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Chapter 1

I heard the dripping before I saw it, a steady rhythmic splash coming from somewhere in the apartment that the real estate agent had assured me was "perfectly maintained" and "ready for immediate occupancy." I'd been in Osaka for exactly four hours, had managed to find the building in Tennoji despite my complete inability to read Japanese, and had dragged two stuffed bags up three flights of stairs only to discover water pooling on the kitchen floor.
The ceiling showed a dark stain spreading outward from a point directly above the sink, and drops fell from it with metronomic precision. I stood there watching it for a moment, jet-lagged and disoriented, trying to remember if my company's relocation package covered emergency plumbing repairs.
The logical solution was to go upstairs and inform whoever lived above me that they had a leak. The practical problem was that my Japanese consisted of maybe twenty words, none of which were "leak" or "water damage" or "please help before my entire apartment floods."
I grabbed my phone and pulled up the translation app, then headed out to the hallway and up the stairs to the fourth floor. The building was old with narrow hallways with worn wooden floors and doors that looked like they'd been painted the same beige color sometime in the 1980s. I found the apartment directly above mine and knocked.
Nothing happened for a long moment, then I heard voices inside, female, multiple, speaking rapid Japanese that I had no hope of comprehending. The door opened and a young woman looked out at me with an expression of polite confusion.
She was early twenties wearing an oversized sweatshirt and shorts that showed most of her legs, her dark hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. Behind her I could see two more women, both also that age, both watching me with curiosity.
"Hi," I said, then remembered that was probably useless. I held up my phone with the translation app open and typed quickly: "Water leaking from your apartment into mine."
The phone translated it into Japanese characters and produced what I assumed was the phonetic pronunciation, though I had no confidence in my ability to say it correctly. I held the screen toward her instead.
She leaned forward to read it, her eyebrows drawing together, then she turned and said something to the other two women. They came to the door and all three of them looked at my phone, then at me, then back at the phone.
One of them, shorter than the first, with shoulder-length hair and glasses, said something that sounded like a question. I had no idea what she was asking.
I tried the phone again: "Kitchen. Water on floor. From ceiling."
More Japanese characters. More confused looks. The third woman, taller, with longer hair that fell past her shoulders, grabbed the first woman's arm and said something urgent. They had a rapid conversation that I couldn't follow, then the first woman gestured for me to wait and disappeared into the apartment.
The other two stayed in the doorway watching me with expressions I couldn't read. I stood there feeling acutely aware of how I must look, disheveled from travel, probably smelling like airplane, holding my phone like it was some kind of magic translator that might bridge the communication gap.
The first woman reappeared with her own phone and typed something, then showed me the screen: "Where is water?"
Progress! I gestured downward. "My apartment. Below. Kitchen floor."
She typed again, showed the screen to the other two, and they had another rapid conversation. Then all three of them disappeared into the apartment, leaving the door open. I heard movement, voices, what sounded like furniture being shifted.
I waited in the hallway for maybe two minutes before the tall one appeared with a mop and bucket, followed by the other two. They pushed past me and headed down the stairs, so I followed them back to my apartment.
The pooling had gotten worse in the time I'd been gone. The tall one saw it and said something sharp to the others, and they all moved to the sink area, looking up at the ceiling.
I stood there uselessly while they discussed something in rapid Japanese, gesturing at the ceiling and occasionally glancing my way. Finally the first one, the one who'd answered the door, pulled out her phone and typed: "We are sorry. Our washing machine."
"Can you turn it off?" I typed back.
She read it, nodded, and said something to the others. I went to the toolkit, one of the few things I found useful in the “furnished” apartment, and pulled out a flashlight and a wrench and we all headed back upstairs.
I knew they wouldn’t know. I crouched down and shined the flashlight into the space behind the washer. The pipe connection was obvious even to my non-plumber eyes. Water seeped from where two sections of pipe joined, running down and collecting before disappearing into the wall. The connection had worked loose, probably from vibration.
I reached in with the wrench and tightened it, feeling the threads catch and hold. The seeping slowed and stopped. I grabbed a rag from my toolkit and wiped the pipe dry, then watched for a moment to confirm no new water appeared.
When I pulled my head back out, all three women were standing there watching me with utmost concern. I stood up and gestured at the pipe. "Fixed. I think."
The first one typed into her phone: "You fixed it?"
"The connection was loose," I said, then realized she couldn't understand and typed it instead: "Pipe was loose. Tightened it."
She showed the translation to the others and their expressions shifted from concern to something like impressed relief. The one with glasses said something and bowed slightly, and the other two did the same.
"Thank you," the first one said in English, the words heavily accented but clear and the others laughed at her.
"No problem," I said.
The tall one pulled out her phone and was typing something. She showed me the screen: "You know how to fix?"
"Basic plumbing," I typed back. "Not expert."
They passed the phone around reading my response, then the one with glasses typed and showed me: "We are Yumi, Hana, Sakura. Students. We live here.”
She pointed to each of them in turn, though I couldn't tell which name belonged to whom anymore. I nodded and typed: "Ethan. I work for tech company. Training in Osaka for six months."
They read it and nodded with grave concern, and Yumi, or Hana or Sakura, I still wasn't sure, typed: "Welcome to Japan."
They exchanged more rapid Japanese and before I knew I was being shepherded downstairs by all of them.
The tall one started mopping up the water on my floor without being asked, and the one with glasses was wiping down the cabinets with a towel. I tried to wave them off but they ignored me, working with efficient coordination that suggested they'd cleaned up messes together before.
Within ten minutes the floor was dry and the cabinet was cleaned out, and they'd somehow managed to organize the chaos of my unpacking into something resembling order. The first one, I thought she might be Yumi but wasn't confident, typed another message: "We are very sorry for trouble."
"It's fine," I typed back. "Happens sometimes."
She smiled at that, said something to the other two that made them smile as well, and they all bowed again before heading toward the door. The tall one paused there and turned back, saying something in Japanese while gesturing at me and then upward toward their apartment.
I had no idea what she was saying. I shrugged helplessly and she laughed, then typed: "If you need anything, please knock."
"Thank you," I said, and she smiled and followed the others out.
I stood in my now-organized apartment with the leak fixed and the floor dry, listening to their footsteps on the stairs above, and thought that maybe six months in Osaka wouldn't be as isolating as I'd feared.




