
The trip had gone very well so far.

Their first full day in Hawaii, Sunday, they visited Kilauea volcano, which was pretty cool.  They toured the visitor center, then they went up to an observation platform that let them get some great pictures of the caldera, getting shots of a lava fountain.  They were back at the hotel by two, and then had the rest of the day to themselves.  Monday they went on a nature hike through one of the tropical forests on the island, and they were again back by two, which gave them the rest of the day to themselves.  Wednesday was a free day, allowing them to do whatever they wanted, which caused the students to scatter all over the island.  Kato didn’t go anywhere, he did exactly what he hoped to do, he hit the beach and relaxed, lounged about, and did some snorkeling.

He was literally the only student who did.  Everyone else went out to sightsee, including Rika.


Thursday, they spent most of the day on a school activity.  They got on charter planes and flew to Oahu, then they visited the Pearl Harbor Museum, which honestly surprised Kato.  Japan downplayed their loss in World War II in school, so to have the class visit Pearl Harbor was a bit of an honest surprise.  That took just about the entire day, which got them back to the hotel just before sunset.  But that was it for class activities.  They were told that the rest of the trip was free time, but to remember that they were leaving early in the morning on Sunday, so to make sure to be ready to go by 7am Sunday morning.

With the class unleashed, Kato didn’t get to sit on the beach the next day.  He ended up getting roped into a trip with most of the girls from his class and Anna to do some serious shopping in the morning, dragged along due to his fluency in English, and after that, Taro convinced him to go to a minor league baseball game, something that he could afford.  On Friday, he managed to find a little time for himself, slipping out of the hotel before dawn before anyone could latch onto him and drag him along so he could translate, renting a bicycle, and spending quite an enjoyable morning biking on a trail that ran along the coastline.  But when he got back, he found Rika standing by the elevator, waiting for him.  She lambasted him for sneaking off, then grabbed him by the arm and nearly dragged him back into the elevator.  He ended up in a taxi with Rika, Yubete, Shikikomi, Machikura, and Ayame, and they went to a marina.  The girls had booked a snorkeling excursion at a reef away from the beaches, and since they all knew he loved to snorkel and swim, they decided he had to come along.

Also because he spoke English, and they needed him to translate for them with the boat crew.


But he could admit, he had fun.  The reef had all kinds of tropical fish and other cool inhabitants, and he honestly astounded the boat crew with his ability to hold his breath.  “Are you sure you’re not native Hawaiian?” one of them asked with a laugh as they climbed back onto the boat to return.  “Only natives can hold their breath that long!”


“I swim a lot,” he answered mildly as he helped Shikikomi up the ladder.


“What did he say?” Shikikomi asked.


“Accusing me of being half fish,” he replied easily in Japanese.


“You are,” she laughed.  “Half fish,” she said in heavily accented English, pointing at him as she looked at the crew member.


“No doubt,” he chuckled in agreement.


“Dude, if you ever move to Hawaii, call us.  You’d make a killing as a rescue swimmer, given how good you are in the water,” another crew member told him.  “You just have to take a few training courses to get certified.”

“What did he say?”


“Trying to hire me,” he replied with a bit of amusement.


“You’d do good at it,” she grinned.


He also didn’t get away from the others on Friday, but at least they didn’t go anywhere.  He again spent the day relaxing on the beach, but this time he had quite a few other classmates around with him.  Many of them were getting a little tired after days of constantly running around, so quite a few of them decided that Friday was a great day to hit the hotel’s beach and relax a while.  He spent most of the morning and early afternoon playing foot volleyball with some locals, swimming, and reading the book he bought in the hotel gift shop.  But Friday wasn’t all fun and sunshine for him, because it was finally Akio’s chance to bother him.  She’d been busy with her friends for most of the trip, but she found him on the beach on Friday and decided to set up beside him, wearing a string bikini so scandalously skimpy that it would be illegal in some countries.  She had just about every guy on the trip that was there on the beach staring at her helplessly, attention she just lapped up, but she couldn’t get the attention of the one guy she was practically parading around naked to capture.  Kato simply put in his earphones, pulled out his book, and left her fuming as he didn’t so much as look in her direction.

That afternoon, he finally attended his only real chore for the trip, and that was finding a good souvenir for Maria.  She’d been having fun with Sairu, going to Sairu’s family’s beach house not far from Kagoshima with many of their friends.  He wandered the stores and stalls in the late afternoon with Rika, the two of them hunting for some really good souvenirs for Maria.  They found some good ones well off the beaten path, in one of the smaller shops off the walking district.


Saturday was their last day there, and they had most of the day to themselves.  They were going to have a big luau that evening as their final hurrah.  Kato begged off going anywhere, letting the others do some final shopping or beach lounging or day trips while he packed his suitcase early, leaving out only what he needed tomorrow.  Someone knocked on the door, and he didn’t answer it.  When the door opened, he did look over, and frowned immediately when Akio stepped in.  Taro must not have fully closed the door when he left.  “A few of us are going to go get some shaved ice,” she said, sounding entirely casual.  “Would you like to come?”


“Thank you, no,” he replied calmly without looking at her, taking a folded shirt and putting it in his suitcase.  The hotel had a laundry service, so everything he was packing away was either already clean or freshly laundered.

She stood there for a long moment, then he heard her sniffle.  He glanced over to see her looking down, her hand still on the door handle.  “What does it take,” she said softly.  “What does it take to make you look at me, Kato?” she nearly shouted, her voice emotional.  “Why!  Why won’t you look at me!”


He stopped packing, standing up and facing her.  “I told you once before.  I have absolutely no interest in you.  And so long as you try to claim me like I’m some kind of trophy, I won’t give you the satisfaction,” he replied with nearly brutal honesty and calm.


“You’re not a trophy!  You’re the smartest, kindest, most interesting boy I’ve ever met!  Any girl would want you to look at her!” she retorted, tears forming in her eyes.  “So look at me, Kato!  Give me a chance!”

He regarded her, his face a mask of stone.  “I gave a girl a chance once.  She tried to destroy my life, tried to destroy my sister’s life, and all because she didn’t like immigrants living in her town,” he said honestly.  “I’m sorry, but what you want from me…I can’t give you.  It’s been torn out of me by people who said that they loved me, then stabbed me in the back.  I won’t be fooled by a pretty face and honeyed words again,” he said, looking away from her, picking up a folded pair of shorts.  “Never again.”

Akio stood there, tears in her eyes, but an absolutely shocked look on her face, as if she finally understood.  “That’s not fair!  I’m not like that!  I would never do that!”


“You may not be.  But it wasn’t fair to my sister to be put into a house with people who beat and abused her after our father died.  It wasn’t fair for me to be arrested and charged with trying to kill a girl that said she loved me, who got close to me for no reason other than so she could levy that false accusation against me, who went so far as to have her brother punch her so she’d have convincing bruises when she executed her scheme.  But it’s no longer in me to trust you enough to find out if you’re sincere or not.”


She looked at him, then her eyes widened.  “You trust Chihaya,” she nearly accused.  “She treats you like dirt, but you stay with her, because you trust her!”

“She has never been anything but honest, since the day we met,” he said without emotion.  “I know who she is.  I know she would never betray me.  I trust her, I trust her in ways I never thought I’d trust anyone ever again.  She has earned my trust not with her words, but with her actions.  Chihaya took me and my sister in when we were about to become homeless, she saved us from living on the streets, and that is a debt to her that I can never repay.  And what is most important, she is good to my sister, treats her like she’s her own little sister, which Maria desperately needs in her life.  To repay the kindness she has shown to us since we moved to Kagoshima, I stay with her.  I do it because she’s good for my sister.  I do it because I don’t want to lose her as either a roommate or a friend.  I do it because Chihaya needs me, now more than ever after what her parents did to her.”  He was quiet a long moment, then said the one thing he never thought he’s say out loud.  “Chihaya is the only girl in this world I could ever love, because I’ve seen who she really is behind the mask she shows to the rest of the world,” he said with simple dignity.  “It’s almost darkly ironic that the only girl that I could ever love has no interest in me, doesn’t love me in return.  She calls me her mutt.  Well, I am her loyal mutt.  She owns me, Akio.  She owns me body and soul, and I will ever faithfully heel when she pulls my leash, even though I know that I may never be to her what she is to me.  Sometimes life is cruel as well as unfair,” he lamented, then went back to packing his suitcase.

And throughout the entire thing, his expression never once changed.


 Akio just stared at him, then she sniffled and wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand.  “I’m sorry,” was all she said, then she turned and fled the room.

He hoped that his declaration would bring about the end of Akio’s little game.  He laid things out for her, with an honesty that surprised even him, both in what he said and to whom he said it.  But it was the truth.  It was all the complete, honest truth.


He belonged to Rika, body and soul, and only to Rika.  For him, there would never be another.  And it was his typical bad luck that the one girl in the entire world that he loved, he could ever love, did not love him in return.


The flight back to Japan was, well, it was strained.  And he had no idea why.


Rika seemed…mad at him.  Why, he had no idea, but she did.  She barely talked to him the morning they left, sat on the other side of Taro, on the aisle, rather that sit beside him on the flight home, and she was almost militantly silent when they reached the airport and got on the train to get back to the apartment.  He figured that she had something to say, and she was waiting for them to be in private, so he held his curiosity until they were back in their apartment.


“Alright, we’re home.  So tell me why you’re mad,” he said almost as soon as he closed the door.


“I am mad, but not at you,” she replied. “Well, I am, but it’s not really your fault.  But it should be!”


“What are you talking about?”


“What did you say to Akio?” she asked, looking at him.


“What do you mean?”


