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~§~
For my mother, who taught me that when life gives you oranges,
don’t try to make lemonade, make orange juice instead.
~§~
Chapter 1:
Regarding Fear
That such a thing would even happen had never crossed her mind. She’d been placing all her hopes in not seeing him, in being far away from everything that reminded her of him, that the change of plans had placed in her a sort of shock. She tried to push it away, but no matter how much effort she put forth into hiding her emotions, she knew her eyes betrayed her. Like a deer caught in the headlights, she couldn’t erase the surprised fear that had overtaken her gaze. She was going to America, going far, far away, and still she couldn’t escape him.
“It’s going to be kind of weird, don’t you think?” beside her, Mamoru was trying to get her attention. Slowly swiveling her head to face him, she took note of the searching way his intent eyes were scouring her expression. He knew something was up with her, but he couldn’t place what. “Living with Keinishi-sensei’s family for break…” His voice died off, his brows furrowing ever so slightly in concern.
“Yeah,” she choked out before turning her gaze back to the window and away from prying eyes. “Really weird.” Apparently understanding that she no longer wanted to talk, her best friend didn’t follow up. Instead, he merely leaned back in his seat before turning to Hisoka, who was sitting in the end seat of their row. They exchanged similarly worried looks, but didn’t comment as their friend once again engrossed herself in staring outside.
They were closing in on the Detroit airport. The weather had been picking up steadily since their plane had crossed into the Midwest, snow being the main feature. Unable to see the ground due to the heavy precipitation, most had turned inwards to talk, but not Rika. No matter what her friends said, she always seemed to find the outside world more interesting.
“So,” Kazuma was sitting in the row across the aisle beside Hisoka’s little brother and Ine-sensei, “you guys,” he motioned to his math teacher as well as Satou-sensei, who occupied an aisle seat behind them, “know the people we’re going to be staying with?” Nodding, both teachers acknowledged him as being correct before speaking.
“Both Kokoa and I,” their English teacher started, “were foreign exchange students with the Keinishi family.” Every time the name came up in conversation, Rika felt her heart bolt to her throat before sinking back down to beat fearfully in place. “We’ve known each other as well as Keinishi-sensei for a long time.” Nodding, Kazuma took in this information before turning to Mamoru.
Whether he was intent on speaking to the blue haired youth or not would remain unknown. Above their heads, the speakers came to life as the pilot issued that they would begin descending and that all passengers were to put away electronic devices and buckle their seatbelts. Doing as commanded with a robotic type of momentum, Rika forcefully ignored the way Mamoru kept glancing at her in apprehension. She was trying desperately to hide her emotions, but her companions could sense her discomfort. Even her teachers had questioned if she was alright. Her emotions were so tense, so ready to burst, that concealing them was impossible no matter how hard she tried.
And as the plane started to drift lower among the clouds, she wasn’t sure if it was the change in elevation or her nerves that sent her stomach into knots.
Ignoring the sudden voices around her as her friends began chatting about the inevitable touchdown, she pursed her lips and welcomed the way her ears bloated, the pressure striking her momentarily deaf as painful popping distracted her from the hungry, starving, tight feeling strangling her heart. It wasn’t fair that this was how things had turned out. She’d needed this trip as a getaway to get over him, yet instead she was being forced to spend all day, every day with him. When she’d first heard the news, she’d almost considered somehow lying to get out of going, anything, but the words hadn’t come. She’d been shuffled along with her friends to the point of no return.
And as the wheels of the plane touched down on the runway, a jolt ran through her both physically and mentally that shook into her a single fact. She was in America now and there was no turning back.
Their departure from the aircraft and their entrance into the building outside was a blur in her mind. It was hectic as her friends pulled their carry-on’s from the compartments above their heads and slowly squeezed themselves off the narrow landing and into the large, busy airport. She could hear them muttering as they followed their teachers, most of their comments directed at the number of Caucasians suddenly surrounding them. Sometime along their stroll, their English teacher had stated that for the remainder of their stay, they could speak only English. She couldn’t place when he’d issued his order; it only registered in the back of her mind.
Eventually, they were at the point where they’d retrieved their luggage and were standing around by a wall of glass windows and doors, their English teacher staring intently out into the snow. He was looking for someone.
Clenching her jaw as tightly together as she could, Rika ignored the way her chest had constricted and how her stomach had flipped. Had she eaten anything, she very well may have puked it back up. Instead, she was left with a gasping sensation tugging at her throat as she tried to keep her face as straight as possible.
“Ah, there,” Satou-sensei finally stated before he beckoned to his students. Dragging their suitcases behind them, the group followed their instructors outside into the snow-ridden weather. Keeping her eyes on the ground as long as possible, Rika spotted Hisoka’s feet walking along next to hers. Feeling the other girl’s gaze on her, she hesitantly flicked her stare up to meet the concerned look the brunette was casting her. And as their eyes met, Hisoka reached forth her free hand and grabbed Rika’s own with a reassuring squeeze. Furrowing her brows in confusion, the shorter of the two registered a knowing light sparkling in her friends’ eyes.
Did she…?
“Oh my goodness!” Jumping, Rika abruptly turned her head forward at the sound of the voice. Immediately, she regretted having done so, afraid of what she’d find, but as her pulse skyrocketed, she realized her fears were unjustified. “Eri, Kokoa, I haven’t seen you in so long!” She was tall, silvery-blonde, and wearing a sentimentally giddy grin on her face. Her complexion was tanned and rosy, her blue eyes a vivid azure despite her older age. There was a mother-like quality to her, something she just seemed to emanate as she forcefully pulled their math teacher into a tight embrace.
Behind her was a large, forest-green SUV with a short trailer attached to the back. And as Rika’s eyes darted around, she released a relieved sigh when the pretty woman sporting leather boots, a white skirt, and a suede jacket appeared to be the only one coming to greet them.
“Tina,” Satou-sensei smiled as the woman grabbed hold of him as well. “It’s good to see you.” Taking a step back, their new acquaintance huffed gratefully, her bright smile stretching further across her face as she tossed her long locks over her shoulder. “Everyone,” their English teacher turned to his students, “this is Tina Keinishi, she’s one of your hosts.” All the students nodded respectfully as Rika unconsciously registered that this woman must her history teacher’s stepmother.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she replied simply before Satou-sensei continued.
“Tina,” he turned to face her as he gestured to them each individually. “This is Mamoru Nakamura,” the tall, blue haired teenager nodded as his braided tresses slid over his shoulder, “Kazuma Itou,” the skinny, effeminate boy smiled sweetly as he flipped his fashionably cut bangs out of his face, “Rika Shirokitai,” she forced a strained smile onto her face, “Hisoka Kiyomizu,” the auburn-brunette waved lightly as she bounced on her toes, “and Akihiko Kiyomizu.” The last of their group only blinked in reply. Of them all, Hisoka’s little brother was the least talkative. He was a few years younger than the rest of his companions and further distanced himself with a constantly cranky mood and cocky disposition. His sharply cut brown hair, it sat just above his ears, didn’t help his already severe dark stare or his overly young facial features. None of them went out of their way to affiliate themselves with the “genius,” he was just far too unpleasant, and only Hisoka was comfortable around him. She was, in turn, the only person he willingly conversed with, though even with her he was constantly impatient.
Rika had only spoken to him once and even she’d been turned off, and everyone knew she could be highly unpleasant as well when the mood struck her.
“Welcome to America,” Tina started warmly, her blue eyes lingering on them all equally. “Unfortunately, the weather doesn’t seem to be as pleasant as what I was hoping,” the snow was still falling heavily, “but it shouldn’t hinder our progress any.” That wasn’t what Rika wanted to hear. “In any case, let’s not stand out here and freeze to death.” Beckoning them behind her, they dragged their things to the trailer before shoving the luggage into the small compartment. Once that was taken care of, they were shoved into the SUV that, though spacious by general car standards, held just enough space for them all.
In the back sat Mamoru, Kazuma, and Akihiko, and in the next seat up Rika was squeezed between Hisoka and Satou-sensei. In the front passenger, Ine-sensei made herself comfortable as Tina climbed into the driver’s side and started the car. Pulling out into traffic, it seemed they were well on their way despite the weather’s objections.
“You should know Eri,” the blonde woman started as they picked up speed, “that Alister and Jason are expecting you out in the woods with them as soon you get home.” Satou-sensei scoffed and laughed shortly.
“Fat chance of that,” he replied simply.
“I told them that’s what you’d say, but I was told to deliver the message anyway,” she continued. “Apparently they’re expecting you to pay all your dues these next two weeks.” Satou-sensei rolled his eyes, his students listening intently to the conversation.
“I just got off a plane,” he defended, “and now I’m going to be in a car for the next five hours. There’s no way I’m going out to help them. You know as well as I do they’re not getting anything done anyway. Those two can’t accomplish anything when they’re together.” Tina raised her eyebrows knowingly and nodded.
“Certainly Garnar is with them,” Ine-sensei interjected. “He’ll keep them under control.” Their blonde host was thoughtful as she considered the other woman’s words.
“I don’t know,” she furrowed her brows and shook her head as she pulled the vehicle out onto the freeway. “He’s been in a strangely good mood since yesterday when Eri called and asked to relocate this trip here.” A grin spread across Satou-sensei’s face then as he leaned forward so his head was hovering over Ine-sensei’s shoulder.
“I wonder why?” he asked and if Rika didn’t know any better, she’d have to say he actually sounded mischievous. Turning to stare at him, none of the students missed how Ine-sensei’s face momentarily reddened as she caught their English teacher’s eye. He shrugged innocently in response before falling back into his seat.
Hisoka and Rika drew their gazes from Satou-sensei to each other, skepticism exchanged between them. Of course it was a given that they’d get to know their teachers on a more informal level during such a trip, but as they all considered the notion, they realized that they weren’t just spending two weeks with a random family and their teachers. No, they were being harbored by a household that their teachers had spent large amounts of their lives in. Certainly, because of their familiarity with the situation, parts of their personalities that their students didn’t know about would come to light.
The next few weeks were going to be very interesting.
~§~
“We’re entering the property now,” Satou-sensei stated plainly into the empty air as Tina turned the vehicle down a tree shrouded road. The car had fallen silent more than an hour before, the students staring out the windows intently as they entered the pine littered terrain of northern Michigan. They hadn’t anticipated how much snow there’d be, but it was stacked up on the side of the road by the foot. Their residence for the next two weeks entertained much whiter weather than their home did.
“Property?” Mamoru questioned as the gazes of the students turned to their English teacher. Outside, the road had become far less mainstream. The asphalt was bumpy and lacking in proper grooming, and there were no yellow or white lines present. A private road.
“Yes,” the older man continued. “The Keinishi’s own approximately seven-hundred acres of land.” His revelation was met by both wide eyes and gaping mouths, at least by everyone other than Rika and Hisoka’s younger brother. The dark haired girl wasn’t able to express the appropriate amounts of awe because the mentioning of finally arriving had twisted her face into a grimace, one she tried to hide as she stared past Hisoka and out the window. The latter, Akihiko, refused to be impressed by anything, thus his face remained a blank.
“Holy shit,” Mamoru muttered under his breath. Had Rika been in possession of her nerves, she might have had the gull to be slightly impressed. Granted, the assets her brother owned were hundreds of times vaster, but comparing her wealth to that of an average family was hardly fair.
“Nakamura,” Satou-sensei turned back to him with a reprimanding eye. “If you’re going to use profanities, use them in English please.” Blushing slightly at the double mistake, Mamoru whispered a quick apology before directing his attention back out the window.
“In the larger scheme of things,” Tina started, her voice ringing clearly across the car, “our property is actually rather insignificant in comparison to the ranches out west.” Taking in her words, uneasy glances were tossed from student to student. Based on what she’d said, they allowed themselves to infer one thing. They were farther in the rural country than they had ever expected. They’d all grown up in more urban environments, hardly ever leaving the city walls.
“Look,” pointing across the car out the diver’s side window, Ine-sensei drew their attention to a break in the trees. Slowing the car, Tina rolled her window down as the students leaned over their seats to get a better look.
“Horses!” Hisoka exclaimed in excitement as she clapped her hands together. Narrowing her eyes, Rika focused her attention across the barren, snowy field. Her eager friend was right, but the animals were quite a ways off. From their distance, the students could see three of the beasts, each of them also paired with a rider. And as Tina laid on the horn, one of them turned to the direction of the road.
Their host-mother waved out the window and one of the individuals replied with a similar gesture, though no one could make out the faces of the persons atop the horses. Behind the one that had greeted them, the rider atop a black colored animal turned swiftly and darted across the field towards a wooded area. The one that had been staring at them then paused before following, thus the grey blur in the distance vanished as well. The last, a red splotch, remained in place for only a few seconds before turning and riding off in the opposite direction as the other two.
“What are they doing out there?” Kazuma questioned as Tina rolled up her window and commenced in driving once again.
“They’re out fixing fence,” their host replied simply, as if such an explanation clarified everything. “Well, they were anyway,” she continued as the group was once again surrounded by looming pine trees on all sides. “It looks like Alister and Garnar are headed back towards the house, and I don’t know where Jason was going.” So that singular red blotch had been their history teacher. Shoulders slumping, Rika wasn’t sure whether to be relieved that he’d gone off by himself or not. Granted, not heading back towards the “house” probably meant her time until seeing him was postponed, but that also meant she wouldn’t know when to expect him. Still, despite her loathing of the current situation, one thought flitted through her mind.
Jason knew how to ride horses?
“Are we almost there?” Hisoka blurted out in excitement, her energy having surged through the roof after sighting the three animals. “I really love horses,” she continued before she got an answer. “Are we going to get to ride? That would be really cool. I’ve never actually ridden a horse before, but-”
“Calm down Kiyomizu,” Satou-sensei interrupted good-naturedly, thus pulling a blush from his over-eager student. “One question at a time. I know you don’t have to raise your hand, but a little patience would be appreciated.” Muttering a quick apology, the brunette sank back in her seat.
“You’ll all get to learn how to ride,” Tina replied, her statement causing Mamoru to pale slightly. Horses were big animals after all. “This is supposed to be some kind of Cultural Enriching Trip, right? So it’s only a given that you learn how to ride. It’s a pretty big part of our lifestyle.” Glancing back at them in her rearview mirror, she smiled. “And yes, we’re almost there.”
True to her word, the trees soon broke to reveal a long drive lined by white picket fences. They blended in well with the snow-covered terrain, but the large brick house ahead of them stuck out like a sore thumb. Appearing to be about two stories high, it was long and intimidating. Large pillars supported an awning along the length of the home, sheltering a hardwood deck that circled the whole place. A set of five stairs led up to the front door where a holiday wreath was hanging.
Pulling the SUV as close to the house as possible, it was only a matter of seconds before teachers and students alike were allowed to exit the cramped car in favor of stretching their muscles. Glancing around curiously, the students took in their snow covered surroundings as the main door to the house was pulled open.
“You’re here,” the man that had come out of the house stated simply as he slowly sauntered his way down to their level. Sporting tan slacks, leather shoes, and a fuzzy blue sweater, he looked them over with critical, dark eyes. He was an older man, his short tresses graying atop his head despite the dark facial hair he’d grown just barely along his jaw and chin. Although he carried himself in a slouched position, he was still an intimidating figure, his hands shoved into his pockets lazily.
“Yes,” Tina went right up to him, her smile never faltering as she ran her arm through his. He returned the gesture, smiling just faintly down at her before returning his gaze to the group of teenagers before him. “These are the children we’ll be fostering for the next two weeks.” He nodded and Rika pursed her lips. His stare was severe, clear, and even she felt herself shrinking beneath it.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” he finally stated. “My name is Shingo Keinishi, welcome to my home.” Nodding respectfully, all the students muttered words of thanks before rising once again to face the daunting man. Taking in his sharp eyes and intent gaze, Rika registered that this man must be Jason’s father despite the fact that they hardly shared any physical similarities.
They shared a similar taste for coffee however, or so her teacher had once claimed.
“They’re here!” glancing up to the door once again, everyone laid witness to three girls clattering out of the house and down the stairs. Appearing a few years younger than the majority of the students, they were as different in style as they were similar in age. “What’s up strangers?” The one that had announced their arrival addressed them directly, a single brow raised skeptically above her eye as she inspected them. Wearing ratty jeans, rubber boots, and a red flannel shirt, she crossed her arms over her chest as her overly tight ponytail pulled her black hair against her skull.
“These are my daughters,” Mr. Keinishi clarified as he gestured to two of the girls, “Robin and Tomoko.” The first was the same girl that had spoken, her voice rough, while the other was far softer in comparison. Sharing in her sisters same shadowy, dark gaze, hers was far more welcoming. Similar in color to her older brothers, her chocolaty brown hair was held back by a white headband as the ends grazed her shoulders. She was dressed in fitted jeans and a pink blouse, far more girly in comparison to her counterpart as she smiled sweetly at them. “And this is Emily, our niece.” The last girl was frowning, seeming far from impressed as she looked them up and down. Her sharply cut, chin length blonde hair gave off a punk impression, but only because there were two striking red strips going down one side. Her complexion and azure eyes bore a striking resemblance to Tina’s.
“You can call us Robby and Tommy,” the softer featured of what the students gathered were un-identical twins clarified. Staring at the two contemplatively, Rika saw in them many of the same in-between features that Jason possessed, though their dark eyes weren’t nearly as striking as his green ones.
“Don’t you Asians forget about me!” the punk blonde stated as she slammed her hands onto her hips. She earned a few irritated eyes from her guests, but she didn’t seem to care. “You’re in America now, so you better watch out because if you get in my way, I’m taking you out.”
“Emily,” Tina scolded as she glanced over at her niece. “Please, have some manners.” Sticking her nose in the air, the haughty blonde simply huffed, having no further comment on the situation. Robby was snickering at her cousin’s remark however and Tommy was shaking her head, embarrassed.
“In any case,” Shingo Keinishi’s cold voice pierced into the conversation. “You all must be tired of sitting by now. Why don’t we take a walk and get you acquainted with the immediate property?” His smile was vague, his expression blank, and as the students shrugged and nodded, he turned and began walking through the snow, his wife’s arm still linked with his own.
“You three,” Satou-sensei pointed a stern finger at the three younger girls, “haul the bags inside.” They gave him exasperated sighs, but he simply raised his eyebrows in a reprimanding fashion and they gave in. Thus the English teacher held up the rear as the group followed the older adults across the yard. Walking alongside Hisoka, Rika was once again surprised as her female friend cast her a knowing gaze.
Their tour was interrupted however when Kazuma gasped and grabbed Ine-sensei around the arm, his eyes bugging as he stared out across the field.
“Are those wolves?” he asked quickly as he clung to the older woman. She stared at him with a skeptical grin, but he didn’t seem to register it as they all drew their attention past the picket fence where a whole herd of animals had appeared out of the trees.
“No,” Mamoru gave his friend an irritated eye as the skinnier boy hesitantly released his math teacher. “They’re just dogs you idiot.” The blue haired teen spoke truly. Galloping and jumping through the snow was an entire flock of panting canines. Two of them Rika recognized as Perseus and Theseus as they vaulted towards the group. Aside from them, four others of similar size were visible: two golden retrievers, a black, longer haired beast that Rika noted as a Belgian Sheepdog from her hours watching animal shows, and a Rottweiler.