Chapter 2

Above me I heard movement, voices, what sounded like laughter. Then music started playing, something pop and upbeat, that filtered through the ceiling.
I went back to unpacking, but within an hour there was a knock on my door.
When I opened, I found all three of them standing there holding plates covered in plastic wrap. The first one, Yumi, or so I thought, had changed into a white tank top that hugged curves she'd hidden under the oversized sweatshirt earlier. Her skin was flawless, and when she smiled, the dimple in her left cheek transformed her face from pretty to stunning. She held out a plate with both hands, the movement making her tank top shift in ways that required deliberate effort not to notice.
The one with glasses wore a fitted t-shirt with some kind of anime character on it, the frames only emphasizing how large and expressive her eyes were. She'd let her hair down to fall  just past her shoulders, framing a heart-shaped face. When she pushed the glasses up, the gesture was both nerdy and captivating.
The taller one had changed into a dress, casual, summer-weight, ending mid-thigh. Her legs seemed to go on forever, her posture graceful in a way that suggested dance training or athletics. Her hair fell in a dark curtain down her back, and when she shifted her weight, the dress moved in a way that outlined everything underneath.
They all stood smiling at me, holding their plates out, apparently waiting for something from me.
I realized I'd been standing in the doorway for too long without responding. "Sorry, uh..." I gestured at the food, trying to communicate confusion about what was happening.
Yumi, I was becoming more confident that was her name, pulled out her phone and typed: "Apology for water. We made dinner. Please eat."
"You didn't have to do that," I said, then remembered and typed it instead.
She read it and shook her head, typing again: "We want to. Welcome to building."
The one with glasses, Hana, maybe, pushed her plate forward more insistently and said something in Japanese that sounded encouraging. The tall one, Sakura by process of elimination, added something with a smile that showed perfect teeth.
I took the plates one by one, stacking them carefully. The smell hit me as I lifted them, grilled fish, rice, vegetables, miso soup still warm in a sealed container. Real food, home-cooked, infinitely better than the convenience store bentō I'd been planning to grab later.
"Thank you," I said, gesturing at the food. "This is..." I struggled for how to communicate gratitude across the language barrier, finally settling on a slight bow that felt awkward and probably looked worse.
They all giggled at my attempt, but not in a mocking way. Yumi typed: "You bow pretty good for Canadian."
I laughed, then squinted. “Wait, how did you know I was Canadian?"
She pointed at one of my unpacked boxes visible through the doorway, my hockey equipment, the bag clearly labeled with a Toronto Maple Leafs logo.
"Good detective work," I typed.
Sakura had been peeking around me into the apartment, taking in the half-unpacked state of things. She said something to the others and Hana responded, then Yumi was typing again: "Do you need help to unpack?"
"I don't want to take more of your time," I typed back, though honestly the idea of not spending the evening alone fighting with flat-pack furniture sounded appealing.
"We don't mind," appeared on her screen. "We have no plans tonight."
Before I could respond they'd pushed past me into the apartment, Sakura immediately gravitating toward the boxes of kitchen supplies while Hana examined my attempt to assemble a bookshelf. Yumi stayed near me, looking around the space with an appraising eye.
She typed: "You live alone?"
I nodded.
"Lonely?"
I shrugged and typed: "Maybe. First day. Ask me in a month."
She smiled at that and said something to the others. They responded and suddenly all three of them were moving through my apartment like they owned it, opening boxes and organizing contents with an efficiency that made my earlier attempts look pathetic.
Sakura had found the tools and was assembling the bookshelf Hana had been examining, her long fingers moving with precision of a musical. She'd crouched down to reach the bottom shelf and her dress rode up dangerously high on her thighs, revealing smooth skin that I forced myself not to stare at.
Hana had taken over the kitchen, unpacking dishes and arranging them in cabinets according to some organizational logic I didn't understand but looked infinitely better than my plan of "stuff things wherever they fit." She stretched up to reach a high shelf and her shirt rode up, exposing a strip of toned stomach and the curve of her lower back.
Yumi had appointed herself supervisor, directing the others with occasional commands in Japanese while simultaneously using her phone to ask me questions about where I wanted things. She'd settled into a cross-legged position on my floor while she typed, the tank top's neckline gaping enough that I had to consciously keep my eyes on my own phone screen.
"Do you cook?" appeared on my screen.
"Sometimes," I typed. "Nothing fancy."
"We can teach you Japanese food."
"I'd like that."
She smiled and relayed something to the others that made them laugh. Sakura said something while gesturing with a screwdriver, and Hana responded from the kitchen. Yumi typed: "Sakura says you are very tall. Hana says all Canadians are tall."
"Not all of us," I typed. "I'm six-two. Pretty average for my family."
The response got passed around and generated more serious conversation in Japanese. Sakura had finished the bookshelf and was moving on to a desk chair, her movements graceful even while wrestling with furniture assembly. Hana emerged from the kitchen with a satisfied expression and started on the boxes of clothes.
An hour passed, then another. They worked with cheerful efficiency while I mostly stayed out of their way and answered questions through Yumi's phone. The apartment transformed from chaotic disaster to functional living space, and by the time they finished I had a bedroom that looked set, a kitchen I could actually use, and furniture that was properly assembled instead of my usual "good enough" approach.
Sakura flopped down on my newly-made bed to test it, bouncing slightly and saying something that made the other two laugh and blush. The dress had ridden up to a point that was definitely not decent, and she either didn't notice or didn't care. She patted the space beside her and said something to Yumi.
Yumi typed: "She says your bed is very comfortable. Much better than any of ours."
"You're welcome to it anytime," I typed before thinking about how that might sound.
Yumi's eyes widened slightly as she read it, then she smiled and showed the translation to the others. Sakura sat up and said something with a grin that required no translation to understand the innuendo, and Hana laughed and threw a pillow at her.
"Sakura is always making jokes," Yumi typed. "Don't listen to her."
But Sakura had gotten up from the bed and was moving toward me with a playful expression, saying something in Japanese while reaching out to touch my arm. Her fingers traced down from my shoulder to my wrist, her touch light, and she said something else that made Yumi blush.
"She wants to know if Canadians are strong," Yumi typed. "She says you look strong."