“At the luau, she nearly bit my head off,” she replied.  “She said a whole bunch of stuff that doesn’t make sense.  So what the hell happened?”

“I turned her down,” he replied calmly, setting his suitcase down, then his carry-on.  “She asked me to go out with her, and I said no.”


“And that’s it?  That’s all you said?”


“That’s all that mattered,” he replied evenly.  Truth was, he told her way more than he intended, but to say that to Rika might cause a strain in their relationship.


“All that mattered?  Be honest!  We’re always honest with each other, mutt!  Don’t start lying to me now!” she barked, tossing her suitcase down and storming over to him.  “What did you say to her?”


“What did she say to you?” he countered, turning to look at her.


“Oh no, you answer the question!  What did you say?  What did you say that made her—made her do what she did?”


“Rika, I don’t understand,” he hedged.


“Tell me what you said!  Tell me!” she nearly shouted, grabbing his shirt in her hands.  “Tell me!”


He looked down at her, and saw…saw something in her expression that he didn’t expect.  Anxiety, fear, almost desperation.  What did Akio say to her that caused this reaction?  Why was she so…frightened?  Did Akio threaten her?  Did she declare war on Rika at the luau, because of what he said?

No.  The look in her eyes, it was, was…it was yearning.


He nearly had his heart skip a beat.  Did she, did she have feelings for him?  The way she was looking at him, like her world was about to crash down around her, he’d never seen it before.  But he couldn’t really believe that, she was always so, so cold to him.  She couldn’t love him.


And then it hit him.  She didn’t know how to love.  Her family had never shown her any affection, her friends were all girls.  She didn’t know how to express her feelings, because of her relationship with her family.  She had always associated love with aggression, with power, due to the way her family treated her.  And that explained everything, explained why she treated him the way she did, why she did the things that she did.


She was in love with him.  But she didn’t know how to tell him.  She didn’t know what to do about it.

Or at least he fervently hoped so.


There was only one way to find out, and if he was wrong, there would be hell to pay. Just saying something wasn’t enough, he had to do something, because between them, it was always action that spoke, not words.  He put his hands on her waist and picked her up, surprising her, turned and set her feet on the table, which put her head above his, then he pulled her close and leaned up and in, and he kissed her.


He felt her tense up, felt her hands push against his chest, but she didn’t push him away.  He felt her freeze, not do anything for a long moment, but then she started to kiss him back, her hands on his chest slid up to his shoulders, then she grabbed hold of his hair with one hand and kissed him back with sudden passion.  That made his heart soar, even as her lips seared into him.  Rika had always been a woman of passion, of emotion, and the passion she put in her kiss as she responded nearly made his knees unlock.


He wasn’t sure how long that kiss lasted, but it wasn’t long enough.  She finally pulled back enough to look down into his eyes, her expression surprised, her eyes wide and earnest.  “Do you still want me to answer the question?” he asked softly.


Tears formed in her eyes, and she gave him a sudden vulnerable smile, then she literally leaped up into his arms and kissed him again, this time much more passionately.


It took a while for them to settle down.  Kato was almost afraid to say anything, fearful that he might destroy this fragile dream that had just come true, and Rika was a little awkward after she kissed him, as if she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do next.  He ended up sitting her down at the table beside him, holding her hand.  “I was afraid to say anything,” he admitted after they sat.  “I was afraid you didn’t feel anything for me, and that if I said anything, you’d move out.  I didn’t want that.  Just having you close to me, that was more important to me than risking that to get more.”


“Akio told me that you loved me, but I didn’t deserve it,” she replied.  “She was so angry, especially when I told her she was out of her mind.  You’re so hard to read sometimes, Kato.  I could never tell anything.”


“I’m not one that shows my emotions, Rika, because it caused more problems in the past than it solved,” he told her.  “After what happened with Maria, how I nearly killed the people that abused her, I learned how to just…shut down.  It was the only way to keep me from ending up in prison.  I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.  I’m sorry I treated you like a dog.”


“I…didn’t mind.  I knew that it was the only way you could really tell me how you feel,” he told her, giving her a smile.  “I figured that if you stopped, then you were really mad.”


“So…what now?”


“What now indeed?” he asked.  “I love you, Rika,” he said, which made her take in her breath a tiny bit and squeeze his hand.  “But here we are, living in the same small apartment.  With my little sister,” he added dryly.  “And I’m very afraid that if people think that something is going on, that one of us, or both of us, may get expelled from school.  So, if you don’t mind, how about we act like nothing’s changed at school, and save us for when we’re at home.  I promise I won’t get mad if you yell at me at school,” he told her.


“I think that’s the best thing to do,” she agreed.  “I wouldn’t be able to live it down if I treated you like my boyfriend at school.”


“Your reputation would be ruined,” he teased, which made her push at him with her other hand.  “We’ll have to tell Maria.  No way can we hide it from her.  She’s actually very observant.”


“I wouldn’t want to.  Think she’ll be mad?”


“She’ll be thrilled,” he answered.  “Maria absolutely adores you, Rika.  She’ll be very happy to find out that I adore you too.   Just in a different way,” he added, which made her laugh despite herself.  He turned towards her, and she looked up into his eyes as he put his other hand on her cheek, and leaned in to kiss her again.  He just couldn’t resist.

And of course, that was the exact moment that Maria decided to open the door.


She caught it before he recoiled, looking in holding her suitcase and her backpack, and she gasped, laughed, then quite deliberately closed the door again.  That made Rika laugh, and Kato sighed.  “It’s alright, Mia, come in!” he called in Portuguese.


She opened the door again, then ran in, dropped her suitcase and pack, and threw her arms over their shoulders.  “It’s about time!” she said happily.  “I thought you two would never admit it to each other!”


“Admit it?” Rika asked.


“You two were so obvious!” she accused with a laugh.  “Staring at each other when the other wasn’t looking, and you calling Kato’s name in your sleep, all but cooing it like a lovesick puppy,” she almost teased.  “You’ve been dancing around each other since New Year’s!”


“I told you she was observant,” Kato said dryly, looking over at Rika.  “We’re going to keep this quiet, Maria.  Outside of the apartment, nothing changes.  We’re afraid that the school might expel us if they think that there’s something more going on in this apartment.  They tolerate our living situation because they think we don’t actually like each other, that we live together out of necessity.  If they think that it’s anything else, they might throw us out.”


“I can keep a secret, brother, I promise,” Maria told him.  “But this sure means that you two had better get into the same college.”


“We’ll try,” Rika laughed.  “If we don’t, well, I’ll just make the mutt move in with me and commute.  No way am I giving up my live-in butler.”


“I’m gonna make you wear a bunny suit around the house from now on,” Kato retorted.


Rika gasped, then slapped him on the stomach, which made Maria laugh in delight.

Maria being in the apartment brought them back to reality, which caused them to get up and sort things out.  All of them unpacked, but Maria showed a little mercy on them by going out to get some groceries, letting them talk privately, after they had the apartment put back to normal.  They really didn’t say all that much, sitting in front of the TV, holding hands, talking about the last couple of months, then discussing the immediate future.  “She’s right.  We have to aim for the same college,” Kato said.  “I don’t want us to have to split up.”


“We have to get scholarships first,” Rika said ruefully.


“We’ll find a way, Rika.  Even if I have to delay college for a while and work to help you get through, then you can return the favor.  We’ll both manage.  But there’s one thing you have to understand.  I made a promise to my dad, to take care of Maria, and to get her into and through college.  She’s as much my daughter as she is my little sister, and I have a responsibility to her.  I have to honor that responsibility,” he told her.  “That means that—“


“That means that it’s now our promise,” she cut him off.  “I love Maria like she was my own sister, Kato.  If you need my help to honor that promise, I’ll be there for you.  Because you and her, you’re now my family.  You have been my family far more than my own family ever was.  You’ve stood by me even when it would have been better for you to walk away.  You’ve been there for me.  I owe you for that.”


“I’m the reason you’re in this mess, Rika.”


“No, that reckoning was coming eventually,” she told him.  “And I would have never managed to make it without you.  Without you and Maria, Kato, I would have crawled back to my mother, begging her to take me back.  You let me keep my freedom.  You let me keep control over my own life.  Thank you for that.  Thank you.”

He pulled her hand up and kissed the back of it.  “That’s what being a team is all about,” he told her.  “You and me, and Maria, we’re a team.  And we’ll battle against life together.”


“And we’ll win,” she declared, leaning her head on his shoulder.


“Damn right we will,” he agreed calmly, putting his arm around her and pulling her a little closer.  “The hellcat and the robot, taking on the world together.”


She laughed.  “This is your official warning that I’m really going to come after you at school, now that I know that you won’t get mad at me,” she warned impishly.


“Bring it, little girl, I’m not afraid of you,” he retorted, which made her laugh.


“One rule.  No comments about my breasts.”


“Oh no, war has no rules,” he retorted.  “Besides, I happen to like your breasts just the way they are.  I find girls with really big breasts to be little bit of a turn-off.  A little curve, yes.  A bit of cleavage, sure, that can be sexy.  But not,” he said, thrusting his hand out away from his chest.  “I mean, how is that even attractive?  It looks…grotesque.”


Rika laughed and patted him on the knee.  “You’re gonna work out just fine,” she declared, which made him laugh despite himself.


“I’m so glad,” he drawled.


It wasn’t all that hard for them to conceal the change in their relationship in school, at least from those that didn’t know them all that well.  But others seemed to key in on it almost immediately.  Kato was very good at concealing his emotions, so he simply buried his love for Rika under the same inscrutable mask that hid his hatreds and his annoyances, which let him look her in the eye and call her Chihaya and give nothing away.  Rika, however, did change a little.  She was by her very nature aggressive and confrontational, and that didn’t change just because she admitted her feelings for him.  Rika wouldn’t be Rika if she wasn’t pushy and a touch obnoxious, so her behavior around him at the apartment didn’t change that much.  What changed was that now she teased him while holding his hand, or sitting with her head resting against his leg, or so forth.  She stayed as close to him as she could when they were alone, always either touching or within reach of him, and that even extended to their sleeping arrangements.