And as the dogs spotted the newcomers, they sang themselves into a chorus of barking.
“That’s a lot of dogs,” Hisoka muttered, somewhat stunned, as the pitch black sheepdog bolted speedily ahead of the others and bulleted between the panels of the picket fence before stopping right in front of Satou-sensei. Despite how her fur was caked in snow, the dark colored animal seemed beyond happy to see the English teacher.
“Hello Aphrodite,” Satou-sensei greeted as he patted the animal lovingly on the head. “Was your trip here with Perseus and Theseus pleasant?” She barked in reply as the students stared at the duo in confusion. They could all gather that the fuzzy beast belonged to Satou-sensei, but only Rika registered that the animal must have travelled cross country with Jason.
“They’re coming right at us,” Kazuma stated uncomfortably as the remaining five animals crawled, jumped, and barreled through the fence. Unhindered by the snow, they rushed towards the group without any intent on slowing down, and had it not been for Tina, they might have very well plowed all the students’ right over.
“Stop!” the blonde woman shouted swiftly and all the animals froze and turned to her. “No,” she stated as their shoulders visibly fell, their excitement leaking away. Furrowing her brows, Tina glanced between the dogs curiously before allowing her gaze to drift up the way they’d come. “You two,” she directed her voice to Perseus and Theseus as she eyed them again, “forgot something, didn’t you?” Almost as though they could understand what she was saying, they cocked their heads to the side curiously.
As if on cue, a harsh yipping echoed down the hill over the group, drawing all the dogs gazes back up the bank. Glancing at each other quickly, the German Shepherd and the Doberman realized what they’d seemingly left behind and jumped into action. Leaping up the hill, they were alone in their endeavors as the crowd below watched. Sticking their heads in the snow just outside the trees, they retrieved what they’d gone after before dashing back down once again.
Hanging from their mouths by the scruff of their necks were two snow covered Husky bundles.
“Puppies,” Hisoka muttered as Rika felt all the color drain from her face. She’d completely forgotten, in her stress about coming to the Keinishi residence, that Artemis would be there. The downside to that was the fact that the brunette standing beside her had met the Siberian Husky. If that didn’t send an alarm off in Hisoka’s head, then Rika was giving her intelligence far too much credit.
Heart surging into her throat, Rika glanced up at her friend, but couldn’t catch the girl’s eyes. She only hoped the brunette had enough sense to keep her mouth shut.
“That’s better,” Tina issued as Perseus and Theseus dropped the two pups just outside the fence before promptly running them over, sending the youngest individuals of their pack rolling into the snow. Their attention was now directed elsewhere as they hopped across the remaining yard and ended up sitting at Rika’s feet. Panting, they stared up at her expectantly.
And as if matters couldn’t get any worse, Artemis was soon on her feet and bounding over as well, barking harshly as she jumped through the snow until she too was wagging her tail right in front of Rika. Apollo was far slower to respond, having a fair bit more trouble plowing through the drifts.
“Wow,” Tina blinked as the group watched with surprise at the obvious attachment the three animals seemed to have to the young woman. “They’ve certainly taken a liking to you.” Smiling awkwardly, Rika bit her bottom lip and tried to hide her unease. She had to do something, quick.
Reaching into her pocket, she released a relieved sigh when she was able to pull a few cheap cookie packets from the plane ride out of the maroon fabric. Holding them up, she shrugged innocently as the dogs began wagging their tails more viciously at the sight of the treats.
“They must have smelled these,” she replied lamely with a short, fake laugh. It was hardly an excuse. There was no way that among all the other dogs, people, and action on the property that the three animals would be able to pinpoint some cheap, plain cookies without having been looking for them to begin with. Yet, because there seemed to be no other reasonable explanation, the group took it as it appeared and shrugged. Only Hisoka seemed to know otherwise as she finally caught her shorter friend’s eyes. Satou-sensei too didn’t seem convinced, but his face remained blank as he continued to rub his own dog behind the ears.
“I guess Jason really was being serious when he said they could sniff out anything,” Shingo added, sounding rather indifferent as the group pulled back together and headed once again through the yard, the dogs following along at their heels. Artemis and Apollo couldn’t keep up through the snow however and eventually Perseus and Theseus had to once again go back and retrieve them, carrying them along steadily as the pups hung limply from their jaws, seeming far too tired to still be awake.
Pulling her gaze away from Hisoka, Rika tried to ignore the way her paranoia was crawling up her spine.
“Do they always just run around in a… pack like that?” Kazuma asked curiously as the dogs trotted along beside the group of newcomers. None of them got too close however, wary of the warning Tina had given them despite their obvious curiosity at the guests. Only Perseus and Theseus broke this rule as they remained on either side of Rika, almost in a protective manner.
“When they’re here, yes,” Tina replied without looking back at the curious student. “There’s too many of them to allow in the house when they’re all together, so we keep them outside during the holidays. They can get in the horse barn if they get cold and they know to stay on the property. The older ones at least, but the puppies I’m sure are learning the perimeter by now.”
“So who do all these dogs belong to?” Mamoru asked as he reached out to pet one of the retrievers.
“Aphrodite is mine,” Satou-sensei replied as he patted the shaggy animal on the head. “She comes here every winter when I’m usually on the Cultural Trip, tags along with Keinishi-sensei and his pack.” He nodded to the animals surrounding Rika. “Those four are with him.” Rika sighed. Well, if Hisoka couldn’t figure it out from that statement, than she’d just have to tell her out of obligation.
“The Rottweiler belongs to our older brother Garnar,” Satou-sensei continued, relating himself to the family with no problem despite the fact that he’d supposedly only been a foreign exchange student, “and the Golden Retrievers are Robby and Tommy’s.” The students nodded in understanding as they shuffled through the snow.
“Speaking of which,” Tina interrupted as the group once again came to a halt along the picket fence, “here are Garnar and Alister now.” Bursting out of the trees finally came two of the riders they’d spotted previously. Smiling, Ine-sensei leaned against the fence as the two men galloped down the shallow bank to meet the group, the white railing the only thing separating the touring group from the heavily breathing horses.
The first to come upon them was riding a sleek black animal with dark, deep-set eyes. Its mane and tail however were an off-white, streaked here and there with black. The man atop the horse matched the character of the animal well. Wavy, bleach blonde hair thinned to wisps around his neck and shining silver eyes stared at them from beneath a black cowboy hat, his complexion as pale as the snow. As if to complete the look, he also sported a heavy black Carhartt jacket, dark denim jeans, and black cowboy boots. Even the tack on his horse was black, thick leather reins held in his gloved hand.
The second was quite the contrast. His animal was wide eyed and alert if not a little skittish looking. It was a spidery kind of dapple grey, the color darkening to nearly black at its hooves. It almost looked like it was littered with snowflakes, its grey and white mane and tail giving the beast a fresh appearance. The rider was a smiling, ebony skinned man, his tan hat contrasting greatly with his complexion. His jacket was of the same make as his companion’s only in brown instead of black, his boots following a similar pattern. Light colored jeans littered with holes draped across his legs, the navy underlying layer of his long underwear apparent beneath.
The bottoms of both men’s jeans were covered in snow and ice as well as the lips of their hats.
Rika recognized the second one. He was the notorious brother that was always calling Jason. And as his dark eyes fell on her, his smirk widened, his overly white teeth apparent as he stared knowingly at her. Heart stopping in her chest, she wondered what that look meant, what he could possibly know. Had Jason told him something? Or was he merely recognizing her from the one time he’d spotted her through the computer?
Were her nerves going to be forever on edge in this place?
Barking harshly, a few of the dogs crawled back through the fence to sniff at the horses. Perseus and Theseus were glancing around however, remaining in place after noticing the absence of one particular rider.
“Well that’s a face I haven’t seen in a while,” Alister stated as he peered down at Ine-sensei. “You’re looking as lovely as always Kokoa.” The dark skinned man glanced up at his blonde companion. “Wouldn’t you agree Garnar, isn’t she just ravishing?” There was obvious mocking in his tone as the other rider turned to glare at the taunting man, leaving his question unanswered.
“It’s nice to see you too Alister,” Ine-sensei addressed evenly, seeming quite unfazed by his teasing. Her students on the other hand were watching the exchange curiously, taking note of the behavior between all the adults.
“What else do we got here?” Alister started pacing his horse down the fence as he surveyed the students standing on the other side. “Four-eyes is back,” he clarified with a smile while gesturing to Satou-sensei, who in turn crossed his arms over his chest and pursed his lips in irritation. “And a whole bunch of Asian kids.” He seemed thoughtful. “We got ourselves a blue-haired punk, a girly-boy, an elementary student, and two chickies.”
“Alister,” Tina sounded exasperated as she addressed the older man. “Some manners would be appreciated. You’re twenty-nine for goodness sake yet I’m reprimanding you for the same thing I did a fourteen year old ten minutes ago.” Her son only grinned wider and shrugged, seeming devious.
“I was just sayin’ hello,” he defended as he brought his horse right up next to Garnar’s again before smacking the other man on the arm. “Say hello Garnar,” he demanded and the silver-eyed man slowly turned to glare at him. “Oh wait, right, I forgot, you and Kokoa gonna get all cozy first?” Laughing, Alister jumped his horse away just in time to dodge the punch directed at his face. Turning back, he started making cheesy kissing noises at the two, much to Ine-sensei’s blushing embarrassment. “Keep it PG you two,” he taunted.
“I’m going to kill him,” the man atop the black horse muttered dangerously, his voice soft, deep, and steady as he watched his brother prance around the field, still mocking the two immaturely. A few of the guests laughed, a reaction that only egged the other man on further. Yet despite his apparent immaturity, Alister eventually lost some of his steam and frowned.
“Picking on you two is so much more fun when Jason’s around,” he grumbled and Tina sighed in annoyance before shaking her head. Beside her, Shingo was watching the scene unfold from behind that barely there smile, making no comment. “Where’d he go anyway? I thought he was right behind us.”
“Don’t you listen to anything?” Garnar replied, his voice monotonous as he glared icy daggers at his sibling. “He said he was going to check the east line. Something about not needing to introduce himself to students he already knew.” Alister slumped his shoulders in disappointment. “You really are an idiot.”
“Shut up Garnar,” the other rebuked heatedly. “No one asked for your stupid opinion.” Apparently offended, Alister kicked his horse into a gallop and dashed off down the fence, heading over a hill and disappearing. Shaking his head, the last remaining rider sighed, his impassive face betraying nothing to his audience as he stared after his brother.
“I still can’t believe a woman actually married that,” he muttered before kicking his own animal into gear. Glancing back at the group, he didn’t even wave goodbye before disappearing after Alister, the clearing falling silent as a few of the dogs went chasing after the horses hooves.
“Well that was interesting,” Satou-sensei muttered dryly, still peeved about the four-eye’s comment.
“Always is when Alister’s around,” Tina replied, her voice betraying her irritation. “In any case, let’s get going.” The group continued to tromp through the snow, slowly but surely getting acquainted with their home for the next two weeks.
~§~
She was tired. The plane ride had been long, the drive drawn out, and the introduction to the family hectic. She hadn’t had so much action in one day in a very long time. It didn’t help that her nerves were constantly on edge as she just waited and waited for her history teacher to show his face. It was like he was purposefully making himself scarce and she wondered if maybe he was avoiding her.
Pulling the black sweatshirt further around her body, she stared out across the drive, her breath puffing out of her mouth in white clouds. She’d needed some fresh air, some peace and quiet. They’d eaten and unpacked their things, and were currently free to just hang about. It was true that Satou-sensei and Ine-sensei were in charge of the students, but there wasn’t an apparent list of activities or anything; they were momentarily free to do as they pleased. Their teachers seemed much more relaxed here among this family, as if they’d come home after a very long trip. Two more misfits adopted into the Keinishi lifestyle.
Rika smiled bitterly. Her family would never understand that concept…
“Are you alright?” Jumping, she turned on the porch and encountered the blue eyes of the woman of the house. “It’s awfully cold out here.” Tina came and stood beside her. Smiling awkwardly, Rika wasn’t exactly sure how to reply. “It’s alright,” she continued. “Our family can be a little overbearing sometimes.”
“I like it,” Rika assured without thinking.
“Well that’s good,” the tall woman laughed. “But don’t feel pressured to stay outside your comfort zone all the time. I know sometimes I get a little frazzled around here, but the property is large and so long as you stay near the fences, you can’t get lost. Feel free to walk away whenever you like.” She glanced down at the shorter girl then, warmth painted in her expression. Rika laughed, feeling far more comfortable.
The feeling wouldn’t last however.
“Interesting,” Tina furrowed her brows suddenly as she touched Rika’s shoulder. “I got Jason a sweatshirt just like this one last year, same seam design and everything.” Paling, Rika had to hold back a gasp.
It was just a black sweatshirt, how in the world had his stepmother recognized it?
“Well,” Rika smiled uneasily, “clothes look the same all over the world, right?” Tina didn’t seem that concerned and merely shrugged, agreeing with the young woman at her side and quickly forgetting the whole thing. Rika, on the other hand, was jolted back into being nervous. Not that she was ever very far from being so. She was just waiting for something or someone to somehow…
Somehow what? In actuality, there was nothing to reveal. She and Jason were nothing. Despite this truth however, it didn’t alleviate her worries. She had evidence that there had once been something to be labeled. Artemis for one, and her sweatshirt.
Honestly, she didn’t know why she’d brought the damn thing with her. She’d been sleeping in it almost every night for the past… well for a long time to say the least. She’d just thrown it into her suitcase without a second thought and put it on that night much the same. It didn’t even smell like her Sensei anymore. She’d worn out the scent, much to her own personal despair, and hadn’t even considered that it was originally from America.
“Well, I was just checking on you,” Tina continued with a sigh. “Everyone else is inside raising havoc, so don’t feel inclined to join.” She smiled again. “You don’t seem like the type to indulge in large crowds anyway.” Grinning tightly, Rika nodded as the older woman turned and headed back inside, leaving her alone yet again.
Staring back out into the darkness, she decided that maybe a walk was a good idea. The whole house was lit and she wasn’t really planning on going very far; she wouldn’t get lost. Huffing in determination, she wrapped her arms around her middle and hopped down the steps.
The whole place wasn’t set up in a particularly difficult fashion after all.
There were three barns in the most immediate vicinity. The horse barn was directly behind the house, a red structure with stereotypical white trim, and to the left of that was another similarly painted building where it had been explained that all the feed, tack, and other perishable stuffs were stored. And to the left of that was a snowy path shrouded in trees that led back to the hay fields, though the guests hadn’t gone down it. And still to the left was the picket fence that rounded back out to the drive.
To the right and some ways back from the horse barn was what had been referred to as the feedlot, though, again, none of the foreigners knew what that was. It’d been shrouded in pine trees, thus revealing nothing. From there the wall of trees had stretched to the right about a hundred feet until another barn had come into view. Unlike the other two, which were fashionably red, this one was long and made of white concrete blocks, its roof tin. It was the biggest structure on the immediate property and housed all their ranch equipment, a term that, yet again, meant nothing to the visitors as it hadn’t been elaborated on.
And to the right of this structure was more picket fence that rounded out to the other side of the drive. Rika was quite positive there was more to the property than just those buildings, but that was all they’d been shown.
And of course, right smack-dab in the middle of everything, was the house. It was as big on the inside as the outside. All the common rooms were located on the main floor, the living room being the biggest and what one ran into as soon as walking in. Straight ahead when they’d strolled through the door was a large stone fireplace that stretched from the floor to the roof in an awe inspiring show of grandeur. And the roof was the truth. The ceiling of the living area breached both levels, therefore the room held gracious amounts of space.
The walls were white, the ceiling plastered similarly, and the floor was a light colored hardwood that was spotted with matching maroon dyed rugs. The furniture, there was a lot of it, was a warm, soft brown color, most of the large chairs overly stuffed. Wood tables also littered the area in a circular fashion between the sofas, a large television set up in an entertainment center on the far left wall.
On the far right in the corner was a single antique grand piano in the color of shining burgundy.
To the left of the living room was a huge opening in the wall that led to the dining room where a long table resided atop continuous hardwood floors. There was a huge light attached to the ceiling, a chandelier of sorts, this one significantly lower attached than the one in the living room, which could only lead one to believe there was another room above it. The walls were the same as those in the living room, the ceiling as well, and in the back of the room was a sliding glass door that led out onto the deck and the backyard, the same one Rika had exited when she’d retreated outside.
And farther to the left still was the kitchen, a single bar separating it from the dining room. It shared the same walls, floor, and ceiling as the rest of the house and eight, bright circular bulbs shined down from above to shower the blue marble counters and kitchen island with much needed light. The room held all the basic necessities, the cupboards matching the hardwood of the floor.
What was to the right of the house they’d been told was a private study as well as Shingo and Tina’s bedroom, but the students hadn’t entered there and it had been hinted that they weren’t actually allowed to. Also to the right were stairs along the wall leading up to the second floor, a small hallway visible above as it was traced by railings. If one went up, they could see down into the living room. Beneath this deck/hall of sorts was the entrance way, the door, and the main bathroom.
The upstairs was set up simply enough. A long hallway stretched from one end to the other, rooms scattered to the sides (except the area where one could see the living room. Here, doors were only on the back wall, spaces set up above the entrance of the house). There were a total of ten rooms. Four to the right, two on each side, and four to the left, two on each side. The other two were located in the center. There was also a bathroom on each end, one the girls’ bathroom, one the guys.’
In fact, that was how the whole upstairs was divided. Satou-sensei had a room among the four on the left (it had actually been made apparent that it was his room, literally, not just a guest room), the other three belonging to Garnar, Alister, and Jason. The room father to the left of the center two was a guest however and was occupied by Mamoru, Kazuma, and Akihiko.
To the right, the set up was quite similar in the way of Ine-sensei. She too had what appeared to be her own room. Tommy and Robby also occupied this side of the hall as well as the youngest member of the Keinishi family, a little redheaded girl named Jesse. Hisoka and Rika stayed in the other guest in the center area parallel to their male classmates. This of course had left them curious about Emily, but she’d claimed to live in another house on the property with her father, Troy, a man they had yet to meet.
Thus they’d all crowded into the big house, or in a certain dark haired student’s situation, squeezed her way back out. It was a large place to be sure, but with all its inhabitants plus the guests present, it was packed.
Taking a breath of cold air, Rika glanced out across the back yard. Up the hill a ways directly in front of her was the horse barn. Being the first thing that caught her attention, she shoveled her way through the snow towards it, glad she’d been granted a pair of appropriate snow boots by the family. In fact, all the students had been given heavy attire, snow pants and such, upon entering their rooms. Satou-sensei had been right; this family had things for every person of every size.
Finally getting out of the yard and onto the main path, beaten and worn from use, Rika climbed her way up to the big doors. Staring up at them, she pulled her sweatshirt, his sweatshirt, the sweatshirt, further around her body and furrowed her brows. Obviously, she wasn’t familiar with the barn and was unsure of where the entrance was.