We had become quickly familiar after spending all day unpacking and setting up my stuff and bumping against each other and laughing, but Sukara was especially pushing things. She felt my arm, squeezing my bicep gently, her expression appreciative in exaggeration. Hana moved closer too, apparently interested in this investigation, and then I had two Japanese women examining my arms like I was a curiosity at a museum.
Hana said something and reached out to touch my other arm, pushing up my sleeve to see better. She and Sakura had a conversation over me, comparing notes, occasionally glancing up at my face and then back at my arms.
"They want to know if you work out," Yumi translated, though her expression suggested she was editing whatever they were actually saying.
"Sometimes," I typed.
This generated more discussion. Sakura had moved behind me now and was touching my shoulders, saying something that sounded admiring. Hana was still examining my forearm, her fingers tracing the veins there with scientific interest.
Yumi typed: "They say you should come upstairs tomorrow. We will make dinner together. You can teach us English, we teach you Japanese."
"That sounds good," I typed, very aware of Sakura's hands still on my shoulders and Hana's fingers still on my arm.
"And maybe..." Yumi paused in her typing, seeming to reconsider, then continued: "Maybe you can fix other things in our apartment? We have many broken things. Our landlord doesn't fix anything."
"Sure," I typed. "Happy to help."
She smiled and said something to the others. Sakura's hands left my shoulders and Hana released my arm, and they gathered their phones and headed toward the door. At the threshold Yumi turned back.
"Tomorrow. Seven. Okay?"
I nodded. "Okay."
"Wear something..." she paused, searching for the word, then typed instead: "Comfortable. We will cook, it gets hot."
They left in a flurry of smiles and waves, and I closed the door behind them and stood in my newly-organized apartment wondering what exactly I'd just agreed to. Above me I heard their footsteps, their voices, music starting up again.
My phone buzzed with a message in broken English: "Thank you for fixing water. See you tomorrow. -Yumi"
Then another: "You have nice arms. -Sakura" with a string of emojis I was afraid to interpret.
Then a third: "Don't listen to Sakura. But really, thank you. -Hana"




Chapter 3

I ate the dinner they'd brought, which was excellent, and unpacked the last few boxes they'd left for me. When I finally went to bed, I lay there listening to sounds from above, laughter, music, occasional thumps that could have been anything.
I woke at six to my phone alarm and the realization that jet lag was going to make the next few days hard. Outside my window, Osaka was already awake, traffic sounds, voices, the rhythmic chime of a crossing signal. I showered and dressed for my first day at the company training facility, pulling on slacks and a button-down that felt too formal for how I usually dressed but apparently matched Japanese business standards.
The training facility was in Umeda, a forty-minute commute involving two train transfers that I navigated mostly through a combination of the transit app and following people who looked like they knew where they were going. The sessions ran from eight to six, orientations, technical demonstrations, meetings with engineers who explained systems I'd be supporting once I returned to the Canadian office.
By the time I got back to my building at six-thirty, my brain felt like mush.
I climbed the stairs to my apartment and saw a note taped to my door with careful handwriting in English: "Don't forget! 7PM upstairs! -Yumi"
I changed into jeans and a t-shirt. At exactly seven I locked my door and climbed the stairs to the fourth floor.
Music leaked from their apartment, something upbeat and poppy. I knocked and the door swung open immediately.
Yumi stood there in shorts and a loose tank top, her hair up in a high ponytail. She grabbed my wrist and pulled me inside, saying something in rapid Japanese while gesturing at my shoes. I kicked them off and she tugged me further into the apartment.
The space mirrored mine but exploded with life, manga volumes stacked everywhere, posters covering walls, a yoga mat rolled up in one corner, a guitar leaning against the wall, textbooks scattered across a low table, laundry hanging on a rack by the window.
Sakura emerged from the kitchen wearing an apron over tiny shorts and a sports bra, her hair piled on top of her head. She waved a spatula at me and said something that sounded welcoming, then turned back to three pans sizzling on the stove.
Hana appeared from a bedroom carrying her laptop. She wore sweatpants and an oversized hoodie, her glasses slightly fogged. She smiled and bowed slightly, then set her laptop on the table and moved toward the kitchen.
Yumi pulled out her phone and typed, showing me the screen: "Come help. We teach you to cook."
The kitchen barely fit two people. Sakura commanded the stove, her spatula moving between pans. She glanced at me and pointed at a cutting board with vegetables, then mimed a chopping motion.
Yumi appeared beside me and placed a knife in my hand, positioning my fingers on the handle. She pointed at carrots on the board, then made small cutting motions with her hands.
I picked up a carrot and started cutting. Sakura turned from the stove, watched for maybe three seconds, then reached over and covered my hand with hers. She repositioned my fingers on the knife handle, adjusted my grip, then guided my hand through a rocking motion, blade tip staying on the board, the knife cutting in a smooth arc.
Her body pressed against my side as she demonstrated. The sports bra left her shoulder and most of her back bare, and I felt the heat from her skin where we touched. She held my hand through three cutting motions, then released it and stepped back, nodding with satisfaction.
She said something to Yumi and grinned. Yumi's cheeks colored slightly and she didn't show me her phone screen.
I raised my eyebrows at her. She shook her head and pointed at the vegetables.
I went back to cutting. Hana joined us in the tiny kitchen, working on rice at the counter. Now all four of us were crammed into a space designed for one person.
Sakura reached across me for a bottle of soy sauce. Her breast pressed against my arm as she stretched, held the contact for a beat, then retreated with the bottle. She caught my eye and smiled, then turned back to her pans.
Hana needed the cutting board. She moved beside me and gently hip-checked me to the side, creating just enough space for her to work. Her shoulder settled against mine as she gathered the vegetables I'd cut, transferring them to a bowl.
Yumi orchestrated from behind us, occasionally touching my back or shoulder to guide me somewhere, positioning me like a chess piece in the cramped space. Every movement brought contact, arms brushing, hips bumping, someone reaching past someone else.
The food came together gradually. Sakura fried gyoza, flipping them at exactly the right moment. The vegetables I'd cut went into a stir-fry that sizzled and steamed. Hana monitored the rice cooker with solemn attention, checking it twice before declaring it ready with a satisfied nod.
We carried plates to the low table in the main room. They sat on cushions on the floor and gestured for me to join them. I lowered myself down, my knees protesting the cross-legged position.