That first night after they came clean was a bit funny, because when the girls pulled out the futons, Rika very deliberately set Kato’s out right beside hers, where usually he slept across the room from them to maintain some distance.  And when he did finally go to sleep, well after the girls did, Rika woke up long enough to reach out and take his hand, and once she had it, she went right back to sleep.

In public, they acted exactly the same as always.  He was quiet, reserved, and very nearly robotic, and she was pushy and belligerent.  But the difference there was that she walked a little closer to him, she sat closer to him on the bus and the train, and she looked up at him more than usual, when they would usually walk without looking at each other.  They maintained modest distance out where people could see them, but it was clear to anyone who watched them that they were very comfortable with one another.


The wild card when they returned to school, however, was Akio.  She sat beside him in class, and when she came in on Monday morning, she looked almost wistful as she saw Rika standing in front of his desk, leaning on it as she talked to him and Anna, as was her usual habit.  The class knew that Rika was never far from him, even though they seemed to not like each other…which was itself the subject of quite a bit of gossip in school.  Akio took her seat without saying a word, without even looking over at them.


At the first break, she finally said something.  “She told you.”


“I’m not sure what you mean.”


“She told you.”


He looked at her.  “She didn’t have to,” he replied.


She was silent a long moment.  “Congratulations.”


“Thank you.”


“I’ll be discreet.”


“I appreciate that.  I’d rather not lose my scholarship.”


She looked at him, then nodded knowingly.


It was then that he knew what she’d done.  She’d goaded Rika into confronting him by telling her what he said, telling her that he loved her but was afraid to tell her, which gave her the courage to finally confront her own feelings.  And he found that he was truly grateful to her for that, because it showed a great deal of selflessness, far more than he would have attributed to a spoiled rich girl like her.


That was very kind of her, as well as quite mature.


And in that moment, he had come to consider Akio a friend.


The other problem was hiding it from their friends, who knew them very well.  Even though Rika continued to snipe and taunt him at school, over the two weeks since they returned from the school trip, they started to get suspicious.  Yubete finally confronted them on a sunny, brilliant Friday afternoon, with the wind filled with the smell and petals of cherry blossoms, as they walked with Maria out of the main gate and turned towards the train station.  Yubete and Shikikomi rushed up from behind and fell into step with them.  “So, what plans do you guys have for the weekend?” Yubete asked.

“We’re busy on Sunday,” Maria said.  “We’ll be doing some work.”


“I thought you guys don’t have jobs.”


“We don’t.  But we’re going to work in the kitchen of a local restaurant on Sunday to help out the owners.  They’re friends of ours,” Kato answered.


“And they pay us well for when we do help them,” Maria laughed.


“So, you two cook?”


“Yeah,” Maria replied.  “Sunday’s going to be really busy for them.  They’re going to cater a party, so they’ll be busy with that.  To keep from having to close the restaurant to cater the party, me and big brother are going to be handling the regular orders so they can focus on the party.”


“I think it’s pretty cool that you two are so good that you can cook for a restaurant,” Shikikomi told them.


“I like to cook.  I can’t help it if I got good at it,” Maria laughed.  “And big brother has always been a good cook.  I don’t let big brother work a regular job, but I don’t mind us working here and there.  It brings in a little extra money.”


“You don’t let him?” Yubete asked with a laugh.


“That’s right,” she affirmed strongly.  “Big brother’s not allowed to work until after he takes his college entrance exams.  That way he has all the time he needs to study for them.”


“Well, now we know who runs their household,” Shikikomi grinned.


“We never pretended that she didn’t,” Kato said dryly, which made the girls laugh.


“Yeah, she’s a terror at home.  We sure know who the boss is once the door closes,” Rika added lightly.


“I am not!” Maria protested.  “I just make sure you two don’t leave a mess everywhere!”


“That’s being the boss,” Shikikomi said with a laugh.


“And speaking of secrets,” Yubete lilted.  “What’s going on with you two?”


“What do you mean, going on, Seri?” Rika asked, a tiny bit too defensively.  “Nothing’s going on!”

“Ah ha!  I knew it!” Yubete pounced.

“Knew what?  That we keep secrets?  Welcome to being a teenager,” Kato said mildly, trying to deflect her.  “Alright, Yubete.  You caught us. It’s true, it’s all true, and we are deeply shamed by the scandal.  I handed Chihaya a clean towel through the door last night, because there were none in the bathroom,” he declared in a deadpan voice.  “I will immediately go throw myself off the canal bridge to protect Chihaya’s honor.”


That made Maria laugh, as well as Rika, but Yubete was having none of it.  “Joke all you want, Kato, but I know something’s going on,” she declared.  “Ever since we came home from Hawaii, you two have been acting suspicious.”

“Define suspicious,” Kato challenged mildly.


“Not yelling at each other when you think nobody can hear you, walking almost shoulder to shoulder to and from the train station, and Rika keeps reaching out to hold your hand, but then realizes she’s in public and pulls away,” she replied victoriously.  “So come clean, you two!  When did you become an item?”

“I think you’re looking for something that’s not there to justify your own jealous desires, Yubete,” Kato told her evenly.  “I know it’s only natural for you to be in love with a total chick magnet like me, and you are slightly cute, but I’m going to have to reject you.  You know my rule about not dating my classmates.”


Yubete slapped his shoulder, which made Shikikomi laugh.  “But you’re not dating Rika, Kato.  You live with her!” she challenged.


“Since dating is doing activities together, you could technically say that we’ve been on a continuous date since last year,” Kato said evenly.  “But it hasn’t been a very fun one.  Chihaya is a demanding, pushy, very expensive date that doesn’t want to do anything that I want to do.  It’s been no fun at all.  I’m waiting for it to end.”


Rika slapped him on the other shoulder, which made the others laugh.


“Besides, even if we wanted to be an item, we can’t be an item,” he said, more seriously.  “If the school thought that our living arrangements were anything other than pure necessity, then our scholarships may be in jeopardy.  The school tolerates many things, but they wouldn’t tolerate a scandal like two of their students living together in a romantic fashion.  That’s why I won’t date any of my classmates, because I won’t even allow the appearance of something inappropriate to threaten my scholarship.”


“Well, that explains everything,” Shikikomi lilted.  “I’m certainly convinced now that you’re not dating, she stressed.


“Sure does,” Yubete said, leaning between them.  “You’ve convinced us, Kato.  You’re right, I must have been seeing what I wanted to see, not what was really there.  And if anyone asks or starts rumors, well, we’ll have to set them straight.  Can’t let you think that girls actually think you’re hot or anything.  Your ego is big enough as it is.”


“Now that that’s settled, how about we go do something on Saturday?” Shikikomi offered.  “We’ll snag Taro and Kiami and we’ll go to a movie or something.”


“Sure, I think we can afford it,” Kato said.  “If Chihaya wants to go, anyway.”


“I’ll be busy, I’m going to going out with Sairu and our friends,” Maria announced.


“We’re not letting a middle schooler tag along with us anyway,” Shikikomi teased.  “You’d be a total downer.”


“You eat my cooking, Akiya,” Maria warned.  “Be very careful what you say next.”


The girls all laughed, even Shikikomi.

They parted at the train station, and they remained quiet and reserved until they got home.  Rika immediately started taking off her school uniform when the door closed, as Maria went straight to the kitchen to take stock and decide what to cook for dinner.  “Think we need to be more careful,” Kato said seriously as he set their bags on the table.  Rika had her uniform blazer off and was unbuttoning her blouse by the time he got that far; since they’d confessed their feelings, she wasn’t afraid to show him just about anything he wanted to see, and fully expected him to have the same attitude around her, often with nearly embarrassing results.  Rika had no qualms over walking into the bathroom when he was taking a shower, because in her mind, there was nothing wrong with seeing him naked.  Rika’s fearlessness often impressed him, especially given how quickly she adopted her knew attitude..


“Yeah.  I thought we were doing a way better job than that,” she agreed, shedding her blouse and picking up a tank top, then she shrugged it on.  She unbuttoned her skirt and let it drop, then picked up a pair of shorts and stepped into them.  She then collected her uniform and moved to hang it up, pausing to strip off her socks.


“To be fair, they are our friends.  They’re a little more observant than most anyone else,” Maria told them from the kitchen area.  “And they said that they’d help cover for you two, so that’s good.  They certainly picked up on what you were really saying quick, big brother.”

“Guess I’m gonna have to be super-mean to you tomorrow,” Rika grinned as she came over, then she put her hands on his shoulders, went up on her tiptoes, and kissed him playfully.  “I’d better start apologizing right now.”


“That apology was pathetic.  Try again,” he ordered as he put his hands on her waist, which made her laugh.  She apologized to him quite satisfactorily, which left him a little breathless, and he patted her on the waist and moved to change out of his uniform.


Maria went out to shop for dinner, which let Kato and Rika enjoy some time together.  Ever since they confessed to each other, they had been talking very frankly, telling each other all those things they wouldn’t tell anyone else.  Kato felt completely comfortable revealing the parts of his life, and himself, that he kept hidden from the rest of the world, telling her his thoughts, his secrets, his dreams, and his desires.  She was similarly comfortable telling him anything he wanted to know, and those talks had confirmed what he had always suspected.  Rika was actually a very lonely girl because, while she had friends, she never felt quite like she belonged among them.  Her size, her attitude, her strained relationship with her family, they had combined to make her keep her distance from girls that wanted to be closer to her.  But in Kato, she had found what she felt was a kindred spirit, and that was why she was so comfortable with him, with talking to him, being with him.  Kato felt very much the outsider in Japan because he wasn’t Japanese, and because of the tragedies in his childhood that had led him to where he was now the guardian of his little sister.