Glancing around quickly, she skimmed the rest of the building and soon saw another, smaller door to the left. Shivering on up to it, she was glad when it pulled easily open, allowing her into the brightly lit structure.
Gasping, she was surprised when she was unexpectedly assaulted by warmth. It was as balmy in the barn as in the house. The sudden change in temperature caused her to shiver more severely than the cold, the door slamming closed rather loudly behind her. She jumped and looked back, and as she listened, registered that she wasn’t the only one taken aback by the noise as quick shuffling and thumping greeted her as well. Whipping her head back forward, she was shocked to see about a dozen horse heads glancing at her over stall doors.
“Sorry,” she giggled uneasily to the animals, a smile spreading across her face despite her sore spirits almost all day. The plane had been terribly tense, the car ride as well, but she’d been quickly distracted from everything upon meeting up with the family despite the mishap with the dogs. Thus, even though the warning of her history teacher was always present, she felt a little more at ease.
He still wasn’t back after all.
Taking a brave step forward, she continued to smile as she bit her lip, most of the large animals remaining fascinated by the sudden appearance of a new person. Placing her finger to her lips thoughtfully, she tried to choose who to approach first, but quickly decided that she’d have to pet everyone equally. With that in mind, her feet carried her to the first available animal.
It was the dapple-grey Alister had been riding earlier that day.
Despite being nervous, she reached her hand out and the horse returned the gesture by stretching out his nose and planting it against her hand, his breath coming quickly as though he were sniffing her. Laughing, she took a few more brave steps towards him, allowing her other hand to stroke his head.
He blinked at her, his nose continuing to sniff her out.
Next to him, another of the horses was leaning towards her, neck craning as far as it could to touch her. It was a black and white splotched beast with intelligent blue eyes. Giggling, she did her best to spread her attention between both of them.
Their hair was softer than she’d expected. Truth be told, she’d never touched a horse before in her life. Never had she gone to any kind of carnival or animal gathering. The only large animals she’d ever even been close to were the ones at the horse races she’d used to attend with her brother and sister. And those trips had ended with Hitomi’s death. Like dogs, she’d never had a particular opinion on the animals, but, as Perseus and Theseus had, these were quickly earning her favor.
Deeming that they’d had enough attention, she glanced back around to see that many had pulled their heads back into their stalls, only three of them still staring at her. One was a dark brown with a single star on its forehead, another pure white, and the last a yellow color with a white blaze down its face - a palomino.
Deciding the last one most inviting, she hunkered her way down the wide walkway and slowly raised her hand to its golden head. It didn’t sniff her like the other two had, just stared at her with soft, dark eyes. Eyes that were aged, that had seen a lot of life and, though there was still plenty to be had, were wise and knowing. Like it could see right through her and understand everything she was going through…
Blinking, she pulled her palms to the side and stroked both of its cheeks. It sighed, its warm breath splashing across her face and she tightened her lips. It was stupid, to think that a horse could possibly see right through her, see right into her soul and understand the turmoil settled there, but that was how she felt as she stared at that particular animal. It was trying to comfort her, standing there so dutifully.
She’d read somewhere that horses were good healers. Maybe that was true.
Taking a shaking breath, she closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against the large animals own, the emotions she’d thought she’d gained a grip on suddenly assaulting her full force. Blinking rapidly, she pushed back the urge to cry. She’d let only a few tears fall that morning while boarding the plane and had quickly cursed her weakness. She’d sworn never to shed another drop over him. Having broken that oath, she’d promised to be stronger. No more crying, none.
Her heart constricted with the forced control, her throat becoming dry. Swallowing, she took as much strength as she could from the animal breathing against her, its consistent rhythm something she tried to match, to mimic, so as to relax her own nerves. If she could think like something else, like this horse, then she had no reason to think for herself.
She didn’t know how long she stood there, burrowing her head into the soft fur of a horse she didn’t even know the name of. It was a soothing experience, one she was in great need of, both because of her roiling emotions the last two weeks and because she’d need to be as calm and put together as possible for the moment she was quite unaware was soon to come.
Starting, she lifted her head from the horse’s own as a rattling entered her ears. It came from the big doors at the back of the barn. Hearing it as well and knowing what it meant, all the other horses leaned their heads over their stalls and stared expectantly as one side of the entrance slowly slid open.
Eyes widening, only a few thoughts had the time to flit through Rika’s head. The first being that she must be doing something wrong, getting caught in here. Of course that was absurd seeing as she had never been told specifically not to enter the horse barn. The second had been to recognize that everyone else was at the house, aside from her, and that only one person would logically be entering this particular building from the back. The third had been to register that she had nowhere to hide and not enough time to run.
So, instead, she was frozen to the barn floor, panic quickly setting in on her.
Multiple footsteps could be heard tapping into the well-lit building from the darkness. One set of two, another set of four. And as they came in from the shadows, Rika felt her heart twist in her chest. Coming here had been a stupid idea she realized; she’d practically been asking to meet up with him.
He hadn’t looked up yet, his eyes focused on his feet as his tired and worn body tromped forward. The first thing she noticed was the black Stetson atop his head, the same one he’d washed his car in and had sported those absurd rubber shoes with. His hat was the only thing akin to that day however. Like his brothers, he wore a heavy coat, this one in the color of brown. Jeans hung from his hips, the bottoms of them coated with snow and ice. His boots were black and tapped loudly against the concrete floor of the barn as he entered.
Unconsciously gripping the palomino’s head tighter, Rika didn’t register when the animal looked between her and the familiar man, seeming to register some unknown weight in the air. Apparently deciding its presence was no longer necessary, the golden animal slipped from her hold, causing Rika to gasp in surprise.
Their eyes met.
At first he’d jumped, thinking he was alone in the barn, but when he spotted her, he froze. Eyes widening, he stared at her without blinking, his hand tightening around the reins of the horse he pulled in after him. He’d stayed away from the house for a reason, being the coward that he was, yet low and behold as soon as he comes back, she’s there.
And they’re alone.
She gulped, her hands still in the air where she’d been holding the animal that had abandoned her. Lowering them quickly however, she held them behind her back as she returned the wide eyed stare her Sensei had started. She felt her legs shaking, her lips tightening, as they took each other in. She couldn’t do anything else however. Instead, her insides tumbled, her stomach abruptly threatening to throw up everything she’d eaten that night, her head aching with pressure and loathing.
She didn’t want to be there.
She could see the same thoughts reflected back at her in his olive green eyes. He’d gone to all that effort to avoid her and still failed. He hadn’t wanted to see her and had spent the whole day coming up with ways in which he might get through the whole break without so much as catching a whiff of her existence. All those options were thrown out the window rather suddenly however, his own heart picking up speed as he stared at her.
Draped in his sweatshirt, a light blue dress, and a pair of his sister’s old winter boots, only one thing finally crossed his mind.
She looked thinner…
Of course that was absurd, he’d seen her in class the last two weeks and not a single similar thing had tripped across his brain. Then again, sure he’d had to look at her, but this was the first time he’d actually ever seen her since that fateful Saturday. He’d put copious amounts of effort into being blind to her, and now had quite by accident been forced to lay his real eyes on her once again.
He didn’t like the notion that he had caused her deterioration. Again, thoughts and feelings of him going up to her and apologizing profusely entered his head, thoughts that crossed him almost every hour of every day, but he refused to let them come to light. Like her, he was frozen in place, unable to act because one part of him wanted to go right up to her while the other wanted to run.
They were torn in the same yet opposite directions.
Fortunately, neither of them would be the one forced to break the tension.
Sighing deeply, the horse at her Sensei’s side raised its head impatiently, huffing great quantities of air right across his cheek. This resulted in two things, one being that he swayed to the left and furrowed his eyebrows rather comically, the other being that his hat lifted from his head and drifted to the ground.
The ground right at Rika’s feet.
Having a distraction, she glanced down, her gaze followed by her teacher’s. Bending over, she held the rim of the hat in-between her fingers. It was cold she noticed. Of course it was, he’d been outside all day.
Glancing back up, she didn’t even have time to register her actions before her feet carried her rather slowly forward. Holding the hat out to him, she closed the distance between them to only a couple feet, the closest she’d been to him in two weeks.
Blinking, his green eyes stared stupidly down at the hat before he reached forward and retrieved it with his free hand. Letting it fall to his side, he stared at her with a hesitant expression.
“Thanks,” he grumbled, his voice low and rough from lack of use throughout the day. As one of them spoke however, they both flushed ever so slightly, though Rika thought she was alone in the action seeing as his face was already red from the cold. Biting her lip, she tried to think of something to say.
“You didn’t tell me you were… a cowboy,” she uttered stupidly, immediately regretting having said it. He blinked a few times in response, her words slowly sinking in as she glanced to the floor, her face reddening even more.
He scoffed. “Hardly,” he replied and with that single word, the air around them lifted some, the tension becoming not so much gone as something else. It was guarded now; they had both put up shields. They were both pretending, faking it, like they had so many times before.
Deeming that reply enough, he clicked his tongue to the animal beside him and rounded his student as he strolled his way across the barn, the horses hooves creating a soothing kind of echo as they clacked against the concrete.
Momentarily frozen in place, it took Rika a moment to slowly turn and look at him again, her expression fortified despite everything churning beneath her skin. It was almost worse, talking to him. She’d been originally terrified of seeing him, and now that she had, other emotions had surfaced in her; ones she’d figured would forever be overshadowed by her loathing of him.
She was excited she realized, to speak with him. And that, above all things, wasn’t a good sign. Yet as she stared at him, she couldn’t stop the words from rolling out of her.
“What do you mean?” she asked curiously as he dropped the animal’s lead. Without looking back at her, he shrugged as he shed his heavy coat and laid it over a stall door, thus revealing to her his sweaty, long-sleeved t-shirt.
“I’m not here often enough to be labeled with the term,” he stated as he began pulling on the leather cinch of his saddle. Drawing her attention upwards, she, for the first time, noticed the horse fully. It was straight up bright chestnut red. Not a single mark of white on it. Only its hooves differed in color, them being dark, almost black. Even its mane was the same bright flash of paint.
“That doesn’t matter,” she replied resolutely. “You can ride a horse and you wear the hat. That’s good enough for me.” She hadn’t meant to say that last part, but it had just kind of slipped out. In other words, whether he believed it to be true or not, he was a cowboy in her head now and that meant something to someone who watched old westerns as a secret obsession.
He glanced at her momentarily before going back to the leather strap in his hands.
“Glad I meet your approval,” he stated gruffly, his voice portraying nothing. Normally she would have taken that as a mocking kind of comment, but their situation wasn’t normal and she didn’t know how to reply, so instead she stared at the floor. “What are you doing out here anyway?” he questioned. “Too much noise inside for you?”
“Something like that…” she uttered quietly.
“Well then,” he continued and she glanced up as he pulled the leather saddle from the horses back and laid it horn-first on the floor, “make yourself useful and go over there to that shelf,” he pointed behind her, “and grab me one of those green bristled brushes.” Blinking for only a second, she quickly turned and stared at the mentioned “shelf.” It was near the back of the barn and had a few things she didn’t recognize sitting on it. The brush was obvious however and with uncomfortably quick movements, she did as commanded.
Walking back over to him, she waited until he’d removed the sweaty horse blanket before dropping the tool into his waiting palm. She watched then as he sighed and started to roughly brush the animal across the back where dark splotches could be seen along the area where the saddle had been sitting. Sweat she registered. Lots of it.
“What’s it’s name?” she asked suddenly, almost jumping at the sound of her own voice.
“Her name is Soteria,” he clarified without so much as looking at her. Rika in turn rolled the name around in her head. Knowing him and his need to name things after mythological figures, she could only deduce that it was another term in reference to those beings, not particularly surprising.
“She’s beautiful,” she commented. He shrugged in response and they fell silent, Rika’s nerves getting the better of her rather easily. She needed to fill the gap. “Can I brush her?” Another comment she would have preferred had stayed in her head. She didn’t know why, it was an innocent inquiry, but he still paused before glancing back at her.
“Sure,” he choked out. Stepping back, he handed her the brush without catching her gaze. Turning the object around in her hands, she slowly took a step towards the large animal, quite aware that it dwarfed her far more than it did Jason. He could see quite easily over its back, she could not. Still, it was just standing there, nothing to be afraid of, thus she pulled her hand up and tried to mimic what he’d been doing.
She could feel the animal breathing beneath her touch, its whole middle inhaling and exhaling in a steady rhythm. It did glance back at her however, dark eyes staring at her curiously before its head turned to the man behind her. Apparently receiving some kind of silent affirmation that the situation was okay, that this stranger would not harm her, she turned back straight, one of her back hooves cocked in a relaxed position.
“Press harder,” Jason commanded coldly. “She’s been out all day; you got to get that stuff brushed out.” Silently, she tried to do as he said, but wasn’t sure how hard she should go. Did it hurt them, if you put too much pressure behind it? “And go with the hair, back, not down.” Pausing, she stared at her hand. She had no idea what she was doing.
Sighing in irritation, he stepped forward before he could even stop himself. His brain was ten steps behind him as he reached up, placed his hand over hers, and began to direct her movements. Of course as soon as he registered her stiffen in front of him, he realized the line he’d crossed. One he’d sworn not to ever again.
He wasn’t exactly sure what to do.
He did know one thing though; he didn’t want to back up. He knew he should, that he should finish with his tutorial and back away as quickly as possible. Yet he found his feet planted to the ground as he slowly pulled her hand across the animal’s back, completely aware that he was doing little good for Soteria, dragging it along that leisurely. And as he brought her hand back to start again, his upper arm brushed her shoulder, her neck, her hair; and his heart sped up in his chest.
This was wrong.
Unable to say anything, Rika allowed him to manipulate her limbs as he saw fit, his large hand encompassing hers entirely over the brush. She loved his hands, their roughness, which she now understood stemmed from having grown up on the Keinishi property, and the way he touched her with them. Their brief moment in the car flashed through her head and she felt the area on her hips heat up where he’d gripped her as if his life had depended on it. Thinking of that made her very aware of his chest breathing up and down just behind her, his shirt occasionally brushing her hair.
Her whole body trembled.
And then he did it, he placed his other hand on her shoulder, her neck fitting into the area between his thumb and forefinger. She felt her heart jump into her throat, suffocating her as he moved closer to her, his entire body up against hers as he paused in his directing of the brush across the horse.
She could hear his breathing hitch, his throat gulp.
“Rika…” She could feel it fluttering around in her chest, that cursed thing she couldn’t control. “I’m sorry Rika,” his voice was hardly a whisper and she could practically see the pained expression on his face. She didn’t dare look at him though, their proximity was bad enough. The throbbing of her body was so intense that it was plugging her ears, was making her whole form shake against him.
She wasn’t ready for this.
She hadn’t expected to face him, not like this, not with him apologizing in such a pathetic voice, one that echoed of both his sorrow and his undeniable attachment to her. She didn’t know how to react; she didn’t know what it meant. Part of her wanted to believe it insinuated he’d changed his mind, that he wanted to be with her despite the risks. But another more logical section of her head argued that it meant only what he said. That he did want her and that he was sorry for hurting her. That despite her feelings and his own, they still couldn’t be together.
That last part scared her and it all left her torn, confused, and unsure. She couldn’t hate him now, not after saying something like that, but she couldn’t go in the other direction either. She was stuck in some sort of mind numbing limbo.
Blinking, she did the only thing she knew how to do.
She ran.
Dropping her hand from beneath his, she saw the room as a blur as she spun away from him. He didn’t try to stop her, no, not even as she dashed for the door. She didn’t look back at him, didn’t dare for fear that she would stop herself. Instead, she threw open the exit and stumbled out into the snow. Gasping at the sudden cold, she stopped for only a moment before tripping across the drive and back into the yard. It went so quickly she didn’t even realize when she was stumbling up the steps and back into the house.
Throwing the glass door open, she clamored inside and was greeted by a few alarmed stares from the dining room table.
“Uh, Rika?” Mamoru questioned. He was playing a game of cards, Alister sitting across from him. The dark skinned man was staring at her as well, and as he took in her bedraggled appearance, he grinned ever so slightly, a shining white line of teeth barely visible, almost as if he knew. “Are you alright?”
Eyes wide, it took Rika a moment to find her voice.
“Yes,” she squeaked. “It’s cold is all.” Finally shutting the door behind her, she bent down and shucked off her boots, doing her best to pull her act together. Taking a few deep breaths, she noted that she may have claimed it was cold, but the heat between her and Jason was still all over her body. She was sweating from it.
Leaning the snow covered boots against the wall with a few other pairs, she tried her best to walk across the floor without drawing much attention to herself. She pretty much failed however. Mamoru still appeared concerned as he followed her form around the table and Alister was smiling wider as he held some cards above his lips, a failed attempt to hide his amusement.
Removing the black sweatshirt in an attempt to act normally, she placed it lazily across a single chair and ignored their gazes in favor of going to the living room.
Strangely enough, it was scarce as well. Hisoka sat on one couch, her eyes in a book, while Tommy and Robby sat at either end of the coffee table playing a board game Rika was unfamiliar with. None of them glanced up as she walked in until she made herself comfortable in the couch next to Hisoka. As soon as her presence was realized however, the brunette beside her glanced up in concern.
“Are you okay?” she inquired quietly upon noticing the stiff way that Rika had placed herself on the couch. The twins had heard the question as well and glanced up, but remained silent as they watched the exchange. Twitchingly turning her head to face Hisoka, Rika couldn’t hide her distress after such a close encounter.
“I’m fine,” she lied, quite obviously, before diverting her gaze back across the room. Sitting on the hearth of the fire place was a single cat, a fluffy white one with bright blue eyes. It’s tail flicked lazily up and down as it stared at Rika through a narrowed stare. “It’s nothing, don’t worry about it,” she continued as she watched the cat’s tail go up and down, up and down.
Jason’s cat.
“Okay…” Hisoka leaned back into the sofa as she closed her book. “So… where were you?” Refusing to meet her friend’s eyes again, Rika took a deep breath as her shoulders finally relaxed. The cat was still staring at her however and after a few more seconds, it rose to its feet and elegantly stretched its body to the floor.
“I was in the horse barn,” Rika replied, never taking her eyes off the feline sauntering its way across the room. She’d only seen the cat once before in her Sensei’s house, but evidence of it’s existence littered his couches in the form of claw marks. And now it was headed her way. She didn’t even know it’s name.
“Oh,” Hisoka muttered before the two fell silent. The cat wasn’t at all fazed by the awkwardness in the air however and eventually reached the couch. Jumping up onto the arm, it then graced its way into Rika’s lap, turned in two circles, and settled down into a ball, its tail twitching by its nose as it stared out across the room. “That’s Keinishi-sensei’s cat,” Hisoka whispered as Tommy and Robby continued to listen to the exchange as inconspicuously as possible.
Slowly turning her head to face the taller girl, Rika at the same time placed her hand gently atop the cat’s fluffy body. Her friend then silently threw out an overloaded gaze filled with questions and uncertainty. And whether Rika had intended to address those inquiries or not would be left a mystery, for at that point they were interrupted.
