kato being one of them.  Chihaya was with him as they walked out onto the campus, and both of them took note that two pairs of black bands watched him walk by, and they looked pissed.  But they took no action, just watching him and Chihaya walk by them.  That made Chihaya chuckle lightly, then put her arms behind her head and look over and up at him.  “Looks like it’s over,” she declared.

“Thank god,” he replied with a grunt.  “Maybe now we can just go to school like normal people.”  He then wheezed, after Chihaya slapped the back of her hand into his belly, and she wasn’t gentle.


“Don’t you ever forget, mutt, that you’re still on my leash,” she said sternly.  “And I’m gonna keep you on your best behavior, so the black bands have no reason to come after you.”


“Oooh, sounds like someone’s angry that she’s lost some of her power over me,” he said teasingly.  “Can’t threaten to get me expelled now, can you?’


“I can do way worse to you then get you expelled, mutt,” she threatened darkly, balling up her fist and brandishing it at him.  She then squeaked in surprise and flinched when he reached over and flicked her lightly on her nose with his finger.  “Why you jerk!” she barked, and then ended up chasing after him after he dashed forward while she was flinching.  Several girls watched, some laughing, as Chihaya chased him all the way out of the gates and down the street, hurling threats and insults at him.