All three of them brought their hands together briefly and said in unison: "Itadakimasu."
I copied the gesture and attempted the word. What came out was mangled enough that all three of them pressed their hands over their mouths, trying not to laugh. Sakura actually turned away, her shoulders shaking.
They picked up chopsticks. I fumbled mine and they clattered against my plate. Sakura reached over immediately, took my hand, and positioned the chopsticks in my fingers with gentle corrections. She held my hand while demonstrating the motion, squeeze, release, squeeze, release. Her fingers were warm and soft against mine.
She released my hand and nodded encouragement. I managed to pick up a piece of gyoza on the third try. All three of them clapped.
The food was incredible. I took a bite and my eyes must have shown my reaction because all three of them leaned forward slightly, watching my face. I nodded enthusiastically and gave a thumbs up.
Sakura actually blushed, looked down at her plate, then glanced back up with a pleased smile.
Yumi pulled out her phone and typed: "You cook in Canada?"
I took my phone out and typed back: "Not like this. Basic stuff. Pasta, grilled chicken, whatever's easy."
She showed my response to the others. Sakura made a dismissive gesture and said something that sounded like judgment. Hana giggled behind her hand.
Yumi typed: "Boring. We teach you better."
I typed: "I'd appreciate that."
Hana had been quiet through most of dinner, but now she pulled out her phone and typed something, showing it to Yumi first. They had a brief conversation, Hana's hands gesturing animatedly. Finally Yumi showed me her screen: "Hana wants to know about your work. What kind of training?"
I typed: "Software engineering. Database management systems. Six months of intensive training on platforms we don't use in Canada."
The three of them read my response together, their heads close. They had a longer conversation in Japanese, occasionally glancing at me. Yumi typed: "That sounds difficult. Why did your company send you?"
I hesitated, then typed: "I have some specialized knowledge they need. Experience with legacy systems. And I think they wanted me out of the Toronto office for a while."
She read it, her eyebrows rising. She showed the others. Their reactions were immediate, Sakura's eyes widened and she leaned forward, Hana's expression turned sympathetic.
Yumi typed: "Why?"
I typed: "I had a relationship with a coworker. It ended badly. HR thought distance would help."
Sakura read over Yumi's shoulder and immediately said something that sounded teasing, reaching over to poke Yumi's arm repeatedly. Hana added something and they all laughed. Yumi's cheeks turned pink and she waved them off.
She typed: "Was she your girlfriend?"
"For a while. Then she wasn't. Then work got awkward."
"Do you have girlfriend now?"
"No. Single."
Sakura grabbed the phone from Yumi's hands before she could show them, read my response, and actually pumped her fist in the air. She said something rapid and excited to the other two. Hana covered her mouth again but her eyes crinkled with amusement. Yumi tried to take her phone back but Sakura held it out of reach, still talking animatedly.
I watched this exchange with confusion. Finally Yumi wrestled her phone back and typed: "Sakura says it's good you are single. More fun that way."
I typed: "Fun how?"
She read my question, her blush deepening. She didn't type a response, just set her phone down and picked up her chopsticks, very focused on her food suddenly.
Sakura wasn't deterred. She picked up her own phone and typed something, then showed it directly to me, bypassing Yumi entirely: "Single man more fun than taken man. Can do whatever he wants."
I stared at the screen. Sakura grinned at me, eyes wide and completely shameless.
Hana leaned over and read what Sakura had written. She smacked Sakura's arm and said something sharp. Sakura just laughed and shrugged.
The sake appeared then, Yumi retrieving it from somewhere and pouring small glasses for everyone. They lifted their glasses and waited for me to lift mine, then we drank together.




Chapter 4

The alcohol smoothed the edges of the language barrier. Yumi's English emerged more as we talked, broken and heavily accented but functional. Hana contributed occasional words. Sakura mostly communicated through gestures and expressions and physical contact, her hand landing on my arm or shoulder to emphasize points I didn't understand.
After dinner we cleaned up together, again cramming four people into a kitchen meant for one. Sakura's hand found my lower back while she reached past me for a dish. Hana's hip pressed against mine at the sink. Yumi's arm brushed mine repeatedly while putting away leftovers. It was clearly a lot more than accidental.
When everything was cleaned, Sakura disappeared into a bedroom and returned with a video game console. She hooked it up to the TV and handed me a controller, then selected Mario Kart from the menu. She chose her character, Princess Peach, and gestured for me to choose mine.
I selected Bowser. All three of them made sounds of protest. Sakura said something that sounded like a challenge, and her eyes narrowed competitively.
The first race started. I won by a solid margin.
Sakura's mouth fell open. She looked at the screen, then at me, then back at the screen. She said something that was definitely a protest about fairness or cheating or something.
Yumi typed: "She says foreigners are always bad at Mario Kart. She doesn't understand how you won."
I shrugged and gestured at the screen for the next race.
I won that one too.
Sakura actually threw her controller down and stood up, gesturing at the TV and saying something rapid and emphatic. Hana was laughing so hard she had to take off her glasses and wipe her eyes. Yumi tried to calm Sakura down but she was also smiling.
Sakura demanded a rematch. We played for another hour. The competition got physical, Sakura shoving my shoulders, Hana learning over to block my view of the screen, Yumi grabbing my arm and pulling it during a crucial turn.
I won most of the races anyway. Sakura's protests became louder and more theatrical with each loss.
By the time we finished it was past eleven. I stood up from the floor cushions and stretched, my back hurting after hours of sitting cross-legged.
Yumi looked up at me from her cushion, her expression disappointed. She typed: "You have to go?"
I nodded and typed: "Early morning tomorrow. Training starts at eight."
She showed the others. They both made sounds of sulking. Sakura mimed drinking and pointed at the sake bottle.
I shook my head and mimed sleeping, my hands pressed together under my tilted head.
They walked me to the door, all three of them. Yumi opened it but then paused, biting her lip. She pulled out her phone and typed: "If you get lonely down there, you can always come up. We are usually awake late."
I typed: "Good to know."
Sakura moved close and said something to Yumi, who shook her head rapidly, her face turning red. Hana added something and Yumi's blush deepened.
I raised my eyebrows.
Yumi typed slowly, clearly editing: "They want to know if Japanese girls are different from Canadian girls."