“Yeah, well, you were more than welcome to cut out early too,” Alister stated as he followed Mamoru into the living room. The blue haired teenager strolled over to where Hisoka and Rika were sitting, making himself quickly comfortable on the floor in front of them as they all turned their attention to the men coming in after him. “It’s not like we had to finish today. You’re just acting like a whiny bitch because-”
“Shut up Alister,” their history teacher’s voice growled as he followed his older brother into the living room, tired after spending all day in the saddle. Two things happened then. One, Rika quite obviously snapped her attention forward, her breath catching and drawing her friends’ eyes to her rather unintentionally, and two, the cat in her lap tensed, pulled back its lips, and hissed quite viciously while staring up at Jason.
Shoulders dropping, Jason stared at the cat with an apparent loathing as it continued to growl and simmer atop Rika’s thighs, digging its claws just barely into the fabric of her dress. The target of the cat’s anger however continued to glare at the animal, finding it somewhat ironic whom the damnable thing had chosen to attach itself to.
“That cat really does hate you Jason,” Robby commented without looking up from her game against her sister. Instead she sniffed, seeming quite indifferent about the whole situation. “But if you get rid of him,” she continued, “I’ll-”
“Strangle me with my own vocal cords, I know,” her older brother finished irritably as he finally tore his gaze from the terrible beast threatening him. Muttering incoherently under his breath, a few of the occupants in the room giggled. Rika was not among them. She did however get a strange kind of satisfaction out of knowing that the animal in her lap completely despised the man she couldn’t bring herself to hate.
“Well, look at this,” a cool, even voice drifted over them and all eyes focused on the man that had just left the office on the other side of the room. He was still sporting that vague smile, his eyes landing on his only biological son. “And here I thought you’d run off, never to come back.” No one missed the way the room’s atmosphere had suddenly sunk, a tension rising in turn as Alister plopped down onto a couch, thus the only two people left standing were Jason and his father.
Rika, registering the change as well as anyone else, forced her head to turn and her eyes to focus on Jason. He’d been irritable a few moments before, but as she took in his tight features, she registered a different kind of annoyance in his eyes. A serious kind; a dangerous kind.
“I found my way back eventually,” he replied coolly as he shoved his hands into his pockets.
“Eventually, yes,” his father replied, his temperament far more lax than Jason’s. “How long do you plan to stay around this time?” Glancing nervously at each other, Mamoru and Hisoka understood quite quickly that whatever these two men were talking about, it wasn’t nice and they probably shouldn’t be privy to it.
“What do you want Dad?” Jason snapped, exasperation as well as anger apparent in his tone. “You know what, on second thought,” he took a deep breath and shook his head, “I don’t even want to know. Keep it yourself. I’m too tired to hear it.” Deeming that the end of the short conversation, Jason forced his feet forward across the living room to the stairs.
“You never do,” his father muttered under his breath as his son vanished up and around the corner into the hall. A few seconds later a door clicked closed upstairs. Sighing, Mr. Keinishi turned on his heel and returned to the office, as if he’d only come out for the sole purpose of antagonizing his son.
Slowly returning to her previous position on the couch, Rika registered her friends shrugging helplessly out of the corner of her eyes. She didn’t join their silent confusion however. Instead, she stared down at the white fur of the cat in her lap, her brows furrowing in concern that she wished she didn’t feel for a certain green eyed man, but did anyway.
Chapter 2:
Regarding Surprise
“Do you guys always get up this early?” Mamoru asked drowsily as he rubbed his eyes and sat down at the large dining room table. All the other students were present as well, each of them dressed in ratty clothing as they had been directed to that morning after being woken up some three minutes before five. “The sun isn’t even up yet…”
“It’s Long Sunday,” Robby replied as she shoveled some cereal into her mouth. Aside from the students, the twins were the only other two present in the room. “We have to get an early start.” Glancing around at each other in confusion, the guests paused in the consumption of their own breakfast as they contemplated what the younger girl had said. “Didn’t anyone tell you?” The dark haired twin raised her eyebrows questioningly.
“No…” Kazuma verified somewhat hesitantly. Furrowing their eyebrows at each other, the two sisters seemed thoughtful before merely shrugging. They didn’t elaborate on the subject, which caused a wave of unease to shift through the students. Had they been anywhere else, they might not have been so paranoid, but ever since they’d realized they would be camping out in a country setting for the next two weeks, they’d grown suspicious of the “cultural activities” they’d be forced to partake in.
“You’ll know soon enough,” Satou-sensei stated calmly as he entered the room. “Don’t worry yourselves over it.” He breezed right by all the teenagers at the table and entered the kitchen. “It’ll be fun,” he continued as he started pouring himself a cup of coffee from the pot that had been started sometime before the guests had even gotten up.
“For us,” Alister confirmed with a short laugh as he followed their English teacher into the neighboring room. His comment didn’t ease the nerves of the students any as they frowned down at their cereal. They didn’t see the way their instructor had cast the dark skinned man a disapproving look.
“Don’t freak them out,” their history teacher was the next one to grace them with his presence. “The last thing we need during-”
“Holy shit!” Mamoru exclaimed as all the eyes on the table focused in on the man sporting faded jeans and a short-sleeved t-shirt. “Keinishi-sensei has tattoos!” Hisoka and Kazuma were also gawking as Jason sighed and paused before the table. “That is so badass!” A grin had spread across Mamoru’s face as his eyes surveyed the ink spreading up his teacher’s arms.
“Nakamura, language, please,” Satou-sensei scolded from the kitchen, but no amount of reprimanding could dampen the punk teenager’s suddenly heightened mood.
“I feel like you’re so much more relatable now,” Mamoru continued blundering on despite the irritated look on his homeroom teacher’s face. “It’s like you being mean all the time is suddenly justified because you’re, like, way cooler than before. I have so much more respect for you now.” Satou-sensei and Alister were sharing a skeptical stare, their eyebrows raised.
“You should have just kept wearing long sleeves,” Alister commented. “My artwork draws too much attention.” Turning his disgusted glare to his brother, Jason looked about to rebuke, but was interrupted by his overexcited student.
“You did that?” Mamoru questioned, this realization finally piquing Rika’s interest. She’d been staring intently at her cereal, doing her best to ignore the conversation, but was unable to continue with her endeavors when the creator of Jason’s tattoos had abruptly been revealed. Turning to the kitchen, she instead decided that just ignoring her history teacher would be easier than blocking out everything. “Would you give me one? I’ve always wanted a tattoo.”
“Well I-”
“No,” Satou-sensei and Keinishi-sensei simultaneously cut right through what Alister had been going to say, thus Mamoru’s shoulders dropped. “There will be no inking of anyone’s skin,” their English teacher pointed Alister in the chest as he continued, “while we’re here, got it?”
“You’re a spoil-sport,” the apparent tattoo artist replied with a frown. “I think it’d be perfect. Punk kid goes home to mommy and daddy after spendin’ two weeks with his teachers sportin’ a pin-up girl on his arm. That’d be hilarious.” Finally breaking away from the students, Jason joined the adults in the kitchen, his head shaking at his older brother’s reasoning. “And you’d probably lose your job which would most certainly be the cherry on top of the cake.”
“You’re so immature,” Satou-sensei rebuked as he crossed his arms over his chest. “You go anywhere near those kids with so much as a marker and I swear you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.” Alister had cocked a single eyebrow, apparently not taking Satou-sensei seriously. “I mean it,” he continued coldly, as if Alister would actually follow through. “I don’t think Kokoa or Jason would appreciate losing their jobs either.”
“Wait, if I smacked some ink on one of those kids, Jason would get fired? That’s almost reason enough. Then you’d have to move back here.”
“I don’t think so,” Jason clarified. “Eri and Kokoa are in charge of them, I’m on vacation.” Satou-sensei scoffed as he turned to his coworker, who was at the counter pouring himself a cup of coffee.
“Please,” he started. “You’re still a teacher whether you like it or not. You’re just as responsible for those teenagers as I am. Don’t think you can get out of it just because you weren’t originally supposed to be a part of this trip.” Scowling, Jason didn’t seem to have an adequate rebuke and instead settled for muttering incoherently under his breath.
“In any case,” Alister wedged his way back into conversation. “I don’t think you have much to worry about. I charge for my services nowadays and I doubt any of these kids got enough money to pay me anyway.” Turning to Rika, Mamoru gave his rich best friend a pleading, puppy-dog look which she returned coldly and indifferently. Understanding that he’d gotten his answer, he sighed and laid his forehead on the table.
“I don’t understand why you’d want to get a tattoo,” Tommy commented as she shoved Mamoru’s long blue braid across the tabletop and away from her cereal. “I mean, they hurt really bad to get, don’t they?” She looked to the three men in the kitchen, but both her biological brother and Alister just shrugged, apparently not having much to say on the subject.
“I don’t think I could ever do it,” Hisoka clarified with a frown. “I can barely take getting my blood drawn as it is.” As if to accent her point, she shivered, a grimace pulling onto her face.
“I want one…” Mamoru muttered achingly into the table and Rika tightened her lips in irritation at her best friend’s whiny tone.
“This is a very productive conversation and all,” Satou-sensei cleared his throat as he strolled back into the dining room. “But we have far more crucial things to attend to before the day gets started.” Drawing his students’ attention, the room fell silent as their teacher stared at them with the same no-nonsense gaze he used during class. “Seeing as the location is far different than where we were originally going, a few things are going change. The chores and activities you’re all going to have to help with aren’t your typical, not in this house. In light of this fact, you’re all going to be assigned a trip partner.”
“Oh man…” Alister grumbled as he and Jason also wandered into the room. “I gotta drag one of these kids around with me?”
“Yes,” Satou-sensei affirmed without so much as glancing back at the complainer. “In fact, you’ll be paired up with Itou.” Kazuma glanced up to the tall African American man, his shoulders slumping as he was met with a sadistic grin. “Shirokitai and Kiyomizu Hisoka, you two will stay with Tommy and Robby, respectively.” So the girls were to stick together. “Nakamura, you’ll go with Keinishi-sensei seeing as you are now so very fond of him.” Mamoru shrugged and grinned while his partner appeared more irritated if at all possible. “And Kiyomizu Akihiko, you’re paired up with Garnar.”
“Where is he anyway?” Alister asked and as if on cue the pale blonde walked in from the living room, Ine-sensei at his heels. “Oh… there he is.” Silver eyes drifting dangerously over Alister, Garnar’s constantly serious expression took on a more sinister light. “And Kokoa too. How ‘bout that.”
“Now that everyone is here,” Satou-sensei tried to ignore Alister’s instigations, but it was difficult. The immature twenty-nine year old was elbowing Jason in the ribs and whispering deviously. “We can start heading outside.”
“I dunno Eri,” Alister feigned unease as he bit his bottom lip. “I’m pretty sure this whole deal has interrupted Garnar’s plans.” His tone was mocking as the blonde man glared ice across the room. “I mean, we all know how those two get whenever Kokoa pays a visit. It’d be heartbreaking to interrupt such a-”
“You really need to stop talking,” Garnar threatened coldly as Satou-sensei sighed and started rubbing his temples. Ine-sensei was blushing, her forehead held in her hand as she stared at the floor. And as the teenagers at the table watched the exchange, small grins spread across their faces.
“Stop what?” Alister pretended to have not heard. “I’m only tryin’ to make things easier for ya Garnar, so don’t be so grouchy. I’m thinkin’ of you and Kokoa here. After all, considering the backwater state you live in, it’s only fair that you get to-”
“Really?” Satou-sensei turned to Alister. “We have guests and you still feel the need to fill the air with your crude comments? Don’t you have any more self-control than that?”
“I’m not the one lackin’ self-control,” Alister defended, his overly bright smile never leaving his face. “Those two are the animals.” He gestured to Garnar and Ine-sensei. “I mean, seriously, I figured after all these years they’d have grown accustomed to being apart, but every damn time they get reunited, I never get any sleep! Garnar’s room is right next to mine after all!” Mamoru snorted in amusement before awkwardly covering it with a cough, a cough that turned to a giggle as a few other amused snickers drifted around the room.
“Alister,” Garnar was growling, “if you don’t shut your-”
“I have nightmares!” the darker man wasn’t at all intent on letting the whole thing go to rest. “I wake up in a cold sweat and all I can remember is a high pitched voice moaning over and over and over! ‘Oh Garnar!’” he raised his voice in tone in an attempt to sound more feminine. “‘Please Garnar, I can’t handle it anymore! It’s been so long!’” The teenagers couldn’t hold back laughing whole heartedly then. Even Rika smiled. “‘You’re just so manly,’” face pulling into a mocking grimace, Alister started running his hands up and down his t-shirt in an overly dramatic show of passion as he leaned closer to Jason. “‘Oh Garnar, take me!’”
“‘I’m sorry Kokoa,’” their history teacher replied, his voice dipping lower as he too took up a role in Alister’s little drama. His face never lost any of its irritation however, his serious expression very much akin to the blonde man he was interpreting. “‘I can’t, our lives are too different. You live so far away. The torture is too much.’”
“‘But Garnar,’” Alister continued. “‘You’re so irresistible with your constantly serious attitude and no sense of humor, how could I possibly keep my hands off you?!’”
“You two are infantile,” Garnar growled dangerously, wave after wave of anger rolling off of him. Despite this however, a slight blush had risen to his cheeks. And as he glared daggers at the two men mocking him, the teenagers at the table kept laughing, Mamoru loudest of all as Ine-sensei’s face turned a dark scarlet. Despite her downed spirits, Rika even released a light giggle. The sound of her laughter drew a pair of green eyes in her direction and as their gazes met, she felt her mirth die in her throat before she forcefully pulled her stare to the tabletop.
“I agree,” Satou-sensei ground out, a very displeased frown creasing his lips. “You’re not setting a very good example Jason.” Flicking his gaze away from Rika and back up to his best friend, the history teacher raised his eyebrows questioningly. He hadn’t even heard what his coworker had said, he’d been too distracted. “Did you forget that our students are sitting here?”
“You guys are a bunch of stiffs,” Alister dropped his shoulders in disappointment and annoyance. “Have some fun. How innocent do you think these teenagers are? They’re almost graduated; I think they can handle a little brash humor.”
“That’s beside the point,” Satou-sensei continued. “It’s not my job to know how innocent they are or not, but-”
“Give it up Eri,” Garnar interrupted. “It’s not even worth it.”
“He’s right you know,” Alister looked pointedly at Satou-sensei. “Your words will not sway me.” He smiled then before glancing to the students still listening silently. “Come on,” he gestured to Kazuma, “we got work to do.” Realizing that the fun was over and that it really was time to get down to business, the feminine boy rose quickly from his seat and followed after his trip partner, who had headed past the still seething Garnar and embarrassed Ine-sensei towards the front door.
“He’s right,” Jason nodded towards Mamoru. “Get ready to head outside. I’m just going to go upstairs real quick and grab a sweatshirt.” About to leave, he was stopped dead in his tracks when Satou-sensei picked a black article of clothing up off the seat of an empty chair. Eyes widening, Rika felt her heart twitch irregularly in her chest.
She’d left her sweatshirt downstairs last night! She’d looked for it before going to bed and been unable to remember where she’d left it. When she’d come in from the barn the night before, she’d been in such a daze that she hadn’t even registered leaving it in the dining room.
“Isn’t this one yours?” Satou-sensei asked as he held the large article out to his coworker at arm’s length. “You’re the only one of us that wears zippy sweaters.” Stiffening in her seat, Rika allowed her gaze to find Jason’s. He was staring at the sweatshirt with a guarded expression, but once he felt her eyes on him, he turned his head up just slightly to catch her staring.
“Um,” he blinked away from her just as quickly however before stretching forward and taking the thick article from his best friend. “Yeah, it’s mine, thanks.” Ignoring the way her face had paled and how her breath was shaking, Rika forced herself to sit back in her seat and look to the table. She couldn’t hide her distress completely however, but thankfully Hisoka seemed to be the only to notice her nerved disposition.
That was her sweatshirt…
Draping the thick black material over his shoulders, Jason straightened the hood before taking another quick look at Rika. She’d diverted her gaze from him however. It didn’t change the fact that she was obviously upset, and her being distressed in turn caused him to feel the same way. He hated seeing her like that, and because of him no less. It wasn’t supposed to be that way…
Gesturing shortly to Nakamura, he forced his legs to carry him out of the dining room before he did something rash. He knew, no matter how much he wanted to, that avoiding Shirokitai would be impossible. Walking into the dining room and acting normally had been hard enough, but he’d convinced himself that he could do it. And when he’d seen her laughing at Alister’s antics, he’d felt a warm kind of relief, a part of him hoping that maybe she wasn’t as depressed as he was. Yet that short exchange over the sweatshirt had sent his resolve almost completely tumbling over. She’d been completely open for only a few seconds as he’d caught her eye for the second time. The emotions she’d thrown out at him had hardly been bearable. She’d been hiding from him for the last two weeks, never so much as allowing her cold expression to break. Even during tutoring sessions, she’d been a stone.
Yet all of that had fallen abruptly away when he’d quite unintentionally claimed his sweatshirt. He’d never intended to, he honestly didn’t even want it back, but he hadn’t felt like he’d had a choice right then. And by doing so he’d hurt her.
God, he hated doing that. He was supposed to be protecting her, not…
“Well, we should probably head out too,” Robby stated as the dining room continued to clear out. Soon it was only the four girls. And as the twins stood to take care of their dishes, Rika forced herself to take a deep, calming breath before following suit. Pushing her thoughts and emotions to the back of her mind, she ignored the way Hisoka was staring at her in concern and plastered her cold mask across her face.
Wallowing in her heartbroken emotions would get her nowhere.
“We have to feed the horses really quick,” Tommy explained as they headed towards the door, slipping on their boots and heavy jackets on the way before tromping out into the snow. “By the time we’re done, they’ll probably be starting up in the feedlot. Jason and that blue haired guy are feeding right now; you can hear the tractor if you listen.” Yes, the two girls could hear the rumbling in the distance. “And after they’re done with that, Garnar will be back with the shots. We’ll probably be out all day.”
“All day?” Hisoka was skeptical as they hiked their way around the house and up the slight grade to the barn, snow falling lazily from the clouded sky. “What are we doing?” Glancing at each other, the twins shared a single knowing stare and remained silent, still intent on not telling.
As they made their way inside, Robby flipped on the lights, startling most of the inhabitants into wakefulness.
“Sorry guys,” Tommy apologized as she patted one on the nose. “Don’t get to go outside today, too much going on.” Hisoka of course squealed when she saw the horses, her love for animals too much to be contained, and dashed right up to the nearest one. It in turn appeared alarmed at her forwardness and backed up. “Don’t run at them!” Tommy scolded and Robby laughed cynically. “You’ll scare them half to death.” Blushing sheepishly, Hisoka stared at the floor as the horse she’d assaulted eyed her with caution.
“C’mon, we don’t have time to mess around this morning,” Robby stated irritably despite her amusement. “Emily is probably already at the feedlot taking all the fun, so let’s get to it. You two, go get three bales of hay from the other barn and haul them over here.” The dark haired twin received clueless stares. “Oh for god’s sake…”
“We have to show them Robby,” Tommy replied. Huffing, the ornerier of the two rolled her eyes. From that point on the two guests were given very strict orders, ones that were always slow to be fulfilled and left them feeling rather useless. Between having to haul bales of hay from the other barn (the twins could each carry one, but Hisoka and Rika had to work together just to carry that many), dragging water buckets from the pump outside (again, Robby and Tommy could haul twice as much at one time as they could), and graining all the animals, they were panting at the end, their muscles weak and feeling like gelatin. Their partners seemed completely unfazed otherwise. Needless to say, Hisoka was not as enthused about the horses as she’d originally been.