It wasn’t just them talking, though.  When they were alone in the apartment, they were always close, always touching.  Kato was enthralled by Rika’s petite, lithe body, as fascinated by the graceful curve of her neck or the tone lines of her calf as he was the swell of her breasts.  And today was no different.  He was laying on his side beside her with his hand propping up his head as she sat  in front of the TV, leaning back on her hands and allowing him to trace his fingers up and down her leg, from knee to the hem of her shorts.  They were talking about the future, about the upcoming cram school they’d be attending during the summer, how they were going to organize their time with Maria being out on summer break.


But eventually, his light caress of her leg distracted her.  “Do you mind that I’m short?” she asked impulsively.


“Do you mind that I’m tall?” he returned easily.  “The only problem your height causes me is that it can be a bit awkward to kiss you when you’re not expecting it.  But that just makes it more fun,” he told her with a smile, looking up at her as he traced his finger around her kneecap.  “Does it bother you that more often than not, you’re staring at my neck?”


“Hey, I like your neck,” she grinned down at him.  “But I’m not sure how you got this scar,” she added, reaching over and touching him on the left side of his neck, near his shoulder.


“From the fight with Maria’s abusers,” he replied in a nearly robotic tone.  “After I knocked the man down, the woman slashed me with a kitchen knife.  I kicked her, and she fell back into the sink and fractured her skull.  Then I broke the man’s back,” he said, his voice going flat.  “She has brain damage and can’t live by herself, he’s in a wheelchair.  And I’m not sorry I did it.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t kill them.  I would have.”


“Maria stopped me,” he answered, then he laid on his back and looked up at her.  “I know that I seem like a robot to most everyone, but there’s a reason for that.  My temper…when I get angry, Rika, when I lose control, I can be…savage,” he admitted quietly.  “Three times in my life, I’ve lost my temper, I’ve lost control.  All three times, I very nearly killed someone.  The first, when I took Maria back from her abusers.  The second, when I was attacked by a gang of delinquents when I was in middle school.  The third, Maria doesn’t know about, it happened when I was attacked by the brother of the girl that falsely accused me of attacking her.  He came after me with a knife to get revenge on me for his family deciding to move out of Ikazumi.  When I get like that, Rika…I don’t care.  I don’t care how badly I hurt someone.  To keep that monster in check, to protect everyone around me, I keep a tight rein on my emotions.”  He reached up and took her hand.  “Part and parcel of being in my life is being my babysitter, Rika.  It’s been Maria’s job since Dad died, but she can’t be there forever to keep me under control.  Think you’re up to the challenge?” he asked.

“Don’t I already keep your butt in line, mutt?” she replied with a smile, leaning over him, putting her hand down on the other side of him and looming over his head and chest.  “But I think you’d better remember who you’re talking to.  I’m just as hot-tempered as you are, Kato.  I’m not going to be stopping you.  I’m going to be right there with you, busting heads.”


He had to laugh.  “Hopefully they give us adjoining cells,” he said with a smile.


“They’ll be afraid to arrest us,” she replied cheekily, dropping down to lay on her side across his chest.  “You’re just lucky you fell in love with the only girl in Kagoshima that can kick your butt,” she teased.  “If you get out line, I’ll yank your leash so hard you’ll get whiplash.”


“Oh, listen to this.  A tiny little slip of a girl telling me she can kick my butt,” he retorted, putting his hand on her waist.


“You know who owns you, mutt,” she nearly purred, sliding her finger along his neck and jaw.  “And you’d better take your hand out from under my shirt before you get punished.”

“Make me,” he challenged, sliding his fingers up along her ribs, enjoying the feel of her soft skin and the toned flesh beneath it.


“You don’t want to go there.”


“Oh I most certainly do,” he nearly purred, brushing his fingertips against the bottom edge of her bra.  Rika’s skin was amazingly soft, and warm, but it was the hint of firmness under it that really appealed to him   Rika was very fit, her muscles highly toned, which he found almost irresistibly sexy..


“Now you’ve done it.  Time to put you back in your place, mutt,” she said in a playful voice, then she leaned down and kissed him.  He took that opportunity to go the rest of the way, putting his hand over her bra, which just made her kiss him harder.  It wasn’t the first time he’d gotten a feel of the best parts of her, and far from trying to stop him or object, she just egged him on.  She liked being touched by him, she wanted to be touched, and she was also fearless in her desire to touch him in return.  Over the last two weeks, Rika had had her hands in places that no one else would dare put them.

So far, petting was about as far as they’d gone.  It wasn’t that either of them was against going all the way in their relationship, it was more an issue of privacy.  Their apartment had no privacy, and neither of them wanted to get caught in a compromising position by Maria…or even worse, their somewhat nosy landlords.  They were of a habit of coming over unannounced to check in on their tenants, mainly because all of them were kids by their reckoning and they had this annoying idea that they were just being good landlords by making sure their young tenants were doing alright.  The threat of the landlord knocking on the door when Kato and Rika were…indisposed was too great a risk.


Rika was not shy.  Rika was not timid, and that included being honest in her desires and appetites.  Contrary to the popular belief of morally uptight adults, teenage girls did have urges and carnal desires, they were just much better at controlling them than teenage boys were.  Rika wanted him as much as he wanted her, but they’d agreed that they weren’t going to do that until they were in a place and position to have complete and utter privacy.


They’d even set a date for the consummation of their relationship.  To protect their scholarships, they weren’t going to go take it there until after they graduated.  But the day after, then all bets were off.  They were going to go on a trip to Nagasaki as a graduation celebration vacation, and they were renting a hotel room with only one bed.

Until then, getting some heavy petting in while they were making out was the best they could do.


 Sometimes it surprised him just how quickly they’d gone from teenage love to wanting to consummate the relationship, but he could admit to himself that this was not puppy love.  This was not a school crush.  They were in love.  They were already planning on life after high school, a life they would spend together.  Though neither of them had said the word marriage, that kind of relationship was exactly what both of them were planning on having after high school, a life they would spend together, working together to achieve their goals.  He wanted to enjoy both the romantic and the physical sides of that kind of relationship.  And so did Rika.


Neither of them had mentioned marriage…but perhaps it was fair to Rika to start seriously considering making their relationship official.  She was a rare treasure, the most interesting, beautiful, exciting, engaging woman in the entire world, and she deserved to be treated properly.

A new normal settled into their lives, with change becoming the norm.


The biggest change in his life was the acceptance of Akio as a friend.  She had forsaken her own feelings for Kato in order to make him happy, and he honored that sacrifice by being as much to Akio as he could be without violating his loyalty to Rika.  Rika was fully aware of their relationship, and much to her credit, she wasn’t too jealous over it.  But she did keep an eye on him anytime he was with her.

Akio was very sincere.  She kept their secret, much as their other friends did, and she slowly got pulled into that very tight circle, becoming friends with Yubete, Machikura, Shikikomi, and Taro as well.  Rika…well, that was going to take time, but it was good to see Rika tolerating Akio’s inclusion into their tight circle.  For her part, Akio seemed almost childishly amazed over it, and it took him a while to figure out why.


Akio was very lonely.


It seemed a shock that someone as pretty and as popular as she had very few friends, but that was the case.  In her case, it was the problem of being so popular, so beautiful, that she intimidated people.  She was on a pedestal so high that no one was brave enough to try to climb it in order to get close to her.  She certainly had her rough edges, arrogance being one of the big ones, but she seemed sincerely happy to be have Seri, Akiya, Hanako, and Kiami—Yubete, Shikikomi, Ayame, and Machikura—as new girlfriends, who took her for who and what she was—much as they did Rika—and didn’t heap any expectations on her.

Another change was that finally—finally—the girls had worn him down to the point where he was using their first names.  And that was a courtesy he also extended to Akio, calling her Kikiru, or just Kiki as Seri had dubbed her.


Kikiru adored that nickname.

Another big change on the horizon was the fact that Anna would be returning home at the end of the term, and that got closer and closer.  The class—the entire school—was very unhappy about that, because everyone loved Anna and she’d made dozens of deep, lifelong friendships in her year at Onnajiki.  But there was no way around it.  She would be officially graduated from high school on her return to San Diego, since America’s academic calendar worked very differently than Japan’s—and she had to go home in order to get into college, so she could submit her applications.  But, she did have some options in that regard.  Five different colleges in Japan offered her full “free ride” scholarships, including room, board and even a stipend, due to her exemplary academic performance during her year at Onnajiki and the personal recommendations and references she received from the very rich parents of the girls that she’d befriended while here.  Japanese colleges very much liked having American students studying at them for image purposes, and Anna was the poster child of everything a Japanese boy admired most about a girl’s looks, and what every Japanese girl wanted to be.  Slapping Anna’s face on their entrance brochures about how they were such a great college that they had international students that looked like that would garner interest.  The best part for her was, since she was an international student, she did not have to take the college entrance exam in order to get in.  But that wouldn’t have been a problem for her even if they made her take them, Anna was one of the highest performing students at Onnajiki, despite not being a native Japanese speaker, a fact that made the foreign transfer student program very proud.  Anna was the shining star of the foreign study program in Japan.  She definitely had the brains to attend just about any college she wanted. 