I typed: "Different how?"
She showed the question to the others. They had a rapid conversation, gesturing animatedly, then she typed: "Just different. More shy? Less shy? We don't know what you think."
I typed: "I think beautiful women are beautiful women regardless of where they're from."
She read it and her eyes widened. She showed it to the others.
Sakura gasped and fanned herself with her hand, saying something rapid in Japanese. Hana covered her mouth but her eyes were smiling.
Yumi typed: "You think we are beautiful?"
I typed: "Yes. All three of you."
Sakura didn't wait for translation. She'd read over Yumi's shoulder and was already moving forward, wrapping her arms around my waist and pressing her face against my chest. She said something muffled against my shirt, squeezed me tighter, then released me and stepped back with a satisfied smile.
Hana stepped forward more tentatively. She offered her hand for a shake. I took it and she pulled me down and kissed my cheek, quick and soft, before releasing me and stepping back with pink cheeks.
Yumi watched this, then seemed to make a decision and moved forward. She went up on her toes and kissed my other cheek, her lips lingering longer than Hana's had.
"Good night, Ethan," she said in English.
I stepped into the hallway. They all three stood in the doorway, watching me. Sakura waved. Hana smiled. Yumi's hand lifted in a small goodbye gesture.
I walked down the stairs to my apartment and the door clicked shut behind me. I lay in bed. Above me, there was more laughter, music, footsteps moving across the floor. My phone buzzed.
Yumi: "Thank you for coming tonight. We had fun."
Sakura: "Next time you stay later! We have more games!"
Hana: "Sleep well. See you tomorrow."
I typed back responses and set my alarm for six AM. The sounds continued from above, their voices, their music, their presence just meters away.
The next three days followed the same pattern, training sessions that drained my brain, commutes that tested my limited Japanese, and evenings upstairs that made everything all of it worthwhile.
Wednesday night they taught me how to make okonomiyaki. Sakura positioned herself behind me at the griddle, her hands covering mine to show the proper flipping technique. Her breasts pressed against my back and she made no effort to create distance anymore, just held the position while demonstrating the wrist motion required to flip the savory pancake without breaking it.
When I finally executed the flip successfully, she squeezed me in a brief hug from behind before releasing me. Yumi and Hana clapped from where they sat at the table, and Sakura said something that made them both laugh.
"What did she say?" I asked Yumi.
She typed reluctantly: "She said you are a good student. Very... obedient."
The way Sakura was looking at me suggested "obedient" wasn't quite the full translation.
Thursday they decided I needed to learn proper Japanese dining etiquette. This involved all three of them correcting my posture, my chopstick grip, how I held my rice bowl, even how I sat on the cushion. Hana kept adjusting my back, her hands on my shoulders pushing me upright. Sakura demonstrated the proper way to bring food to my mouth, leaning close enough that I could smell her scent.
Yumi supervised with her phone, taking photos of my attempts and showing them to the others for critique. At one point she leaned against my shoulder to show me a photo, her breast pressing against my arm while she pointed out what I was doing wrong. They all did that. I couldn’t tell if they were aware.
Friday evening I climbed the stairs at seven as usual, but when I knocked, the door flew open and Sakura grabbed my hand and pulled me inside with laughing urgency. All three of them were dressed differently now, not the casual home clothes they'd worn before, but outfits that suggested they were going somewhere.
Yumi wore a short dress that hugged her, her hair down and styled. Hana had traded her usual hoodie for a fitted top and jeans that showed her off. Sakura had on a skirt so short it barely qualified as clothing, paired with a tight tank top.
Yumi held up her phone: "We are going out. You come with us."
I looked down at my jeans and t-shirt. "I'm not dressed for going out."
She waved dismissively and typed: "You look fine. We go to izakaya. Drinking place. Very casual."
Before I could argue, Sakura had grabbed my hand and was pulling me toward the door. Hana grabbed my other hand and they dragged me down the stairs, all three of them laughing at my protests.
The izakaya was a ten-minute walk through narrow streets that twisted and turned until I'd completely lost my bearings. The place itself was small and crowded, filled with smoke and noise and the smell of grilled meat. We squeezed into a booth meant for four, which meant I was pressed between Yumi and Sakura while Hana sat across from us.
They ordered without asking what I wanted, plates of yakitori, fried chicken, edamame, and beer. Lots of beer.
Sakura poured my first glass, filling it too full so foam ran down the side. She said something and lifted her own glass. We all toasted..."Kanpai!", and drank.
The alcohol hit my empty stomach. They kept refilling my glass before it was empty, kept ordering more food, kept the conversation flowing in a mixture of broken English and Japanese with lots of gesturing and phone translations.
Sakura had positioned herself so her thigh pressed against mine from hip to knee. Every time she laughed or reached for food, she leaned against me, her hand landing on my leg for balance. Yumi sat close on my other side, her shoulder touching mine, occasionally leaning in to show me something on her phone with her breast pressing against my arm.
Hana watched from across the table with an expression I couldn't quite read, amusement maybe, or curiosity.
An hour in, Sakura excused herself to the bathroom. The moment she left, Yumi slid closer, eliminating the gap Sakura had occupied. She pulled out her phone and typed: "Sakura likes you very much."
"She's very friendly," I typed back.
"More than friendly. She thinks you are sexy. Very handsome." Yumi's cheeks colored as she showed me the screen. "She wants to know if you like her too."
I glanced at Hana, who was very focused on her edamame. "I like all of you. You've been incredibly welcoming."
Yumi read my response and frowned slightly. She typed: "But do you LIKE like her? Or just friend like?"
Before I could answer, Sakura returned and slid back into the booth, somehow ending up even closer than before. Her hand landed on my thigh under the table, high enough to make her intentions clear.
She said something to Yumi while looking at me. Yumi's eyes widened and she shook her head, but Sakura just grinned and said something else, her hand squeezing my thigh for emphasis.
"What's she saying?" I asked.
Yumi hesitated, then typed: "She wants to know if Canadian men are shy or if you just don't like Japanese girls."
Sakura's hand slid higher on my thigh, her eyes wide on mine.
"Tell her I'm not shy," I said. "And I definitely like Japanese girls."
Yumi translated. Sakura's grin widened and she said something triumphant-sounding. Her hand moved even higher now, her fingers brushing against territory that made my breath catch.