“Alright, everyone’s fed, time to head over to the lot,” Robby clarified as she strolled towards the big doors on the back of the barn.
“Right now?” Hisoka breathed, her hands on her knees. Rika tried to recover as fast as possible, but was still left huffing.
“Uh, yeah,” Robby replied and Hisoka groaned. Turning away from them, the twins started muttering to each other, Rika just barely overhearing as she followed. “They really are city people, aren’t they?”
“Jay tried to warn us,” Tommy replied. “He said they’d never worked a day in their lives.” The two shook their heads. Rika on the other hand growled. What had that stupid green eyed idiot said about her? That was twice since she’d met him that he’d accused her of being lazy. Well she’d prove him wrong; she’d prove them all wrong. She’d keep up with the Keinishi’s and do everything without complaining. They’d want her help at the end of the day.
So as they trumped through the snow behind the barn, the tractor grew louder, but beneath that, new sounds were becoming apparent, sounds that caused Rika and Hisoka to glance at each other in confusion. And as they rounded some trees, all became clear. Peering over a wire fence, both of them gaped.
“Those… those are cows,” Hisoka squeaked as they stared up the hill. It was true, they were, quite a few of them actually. Mooing and huddled together in a group, some of them were black, some of them splotches of other colors, but still large and moody. And behind them was a long formation of gates that seemed to form a kind of rounded arc.
“Yup,” Robby stated without even looking back at the foreigners. Climbing over the gate, the twins started up the hill towards the herd. Pausing for only a moment, the students quickly followed, only slightly nervous about being in a pen with about fifty large beasts that could potentially run them down without a second thought.
Some ways to the girls’ left, a turquoise green truck had pulled up to the main gate leading up into the pasture. Sporting a few dents and some rusted edges, it had obviously seen better days. Behind the wheel was none other than Garnar, Akihiko in the seat next to him, the boy’s mouth hanging open as he stared up at the cattle.
“Oh right, the gate,” Robby muttered. Backtracking down the hill, the dark haired twin started to unlatch the chain holding it together. Glancing between the cattle and the gate, Rika furrowed her brows.
“Won’t they get out if you do that?” she asked, trying not to sound too foolish.
“No,” Tommy replied next to her. “We’re going to close it once Garnar gets through, but they wouldn’t come near his truck anyway; they hate it.” Rika was still confused. “They know what it means,” the brunette continued. “They’re distracted by Jay feeding them right now,” glancing back, Rika spotted the tractor dumping a huge hay bale into a sort of rounded feeding structure, slanted bars going across it to form holes for the animals to stick their heads through. There were two of the feeders actually, one already filled. “But once they see that truck, they’ll be running if we’re not ready, that’s why Jay has to distract them first. We closed all the gates to the far pastures yesterday so they couldn’t run to the other end of the property, well Jay did while he was checking the fence lines, but this pasture is still pretty big, around fifty acres, and it’s always a pain trying to herd them back to the chute if they get away.”
“Uh… what?” Hisoka had been listening, yet not comprehending.
“We got to get them into the chute,” Robby explained as she pointed to the large, turning, tunnel looking structure made of rusted green gates behind the cattle where Alister and Kazuma could be seen walking along, intent on accomplishing some sort of prerogative. “It’s time for their selenium shots.” Still the girls were confused and Robby sighed. “See how big and fat they are?” the twin tried again. “All those cows are pregnant. Michigan soil doesn’t have enough selenium for the babies so we got to shoot em’ up, helps prevent White Muscle Disease.”
Nope, that hadn’t helped at all.
“Just do what we say,” Tommy stated with an uneasy grin. “If you follow our orders, nothing bad will happen.”
“Something bad could happen?” Hisoka squeaked as Rika paled. Robby sighed in irritation and shook her head, apparently deeming them lost causes. Thus they started back up the hill, the big green truck passing them by to park on the side of the hill some ways away from the clustered animals. The tractor had vanished and soon enough Alister and Kazuma as well as Jason and Mamoru had met up with them. Satou-sensei joined as well and together they all grouped around Garnar’s truck.
“Alright, here’s the deal,” Alister started as Emily came upon the gathering as well. With her was a tall, rugged man with shaggy, graying blonde hair and thick mustache, his shoulders slightly stooped as he stared them down from behind azure blue eyes. Stuck between his lips was a smoking cigarette. Beside him walked Mr. Keinishi, that ever present coldness apparent upon his expression. “We got to get all those cows into that that chute so Garnar can do his business.” Alister paused and leaned forward, his face stretching into a wide, sadistic type of grin. “The only thing is,” he whispered, “they know what’s comin.’” None of the students had any idea what that meant, but it sounded ominous and that was slightly unnerving.
“Don’t scare them Alister,” Satou-sensei laughed, not seeming too overly concerned about the scolding. “You guys get the easy jobs anyway; we’ll deal with the sorting and keeping them in line.” Easy jobs? In this family, Rika had the feeling there was no such thing.
“What you guys are gonna do,” their history teacher started and Rika kept her eyes on the dirt. Jason hadn’t looked at her since she’d appeared in the pasture either. At least everyone was far too distracted for this to cause any alarm, “is stop them from running away.” A few of the students gaped; that sounded pretty difficult to them!
“We don’t really have a very good setup for keeping them near the chute,” Alister took over. “The better system is further back in the other pasture, but seeing as we don’t keep too many cows, it’s mostly recreational, we just do our best with what we got here. That’s where you guys come in. You’re going to form a human fence to keep them contained because, well, it’s just tedious to drag the gates up here from out back.”
“Um,” Kazuma narrowed his eyes as he popped his lips. “No offense, but, uh, I’m pretty sure they could break through us!” The effeminate boy turned serious then as he stared at the older people of the group. Most of the other students felt the same way as their gazes drifted up the hill to the cattle eating happily. The animals looked innocent enough, but certainly they’d turn deadly at any moment.
“What are you talking about?” Jason replied. “They’re way more afraid of you than you are of them.” Rika wasn’t so sure. “Trust me, if one of them starts to break through, all you have to do is run at em’ and they’ll go right back to the group,” he paused. “If you’re really that nervous, pick up a stick to wave around or something.” Now the guests were gaping, all of them quite positive their lives were being handed over forcefully.
“Hey,” Satou-sensei looked pointedly at them, “just be glad we’re only doing this to the fifty cows. There’s six-hundred beef steers further back that you guys haven’t even seen yet.” He grinned slightly as his students dropped their jaws further, both their English teacher and their history teacher sharing a secret laugh as they glanced at each other. “We don’t have to deal with those ones though,” he assured.
“Well thank god for that,” Hisoka muttered, her eyes wide with fear.
“So this is how it works,” Alister started. “The entrance to the chute is over there where those tall tin walls come up next to the fence. It acts to kind of funnel em’ in. You guys, along with Tommy, Robby, and Emily,” the girls groaned, “are gonna form a half circle around em’ like a chain. Your job is to keep em’ in the funnel area. Yell, scream, jump around, just don’t let em’ out. They’ll all kind of crowd around the entrance anyway, but you still get a few that try to run. Overall, it’s a pretty boring job.”
“Till someone gets run over,” Emily whispered to Robby with a giggle. None of the students found the comment at all amusing.
“Eri over here,” Alister pointed to their English teacher, “gets to catch em’ as they come through the chute because he never comes back to help anymore.” Glaring, Satou-sensei sighed; apparently this wasn’t a very fun job. “And Jason,” he turned to his green eyed brother, “because he’s been such a whiney ass bitch since he got here, gets to sort em.’”
“What?” their history teacher was clearly offended. “That’s, like, the third crappiest job. And who died and made you king anyway? I’ll do what I want.” Alister scoffed as he pointed an arrogant finger at his own head.
“Uh, hello?” he raised his eyebrows. “Only child that didn’t move a million miles away and has successfully created grandchildren. Fav-or-ite.” The siblings glanced back at Shingo for confirmation of this, but only got a slight shrug in return. Growling, Jason glared at the snow as he crossed his arms irritably over his chest. “Oh please, it’s payback time Woman,” Alister antagonized and their history teacher narrowed his eyes at him again. “All you been doin’ since you got here is complainin’ and whinin’ and bitchin’ and I’m tired of hearin’ it! You mope around the house with this disgusting, lovesick look on your face like the world is ending and guess what? It pisses me off!”
“I’m going to stab you in your sleep,” their Sensei threatened coldly with a completely straight face.
“Say whatever you want,” Alister shrugged. “At least my love life is getting more action than yours!” Jason really did go to punch his older brother then and his target jumped back. “La, la, la,” he started to mock, “my name is Jason and I have girl issues, woopty-fuckin’-do. Woe is my life and I’m going make everyone else fuckin’ miserable by bein’ a useless lard, blah, blah, blah.” They could practically see the steam rolling off their history teacher in waves. “Boo-hoo, I’m going to sit around and cry myself to sleep every damn night!”
“I do not do that!” Jason hissed as he took a dangerous step closer to Alister, who in turn backed up a few more paces. Rika focused on the ground, her breath frozen in her chest as she tried to hide her blushing face.
“Close a damn ‘nough!” Alister yelled. Balling his hands into fists, Jason remained motionless for only a few more moments before his lid officially blew.
“Get over here so I can fucking kick your ass!” he yelled as he started after his older brother. Laughing and wooping, the instigator turned tail and ran across the snowy pasture, his furious follower yelling more profanities as he pursued him.
“I…” Garnar was shaking his head. “I really don’t understand.” His voice was as dead as his expression. “They’ve been like this since high school, are they ever going to grow up?”
“I don’t know why we keep expecting them to,” Satou-sensei stated with a sigh. Shaking his head as well, they watched for a few more seconds as their history teacher successfully jumped his brother and the two started rolling around in the snow, clawing and biting at each other like a couple of rabid animals.
“They’re going to be cold later,” Garnar affirmed dryly as some of the students allowed themselves to laugh. It was a hesitant kind of noise however as nerves were running too high for the foreigners to relax.
“In any case, time to get this show on the road,” Satou-sensei started. “Who’s operating the chute?” The older blonde man with the mustache that none of the students had been privy to meeting before raised his hand sleepily. “I take it everyone else is just shuffling them forward then?” Shingo nodded though everyone else only really consisted of the man of the house, Garnar, and Alister. And, though they didn’t know it yet, Garnar was the one administering the shots, his job differing from everyone else’s entirely.
“Hey!” a female voice echoed up the hill and they all turned to see Ine-sensei hunkering towards them. “Hope I’m in time for some of the action.” She smiled sweetly, having recovered from the bout of embarrassment earlier that morning.
“You can help prod them forward too,” Garnar stated quickly and she nodded, only a few in the vicinity understanding that this order was hastily distributed because it was the safest job available.
“You guys comin’ or what?” Alister yelled across the lot as he and Jason hiked towards the cattle, apparently over their spat. Taking that as their cue to move, Garnar grabbed some crates filled with the vaccine from his truck before joining Satou-sensei and Ine-sensei on the trek towards the chute. The others dispersed as well, leaving the group of visitors in the hands of the three girls.
“Well let’s go then,” Robby drawled dejectedly as the teenagers headed towards the cattle.
“Why do you you guys not use the horses for this?” Akihiko asked coldly.
“Well it’s a little crowded for that,” Tommy replied. “It’s easier to get out of the way when it’s just us. Horses just aren’t really necessary. If we were herding them from one of the back pastures, then yeah, we’d use them, but the cows congregate here during the winter anyway for food so…” Nodding, Akihiko stared at the cattle thoughtfully, as if he could somehow figure it all out using a simple equation.
Hisoka and Kazuma picked up sticks on the way through the snow, nervousness obvious on their faces.
“Whatever,” Mamoru tried to be indifferent. “I’ll take these cows, they won’t stand a chance.” A few laughs echoed around the group and Rika rolled her eyes.
“Sure Mamoru, right after they gouge you with their horns,” she replied. “I won’t come visit you in the hospital because I’m sure whatever accident you get into will be wholly due to your own stupidity.” Her best friend gaped, offended, and Robby laughed.
“I like this girl,” she added and Rika tried to suppress a sheepish blush.
“They don’t have horns… do they?” Kazuma squeaked.
“Not really,” Emily clarified shortly. “Some have nubs, but nothing too detrimental.” A few seconds later, the three girls in charge looked to each other and nodded, sharing some kind of collective cue. “Okay, everyone spread out,” Emily commanded. Following orders, the students formed a long human chain. “Arc it towards them. Once they realize where we want them to go, they’ll just kind of start going by themselves. They’ll get a little stirred up though and a few will try to break from the group. Just stand your ground, make noise, and wave your arms. It’ll turn back.”
Taking a deep breath, those new to the situation tried to believe her.
And thankfully, it actually worked. Clustering together, the animals started to moo and trample towards the funnel as the group wrapped around them, much to some of the student’s astonishment.
“I don’t understand,” Kazuma muttered. “They could so easily take us.”
“They’re too stupid to realize that,” Robby explained when she overheard his comment. The group fell silent again as they came to a halt in their march around the funnel. “And now we just stand here,” the dark haired twin began again. “We’re kind of like guards. It’s really the most boring job.” She huffed and dropped her hands to her sides. The students hesitantly followed suit, glancing between the mooing cows and Robby. So their teachers weren’t trying to kill them after all?
“What is everyone else doing?” Rika asked curiously.
“Well Jason,” Emily pointed to the man at the entrance to the chute. He had a bluntly pointed metal stick in his hand and was looking tediously annoyed. “He kind of keeps them organized as they enter, you know, just one at a time. It’s really irritating because you always have to be paying attention so they don’t clump together and try to bust through, but still not exciting enough to be interesting.” She moved her hand along the chute. “Alister, Kokoa, and Uncle Shingo walk along the gates forming the chute and prod them forward with the showsticks,” the same metal instrument their history teacher held. “We could get actual cattle prods, but we don’t have enough cows that go through this for it to matter much. The showsticks don’t scare them as much either; just kind of pokes them a little.”
“And Garnar down at the end,” Tommy took over, “he’s a vet so we always let him do the shots. We could all do it, but he’s the professional and all so why not.” Her finger went to a strange looking clamp at the end of the chute. “That’s where they stand to get the shots,” she explained. “Uncle Troy,” the mysterious man with the mustache, “is going to pull that big lever and that clamp will come down around their necks, trapping them at the end so Garnar can give them their shot. Eri stands just outside it, kind of deterring them from trying to bust out before the head clamp comes down. He’s got one of the more dangerous jobs seeing as if one of them gets going too fast, he’ll be right in the way.”
“But after the shot,” Robby took over, “we just let them go and they usually start to group back together at the bottom of the hill and drift away.” She shrugged. “Not a whole lot to it.”
“And we just stand here and wait for something bad to happen?” Mamoru questioned. “Wow, I definitely thought this was going to be way more exciting somehow…” He actually sounded disappointed.
“It can be,” Robby started again. “I mean, sometimes someone has to get rushed to the hospital, and at least two people always get kicked. And sometimes they get stuck in the chute so that’s always interesting to deal with, or you’ll get a group stuck in there, or somehow one will get turned around and you’ll have to evacuate the whole thing just to get it going the right way again, or they’ll try to escape in a group and that always makes them more difficult to contain because it gets the other ones stirred up, or-”
“Okay, we get it,” Kazuma stated, his face somewhat green with nausea.
“See that one,” Robby pointed out a cow that was inconspicuously drifting from the group. “It’s starting to look a little shifty, but all we have to do,” she took a step forward and shoed the animal back into the group while still maintaining a safe distance, “and it goes right back where it belongs.”
“This really is going to be boring,” Akihiko muttered as he dropped his hands back to his sides.
“Yup,” Robby replied as she rubbed her nose with her gloved hand. “This is pretty much a bitch job, necessary but stupid. And you get cold after a while considering how long this takes.” They could all somewhat understand that as the first cow had only just been turned lose by Troy and Satou-sensei. Granted, the pace started to pick up a little once things got organized, but it still dragged on.
Shifting from foot to foot, the students waited out the time as cold slowly crept up their bones.
“There’s one turned around!” Alister yelled in irritation. “It’s about halfway up!” Sighing, their history teacher started to prod the ones at the entrance back, Alister and Ine-sensei poking the ones that were in the chute backwards as Shingo held the ones that were further up at bay. The whole process stopped then as everyone waited for things to get straightened out.
The herd started to disperse as three or four cows were shoved back out of the chute, reversing their direction. Raising their hands again, the students followed the three girls as they safeguarded the area. Swimming in disarray, the cows started to bellow loudly, confused as they were shoved in two different directions at once.
“Hey!” Jason yelled. “There’s one running out the chute!” The one that had been backwards was bolting, having a head start as it hadn’t had to back out the shoot like its companions. Panicked, it tumbled through the herd, wide eyed as it rumbled towards the human fence of students, its pregnant belly bouncing almost comically.
“Don’t let it escape!” Robby shouted down the line. Eyes widening, Mamoru paled as the thing lumbered towards him, gaining speed as it trampled through the snow. “Yell, shout, clap your hands!” Robby shouted. “Do something!” Struck dumb with abrupt panic, Mamoru watched as the huge beast galloped right at him. Sucking in a fast breath, Rika looked on with unexpected fear as her best friend failed to take any sort of action. “Wave your arms you Idiot!” Robby screamed.
“Nakamura!” Jason’s deep voice drew his attention. “Get out of the way!” Seeming to finally register a command, Mamoru swore once before diving to the side, falling to his butt as the animal ran past him and out into the pasture without stopping.
A collective sigh echoed around the group, some in annoyance from the more experienced folk, others in relief that their friend hadn’t been killed by a rabid cow. Rika was among the latter and she smiled as she put her hand to her chest.
“Someone’s going to have to go get that one,” Garnar droned. “It hasn’t gotten its shot yet.” Growling, Robby glared at Mamoru who was now getting to his feet, his mouth hanging open as he stared after the animal now running headlong away from them. He was shaking, his brows pulled together in fear. Rika could understand, she would have been scared too if one of those huge monsters had barreled right at her.
“I will,” Robby snarled.
“I’ll do it,” Jason affirmed as he jumped down from the fence and walked right through the middle of the herd without a second thought. “You take over,” he tossed the showstick to Robby. Growling, she was obviously getting the short end of the deal as she tromped back through the cows, again unfazed, and took up her older brother’s previous position. All the students in turn watched as he walked towards the gate, climbed over it, and marched towards the barns, quite in the opposite direction of the cow now too far off in the distance to be more than a black smudge. They could hear it mooing however as it quickly realized it had lost its herd. Being pack animals, this made it extremely uncomfortable.
“Good job Mamoru,” Rika laughed as he wiped some of the mud from his jeans. “You really took that one, it didn’t stand a chance.” Her sarcasm wasn’t well received as he glared at her, his cheeks pinking in embarrassment as his best friend crossed her arms over her chest.