Anna was seriously considering it.  She wanted to attend USC in Los Angeles, but if she didn’t get in, she was seriously, seriously considering returning to Japan for her college education.  And she’d have little trouble arranging it.  If a graduate of Onnajiki wanted something that the government could provide, the school could pull strings to make sure it happened.  If Anna wanted a visa to return to Japan and attend college, she’d have it within a week of making the phone call.

To that end, Anna had been collecting information on the five schools that offered her scholarships, so she could choose one if she did indeed come back to Japan.  She wanted to teach, and all five of the colleges that offered her scholarships were very good schools for someone who wanted to be a teacher.


She may never leave Japan if she came back for college.  Native English speaking teachers were one of the most in-demand teaching positions in Japan, and she’d be swarmed with job offers during her senior year in college.  Onnajiki itself very well may offer her a teaching position.

She was considering that very thing one rainy Friday afternoon as the end of the spring term loomed.  Final exams were next week, and the end of term was just one week away.  Anna would be leaving to return to America the following Monday, and the entire school was planning a huge going away party for her.  She had several brochures on her desk that the principal had given her, as well as a college’s website open on her tablet sitting beside them.  Kato was leaning on an elbow looking at them with Akio and Rika standing in front of her desk, each holding a brochure.  “I am so tempted,” Anna laughed as she opened another brochure.  “I’ve wanted to go to USC since I was a little girl, but they’re offering me a full free ride scholarship,” she said, motioning at them with the brochure.  “And they’re not the only ones.  Five different colleges are offering me full rides!” she added in happy surprise.

“I’d go for that, Anna,” Rika told her.  “Full rides are hellishly hard to get in Japan.  I dunno about America.”


“You can get full rides at American colleges too,” she said.  “But they’re not easy to get.  Not easy at all.”


“The best part is, you’d be staying in Japan,” Kikiru told her with a grin.


“That’s definitely a bonus,” she grinned in reply.  “I love it here.”


“Wouldn’t be quite so easy, though.  Come back on a scholarship, and no host family to pamper you,” Kato warned.


Anna slapped him with the brochure, which made the girls laugh.  “I’ve learned how to cook all kinds of Japanese dishes since I came here, I can take care of myself!” she challenged.


“Speaking of cooking, are you and Maria going to be working in that restaurant over the summer break, or are you devoting yourself to cram school?”


“Maria would murder me if I worked during cram school,” Kato grunted, which made Rika laugh and nod.  “She’s even begged off going on a trip to Okinawa with her friends so she can cook and clean for us, so we can devote every waking moment to studying.  I tried to talk her out of it, but she’s adamant about it.”


“She’s certainly serious about cram school,” Rika agreed.  “Even more serious than we are.”


“Well, I know where I’m coming after the lectures,” Kikiru said.


“You have a live-in maid, Kiki, someone already cooks for you,” Kato challenged.


“I’m sending Hashimori to Maria to learn her recipes.  That little girl can cook,” she declared.  “And so can you, for that matter, Kato.”

“No argument from me,” Anna agreed.  “I can’t see how someone so young is that good.  She’s like a cooking wizard.”


“That’s why I won’t move out,” Rika laughed.  “Two restaurant quality chefs cooking all my meals?  Yes please!”


“I almost feel bad for you guys, having to spend your summer in cram school,” Anna said.  “America isn’t like that at all.”


“America isn’t nearly as serious about education as Japan is,” Kikiru pointed out.  “And if it’s not stepping on Maria’s toes, I was going to offer to host everyone at my apartment so we can study after cram school.  My apartment is just a few blocks from the building,” she said.  “We’ll have my maid to fetch and carry for us while we’re studying.”

“We’ll have to decline, Kiki,” Kato said.  “Like I said, Maria has plans, and those include babysitting us to make sure we’re studying,” he drawled, which made Rika laugh.  “But if you want to call her and invite her to your house so she can keep her eye on us, that would be fine.  She’ll just set up shop in your kitchen and do her cooking there.  She’d actually probably enjoy that, it would get her out of the apartment.”


“I’ll have the car sent for her so she doesn’t have to ride the train, and she’ll have Hashimori to send to the store for her supplies.  Plus, it’s the perfect opportunity for Hashimori to learn some of her cooking secrets,” Kikiru declared, taking out her phone.  “I’ll text her about it right now.”

Kikiru wrapped up their summer schedule with a series of texts to Maria between classes.  By the end of school, they had everything arranged.  All of Kikiru’s friends would be coming to her apartment after cram school, eating dinner, and getting in some extra studying before heading home.  Every morning, Kikru would be sending her personal car to pick up all three of them, and Maria would cook dinner for the group while they were at cram school...and knowing Maria, she’d have box lunches prepared for everyone to take with them so they’d be well fed while there.  Once they were done for the evening, Kikiru would have her car take them home.


As Kato expected, Maria was more than happy to take Kikiru up on her offer, especially since Kikiru offered to buy all the food for Maria to cook.  So, they’d be saving some money over the summer between not having to buy groceries and saving on train fare.

After school, Kato, Rika, and Maria walked Kikiru to her waiting car as she and Maria wrapped up the final details.  Hashimori, Kikiru’s maid, was standing by the open door of the car, waiting for them.  “As long as you have all the stuff I need, I’ll be just fine,” Maria told Kikiru with a darling smile.  “Your kitchen is fully equipped, right?”


“I would think so,” Kikiru answered.  “Hashimori can make just about anything I want using what’s in there.”


“Then I shouldn’t have any problems,” Maria assured her.  “You tell me what you want me to cook before you go, and I’ll have it ready for you guys when you get home.  I can use the extra time to make the next day’s box lunches.  You can bring them with you and hand them out at cram school in the morning.”


“That sounds lovely, Maria,” Kikiru told her as they reached the car.  “And you’re alright with teaching Hashimori your family recipes?”


“They’re not trade secrets,” she laughed in reply.  “Heck, I learned most of them off the internet!  If you want to learn, Hashimori, I’d be glad to teach you!”


“I’d be delighted, ma’am,” the maid said in a calm, professional tone.  “I fear I wasn’t given formal culinary training, so I’d appreciate you aiding me in improving my skills.”

“No problem.  You’re already a really good cook, so it won’t take you long at all to learn everything I have to teach.”


“You’re most kind, ma’am,” Hashimori smiled gently as Kikiru got into the car.  The maid closed the door, and Kikiru leaned her arm on the window, looking out at them.


“I’ll call you later tonight so we can get everything all arranged,” she said.  “I’ve got violin practice right now.”


“I’ll be waiting.”


Kato and Rika spent the ride on the train and the bus home studying for finals next week, then walked up from the bus stop to the house.  Kato was about to go around the side to their gate, but he saw that the front gate was open.  He walked up to it and looked in, wondering if their landlords came home early.  They were usually at work until sunset almost every day.


He saw that the door to the house was open.  And it looked like it had been kicked in.


He had his phone out almost immediately.  “Mister Honda, are you home?  The door to the house is open,” he said when his landlord picked up.

“No, is Mimori home?”


“I was about to call and ask.”


“I’ll text her.  Hold on.”  He was silent a moment, as the girls came up to the gate.  “She’s at work.  It’s not us, Kato.  Call the police.”


“Yes, sir,” he replied.  “I’ll call you back when we find out what’s going on.”


“Please do so.”


Rika already had her phone out, and to her ear.  “Hello, I’d like to report a possible trespasser in our landlord’s house,” she said.  “The gate was jimmied and the door kicked open.”


The answer to the mystery stepped out seconds later.  A lone figure appeared in the doorway, and Kato recognized him almost immediately.  It was that same high school student that they’d fought twice before, this time wearing a tee shirt and trousers, and carrying an aluminum baseball bat.  He wasn’t alone.  Several other teenage boys filed out behind him, and Kato recognized them as from that gang that they’d beaten up outside the school.


All of them were carrying bats.


“Oi, so you finally came home,” the leader said with a vicious smile.


“Maria.  Run.  Now!” Kato said in a voice of complete command.  “To the restaurant!”


“I’m not going anywhere, you jackass!” Rika snapped in reply, but Maria obeyed.  She turned and ran down the street, towards the restaurant, throwing her attaché down so it didn’t burden her…just like he’d taught her.  Kato lunged forward and grabbed the gate, then pulled it closed.  That formed a barrier, albeit an unsecure one, since they’d broken the gate latch to get in.


“You will protect my sister!” Kato told her in a voice that brooked no defiance, pushing her hard enough to nearly make her fall over.


“Oh no, you’re not going anywhere, you bitch,” the leader snapped.  “I was put in jail for a almost year because of you!  You’re gonna pay me back for every single day I spent in that hell!”

They heard glass breaking, and Kato looked to the side.  His eyes narrowed and his heart lurched a bit when he saw flames erupt from the window of their apartment, the heat shattering the glass.  They’d set fire to the garage!  “See that?  All your stuff, up in flames.  That’s only a part of what you owe us!” he screamed.  “When we’re done with you, bitch, you’ll wish you were dead!”


And then he charged the gate.  The nine teens behind him did the same.


Kato would have stood his ground if not for those bats.  Even untrained morons like them were dangerous because they had weapons, and it only took one lucky swing.  But he wasn’t about to leave Rika behind.  “Run, I’ll be right behind you!” he barked as he took firm hold of the gate, looking as if he was going to hold the gate to give her time to flee.  Rika seemed to get the hint, turning and running after Maria.  The leader was at the front of the pack, and he raised the bat to smash down onto Kato’s hands, holding the gate closed.  But Kato was one step ahead, and just as he was about to swing the bat, Kato let go of the gate and kicked it open with tremendous force.  The boy’s eyes widened when the metal gate suddenly came right at him, and it hit him in the shoulder and knee, causing him to stagger back.  Kato grabbed the gate when it rebounded and closed it again, then spared a glance to see where Rika was.  She was at the end of the block, and had stopped and was looking back at him.  He waved her on, then turned and dashed towards her, leaning down to pick up Maria’s attaché as he ran past.  Rika turned and started running again once she was certain he was doing the same.