Hana said something sharp from across the table. Sakura responded without looking away from me, and Yumi typed: "Hana says Sakura is being too aggressive. Sakura says she's just being honest about what she likes.”
"And what does she like?” I asked, though Sakura's hand was making her desires fairly obvious.
Yumi showed the question to Sakura, who responded with a string of Japanese that made Yumi's face turn bright red. She absolutely refused to translate, just shook her head and put her phone away. Sakura covered her mouth and laughed to the point of shaking.




Chapter 5

They ordered more beer. The conversation shifted to other topics, their classes at university, their plans for the weekend, a trip they were planning to Kyoto. But Sakura's hand stayed on my thigh, occasionally moving in small circles or squeezing gently, a constant reminder of her presence.
When we finally left the izakaya, I was pleasantly drunk and they were all giggling and holding onto each other and me for balance. Sakura grabbed my arm and wrapped both of hers around it, pressing herself against my side as we walked. Yumi took my other arm. Hana walked slightly ahead, glancing back occasionally, smiling.
We climbed the stairs to the fourth floor in a stumbling, laughing group. At their door, Yumi typed: "Do you want to come in? We have more beer."
"I should probably sleep," I said. "Work tomorrow."
"Tomorrow is Saturday," Sakura said in English, the words heavily accented but clear. She pulled on my arm. "No work. Come inside."
"Just for one drink," Yumi added. "Then you can go."
Hana had already opened the door and was holding it expectantly.
I followed them inside. Sakura immediately went to the refrigerator and emerged with four beers, passing them around. We settled at the low table, me on one side, the three of them across from me.
They'd kicked off their shoes but not changed clothes, and Sakura's skirt had ridden up high. She made no effort to adjust it, just sat with her legs crossed in a way that showed most of her thighs.
Yumi had pulled out a deck of cards and was shuffling them. She dealt them out while explaining something in Japanese that I didn't catch. Hana helpfully typed: "We play drinking game. When you lose, you drink."
The game involved matching cards or something, I never quite understood the rules, but I understood that I was losing consistently. Each loss required a drink, and my beer emptied quickly.
Sakura was sitting closer now, had somehow migrated around the table so she was beside me instead of across from me. Her leg pressed against mine and her hand kept finding excuses to touch my arm, my shoulder, my back.
I lost another round. Sakura poured me a new beer, filling it too full again, and watched me drink with an expression of satisfaction.
Yumi said something to her in Japanese that sounded like a warning. Sakura responded dismissively and moved even closer to me, her hand sliding up my back to my shoulder.
Hana was watching all this with that same unreadable expression, occasionally glancing at Yumi who seemed torn between amusement and concern.
We played another round. I won this time, and they all had to drink. Sakura made a show of it, tilting her head back and draining half her beer, then looking at me with a challenging expression.
She said something in Japanese, her hand still on my shoulder. Yumi typed: "She says you are getting better at the game. She wants to know what other things you are good at."
The innuendo was clear even across the language barrier.
"Lots of things," I typed back. "I'm very versatile."
Sakura read it over Yumi's shoulder and laughed, saying something to the others that made them both react, Hana covering her face, Yumi's mouth dropping open.
"What did she say?" I asked.
Yumi absolutely refused to translate again, just shook her head emphatically.
We played more rounds. The beer kept flowing. Sakura kept migrating closer until she was basically sitting in my lap, her back against my chest, her ass pressed against my thighs. She'd positioned herself there casually, like it was the most natural thing in the world, and when I didn't protest she settled in more completely.
Yumi and Hana exchanged glances. Hana said something that sounded questioning. Yumi responded with a shrug.
Sakura leaned her head back against my shoulder and looked up at me, her face inches from mine. She said something soft in Japanese, her eyes locked on mine.
"She wants to know if you are comfortable," Yumi translated quietly.
Sakura's hand had found mine and was guiding it to her waist. I let her position it there, my palm against her warm skin where her tank top had ridden up.
"Very comfortable," I said.
Sakura smiled and said something else, her hand covering mine and pressing it more firmly against her waist.
Yumi didn't translate that one either.
The game had stopped and we were all just sitting there now, Sakura in my lap, my hand on her waist, Yumi and Hana watching from across the table.
The silence stretched, charged with possibility and alcohol and the accumulated tension of a week of escalating contact.
Hana said something to Yumi and Yumi responded. They seemed to be having a discussion about something, occasionally glancing at me and Sakura.
Finally Yumi pulled out her phone and typed: "Sakura wants to kiss you. Is that okay?"
I looked down at Sakura, who was still watching me with those dark eyes, her face tilted up toward mine expectantly.
“Sure,” I said.
Sakura didn't wait for translation. She'd been watching my face and apparently my expression was answer enough. She twisted in my lap to face me and her hands came up to my face and then she kissed me.
Her lips were soft and tasted like beer and sweets. The kiss started gentle but quickly became more intense, her mouth opening against mine, her tongue pushing between my lips. My hands found her hips and pulled her closer and she made a small sound against my mouth.
When we finally broke apart, she was breathing hard and her eyes were glazed. She said something in Japanese, her fingers still touching my face.
Yumi typed: "She says you kiss very well. Better than Japanese boys."
"Thank her for me," I said, which made Yumi actually smile as she translated.
Sakura responded by kissing me again, harder this time, her body pressing fully against mine. My hands slid up her back and she arched into my touch. I became acutely aware that Yumi and Hana were still sitting right there, watching this happen.
When Sakura pulled back this time, she turned to the others and said something that sounded triumphant. Yumi's eyes had gone wide and dark. Hana had uncrossed her legs and recrossed them, her expression more intense than I'd ever seen.
Sakura stood up from my lap, reached down and grabbed my hand, and tried to pull me toward what I assumed was a bedroom.
Yumi said something sharp. Sakura responded without releasing my hand. They had a rapid argument in Japanese that I couldn't follow.
Finally Yumi typed: "Sakura wants you to stay tonight. In her room. I told her she's moving too fast. She says she doesn't care."
Sakura was still holding my hand, still pulling gently, her eyes pleading.
"What do you think?" I asked Yumi.
She looked at me for a long moment, her expression complicated. Then she typed: "I think you should do what you want. But Sakura is... impulsive. She might regret in the morning."