“Shut up Rika!” he hissed venomously and she raised her eyebrows in mock offense. “Let’s see how you do when one of those things runs at you!” More disgusted with himself than with her, he turned back to the cows and fell silent, his cheeks still flushed. Shaking her head, Rika sighed and the regime continued.
It was interrupted again however a few minutes later when someone behind them opened the gate. All of the students turning to look, they watched as their history teacher led his big red mare into the pen and closed the gate again.
“I thought you said you didn’t use horses?” Kazuma questioned as he watched.
“Well if one gets that far away,” Emily shrugged and Mamoru burned in shame. “I mean, getting that thing back on foot would take forever, especially with all this snow. Horse is faster for that kind of thing.” Never taking her eyes off him, Rika watched, her jaw falling open slightly as her teacher effortlessly swung his body into the saddle. Holding the reins in one hand, he used the other to hold the extra that hung down.
Slapping his heels into the animal’s sides, the horse broke out into a sudden gallop, its hooves throwing up snow. Using the extra reins, he swished them from side to side, allowing the leather to hit the saddle, the snapping sound speeding up the horse as she ran past them and burst out into the field. It was beautiful really, the snow shower that followed behind the muscular beast, hooves slapping against the ground in a steady rhythm. Her rider leaning forward with an effortless kind of experience.
Rika watched the whole time. It was just like the movies…
“Hey Rika,” Hisoka nudged her in the side. “You want to stop ogling Keinishi-sensei?” Turning to her girlfriend, Rika gaped further, her eyes widening at what her companion implied. Struck speechless, she felt her jaw work up and down as the brunette raised her eyebrows warningly and turned back towards the cows.
“I was not!” she finally hissed as she clamped her mouth shut and turned her attention back to the cows as well, glad that no one else appeared to have heard Hisoka’s comment. “I like horses is all…” Her cheeks were burning and she couldn’t stop them.
“Sure…” the other girl muttered quietly and Rika glared down at the snow, the two of them falling silent. Thus they stood, watching cow after cow shuffle out of the chute and join its companions at the base of the hill. Eventually Jason returned on horseback, the misplaced cow lumbering gracelessly back into the herd as the human chain split apart to make way for it.
Sitting atop his horse, their Sensei paced behind them, apparently nowhere near intent on dismounting.
“Quit showing off and get back over here,” Alister yelled at his younger brother, who glared back in turn.
“No,” he rebuked. “Robby has everything under control. I’m going to stay down here and make sure no one else almost gets run over.” Again, Mamoru grumbled something and blushed. “These kids are partly my responsibility too, apparently so says Eri...” Rolling his eyes, Alister turned his attention back to his own job as Jason stationed himself to the student’s left, the mare beneath him watching the scene unfold with intelligent eyes.
The hours wore on with little incident however, most of the people standing around growing increasingly bored as cow after cow was released, the herd in the funnel diminishing as the one outside it grew and started to migrate away. The lone horse in the area paced back and forth occasionally, even went so far as to fall asleep at other times, her rider sometimes doing the same thing.
Overall, aside from Mamoru’s near death experienced, quite a dull time.
Glancing up at the sun that was just a shadow behind the clouds, Rika deduced that it was probably around two in the afternoon. So much time had passed, so much time wasted. Well, that was a lie, she now knew her job was important, but still, having not really done anything except shoo the occasional cow back into place, one couldn’t help feeling that way.
Of course, paradise never lasted.
“Hey!” Mr. Keinishi, Shingo, caught their attention, breaking the silence and startling everyone in the vicinity back into wakefulness. “There’s two clogged down over here.” Alister dragged himself over while Ine-sensei and Robby kept the other ones at bay. There were only two ahead of the stuck ones, so Garnar, Troy, and Satou-sensei shot and shoved those two on out as the other two men worked on un-jamming the idiots of the herd.
Scratch that, all the cows were idiots.
“You stick that one in the face, I’ll stick this one in the ass,” Alister stated. Poking the showsticks through the gate, he and Mr. Keinishi went about trying to resolve the problem, all the while nerving the two cows up more and more.
After a few seconds, they were successful and the two broke apart. Shaken however, the first one surged forward, trying to escape. It was headed right for the head clamp.
“Slow it down!” Troy ordered. Running along fences, Alister and his stepfather tried to catch it, to place the showsticks in front of it to slow its pace, but were to no avail. “Shit!” Troy swore as he went to pull the lever for the head clamp. They all registered at quite the same time however that he wasn’t going to be fast enough.
Bracing himself, Satou-sensei spread his feet and raised his hands, as if he were actually going to try and catch the stupid thing. But that was his job wasn’t it? And when the animal came into view, he yelled and waved his arms to try and scare it to a halt, the whole thing seeming in slow motion to his students.
Lips tight, Troy continued to try and lower the lever, but just wasn’t fast enough. Gasping, they all watched with wide eyes as the cow skidded through the shoot and vaulted out, the whites of its eyes visible as it surged forward. They could practically see the “sh” forming on their English teacher’s lips as he cursed the animal, but the air was knocked out of him before he had the chance to finish his swearing.
Flying through the air, all his students watched with horrified eyes as Satou-sensei soared backwards, his feet lifting a whole foot off the ground before he splashed back-first into the snow, his head snapping back as he made contact.
Being shocked, none of the human chain aside from Emily and Tommy were focused on what was important, that being the cow charging at a full out run towards them. Having been deterred by Satou-sensei’s falling body, it tried to round the corner and rejoin the herd at the funnel. Quickly realizing this, the two younger girls attempted to get the other five’s attention, but they were all too slow as they stared at their teacher in the snow, struck down by shock at what they’d just seen.
He’d been hit right in the chest.
“Hey!” Emily screamed. “Get out of the way!” Finally seeming to register what was going on around them, the foreigners turned to the two girls now shouting at them, their fingers pointing furiously to the cow. Turning then to face that, they all watched as it charged full out towards the group, kicking up snow and mud in its panicked dash.
Eyes widening, Rika stared right at it, her breath catching as she realized it was headed right for her. Now she understood how Mamoru had felt, seeing that huge monster coming at him. They didn’t look as intimidating in a group, dwarfed by the masses, but coming right at her… it looked huge. It was easily five, six, seven, more times her size and weight. All these things flashed through her mind as she tried to decide what to do. They’d told her to make noise, yet she felt her actions would be too slow to do anything. So should she run?
She didn’t know…
It clomped closer and her whole body stayed frozen in place, the animal staring at her with scared desperation. It didn’t want to run her over she realized, it just felt it had no choice. It wanted to get back to its friends, that was all…
It’d go right over her…
There was a flash of red. At first she could have sworn it was blood, her own as she was trampled to death. The only problem with that was the fact that she’d been close to dying one other time in her life and she was quite positive it was painful. This was not. Instead, she felt almost as though she were flying.
Maybe she’d gotten knocked in the head and died instantly. She was on her way to the afterlife.
What a way to go.
Fortunately, as the breath was knocked back into her, she quickly realized that she was not in fact dead and had actually been somehow spared the terror of the racing cow as she watched it zoom past behind her, right over the spot where she’d been standing. It was at that point that she saw the long locks of a bright red tail fan out as well. Drawing her eyes up, she slowly attached it to a large chestnut body which in turn brought her to a leather saddle and the man sitting in it, his left arm wrapped protectively around her middle as he suspended her on his knee.
Blinking, she caught his green gaze as he stared at her, momentarily dumbfounded at what had just happened. Yet slowly it started to take hold in her brain, her mouth dropping open as she gazed at the man that had just whisked her up and out of harm’s way, seemingly for the second time in her life, only this time she was blinded by snow and not strobe lights.
“Whoa,” Alister’s voice echoed around the clearing. “That was close, jeez.” Making herself breathe again, Rika noticed her hands tightly holding onto his jacket sleeve, her limbs shaking from the sudden terror. Yet as she stared at him, all she registered was calm. He wore a straight face as he looked at her, but his lips were pursed, his cheeks drawn. It was all forced. Whatever it was he was feeling at that moment, he was hiding it.
Blinking, Rika let her grip on him loosen as his gaze seemingly warned her to let go. Arm still around her waist, he slowly lowered her back to the ground, her shaking legs making contact with the snow.
As soon as she was standing on her own again, he released her and clicked his horse back into action, walking away from her.
Gulping, she stared at the spot where he’d just been, not exactly sure what had happened. She soon started to register voices behind her however, yelling ones, laughing ones, uneasy ones. Turning, she saw the human chain in complete disarray, Mamoru laughing at her along with Emily, Tommy shaking her head with worry, Hisoka seeming terrified, while Akihiko and Kazuma stood and stared still wide-eyed as Satou-sensei tried to get to his feet with the help of Alister and Robby.
And beyond them, in the shadows of the chute, was a man on a horse, his expression serious as he stared at Rika with that intense olive green gaze.
A gaze she couldn’t pull away from.
~§~
“I never want to see another cow ever, in my entire life,” Kazuma made loudly clear as he sank down onto one of the many couches in the living room after having spent far longer upstairs changing his clothes than anyone else. “I’ve never felt so dirty before.” Cocking a skeptical brow beside him, Mamoru stared down at his effeminate friend, but didn’t comment.
“That’s too bad for you,” Alister decided from his spot sitting across the room, “because you all have to help every morning and night to feed em.’ So says your English teacher.” Scowling, Kazuma sank back in his seat, his shoulders slumping in disgust.
“I’m not sure I wanted this cultural experience,” the bratty boy muttered, but no one heard him.
“Is everyone finally downstairs?” Tina entered the room, a questioning look in her bright blue eyes. “Good,” she smiled. “Everybody needs to come to the dining room then.” Turning on her heel, she vanished back out of sight as curious looks were tossed between the students. Alister had sighed and risen to his feet, thus the rest of the company took that as their cue to do the same.
Slowly but surely, the entire household as well as Emily and her father filtered into the dining room and took their seats at the long table. At one end sat Mr. Keinishi, his eyes unreadable as he watched the scene unfold, and directly across from him was Tina. All the students kept together along one side, the remaining individuals filling the other and all gaps in-between. Spread out across the table was dinner, something Tina had prepared during their outside adventures. It seemed the Keinishi’s were having a family meal.
“Good,” Tina huffed once everyone was settled. Scanning the table, Rika kept her eyes low as she registered Jason sitting only a seat to the left across from her. He too didn’t seem very intent on drawing attention to himself, his face pulled into an irritated frown as he stared down at his plate. There was something tense about his posture however and when he finally did shift his gaze, it was over towards his father. Glancing away quickly, Rika registered two things. One, Jason was uncomfortable, and two…
He was still wearing her sweatshirt.
“I wanted everyone to sit down jointly for the first time since we’ve all come together,” Tina continued as most of the eyes in the room drifted down towards her. “Some of us haven’t been around in a long time and others we’ve just met, so now is as good a time as any to get to know each other.” Gesturing to the food, she silently issued that it was appropriate for everyone to get started before she turned to the five students sitting silently to one side. “Why don’t you five tell us some things about yourselves?”
At first, none of the guests knew how to reply and instead cast confused looks at one another, the table remaining silent as the food was slowly passed around from person to person. Eventually however, Robby cleared her throat and stared straight at them.
“What’s it like having those three for teachers?” she inquired, her piercing gaze accented by the smirk pulling at her lips. Ine-sensei smiled at the question while Satou-sensei visibly rolled his eyes, apparently deeming the question rather loaded. Jason didn’t react at all. He was trying his best to fade into the background as much as possible.
“Well…” Mamoru was the first to speak up, seeing as he was the most sociable out of all of them. “A little less homework would be nice.” He grinned as he shoved a green bean between his teeth. Satou-sensei cast him a scolding look, but didn’t comment, the atmosphere far too light for anything to be taken seriously.
“Ms. Ine’s class is fun,” Hisoka interjected as she addressed her teachers by their English titles, “even though it’s math, but she’s really helpful.” Their female teacher smiled thankfully. “And Mr. Satou is a really good teacher even though he’s… really serious all the time.” Alister raised his eyebrows skeptically, not at all surprised.
“They are adequate enough,” Akihiko stated coldly, his face completely blank as he all but ignored everyone at the table. Apparently deeming his comment sufficient, he fell silent. Most allowed his haughty attitude and underhanded compliment to slide, though Robby and Tommy did furrow their eyebrows in offense for their older siblings.
“What Hisoka says is true,” Kazuma began, breezing over what the youngest of their party had said, “but she doesn’t have Keinishi-sensei to deal with.” A few giggles echoed around the table as their history teacher flicked his gaze up at his effeminate student. The skinny boy however was going to take advantage of this opportunity. “He’s known as the school grouch,” he confirmed. “He’s always mean looking and impatient.” Jason’s sharp green gaze was boring into his tattling student who sank in his chair after feeling the scrutiny. “And everyone’s afraid of him…” the boy finished quietly.
“Everyone except Rika,” Mamoru added with a smile, apparently deeming that it was about time his best friend contributed. Suddenly feeling every gaze in the room on her, she blushed, fully aware that even Jason was staring at her, awaiting a response. She, unfortunately, was drawing a blank, every single thing that flitted through her mind concerning situations with her history teacher that no one else needed to know about.
“Tell us,” Alister grinned mischievously, his gaze knowing as he stared at the short woman, “why are you the only student unaffected by Jason’s scare factor?” Meeting his eyes, Rika felt her heart sink as she fished around for her voice. And when a certain green eyed man threw a warning glance at Alister, she registered that he must know something about “them” after all.
“Well…” she blushed as she pulled her gaze back to the table. “I guess it’s just because I… see him more often than everyone else.” She was bombarded by curious stares. “He’s my tutor,” she continued quickly. “After school. It’s because of him that I’m even passing English.” Slowly pulling her eyes up again, she felt them lock with Jason’s green ones, his gaze softening ever so slightly. “He’s a really good teacher,” she finished quickly before once again focusing on her food.
“I thought you hated him,” Mamoru stated gracelessly as he stared down at the short woman at his side. She then sighed before pulling her face tight in a reprimanding fashion as she turned to her best friend. “You’re always complaining about him.”
“You know Mamoru,” she started, “sometimes, when in the presence of certain company, it’s better to leave some things unsaid.” Her scolding brought multiple smiles to the faces of those around them and even some quiet laughter. Mamoru blushed.
“It’s fine,” Jason confirmed as he forked some mashed potatoes into his mouth and swallowed. “I’m not very fond of you either Shirokitai.” Glancing up from his plate, he caught her gaze yet again, only this time she had tightened her lips in irritation, some of her typical fire finally shining through. He smirked.
“Jason,” Tina reprimanded incredulously.
“She knows it’s true,” he defended with a shrug. “No use denying it. I know she hates my guts, so I’m merely returning the favor.” His stepmother still seemed disappointed, but didn’t pursue the subject.
“I think it’s funny that you’ve somehow managed to convince all your students that you’re scary,” Robby commented while shaking her head. “If they knew you the way we all do, then they’d understand that you’re as harmless as they come.” Turning to his little sister, Jason seemed displeased with her admission.
“That’s what I keep trying to tell everyone,” Rika took over, feigning an exasperated sigh. “I’ve told all my friends he’s just full of hot air, but they don’t believe me.” Their history teacher looked about to rebuke, but Mamoru cut him off, quite unintentionally.
“She’d know,” the blue haired teenager verified. “I mean, she calls him names and stuff all the time and she’s never gotten a detention, not once. I heard her call him an Idiot, Stupid, and practically incompetent within a five minute time span and he didn’t say anything.” Rika glared at her best friend. He wasn’t doing much for her own image.
“That’s because Jason doesn’t give anyone detention,” Satou-sensei replied. His accident earlier that day with the charging cow had left him bruised and sore, but not seriously injured, thankfully. “He doesn’t want to put forth the effort of having to stay after school to watch them.” Sitting back in his seat, Jason tightened his lips in irritation that his “secret” was revealed.
“Well look what you did Eri,” he started irritably. “You ruined it for them. Now I really will have to start giving out detentions.” Satou-sensei scoffed, not believing a word of it. Shaking his head, Jason went back to his food as a few of his students frowned, hoping he wasn’t being serious about finally keeping them after school to work.
“Now that the subject of our discussion has seemingly fallen to the teachers,” Shingo’s level voice cut through the room like a knife through butter. Glancing up at him quickly, Rika watched Jason’s good humor fall back into irritation. Apparently he’d forgotten his father was there. “Tell me Eri,” the grey haired man slowly turned his attention to the English teacher. “Is there anything new with you?”
“He’s got a girlfriend,” Ine-sensei answered for him with a slight smile, which caused the serious teacher to give her a tight frown. “Her name is Akari,” the math teacher continued to volunteer information, “and, if I must say so myself, they’re getting pretty serious.” A few quiet giggles left the mouths of some of the teenagers as Satou-sensei visibly flushed.
“Well that’s nice to know,” Mr. Keinishi replied though it was apparent by his quiet indifference that his opinion could go either way. It was then that Rika realized what made her so uncomfortable around the older man. His attitude bore a striking resemblance to her brother’s. Always unimpressed and speaking more with his words than he actually voiced.
The short girl frowned.
“What about you Jason?” Mr. Keinishi turned his attention to his biological son. “What’s the status on your love life?” Jason was once again wearing an irritated expression, his eyes guarded as he turned to face his father. And only Rika understood why. When dealing with people like her brother, like her Sensei’s father, one always had to be on their toes. A single slip of the tongue and things could turn out completely twisted. Some called it politics. Rika referred to it as trapping.
“He has a girlfriend,” Satou-sensei answered before Jason had the chance. “He’s going to deny it, but one of those puppies belongs to her.” The history teacher snapped his head around to glare at his best friend. Rika in turn tightened her lips as she concentrated on her food; fully aware that Hisoka had looked to her quickly before doing like the shorter woman and pretending she hadn’t heard the comment. “He won’t tell anyone about her. I don’t even know her name.”
“That’s because she’s not my girlfriend,” Jason ground out severely
“That’s not what you told me,” Alister contradicted quietly, which caused their history teacher to direct his attention to his older brother instead, his mouth tight as he visibly stared Alister down. Looking up only quickly, Rika gathered that Jason was somehow trying to get the immature loudmouth to shut his trap. Again, she was left wondering how much Alister actually knew.
“I’m pretty sure I didn’t tell you anything,” Jason replied coldly, his irritation evident as he turned back to his father. “I don’t have a girlfriend.” Despite his hard fighting against the assumption that he did, in fact, have a significant other, it seemed that even his students were pushing against him.
“I thought you and… Ms. Ine were… you know…” Kazuma voiced hesitantly and Rika turned to stare wide-eyed at her feminine friend. It had totally slipped her mind, but she’d been supposed to set her friends straight about the meeting outside the theatre. Woops.
“What?” Garnar’s steady voice entered the fray for the first time as he stared across the table at Jason, whom of which had released an exasperated sigh and was shaking his head.
“No, no, no,” Ine-sensei quickly cut into the conversation. “Jason and I are just friends.” She turned to her students. “We were just tagging along with Eri and Akari when you all met us outside the theatre that weekend.” She went straight to the root of the problem and promptly pulled the truth to light.