This was not the time for silly heroics.  This was the time to think about survival, and ten guys armed with bats against two were not good odds.


The closed gate gave them the time they needed to get across the street before they got out onto the sidewalk in numbers.  There were three of them out by the time Kato reached the street, and he ran across it—and nearly got run over by a delivery truck—without hesitation, catching up to Rika.  Maria was already at the other end of the street, which put her halfway to the restaurant from the apartment.  She was standing still, shifting nervously from one foot to the other, waiting to be able to cross because of the traffic on the street.  He almost yelled angrily at her, but she was doing the right thing.  Getting run over by a car wasn’t going to help in this situation.  The light turned, and Maria ran on, racing across the street, nearly knocking over two housewives who were walking the other way.  One of them turned to scold her, but the other was looking in Kato’s direction, and she grabbed the arm of the other woman and pulled her to the side.  She saw the bat-wielding teens behind him and Rika.


He glanced back.  They weren’t going to make it to the restaurant.  There was too much traffic on the street, and they had three more streets to cross.  What was more, the gang behind them didn’t have to stop at the corner to cross, allowing them to gain a great deal of ground on them.  They were just 20 meters behind them now, and they were catching up quickly.  “Maria!” he shouted, switching to Portuguese so the boys chasing them wouldn’t understand.  “Up and over a gate!”  She obeyed, sliding to a stop at the gate of a house, then pushing on it.  It was locked, so she displayed her deceptive athletic ability by scrambling up the two and a half meter tall gate with the grace of a monkey.  Maria trained in Capoeira under Kato, so she was very strong and very agile, and something like climbing a gate would be child’s play for her.  Rika ran past the two housewives, both of which with their phones to their ears, and Maria waited at the top of the gate, straddling it, reaching her hand down for Rika.  Rika was very fit and agile, but she had no experience with something like that, and her height worked against her.  She jumped up and took hold of the gate, trying to scrabble up it to reach Maria’s hand, but she just couldn’t reach.


A glance back told Kato that she wasn’t going to make it.  The gang of boys was going to reach them before Rika could make it over the gate.  Kato could easily get up and over the wall, but if he did so, he would leave Rika behind.


That was no choice.


He came up to Rika and literally slid to a stop with the mob of bat-wielding boys just meters behind him, and he unceremoniously put his hand up under Rika’s butt and physically heaved her upwards   Maria grabbed her hand, and the two of them all but hefted the slender girl up over the wall, making her go completely over and fall back to the ground on the other side.  That gave Kato only enough time to turn and sidestep when the first of the boys reached him, swinging his bat right at his head in an attempt to kill him.  And within a second, Kato was surrounded, his back to the gate.

He could still get up the gate, but he realized that it would give the mob the opportunity to split up.  He had to hold their attention, hold them here, give the girls time to get away.  He had to protect his sister and the girl he loved.  “Over the wall on the other side!” Kato barked at Maria in Portuguese.  “Get to the restaurant!” he ordered as he sidestepped using the ginga, evading a swung bat.

“Brother!”


“Go!” he ordered, ducking a third swing and putting a hand on the ground.  He turned the evasion into a counterattack, using the basic staple kick of Capoeira, the pinwheel kick.  His foot and leg came u as his hand went down, and when his fingertips touched the ground, the sole and outside of his foot slammed into the face of the boy who attacked him.


Kato’s vision hazed over as he felt himself succumbing to rage, murderous rage.  These boys had threatened his sister, threatened Rika, and he was now trapped into a fight with them…and that caused his fury to rise up.  This was a fight with no rules, this was a fight to the death.  They were using baseball bats, their intentions were beyond clear.  That meant that he would not, could not hold back, not if he wanted to survive, not if he wanted to keep this mob of crazed teenagers from attacking the two most important people in his life.  He held his ground, he kept them away from the gate as it turned into a complete scrum, the nine boys still on their feet trying to dart in and hit him with their bats without getting kicked in return.  Another one went down when Kato correctly guessed who was going to try next, and his foot met the boy’s face even as he lunged forward, a vast roundhouse kick that sent two teeth flying from his mouth in a line of blood and sent him spinning to the ground, where he lay motionless, out cold.  The others then rushed him all at once, too many for him to hold back 


There was no fear.  There was no pain, not even when a bat came down over his forearm as it protected his face and head and he felt his bones break.  There was only the reality that to stop fighting was death.  Kato didn’t think, didn’t analyze, he simply acted and reacted, his brain shunting off his fear and the pain of being struck by multiple bats, ignoring the wounds.  He didn’t register the fact that his attackers dwindled in number slowly but steadily, and that fear was creeping into their eyes as they continued to pound and beat the blond-haired Yankee, but he refused to go down, only got more and more furious, taking them down one by one with retaliatory kicks and punches.  It was like he wasn’t human, not even a direct hit to the head stopped him, only staggered him back, and then he instantly retaliated, whirling around with a hand going down, coming back up with one of the bats on the ground, and then all but took the head off of the one that hit him in a vast, overwhelmingly powerful swing, the boy’s head snapping to the side as he crumpled to the ground and lay with unnatural stillness.

That broke their will.  The remaining five staggered back, and then one of them went down when Kato hurled the bat at him, taking him squarely in the face, causing him to collapse nervelessly to the ground.  The last four turned and ran, leaving Kato standing in front of the gate, defending it as he stood at an awkward stance to protect his injured leg, his broken right arm hanging limply at his side, blood pouring down the side of his face, blinding him in one eye, and surrounded by the six bodies of the attackers that he had felled during the battle, four of them rolling around or struggling to crawl away and two laying with telling stillness.


He’d done it.  Maria and Rika were safe.


That realization caused the pain to hit him like a tidal wave, even as his mind swam in a dark haze from the blow to his head.  He went down on one knee, put his right hand on the ground, which caused a shock of pain from his broken forearm to assault him, and then he slumped to the side as his mind spun into a black pit of nothingness.


He slowly became aware of his surroundings, and realized that he must have passed out.  It was much quieter, cooler, the air didn’t smell like cherry blossoms and pavement.  He’d been outside, but now he was inside.  He was laying on his back, a blanket was over him, and he felt hands holding his own.  He squeezed them almost reflexively, and felt them squeeze back.  He then heard voices slowly descend out of the hazy gloom, the voices of his sister and Rika, sounding excited.  His eyes fluttered open to see them looking down at him, one on each side.  He couldn’t understand what they were saying, but he could see the look of relief on their faces, and the fact that both of them were crying.


“Kato!  Oh, Kato!” Rika said, throwing herself down over him, hugging him.


“Where am I?  What happened?” he asked woozily.


“We’re in a hospital,” Maria told him.  “Are you okay?”


“I…don’t remember what happened.  How did I get here?”


“That’s normal for head trauma,” another voice injected, a male one.  The girls leaned up and away, and an older Japanese man leaned over to look at him.  He had gray at his temples, wearing a white coat.  He had to be a doctor.  “You suffered a head injury, Mister Cano, and that can often lead to the loss of short term memory.  What’s the last thing you remember?”


“Riding the train home from school,” he answered, having to ponder that a moment before he could reply.  It was hard to remember.  “How did I get hit in the head?’


“You don’t remember anything?” Rika asked.


“N—No,” he replied.  “What happened?  Were we in an accident?”


“We were attacked by a gang of thugs, that same group that came after us last year, on Anna’s first day at Onnajiki.  Remember them?” Rika told him.  “You held them off so me and Maria could get away.”


“Wait…seriously?  They knew where we live?”


“They must have followed us, and we didn’t notice,” Maria said.  “Kato…they burned down the apartment.”

“What?  They did what?”


“They knew where we live, and they got there before we did. They broke in and set fire to the garage.  They all had baseball bats, brother.  They came there to kill us.  Kill all of us.”


“Holy…no wonder I’m laying here.  If they did that, then it must have been for real.”  He closed his eyes and leaned back, then gave a grim sigh.  “How many of them did I kill?” he asked woodenly.


“None, but you hit one of them in the head with a bat, and they don’t think he’ll ever walk again.  They said he’s paralyzed from the neck down,” Maria answered honestly.  “Four others are in the hospital, and the rest are in jail.”


“You saved our lives, Kato,” Rika said quickly.  “If you hadn’t been there, we’d be dead.  They were there to kill us all, but you stopped them.  So don’t feel bad about it.  You saved us.”


“I don’t feel bad about crippling someone that tried to kill me, Rika,” he said, looking up at her.  “Are you two okay?  No injuries?”


“You held them so we could get away,” Rika answered.


“That’s all that matters,” he said, squeezing her hand.  “You said they set fire to the apartment.  Was it a total loss?”


“Total,” Maria answered.  “We lost everything, brother.  All we have left are the clothes on our backs and our attaches.”


“Maria, Rika, you two need to see if you can stay with your friends while I’m in the hospital,” he told them.


“I’m staying right here,” Rika retorted hotly.  “I won’t leave you, mutt.”


“You have finals next week,” he said bluntly.  “That comes first.”


“Oh, screw you!” she barked, putting her other hand on his shoulder.  “You’re laying in that bed with a concussion and broken arm, and you tell me that school is more important?  If you weren’t already in that bed, I’d put you in it myself!”


Despite herself, Maria burst into laughter.


“You should be out of here by tomorrow, Cano,” the doctor told him.  “We’re just holding you for observation to make sure you don’t suffer any additional effects from the concussion.  You can convalesce at home just as well as you can here.”