Sakura had read over her shoulder and immediately protested, saying something emphatic and gesturing at herself and then at me.
Hana stood up suddenly and said something to both of them. They both turned to look at her, apparently surprised. She said something else, too, longer this time, her tone quiet but firm.
Yumi translated: "Hana says... she says if Ethan stays, it should be with all of us. Not just Sakura. She says it's not fair otherwise."
My brain tried to process that and failed. "What?" It had to be a mistranslation.
Hana pulled out her own phone and typed carefully, then showed me: "We all like you. Sakura is just more brave to show it. But Yumi and I feel same way. If you stay tonight, you stay with all three of us. Or you go home."
I looked at all three of them, Sakura still holding my hand and looking triumphant, Hana with her phone extended and her cheeks flushed, Yumi somewhere between embarrassed and determined.
"That's..." I started, then stopped because I had no idea how to finish that sentence.
Sakura said something and pulled me toward the bedroom again. This time Yumi and Hana stood up too, and they followed us.




Chapter 6

The bedroom was small with two beds pushed together to create one larger sleeping surface. Sakura pulled me down to sit on the edge of it, then climbed into my lap, straddling me this time, and kissed me with renewed intensity.
I felt the bed shift as Yumi sat down beside us. Then Hana on my other side. Sakura broke the kiss and looked at them, said something questioning. They both nodded.
Sakura's hands found the hem of my shirt and started pulling it up. I helped her get it over my head and she immediately ran her hands over my chest and stomach, saying something appreciative in Japanese.
But then Yumi's hand joined hers, both of them exploring me. Then Hana's, too, more tentative but equally curious.
Sakura climbed off my lap and started working on my belt. Yumi's hand slid up to my shoulder and she leaned in to kiss my neck. Hana's fingers traced patterns on my chest. She kissed me too, all over my shoulder.
I had to tell myself this was actually happening.
She got my belt open and my jeans unbuttoned. She looked up at me with a wicked smile and said something that needed no translation, her fingers hooking into the waistband.
Then she pulled, dragging my jeans down my hips with agonizing slowness. The fabric caught on my thighs and she had to work it lower, inch by inch, her knuckles brushing against my skin as she went. I lifted my hips to help and she took advantage, yanking the jeans down to my knees in one motion, leaving me in just my boxer briefs.
All three of them went still, their eyes traveling down my body with undisguised appreciation. Sakura said something soft, her hand hovering over the obvious bulge in my underwear without quite touching. Yumi responded in equally quiet Japanese, and Hana just stared.
Then Sakura's fingers made contact, just the lightest brush of her fingertips along the length of me through the fabric. I sucked in a breath and she smiled, pleased with the reaction. She traced the outline slowly, learning the shape, while Yumi's hand on my shoulder tightened and Hana's breathing beside me grew shallower.
Sakura looked at the other two and said something that sounded like a question. They both nodded, and she hooked her fingers into my waistband again.
This time she pulled even more slowly, drawing it out, revealing me inch by inch while maintaining eye contact with a teasing smile. The fabric caught and she had to work it over me, her fingers brushing against sensitive skin, making me twitch. The boxer briefs joined my jeans at my knees and I was completely exposed to their gaze.
The silence stretched for a longer moment. All three of them just looked, their expressions ranging from Sakura's bold appreciation to Hana's shy curiosity to Yumi's wide-eyed fascination.
Then Sakura reached out and wrapped her hand around me.
Her palm was warm and soft, her fingers gentle as they circled me and began a slow upward stroke. She said something in Japanese, her tone almost reverent, and started moving her hand with deliberate slowness, base to tip and back down, learning the rhythm, watching my face for reactions.
Yumi had leaned in to watch what Sakura was doing, her breath warm on my neck. Her hand slid from my shoulder down my chest, fingers splaying wide as they traced my stomach muscles. Hana's hand had found my thigh, her touch tentative but curious, fingers making small circles on my skin.
Sakura released me and looked at Yumi, saying something that sounded like an invitation. Yumi hesitated for just a moment before her hand replaced Sakura's, her grip slightly different, firmer, more experimental. She stroked slowly while Sakura watched with approval, occasionally offering what sounded like instructions or encouragement.
Then Hana's hand joined Yumi's, both of them touching me together, their fingers overlapping and intertwining as they explored. Sakura leaned back to watch, her hand sliding up my chest to my neck, then to my face, turning my head so she could kiss me again.
Her tongue pushed into my mouth while two sets of hands worked on me below, and the dual sensation made me groan against her lips. She smiled into the kiss and deepened it, her free hand sliding down to join the others.
Now all three of them touched me at once, hands everywhere, stroking and squeezing and exploring with increasing confidence. They'd developed a rhythm together, passing me between them, taking turns while the others watched and learned.
Sakura broke the kiss and pulled her tank top over her head in one smooth motion, revealing a lacy black bra that barely contained her breasts. She said something to the others and they both nodded, Yumi reaching for the zipper of her dress while Hana pulled off her top.
Within seconds all three of them had stripped down to their underwear, Sakura in black lace, Yumi in white cotton, Hana in pale pink. They were all stunning in completely different ways, Sakura's athletic build and confident posture, Yumi's curves and soft skin, Hana's slender frame and delicate features.
Sakura said something and gestured at me, then at herself. The others nodded and she reached behind her back to unclasp her bra, letting it fall away. Her breasts were perfect, not large but beautifully shaped, her nipples already hard.
She took my hand and placed it on her breast, her fingers covering mine, showing me the pressure she wanted. I squeezed gently and she made a soft sound, her eyes closing briefly. Then she guided my hand in circles, my palm brushing her nipple, and her breathing changed.
Yumi had unclasped her own bra and was guiding my other hand to her breast, fuller than Sakura's, softer, warm and yielding under my palm. Hana watched for a moment before removing her own bra with shaking hands, then taking one of my hands from Yumi and placing it on her smaller, firmer breast.
I sat there with my hands full of soft flesh while they positioned themselves around me, Sakura still in my lap, Yumi pressed against my left side, Hana on my right. Their hands had returned to stroking me while mine explored their bodies, and the sensory overload was almost overwhelming.
Sakura climbed off my lap and pushed my shoulders, urging me to lie back on the bed. I did and she immediately straddled my thighs, positioning herself so she could bend forward and take me into her mouth.