“Oh…” Kazuma replied with furrowed brows before shrugging, Garnar’s hackles visibly lowering as he went silently back to his dinner. Turning again to Jason, Rika almost threw him an apologetic grimace, but he wasn’t paying attention, his focus once again on his father.
“That’s quite a few different interpretations for a girl you’re claiming doesn’t even exist,” Shingo stated, the sound of his voice silencing the room. Listening without a sound, Rika felt a rush of déjà-vu. Only a little while ago her friends had sounded just as accusing and she and Satoko still weren’t on very good terms. Mamoru hadn’t brought it up again since their talk in the school yard, and Hisoka… well Hisoka had to of figured it out, she just hadn’t confronted Rika about it yet.
“What are you implying?” their history teacher questioned levelly, the atmosphere in the room suffering as hostility quite unintentionally sparked off of Jason. Tina tightened her lips in disapproval, but didn’t comment.
“I’m not implying anything,” Shingo replied. “I know how much you hate that, others judging your actions, so I’ll refrain from doing so. You’re welcome to your secrets Jason, I was only curious.” The brunette’s face pulled into a tighter frown. “After all, considering how far away you live, it’s only a given that I inquire into your current affairs.” There were many things being hinted at behind the older man’s words and Rika found herself suddenly very curious. “How is Japan anyway? Are you enjoying your stay?”
“Yes,” Jason replied, his voice chilled. Glancing at each other over the table, Alister and Eri registered that they may have just accidentally opened a can of worms that would have remained better closed.
“Good,” Mr. Keinishi nodded shortly as he glanced back down at his food. “I know that when you originally flew out there the decision had been made quite abruptly, so I’m glad to hear that you’ve made yourself comfortable.” He paused before catching his son’s gaze yet again, his own stare cool and collected. “But what am I saying? You’ve made decisions in the past on a whim and they’ve worked out quite well… for you.”
“You’re right,” Jason replied shortly. “They have worked out well, I’m glad you understand that. Now,” the brunette turned to Tina, “I must commend the wonderful meal, it was superb,” he smiled tightly at his stepmom, who returned the gesture. “And now, pardon, but I must excuse myself.” Standing, he grabbed his plate before swiftly rounding the table to the kitchen. Emptying his dish, he then made his way silently back through the dining room before retreating into the living room and vanishing from sight.
Staring down the table at her husband, Tina sighed, but Shingo wouldn’t meet her gaze, thus the room remained silent. Yet much like she had the night before, Rika felt a tightening in her stomach as uncontrollable concern for Jason gripped her.
She was starting to understand why his relationship with his father had been a touchy subject.
Chapter 3:
Regarding Anxiety
“I wonder what’s up with Keinishi-sensei and his dad,” Mamoru inquired as he leaned back on Rika’s guest bed, his hair once again tied back in a simple braid. Not knowing what the day held on the ranch deterred him from sporting his mohawk. “They don’t seem like they get along very well.” Rika shrugged in response as she rummaged around in her suitcase, the same thought flitting through her head despite her apparent indifference. Pausing for a moment however, she closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. She’d been feeling nauseous off and on since she’d woken up.
“I don’t think his dad likes the fact that he lives in Japan,” Hisoka interjected as she closed the English magazine she’d been reading, something she’d borrowed from Tommy. “You all heard some of the things he said. Maybe Keinishi-sensei doesn’t visit that often or something.” The brunette shrugged as the others contemplated her words. Rika agreed in some respects, but had the feeling there was more to it.
“I wouldn’t like him if he was my father either,” Kazuma shuddered from his spot next to Hisoka on her bed. “There’s just something about that guy that… creeps me out. Like when he looks at you, he knows everything about you or something.” His face fell into a frown as Mamoru sat back up.
“Everything ‘creeps’ you out Kazuma,” he commented with an eye roll. “You got freaked out by the fact that Akihiko doesn’t ever talk and forced us to come next door. Seriously dude, get a grip.” The skinny boy glared at his roommate, but made no comment. “Speaking of which,” Mamoru turned towards Hisoka. “What’s up with your brother anyway?”
She sighed.
“He’s just…” her face tightened in discomfort. “He’s not good with people is all.” Yeah, because no one had figured that out already. “He’s uncomfortable with people he doesn’t know very well and has trouble trusting anyone that didn’t know him before he was… a ‘genius’ or whatever.” Hisoka shrugged, her explanation seeming far tamer than the actuality of her brother’s attitude.
“He thinks we’re only going to talk to him because he’s super smart?” Mamoru asked skeptically with raised eyebrows. Hisoka could only shrug, not intent on elaborating further.
“I understand where he’s coming from,” Rika started as she found the dress she’d been looking for. “When there’s something about you that’s different from other people, it’s hard to open yourself up if there’s a chance people will only use you for what makes you an outcast, at least in a situation like his.” Only her best friend realized she was unconsciously describing herself as well.
“That doesn’t mean he has to be such a prick all the time,” Kazuma muttered and crossed his arms over his chest, visibly ignoring the disapproving stare he was getting from Hisoka. “When he’s not being forced elsewhere by the Keinishi’s, he’s on his laptop ignoring everyone. It’s kind of rude. He never has anything nice to say either.”
“Well stop talking to him then,” Hisoka snapped shortly, obviously annoyed as she turned to Mamoru. “Could you two clear out? We still have to change our clothes from morning chores.” Yes, that was her dismissal of the boys from the girls’ guest room. Standing, Kazuma followed Mamoru out, merely shrugging when the blue haired teen cast him a disapproving look.
Closing the door behind them, Hisoka sighed before going over to her own suitcase and pulling out her more tasteful attire for the day. Across the room from her, Rika was shucking off her jeans and t-shirt in favor of her red, long-sleeved, wide turtleneck dress and grey leggings. And as she straightened the wrinkles in her outfit, Hisoka cleared her throat.
“So,” the brunette started as she slipped her belt through her jeans. “What’s up with you…” she paused and took a deep breath, “with you and Keinishi-sensei?” Freezing in the way she’d been combing her long hair, Rika slowly allowed her gaze to drift across the room. Hisoka wasn’t looking at her however, pretending to be busy with her earrings in a mirror.
“There’s nothing,” the shorter of the two finally replied before distracting herself with her brush again. She could feel Hisoka’s eyes on her back however and knew the conversation wasn’t over.
“Do you really think I’m that stupid Rika?” she asked quietly, her voice remaining low despite the hurt laid therein. “The dog, the sweatshirt,” other things Hisoka had noticed that her friend didn’t know she had. “I can put the pieces together.” Sighing, Rika bit her bottom lip before turning to face her roommate.
“And I’m telling the truth,” she insisted. “There’s nothing ‘up’ with Keinishi-sensei and I.” Despite how she tried, she couldn’t hide the momentary tightness of her face, the pain she was trying to ignore. And as Hisoka spotted it, the brunette allowed the defensiveness to leave her form in favor of casting her roommate a pitying eye.
“Oh,” she uttered quietly. “I’m sorry Rika.” Shaking her head, the shorter of the two turned back to her suitcase in an attempt to somehow distract herself against the wave of emotions that had quite abruptly risen in her throat. Blinking rapidly, she took a shaking breath and forced herself back into control. She’d thought she’d gotten over crying, yet the verbal discussion of what had happened, or hadn’t happened, was too much.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she choked out, her statement seemingly contradictory as she continued to speak. As if doing so out loud would alleviate the rejection she’d been faced with when it reality it only made it worse. “It was stupid of me to think he’d accept me as something more than a friend. I mean, the fact that he acknowledged me as a friend at all was more than he should have done, and I knew that, but I screwed things up anyway. I should have just kept my feelings to myself and instead I-”
“Rika,” Hisoka bent down next to the distraught girl, her brows pulled together in concern. “You can’t blame yourself. It’s just…” The brunette didn’t know what to say. Granted, she’d had her suspicions about the two since the day she’d seen Keinishi-sensei’s jacket in her friend’s apartment, but she’d hardly been able to accept it. And now that Rika was verifying the truth of the matter… “It’s a difficult situation,” she finished lamely.
“He was my friend Hisoka,” Rika replied bitterly. “I should have been happy with that and now I think I’ve lost him all together.” Shaking her head, she tightened her lips and smashed her brows together in self-loathing, her fingers tightening around the clothes in her suitcase.
Unable to grasp the correct words, Hisoka merely sighed and remained seated at her friend’s side, hoping that despite the lack of verbal communication, Rika would comprehend her compassion towards the circumstance.
And what a circumstance it was.
“Are you two dressed?” swiveling their heads around, the girls turned to the door. “Hurry up,” Satou-sensei commanded through the barrier. “We’re leaving soon.” Turning back to one another, no more words were exchanged as they stood and headed on out into the main house, their previous conversation buried in the fabric of Rika’s suitcase.
“Alexis is here,” Tina stated into the air as she strolled by the stairs. Opening their ears to the disjointed conversation being thrown around the house, Rika and Hisoka realized that they were quite a bit behind everyone else in getting ready. Clad in coats and boots, most everybody was prepared to head out the door. Picking up their pace down the stairs, they quickly dashed to the entrance way and started slipping on their own winter attire despite the fact that they had no idea where they were going.
“Let’s hit the road then,” Alister decided as he threw open the front door and waltzed out. He was followed closely by everyone else as they were all hustled outside, the foreigners exchanging curious looks. They had no idea where they were headed.
The Keinishi’s had prepared for a trip however. Sitting in the drive were four vehicles: the same green SUV that had picked the students up at the airport, a smaller vehicle of a similar type in red, a silver ranger truck, and a single blue toned car. Standing outside the last the vehicles was a tall woman with her arms crossed over her chest, an impatient twitch to her brows. Long red hair cascaded down her back, her bangs cut straight across her forehead. Her face was speckled with freckles and as she spotted the family coming out the door, her blue eyes lightened and she smiled, the meanness momentarily vanishing from her face.
Sitting in the backseat of the car behind her were two children, one of them visibly sitting in a car seat.
“Kokoa, Eri!” she exclaimed, her voice ringing out across the drive as she came up to meet the two teachers also strolling her way. “I haven’t seen you two in ages!” There was a toughness about her, a confident stride accented by her long leather jacket and equally leather boots. “What are you guys doing here?” She didn’t get an answer right away as Ine-sensei had picked up her pace, the two women embracing tightly while happy laughter echoed throughout the vicinity.
“Alex!” the math teacher squealed in delight, her students watching curiously from the sidelines as Alister, Garnar, and Jason also tromped forward to meet her. “I’ve been waiting to see you!” It was obvious by the way the two women held each other that they were well acquainted, maybe even best friends.
“Alister didn’t tell me you two would be here!” the redhead exclaimed accusingly as she pulled back, staring her friend up and down before casting a disgruntled look at the dark skinned man standing beside her. “I thought you had some trip or something that always pulled you away from coming to see us.”
“We do,” Satou-sensei replied with a light laugh as the Alex woman pulled away from Ine-sensei to embrace him as well. “We’re just taking it here this year.” The two shared a far shorter and less enthusiastic welcome than the previous, but it was quite apparent that despite the lack of theatrics, they were all overjoyed to see one another.
“Those are our students over there,” Ine-sensei gestured to the group of teenagers watching the exchange silently. The newcomer glanced around quickly, spotted them, and returned her attention to the adults around her, apparently not all that interested. In fact, not even the teachers were all that intent on acknowledging the existence of their students.
“This is amazing!” the redhead continued. “It’s the first time since… it’s the first time in three years that we’ve all been together!” All the others were smiling as well, even Jason, as if the arrival of the final person in their posse had completed some sort of human puzzle. “It’s like high school all over again.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” Satou-sensei commented and the group continued to laugh, sharing an invisible understanding that no one else could even start to comprehend. They stayed indulged in conversation momentarily before the two women of the six hustled back to the blue car. Reaching inside, the redhead pulled the small child from the car seat and held it out for Ine-sensei, whom of which was gasping in delight. The little boy was dark skinned, his curious gaze drifting around the drive as he was handed off to the woman he’d apparently never met. His mouth was agape between his pudgy cheeks, his big brown eyes seeming unsure as he glanced back at Alexis, his mother.
Scooting out of the car as well came another child, this one significantly older than the baby in Ine-sensei’s arms. She was fairer skinned than her little brother though still darker than her mother, curly brown hair sprouting from her head as her blue eyes darted first to Alexis and then to Alister. A light brush of freckles littered her face. She couldn’t have been more than five or six.
Dashing past Tina, the smallest of her and Shingo’s children, Jesse, lumbered unhindered through the group of chatting adults to meet up with the other little girl, the two smiling happily at each other.
Beside Mamoru, Robby sighed and glared at the flock of older individuals.
“Okay, we get it!” the irritated twin exclaimed, drawing everyone’s attention. “You guys haven’t seen each other in a long time, the baby’s cute, whatever. Can we get going now?” By that time the infant had been passed from Ine-sensei to Satou-sensei to Jason, apparently greeting all the people he’d never met before.
“Cool your jets,” Alister scolded angrily, annoyed that his time showing off his children was being cut into by his rude sister. “We’re not in a hurry.” Turning back to one another, the adults commenced once again in conversation as Robby and Emily visibly sighed.
“Don’t worry about it,” Tina laughed good humouredly. “We can leave, they’ll be around eventually.” Gesturing to the cars, the teenagers were herded along, their teachers forgetting and leaving them in the care of the eldest of the family. “You five,” she was obviously speaking to the foreigners, “load back up in there,” she pointed to the SUV they’d previously been carted from the airport in.
“I’m riding with Emily and Uncle Troy,” Robby announced as she left the group and headed over to the small ranger, the three people crowding into the small cab of the vehicle. That left Tommy to squeeze in with the students, Tina and Shingo taking up residence in the front seats.
“What about Jesse?” Tommy asked as she shut the door. Beside her was Rika, once again crammed into a middle seat with Hisoka on her other side. The boys were sentenced to the back.
“She’s riding with Alexis and Alister,” Tina verified as she started the car, her husband staring out the window with his typically cold disposition.
“I don’t mean to intrude,” Mamoru leaned forward against his seatbelt as the two loaded vehicles were backed around the group of still chatting adults and small children, “but where are we going?” Rika watched out the window as they passed, an uncomfortable twinge settling at the base of her stomach. She didn’t want to feel the way she did, but she couldn’t help it. Of course it was reasonable to assume that Jason had a past and people that were in it, but she felt oddly secluded.
How much did she really even know about him?
“We’re going to cut down the Christmas trees,” Mr. Keinishi replied simply. “Family tradition. A cultural thing so to speak.” Nodding in understanding, Mamoru sank back in his seat as the car was pulled fully onto the road behind the ranger. They all fell momentarily silent then, Kazuma eventually clearing his throat and drawing everyone’s attention.
“Um,” the feminine boy had furrowed his eyebrows in both curiosity and confusion. “I was wondering,” he seemed uncomfortable, “well, that is, and I don’t mean to sound rude or anything, but, eh, how exactly are all you guys… related?” He grimaced, apparently unsure about the properness of his question. Tina merely laughed in response, not at all offended, as her husband continued to stare silently out the window.
“I was waiting for one of you to ask,” she confirmed. “Alister and Garnar are my adopted sons,” she explained, “and Jason, Tommy,” the twin glanced up at her stepmother, “and Robby are Shingo’s children. Jesse is the daughter we,” she gestured to her husband, “adopted together.” Nods commenced around the car. “And Troy is my older brother, Emily being his daughter.”
“And the red haired woman from before,” Tommy took up the explanation, “is Alexis, Alister’s wife, and those two kids were their children. They always come a little later for the holidays because of her job.” Still the students simply continued to nod in understanding. “And you guys know that Eri and Kokoa lived with us before, right?”
“Yes,” Hisoka replied. “They were foreign exchange students, right?”
“True,” Mr. Keinishi interjected levelly. “Though that distinction really only falls solely to Kokoa. Eri is the son of an old family friend of mine, so he’s been around a lot longer. He used to spend a few months at our house every summer since he was born.” Surprised eyebrows were raised across the car. So it would appear that Jason and Satou-sensei knew each other better than any of their students had even considered fathoming.
“So,” Rika bit her bottom lip before continuing, “you have no biological children?” Her question was obviously directed at Tina, who glanced back at them through the rearview mirror, a pause coming in the conversation as she considered the question. For a second, Rika wondered if maybe she’d crossed a line she shouldn’t have, but the query had come quite quickly to her tongue without her consciously realizing it.
“I have one other son, a biological son,” the blonde finally replied, her eyes once again focused on the road. “He’s quite a bit older than everyone else and won’t be joining us for the holidays.” The topic seemed to close then, Tina’s voice serious and refusing to elaborate. Sitting back in her seat, Rika came to the conclusion that she should have kept her mouth shut. The revelation did however instill in the students a curiosity about the older woman’s age. She couldn’t be much over fifty, yet she had another son older than even their teachers?
She must have been very young at the time of her first son’s birth.
Despite other curiosities, the car remained noiseless for the remainder of the short trip.
After around twenty minutes, the SUV pulled off the road and down a long, bumpy drive, one surrounded on either side by rows and rows and rows of purposefully placed fir trees. They stretched about as far as the eye could see and at the base of the drive numerous other cars were parked.
Once the SUV had come to a halt, the students climbed out and waited a few minutes for the other two automobiles in their party to show up. Eventually everyone, teachers, children, and foreigners alike, had accumulated in the cool air, the clouds above their heads grey and daunting, constantly threatening the people below with the ability to snow.
“So,” Tina drew all their attention. “You know the drill. We need to find the biggest tree in this place as well as two other smaller ones. You all have a half an hour to scour this whole farm before reporting back here with your findings. Don’t lose track of time, no one wants to hunt around looking for you.” Deeming that their dismissal, the two small children of the pack darted into the trees and were followed closely by the adults, all of which were still caught up in chatting. The baby had moved to its father’s arms by this time, a slightly disgruntled look on its face below its little blue beanie.
“So we got to find some trees,” Mamoru stated lamely as he glanced around the drive. As far as he was concerned, the majority of what was right in front of him seemed adequate, but most of the students knew very little of choosing such an object. Granted, many of them did celebrate Christmas, but apparently not to the extent of this American family.
“Don’t you guys have Christmas trees in Japan?” Robby inquired with a cocked eyebrow, a skeptical and almost disgusted look on her face. Emily appeared much the same as the teenagers were left to their own devices.
“Well,” Kazuma shrugged. “Smaller ones, or fake ones, maybe…” Rika couldn’t even agree with that statement. Her family had at one time, when her sister was alive, celebrated the holiday, but even then it had been fairly unimportant. And ever since her sister’s death, no such party had ever been thrown. “The New Year is more important where we live…”
“New Years?” Emily furrowed her brows and shook her blonde head. “That’s just weird. I mean, we have New Years too, but Christmas is way more important.” Shrugging, the students couldn’t offer any other condolences despite how offended the two girls were at talk of no Christmas. It wasn’t even a national Holiday in Japan, what did they expect?
“Well anyway,” Robby continued, waving them off as a devious grin spread across her face. “We’ll just pick some trees on the way back to the lake,” she turned and headed towards the woods. “Sometimes it’s frozen over.” As if that was explanation enough, both she and Emily disappeared among the branches, followed closely by the students. Rika was the only one to hang back momentarily, her gaze drifting over her shoulder to the other side where Jason had vanished among the branches with his peers.