“I don’t think I have a home anymore, doctor,” Kato said.


“We’ve already got somewhere to stay,” Maria told him.  “Akiya’s parents own an apartment building in the city, and they offered us an empty apartment to stay in until we can find another.”


“That was kind of them,” Kato said, smiling in amusement at Rika’s hot expression.


The doctor took over, shooing the girls out of the way so he could give Kato an examination.  Kato got a chance to see himself, and saw that he was covered in bruises, and that he was also aching just about all over.  He had a bandage around his head, and a cast on his right forearm, which Maria and Rika had already signed with red pens.  He could feel that he’d taken quite a shot to the ribs, was lucky they weren’t broken, and there was a reinforcing bandage around his right ankle, telling him he must have twisted it in the fight.  After the doctor finished, he pulled Kato’s blanket back up.  “Now, I’m going to let the others in to visit you,” the doctor said.   “There’s quite a lot of them waiting out in the waiting room.”


“Half the senior class is here,” Rika told him.


“How long have I been here?”


“A few hours, but that was enough time for news to spread.  Even the news networks know,” she said.  “There’s already been stories about it on NHK.”


“Over a fight?”


“Over ten boys with baseball bats burning down our apartment and then trying to kill us.  That’s definitely not normal,” Maria answered. 


“Oh.  When you say it like that, yeah,” he agreed.


He ended up visiting with nearly a hundred girls in groups of five or six, and they started with his friends.  Akiya, Kiami, Hanako, Seri, Taro, and Kikiru, the core group of his friends at school, were the first group to come in.  He visited with quite a few girls he barely knew after that, as they came in in small groups to see how he was doing, all the way up to him being visited by all of his teachers and the principal with the last group.  Along with them was a couple that he didn’t know, but were introduced to him as Shikikomi Sobeto and Kaoru, Akiya’s parents.  Akiya was one of the girls whose family lived in Kagoshima, allowing her to live at home rather than in an apartment.  “The doctors say that you should be able to return to school on Monday, Cano,” the principal declared.  “But we want you to take next week off and take your finals as a make-up with no penalty the week after.  You can take them in the morning, before cram school.”


“If you don’t mind, Principal, I’ll just take them next week with everyone else.  I’m ready for them, and I’d rather not put that much additional pressure on myself,” he answered.


“If you want, that’s fine,” she nodded.

“And we wanted to assure you that you won’t have to worry about a place to stay,” Akiya’s father declared.  “We have an empty apartment in one of our investment buildings, and we’re going to let you stay there rent free until you graduate.  That will give you time to get back on your feet without having the worry of finding a place to live hanging over you as you prepare for finals and college entrance exams.  The apartment isn’t that big, but I’m afraid it’s all we have open right now.”


“It can’t be any smaller than our old one,” Kato told them with a grateful smile.  “We’re honored and humbled by your generosity, Mister Shikikomi.”


“It’s only two bedrooms, so I’m afraid either the girls will have to share or one of you is going to be sleeping in the living room,” his wife said apologetically.


“We’ll be fine, Misses Shikikomi, thank you,” Maria told her with a bow.


“Your little sister has the address and the key, but I don’t think she’s had to the chance to go there yet,” Akiya’s father told him.


“Not yet.  I wasn’t leaving until Kato was awake,” Maria confirmed.


“Tomorrow, your friends are going to take your sister and Chihaya shopping for new clothes to replace what you lost,” his wife said.  “It’s their treat, so you can save your money.  I’m quite proud of them for their thoughtfulness,” she smiled. 

“Maria knows my size, she can pick up the bare necessities for me,” Kato said, looking at her.


She nodded.  “I have a list,” she replied.


“Always organized.  That’s my little sister,” he smiled, which made her smile in return.


“We’re just very glad that you’re alright, Cano,” one of his teachers said.  “But you should know that the police are going to want to talk to you.”


“I don’t remember what happened, but Maria told me,” he said grimly.  “She said I nearly killed one of them.”


His teacher nodded silently.


“I’m…sorry, Teacher, Principal.  I didn’t want to bring shame to Onnajiki.”


“You saved the lives of your sister and your friend, Cano, there’s no shame in that.  In fact, we’re quite proud of you,” the principal declared.  “The police told us that if not for you, that gang of thugs would have killed Cano and Chihaya, that you were still fighting to protect them after they beat you with baseball bats.  They could not bring you down, no matter what they did to you, and that scared them off   That was because you had something precious that you were fighting for, and it gave you the courage and the fortitude to withstand their assault.  You protected them, and there’s nothing more noble than that.  You can be assured that you will face no discipline or inquires at the school whatsoever for what happened.  You did the right thing, and we commend you for it.”

“Thank you, Principal,” he said gratefully.


“You are the best mistake that Onnajiki ever made, Cano Kato,” the principal told him with a smile, to which his teachers nodded in agreement.  “Not even the most rabid detractors on the board of governors doubts that you belong in Onnajiki, not now.  Not after you risked your own life to protect Cano and Chihaya.”

The door opened again, and two men in suits stepped in.  Both were wearing badges.  “It’s time for the police to talk to you, Cano,” the principal told him.  “Once they’re done, no doubt the doctors will let you get some rest.  Just tell them the truth, Cano.  You are not in trouble.  You did the right thing.  So don’t be afraid to tell them what happened.”


“She’s correct,” one of the policemen said.  “We already know what happened, Cano.  You are not being charged, you acted in self defense.  You are the victim here, not the suspect.  We just need to interview you to get a more complete picture of exactly what happened.”


“I don’t remember anything, sir,” Kato told him.  “But I’m more than willing to talk to you about what I do remember.”


His teachers and the principal left, and the two detectives sat down and asked him a series of questions about what happened.  He answered everything honestly, and since Maria and Rika were there, he actually found out what happened in detail, since they told the police what happened.  He had held the pack off at a gate to keep them from going through and getting at Maria and Rika, who were on the other side.  They showed him several pictures of the boys that they’d arrested, and he identified them as members of the gang that he and Rika had fought twice before, once when they tried to harass Rika and the second time when they came to the school looking for revenge over getting in trouble for the first fight.  It seemed that this time, they came to even the score permanently, but Kato had managed to stop them from killing Rika.


It relieved Kato that all ten of them were in custody.  The ones not in the hospital were in jail, and the ones in the hospital would be transferred to the jail when they were released.  And they were being charged with burglary of the Honda home, arson, and attempted murder, which would put them in jail for years.  They may get out of the attempted murder charge, given that the person they attacked was an immigrant and the justice system tended to go light on attacks on immigrants.  But there was absolutely no doubt on the burglary and arson charges, not with multiple witnesses and a security camera catching them on video breaking into the Honda house and setting the garage on fire, and that carried a minimum five year sentence in the Japanese justice system.

So, that was the last Kato was going to see of that gang, unless he was called a witness in their trial, anyway.


After the detectives were finished, he spent a little time with Maria and Rika, and then they were forced out when visiting hours ended.  They were going to go to the apartment and take measure of it.  It was unfurnished, but Akiya’s parents had put some futons in the apartment for them to sleep on.  That would give Maria the chance to see what they needed and make a list, as well as give the girls a chance to get some rest.


After they were gone, Kato could only lay back in the bed, try to ignore the searing, throbbing pain in his head—severe headaches were a symptom of a concussion, and there was little the doctors could do about it—and try to come to terms with the idea that they were homeless.  Oh, they had an apartment, but it was only temporary.  But what was more concerning was that they lost everything.  They hadn’t had all that much, but now even that was gone, leaving them with only their school uniforms and what was in their attaches.  The TV, the game console, their furniture, Maria’s kitchen appliances and utensils…it was all gone.  Just like that.


All because a bunch of guys just couldn’t let something go.  Now their lives were ruined, the lives of Kato and his family were seriously disrupted, one teenage boy would never walk again, and nobody really won.


It was almost tragic.


By the time Kato got his first look at the apartment, it was looking almost lived in.


That was because their friends, and the school itself, had come to their rescue.  Onnajiki was a private academy for the rich, and that meant that it had a lot of assets, a lot of resources, and its students had a lot of money.  On Saturday, while Kato was still being held in the hospital, the school and the students had descended on the new apartment while Rika and Maria were taken out to get new clothes, and they fully furnished it.  The furniture was a mixture of pieces from the school that had been in storage, extra furniture from their fellow students’ houses and apartments, and also pieces that were bought and brought in to furnish the apartment.  So, when Kato finally got to come see it late Saturday afternoon, he walked into an apartment that looked like it had been furnished for years.  The furniture in the living room was Japanese, with two shelves and a low table, a low entertainment center holding a pretty big TV and two gaming consoles, and a bookshelf holding assorted books and knickknacks donated to them.  The kitchen was fully equipped and set up, giving Maria and Kato all the appliances and utensils they needed, from a new rice cooker to a full set of frying pans to a cooling rack for cakes and pastries.  The bedrooms, he found, were furnished in the western style, with two full size beds in one room and a king size bed in the other.  Rika and Maria were obviously sharing one room, and the other was for him.  The bed wasn’t the only western pieces in there.  There were dressers with mirrors, writing desks, and bookshelves as well, and both bedrooms had TVs mounted on the walls that the they could watch while sitting or laying in bed.  The girls’ room had two make-up vanities as well, giving them someplace to sit and do their makeup.  The bathroom was Japanese style, so it was fairly large, had a very big tub and a shower area in front of it, and a separate water closet that had doors into both the bathroom and the living room, allowing them to use the toilet without having to go through the bathing area.