She didn’t want to feel neglected, seeing as her emotions held no basis, but the feeling wouldn’t go away. There was nothing between her and her history teacher anymore, she needed to accept that. He had his own life and she wasn’t a part of it, not like she wanted to be. She was just a student now, a visitor of little consequence to his friends. He wouldn’t even tell them her name she was that far removed.
That wasn’t how she wanted it to be. If things weren’t so screwed up, so unacceptable, so impossible, she’d have been introduced to them as Rika Shirokitai, his… not his student. Not some juvenile teenager that got left with his little sisters as he laughed with his friends and acted as though she didn’t even exist.
It made her feel unimportant and completely irrelevant to his reality, as if everything that they’d once been had never actually happened. The fear that perhaps she’d imagined it all started to plague her. So what if he’d gone out of his way to see her at one point; had gotten her a puppy and suffered through several of her terrible tantrums without offense. That was all in the past, something that, though close to her heart, meant nothing. Looking at him in that place, with those people, it instilled in her the idea that maybe she hadn’t been as important to him as she had thought she’d become, as he’d claimed she was. He knew she was lonely, understood her family situation, and could very well have acted as he had out of pity for her.
The current distance between them was enough to convince her of that. He was forgetting about her despite the fact that she thought about him almost every minute of every day. And it was horrible. She was a Shirokitai, she shouldn’t be ignored by anyone, she was important, her ego said as much. Yet she couldn’t find it in her to tell him that. She’d lost to him.
It wasn’t fair…
“Are you okay?” Jumping, she quickly turned back towards her friends to find that most of them had vanished. Standing before her was only one person, her youthful face pulled into a frown. “You looked really upset there for a minute. Is there anything I can do?” Unlike her twin, Tommy was softer in attitude, generally thinking of everyone else before herself.
“I’m fine,” Rika forced a smile onto her face. “I was only thinking.” Obviously not believing her, the brunette looked as though she wanted to inquire further, but dropped the subject when her dark haired trip partner forced a well guarded defensive across her features. It wasn’t as though the older of the two could discuss her problems with the twin. What would she even say? That she had feelings for her older brother and because of that she was depressed?
Because that would go over well.
“Everyone else already headed into the trees,” Tommy explained before the two turned that way as well, walking side by side. “I think they’re going to the lake,” the brunette sounded exasperated and Rika cocked a curious brow at her as they slipped in-between the strictly rowed branches of the firs. “I just hope no one falls in.”
“I could imagine some of my friends doing that,” Rika deadpanned, Mamoru flashing momentarily across her mind’s eye. Her companion giggled lightly in response, the two of them falling into a seemingly pleasant silence for a few seconds. Eventually, Tommy turned back to her partner however.
“So,” she clasped her hands behind her back, “my brother is your tutor?” Looking to her quickly, Rika held back her alarmed expression and instead nodded shortly, her lips tightening as she yet failed to escape the topic of Jason. “I hope you two don’t really hate each other,” Tommy continued with a frown. “I know that sometimes he seems a little rough around the edges, but he’s a nice guy.”
“I know,” Rika replied before she could stop herself. “I mean,” she added hastily, “we don’t always get along, but he stays after school with me three days a week so he can’t be… all bad…” Tommy grinned slightly at that, apparently taking great pride in hearing of her older brother’s compassion.
“I just didn’t want you guys to think he was really mean or anything,” she continued, her smile sliding off her face. “He’s just been such a grouch since he got here, like he’s trying to get everyone to think he’s a jerk or something.”
“I have noticed,” Rika started carefully, “that he doesn’t act like he wants to be here… that much…” Sliding her gaze over to the twin, she laid witness to the girl releasing a huge sigh, a frown creasing her young face.
“He probably doesn’t want to be,” Tommy muttered, almost hopelessly. “After he moved to Japan, it’s like... well I really shouldn’t be telling you this,” she smiled uneasily as she glanced at Rika. “You’re his student; you probably aren’t supposed to know stuff like this about him.”
“Maybe not,” Rika confirmed, “but you can tell me anyway if you want. He may be my teacher, but you’re my friend and it sounds like it’s bothering you.” She knew she probably shouldn’t play the young woman like that. Granted, she was “friends” with the younger girl, distant ones, but friends nonetheless, yet she was more curious about Jason than the brunette’s problems in reality.
“It’s just,” Tommy stared at the dirt as they brushed by tree after tree, “Robby never wants to talk about it, she acts like there isn’t a problem, and I hate doing that. He never calls, he only visits during Christmas and for a week during the summer, but even then he usually leaves early because…” Rika raised her eyebrows encouragingly. “Well you guys have probably noticed,” she blushed lightly. “Jay and Dad… they don’t get along at all.” The dark haired student nodded in understanding. “They always fight. I’m actually surprised they haven’t already, but I think Jay is trying to avoid it because you guys are here.” She paused and sighed. “I love my dad, really I do, but… well it’s his fault Jay never calls, and the reason he always leaves early during the summer is because of Dad too.”
“Why do they fight?” Rika tried to keep her voice low, a whisper that wouldn’t cause alarm in the girl next to her. Both because she didn’t want her companion to stop, but also due to the concern woven into her own tone. She was supposed to dislike Jason, an act that had once been easy for her, but was now nearly impossible.
“I think it has something to do with him moving so far away,” Tommy continued. “There’s other stuff too I think, besides that. Stuff from back when Jay was in college and stuff with… with our mother.” Glancing at the younger out of the corner of her eyes, Rika remained silent. “You know, if it wasn’t for the cattle and the stereotypical obligation to be here for the holidays, Jay would probably never come back.” There was obvious hurt laid within the twin’s voice. Rejection as well, and confusion. “He hates Christmas…”
“Why…?” Rika inquired softly.
“I…” Tommy was cut short by a loud shout some ways ahead of them. Snapping their heads up, they could see the outline of a lake just through the trees. And as they emerged from the forested area, both of them sighed in exasperation at what they found.
“What are they doing?” Rika asked shortly as she came up next to Hisoka and Akihiko. The two sibling were standing in the snow just off to the side of a long, ice spotted dock. The lake into which it was submerged was reflecting harshly the dim light of the day, completely blanketed in frozen water. It was a thin layer however. In no way would it be able to support the weight of any of the teenagers.
“Acting like idiots,” Hisoka stated temperamentally and crossed her arms over her chest. Her expression was worried however, anxious. Her brother was staring in his typical indifference however, seeming bored.
Out on the end of the dock stood three individuals. From left to right were Robby, Mamoru, and Emily. They were laughing and staring over the edge, their toes dangerously close to the lip. One false move and they would no doubt topple head over feet into the chilled water. As if to accent this point, Robby slapped Mamoru on the back and he flailed vaguely before bursting into laughter again.
“We tried to get them to come back,” Hisoka continued to explain and Tommy frowned, “but they wouldn’t listen. Kazuma said he was starting to get sick watching them because he can’t swim and went to find Satou-sensei or someone.” So the feminine boy was acting the tattletale. Quite abruptly, Rika felt as though she was in elementary school again, her lips tightening in displeasure at the immaturity of the situation. The three were still pretending to push each other over the edge before Mamoru finally took a step back and turned to his counterparts waiting at the other end.
“You guys should come over here!” he insisted loudly as he beckoned to them. “You can see the fish swimming around under the ice!” He flicked his gaze down to the water only quickly before snapping his attention back to his best friend. “C’mon Rika, it’s cool!”
“If I come out there, will you come back with me after?!” Being the diplomatic person that she was, she informed her friend that the only way he was going to get her on that dangerous trap of a dock was if he did something in return. Crossing her arms over her chest, she waited for a reply.
“Fine!” he growled, his dock companions frowning at his weakness. He’d given in to sense. “It’s not that dangerous…” he muttered inaudibly. Exchanging an exasperated head shake with Hisoka, Rika grumpily shoved her hands into the pockets of her woolen jacket and hunkered onto the icy pier. Despite her displeasure however, she made sure to watch her step. The whole thing was littered with ice, some of it invisible.
“See, look,” Mamoru pointed down at the water as she peered over the edge. “You can see them swimming around. You know, I think it’s kind of weird that they can live under there. You’d think they’d freeze to death or something.” Watching the fish for only a few moments in obvious disinterest, Rika eventually turned up to her best friend again.
“Very interesting Mamoru,” she confirmed dryly and he frowned. “I’ve seen the fish, now let’s go back.” He rolled his eyes and as they turned back towards the shore, they found that Robby and Emily were already halfway back down the dock. Probably because standing in the snow beside those who had stayed behind were their three teachers, all of them rather displeased. Kazuma was there too, though his eyes were on the snow at his feet as if ashamed.
“C’mon,” Satou-sensei beckoned a single finger in their direction. Growling, Mamoru dragged his feet over the ice ahead of Rika, her hand in his back as she pretended to push him along. “I didn’t think we had to babysit you guys,” their English teacher continued loudly in irritation, “but it seems you’ve proven me wrong.”
“It was peer pressure!” Mamoru yelled as he continued to slow his pace, much to Rika’s annoyance as she was stuck behind him. “Robby made me do it…” The dark haired twin gaped and turned to the adults.
“He’s older than I am, we’re not peers,” she stated and Satou-sensei shook his head, ignoring her. Just barely meeting the halfway point of the extremely long stretch of dock, Mamoru finally picked up his pace, his best friend following as they went to meet their instructors.
Rika didn’t own a pair of winter boots, not ones that were appropriate for tromping around in the snow. She was sporting a pair of rubber, barrowed ones that day, ones that were used and had once belonged to Robby. Despite the three year age gap between them, the younger was already a fair bit taller than Rika, but that was really no surprise considering that almost everyone was taller than she. Being a petite person, it was assumed she had smaller feet than others of a larger size, and in this case such a stereotype would hold true. The boots tied to her feet were about a size and half larger than she should be wearing.
Those were the thoughts flashing through her head as her foot hit the invisible patch of ice that Mamoru had seemingly missed. And as her eyes widened and her feet fell out from beneath her, she cursed the boots that had done quite well in tripping her up.
Gasping, she waved her arms erratically as she was thrown by her unintentional clumsiness closer to the edge of the dock, her heels catching the edge as she stumbled. She’d been walking to the left of the planks. Had she been centered, she wouldn’t have even breached the situation she now found herself in. That regret wouldn’t stop her from falling however.
Glancing up quickly, she caught Mamoru’s hazel eyes as he turned to face her, his blue braid whipping around his neck as he reached out. He was too late however. Despite how he leaned towards her, he was too far away and she had toppled too far for him to pull her back. Her feet had separated from the dock, she was free falling.
It felt like slow-motion, her plunge, but the logical part of her brain registered that despite how she was flying, the lake was only about a foot below her. Considering this seemed to only speed up the process, her heart shooting up into her throat as she tried to imagine what being tossed into a bucket of ice cubes would feel like. Certainly this was ten times worse.
Her whole body tensed then, her hair whipping around her face as her eyes left Mamoru to face the clouds. They were dark she noted, grey and bulging but moving swiftly across the sky. They roiled temperamentally above her, angry over something. They were sad too however, depressed perhaps at how heavy their loads were and the fact that they wouldn’t break. It was a huge burden to bear, all that snow. Despite their anguish however, they were passing her over without pause, pushing forward despite how her world had stopped.
She was of no importance to them.
And as they breezed by, she felt her back touchdown on the ice she knew wasn’t thick enough to support her. Yet a fearful kind of hope jumped through her only momentarily as the weak fight of the frozen water collided with her body. For far less than even a second, her form was suspended across that slippery surface, was safe. Yet even as she registered this, it broke away under her, shattering into pieces beneath her small frame. Like a domino effect, the shards opened up and allowed her entrance into the cold depths of the frozen lake.
It was like nothing she’d ever felt before, the water flooding in on her and submerging her, trapping her, within its icy grasp. Chilling hands wrapped around her whole body, blanketing her in a suffocating silence that pried at her insides with a jolting kind of recognition. She could hear nothing, but the water was screaming at her, ringing in her ears as the sky was erased from her vision and replaced with the churning, agitated waves of the lake she didn’t even know the name of. Quite by accident, she’d awoken the sleeping beast and now it was angry, its temper uncontrollable as it pulled her under.
It stabbed at her with a million pinpricks and pried her lips apart to submerge within her numbing daggers laid on the blades with heat wrenching poison. She knew that by all rights she should feel unbelievably cold, but instead she was jarred with a stunting heat that burned her from the inside out. She wanted to scream, but even as she tried, her lungs filled with that terrible warmth that turned far too swiftly to boiling pain.
She knew, somewhere in the back of her mind, that it wasn’t possible that her body explode like glass shattering, but she could have sworn her skin was being stripped from her body, what little muscle she possessed stretching and snapping against the numbness closing in on her as her heart gave a single gasping cough, fighting despite the futility of the situation.
Rika had been close to death once before in her life, drowning in a puddle of her own blood mixed with that of her sisters. She remembered painfully the ache etched into the bottom half of her abdomen, the singularly focused mark that had sent throbbing waves across her whole body.
This was different. The pain of the bullet wound had faded, but this wasn’t going away. It wasn’t quick and to the point, no, it was torturous and drawn out, unending.
Closing her eyes against the stinging sensation bringing invisible tears to her eyes, she unconsciously kicked her feet in what felt like a vain effort to find air. She knew her endeavors were weak, her brain too fogged with cold to try very hard. Despite this however, she found her body surging upwards, something strangely solid grabbing hold of her arm and forcing her harshly through the heavy water.
It was so fast, how she was shot up and out. She’d been struggling in a world where everything had slowed to a near dead stop, thus suddenly finding herself reaching air was so mind boggling that her brain seemed to rock to the back of her head before surging forwards with a painful, pressurized crash.
She’d been pulled from the suffocating clutches of death before she’d even reached the point of finding regret in her life. Her lungs were intent on coughing the terrible poison out of her, the wind she hadn’t noticed earlier that day whipping across her body as she was slammed onto the hard wood of the dock that had, seconds before, seemed miles above her head.
“Rika!” Mamoru yelled her name and tried to reach down to help, but was smacked back harshly by the soaking, grey jacket sleeve of the man that had somehow beaten the blue haired teenager to the punch. Mamoru’s shock had only lasted a few moments as he’d watched his best friend tumble backwards and disappear into the water. He’d been going to reach in, dive in, something, to save her, yet within that split second of silent understanding, he’d been cut off.
Keinishi-sensei had pulled her out before Mamoru had even finished comprehending the situation.
“Is she alright?!” Satou-sensei dashed up the dock while Ine-sensei kept the other students at bay, passing by his shocked student to attend to the one now hacking her guts out across the wooden planks. Bending down on her other side, the English teacher joined his coworker in patting her back. Glancing up at Jason momentarily, Eri was wide eyed as he considered what he’d just seen. Shirokitai had started falling backwards and his best friend had just vanished from his side.
He’d never seen anyone move so fast in his life.
Eyes popping open, the girl that was now chilled to the bone took in a deep, shaking breath, coughing a few more times before finally managing to stabilize her lungs. She was shaking however, shivering violently as her hair stuck to her face and began to freeze across her skin.
Without saying a single word, the obviously distraught Jason grabbed her up once again and plastered her wet body to his own before standing and turning on his heel. Swiftly walking the remaining distance back to shore, his coworker followed close behind, Eri’s own nerves equally as frayed as he grabbed the gaping Nakamura by the arm and dragged the blue haired teenager back to safety with his own bare hands.
“Is she okay?” Hisoka tried to ask as Keinishi-sensei came upon the group that quickly parted to allow him passage. He brushed her off however and headed back towards the trees.
“She’ll be fine,” Satou-sensei stated as he and his punk student joined up with the rest of the group. “She just has to get somewhere warm before hypothermia sets in. Now c’mon,” he and Ine-sensei herded them forward, “everyone go back to the cars.” Doing as ordered, the teenagers stumbled back into the trees with wide, panicked eyes, their teachers not far from the same as they tried to keep themselves in control for the sake of the youths with them.
“You idiot!” Jason hissed as he brushed through the trees, the small woman in his arms clutching at his shirt as shiver after shiver rocked her whole body. Pulling her as tightly to his own body as he could, he ignored how her chilled form was now soaking his own. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
“I d-d-d-didn’t d-do it o-o-on p-purpose st-st-stupid,” she stuttered defensively into his jacket. “I w-was onl-l-ly t-trying t-”
“Shut up,” he commanded as he brushed through all the firs, his lips tightening at the never-ending mass of them. “If you’d drowned, I never would have forgiven you. God, don’t you ever consider what your stupid actions do to me?” He probably couldn’t see it, but she’d slowly forced her eyes to glance up at his chin, her brows furrowing in a glare. “Between you almost getting run over yesterday and this, I’m going to have had a stroke by tonight.”
“You’re a j-j-jerk and I h-h-hate you-u.” He didn’t reply to her insult as they finally burst out of the woods and into the drive. Ignoring the way Tina and a few others among their party had gasped at the sight of them, Jason diverted his trail towards the red SUV. Reaching for the driver’s side door, he quickly flung it open and slid inside, Rika all the while still firmly attached to his chest. Slamming the door, he then fished around in his damp coat pocket for the keys before jamming them into the ignition. Completely bypassing the seatbelt, he punched the vehicle into drive and pressed the gas, the tires outside throwing up gravel as he forced them into motion.
Removing the arm he had wrapped around her back to turn the heat up to max, he quickly put it back into place, the other remaining on the wheel as he pressed her chilled form to his in an attempt to warm her. She had settled into his lap, her legs straddling him as she leaned her head against his collarbone.
“W-where are we g-g-going?” she croaked out as she tightened her fingers around his jacket, an unconscious attempt to halt her spasming shivers.
“Home,” he stated simply. The hospital had crossed his mind momentarily, but it was a good half hour from the house in the other direction, almost an hour from the tree farm. He’d rather get her warm first before hypothermia kicked in. If she was still in sad shape after she’d warmed up, then he’d take her into emergency, though he really hoped he was acting fast enough to avoid such an outcome.
Closing her eyes, she gulped as her heart seemed to flutter anxiously in her chest, working far past the usual to circulate her blood against the chill. Her skin was cold clamped within the soaking confines of her clothes, the heat bombarding her doing little good as it couldn’t get through the wetness otherwise surrounding her. Yet as she leaned her ear against his chest, she took calming comfort in the loud, fast thump beating within him, its rhythm steady despite its agitated state.
“Hey,” he shook her gently and she forced her eyes open again. “Don’t fall asleep. Talk.” His command was simple yet she found it difficult to execute as she searched her slow moving brain for something to say. In the end, she settled for what came easiest to her.
“Don’t t-tell me what to d-do,” she uttered quietly, her voice slightly muffled against the fabric she’d quite successfully buried herself in. “Y-you’re an a-a-annoying f-fool and I h-hate you-u.” Despite her claim however, she found herself unconsciously hiding as deeply against his jacket as she could, her trembling legs tightening around his hips as an overly severe shiver stormed up her entire body.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/166760 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!