It wasn’t just furniture that was waiting for them in the apartment.  Kato found that the dresser in his room had clothes in it, brand new clothes, both two new uniforms and also enough shirts, pants, shorts, and underclothes to fill the dresser.  Maria knew his size and knew what he liked in clothes, so she’d bought all the clothes he needed, clothes paid for by their friends so they could save their money.

Maria was very thorough.  There was even his brand of shampoo in the bathroom.


Maria and Rika let him look around, then he sat down at the table—having to struggle a bit to get down due to his many savage bruises and twisted ankle—and rested, Rika sitting all but hip to hip with him, holding his right hand gently.  He had bandages on his legs and shoulder and head, the cast on his arm that was signed and decorated so much that it looked like it was attacked by a group of bored art students, and had a very prominent black eye, so he definitely looked as beat up as he really was, as beat up as he felt.  But, at least he had the relief to know that they had somewhere to live, and he felt so grateful to their friends and classmates, and the school itself, for their incredible generosity.  They didn’t just give them some clothes, they gave them a home, they gave them security and peace of mind, and gave them hope.  Thanks to them, they had a place to live.  They could concentrate on finals, on cram school, and on college entrance exams in January.  Their selfless kindness was giving Kato and Rika a chance to do well on those critical exams, which would affect the rest of their lives.  That was why he was so grateful, for their kindness would have an impact on the entire rest of their lives.  Rika put her head on his shoulder, and he put his casted arm around her.  “I was so scared when I saw you get hit,” she said in a sincere, emotional voice.  “One of them hit you right in the head with a bat, Kato.  But you just turned around and hit him right back.  It was like you were invulnerable.  Invincible.”

“I was hoping you’d never see me like that, Rika,” he told her honestly.  “When I’m like that, it’s like I don’t care anymore.  I don’t feel anything, I don’t think.  I’m like a wild animal.  I can kill when I’m like that.  It’s a miracle I didn’t kill anyone,” he said quietly.  “That’s the monster inside me, the monster you have to help keep under control.”


“That monster saved my life, so excuse me if I thank it from the bottom of my heart,” she told him.  “And let me tell you, if Maria didn’t have a hold on me, I’d have been climbing back up the gate to get to you, to help you,” she told him fiercely.


“I’m glad she has way more sense than you do,” he told her, which made her tap him very gently on the stomach with her open palm.  That made him laugh weakly.  “But I do appreciate the sentiment, Rika.  It makes me happy to know that my adorable, vicious little hellcat will always be ready to jump in and help me.”


She cuddled up against him a little more.  “I like that.  Hellcat.  But don’t ever call me adorable again.”


He laughed.  “You are adorable.  What’s wrong with that?”


“It’s undignified.  It makes me sound too cutesy,” she objected.


“Okay, I promise to only call you adorable in private,” he told her, only half serious.


Maria cooked them quite a dinner, food all bought for them by their friends, and Kato had a bit of trouble eating.  His left hand was bruised and battered, and he found holding chopsticks to be a little painful, and his arm was one giant bruise form the shoulder to the wrist, making moving it hurt.  He very nearly had to fend off Rika trying to feed him like he was a baby.

He spent the evening sitting by the table and resting, texting people almost constantly to tell him he was home, and he was feeling alright, but eventually the events of the day caught up to him.  He struggled to his feet and headed for the bathroom, hoping that a hot bath would soothe his sore muscles.  He’d just have to be careful not to get his cast wet.  What he didn’t count on was Rika boldly following him into the bathroom after he announced his intentions, watching as she went over to the tub and started filling it.  “What are you doing?” he asked.


“You’re banged up and have a cast on. I’m going to help you,” she declared, quite deliberately pulling off her shirt.


“Help me take a bath,” he stated calmly.


“What, are you afraid to let me see what I’ve already had my hands on?” she challenged archly as she unhooked her bra, and that made him laugh.


“Fair point,” he acceded.  “But why are you undressing?”

“So I don’t get my clothes wet, you moron!” she retorted.  “Now get undressed while I draw the bath!”

So, for the first time since maybe he was an infant, he had someone help him take a bath. And she was surprisingly helpful, helping him in after the bath was ready to make sure he kept the cast dry, then she very carefully washed his back for him after he sat there and soaked a while, let the heat work its way into bruised muscles and relax them.  She sat on the shower stool beside the tub, delightfully nude, alternating between helping him clean up and just sitting there holding his casted hand to make sure he didn’t get his cast anywhere near the water.


Maria knocked on the door.  “Uh, guys, Anna, Seri, and Akiya are here,” she called, then she slid the door open just a crack.  “I told them Rika was in the water closet.  Rika, get dressed and come out that way,” she added in Portuguese.


“I heard that!” Anna shouted, speaking Portuguese.


Maria blushed deep red, her eyes widened.  She’d completely forgotten that Anna was fluent in Portuguese.


“Why are you in the bath with Kato, Rika?” Anna pressed, speaking Japanese, coming up to the other side of the door from the sound of it.


“He’s all beat up, he’s having trouble moving around, so he needed help,” she replied boldly.  “I’ve seen him naked before, so it’s not like I’m not seeing anything I haven’t already seen.”

“Better Rika than me, I don’t think big brother would appreciate his sister helping him take a bath,” Maria said, succumbing to the situation with a flushed, embarrassed grin.


Anna boldly pulled the door aside from behind Maria, then laughed at the sight before her.  “And why are you naked, Rika?” she challenged.  That caused Seri and Akiya to suddenly rush to the door, and they all laughed as Rika glared at them from her stool beside the tub, with a towel over her lap but her breasts gloriously bare.


“Because I wasn’t about to get my clothes wet, you depraved sluts,” she retorted.  “It’s not like he hasn’t already seen me naked, either.”


“Are you about done ogling me, girls?” Kato asked calmly.


“We can’t see anything naughty from this angle,” Seri grinned.  “But spirits above, Kato, you’re bruised all over.”


“Thus why I needed help,” he said calmly.  “So can we finish up here without the audience?”


“Well, I guess so,” Akiya lilted.


“Close the door, you tarts!” Rika boomed, which made them all laugh as Anna complied with a bright smile.


Rika helped him dress in a pair of shorts and a tank top, then he hobbled out to the living room and rested while the girls visited.  They brought over a few more things, the last few things Maria needed to fully equip the kitchen, but they had also brought over a desktop computer.  It was Akiya’s old computer and two monitors, which had been sitting in her closet in her apartment, and she graciously donated it to them.  But “old” was a relative term for a rich girl, because it was only a year old and was still far better than the mainstream.  The new thing they brought over was a printer, just bought and still in its box, which would be a very useful piece of equipment when it came time for them to start applying for scholarships.  Maria and Seri went to go set it up on the desk in the living room.  Anna and Akiya sat with him and Rika, and Anna was giving them a sly smile.  “I had no idea you’d reached the see each other naked stage of your relationship,” she teased.  “See, now I’m even more disappointed to leave.  I wanted to be here for the wedding!”

“You’ll get your chance,” Kato said, which made Rika gasp and look at him, a blush forming on her cheeks.  He looked down at her and smile.  “No, I’m not asking.  Yet, anyway,” he told her.  “But let’s just say that you shouldn’t be surprised when I do.”


“Uh, Kato, that kinda is a proposal,” Akiya said, then she laughed.


“No, it’s a warning that a proposal is coming in the future,” he replied calmly.  “I can’t properly propose until we’re in a much better condition than we are now.  But once we’re firmly situated, we have a new apartment somewhere close enough for Maria to easily make it to school and we’re settled into the college routine, when the prospects for our future look good, then yes.  I’ll propose.  But not until then.  I won’t burden Rika with marrying a homeless man with an uncertain future.  That’s not just improper, it’s rude.”


“He’s certainly confident I’d say yes,” Rika retorted, taking an aggressive sip of her tea.  “What makes you think I’d want to marry you, mutt?  I already have everything I want from you. Marrying you would just give you more than you deserve!”

“And just what are you getting, Rika?” Anna pressed.


“A butler,” she retorted immediately.  “They do all the cooking and cleaning.  If I married him, he’d expect me to do housework!”


“You certainly wouldn’t be allowed to cook,” Kato drawled, then winced with a grunt when she elbowed him, her elbow digging into his bruised ribs.  She gasped and put a concerned hand on his ribs, her face chagrined and nearly frightened.  “It’s okay,” he soothed, giving her a gentle smile.  “I know you didn’t do it on purpose.”


Rika gave him a relieved look, then scowled at the bemused smiles on the faces of the girls.  “What?”


“Oh yeah, he completely owns you, Rika,” Anna teased.


“Completely,” Akiya agreed.


“Oh, bite me!” she said irritably, which made both of them burst into laughter.


The girls didn’t stay long, mainly because Kato was tired and obviously needed to rest, so they excused themselves after chatting a while.  Kato wasted little time after they left, retiring to his new if temporary bedroom, slowly working himself down into the bed.  He hadn’t slept in a bed since the luxury apartment, so he found it a little soft, tossing and turning a bit until he felt comfortable, then closed his eyes.


He barely noticed it when the door opened, since he was half asleep, but he certainly took notice when someone climbed into the bed with him.  He knew almost immediately that it was Rika, sliding in and laying beside him, snuggling up to his side and tucking her head against his shoulder


It was almost a shock how right that felt, how relaxed he felt having her laying beside him.  He draped his arm over her, which made her sigh and cuddle in just a tiny bit more, and then her breathing changed almost immediately.  She must have been exhausted, she’d fallen asleep that fast.  And having her there, against him, the wonderful smell of her hair filling his nose, it made him feel a wave of contentment and relief, as well as the warmth of his love for this small, tempestuous, amazing young lady.  Rika was a treasure, an absolute treasure, and he felt so lucky that she had graced him by falling in love with him.

Rika and Maria were his world.  There were all that mattered.