The wet heat was incredible. Her tongue traced patterns while her hand worked what her mouth couldn't reach, and I felt Yumi and Hana press closer on either side, watching Sakura work with intense focus.
Then Sakura pulled off and looked at Yumi, saying something that sounded like encouragement. Yumi hesitated, then leaned forward and took me into her mouth, her technique completely different from Sakura's, more tentative, more exploratory, lots of tongue and gentle suction.
They took turns, passing me between them while the third watched. Hana was the most shy but also the most thorough, taking her time, paying attention to every reaction. Sakura was bold and confident, using her hand and mouth in coordination. Yumi was somewhere in between, alternating between gentle and aggressive.
All three of them together was almost too much. I felt the pressure building and reached down to gently pull them away.
Sakura understood immediately and grinned, saying something to the others that made them smile. She climbed up my body and positioned herself so her breasts hung over my face, lowering herself until I could take a nipple in my mouth.
She gasped when I sucked, her hand tangling in my hair to hold me there. I alternated between her breasts, licking and sucking and occasionally biting gently, and her breathing became ragged above me.
Yumi had taken the opportunity to straddle one of my legs, grinding herself against my thigh through her underwear. I could feel the heat of her even through the fabric, could feel the wetness beginning to soak through. Hana had copied her on my other leg, more tentative but equally affected.
Sakura climbed off and lay beside me, pulling me to roll toward her. She kissed me deeply while Yumi and Hana pressed against my back, their hands roaming my body. Sakura's hand had found me again and was stroking with purpose, her grip firm, her rhythm building.
I reached down and slid my hand inside her panties, finding her soaked and swollen. She moaned into my mouth when my fingers made contact, her hips rolling to increase the pressure. I explored her folds, learning what made her gasp, what made her grip my shoulders harder.
Yumi's hand had joined mine inside Sakura's panties, our fingers intertwining as we both touched her. Hana had grown bolder and was kissing my back and shoulders, her hand sliding around to my chest.
Just about then, a phone rang loud and insistent, cutting through the sea of heavy breathing and soft moans.
All three of them froze. Sakura pulled away from the kiss and Yumi's hand left Sakura's panties, and they all scrambled for their phones on the floor beside the bed.
Yumi found it was hers and answered, her voice breathless and annoyed. She listened for a moment, her expression changing from frustrated arousal to concern. She said something in rapid Japanese and the other two reacted immediately, Sakura cursing, Hana looking worried.
Yumi hung up and typed quickly on her phone, showing me: "That was our friend Aiko. She's drunk at a club in Namba and needs help getting home. We have to go get her."
"Now?" I asked.
She nodded apologetically and spoke in halting English: "She’s alone. Very drunk. Not safe."
They were already moving, scrambling for clothes scattered around the room. Sakura pulled on her panties and skirt, not bothering with her bra, just throwing her tank top on over bare breasts. Yumi was struggling with her dress zipper. Hana had grabbed her shirt but was putting it on backwards in her haste.
I sat up, my body still throbbing with unfulfilled need, my head spinning.
Sakura saw me dressing and said something sharp to Yumi, gesturing at me. Yumi responded and they had a rapid back-and-forth. Hana joined in, pointing at me and then at the door.
Finally Yumi turned to me and typed: "Sakura says you come with us. She doesn't want you to leave."
"To pick up your drunk friend?"
"Yes. Please come. We will... continue... after."




Chapter 7

Before I could answer, Sakura had grabbed my jeans off the floor and was pulling them up my legs like she was dressing a child. I had to stand to help and she yanked them up over my still-obvious erection, then fumbled with the button and zipper. Her knuckles pressed against me deliberately as she worked the zipper and she looked up at me with a wicked smile.
Yumi tossed me my shirt and I pulled it on while they finished making themselves presentable, or as presentable as three women could look when they were clearly disheveled and aroused and missing various undergarments.
We tumbled out of the apartment and down the stairs. Yumi was already on her phone calling for a car while Sakura kept her hand locked in mine, pulling me along. Hana brought up the rear, her hand finding my other hand and squeezing.
The car arrived in under three minutes, a dark sedan with a driver who took one look at the four of us and wisely decided to ask no questions. We piled into the back seat, which was designed for three people but somehow had to accommodate four.
I ended up in the middle with Sakura on my left, Yumi on my right, and Hana half on Yumi's lap and half on mine. The moment the car started moving, Sakura's hand found my thigh and slid upward with clear intent.
Yumi said something to her in Japanese that sounded like a warning. Sakura responded without moving her hand, which had now reached my zipper. She traced the outline of me through my jeans while maintaining defiant eye contact with Yumi.
Hana had twisted in her awkward position so she could lean against my chest, and her hand had found its way under my shirt, her fingers tracing my stomach. Yumi tried to look disapproving but her own hand had settled on my other thigh, squeezing me rhythmically.
The driver's eyes flicked to the rearview mirror and quickly away. He turned up the radio.
Sakura had worked my zipper down and was reaching inside my jeans, her hand sliding into my boxer briefs to wrap around me. I sucked in a breath and she grinned, starting a slow stroke while pressed against my side in the back of a moving car.
Yumi saw what Sakura was doing and her hand slid higher on my thigh, not quite joining Sakura's but close enough that I could feel the heat of both their hands. Hana had pulled my shirt up and was kissing my chest, her tongue finding my nipple.
We were in the middle of Osaka traffic, streetlights streaming past the windows, and I had three Japanese women all over me in the back seat.
The ride to Namba took fifteen minutes that felt like an eternity. Sakura kept stroking me with slow, deliberate movements, occasionally looking at the driver to see if he was watching. Yumi had given up pretending to be concerned about propriety and was nibbling on my earlobe while her hand joined Sakura's inside my jeans. Hana had worked my shirt up to my chest and was alternating between kissing my stomach and biting gently.
When we finally stopped in front of the club, we scrambled out onto the sidewalk. The moment the car pulled away, Sakura pushed me against the wall of the building and kissed me hard, her hands already reaching for my belt again.
Yumi pulled her away with something that sounded like scolding, then typed on her phone: "Aiko is inside. We need to find her and make sure she's okay."
"And then?" I asked.
Sakura didn't wait for translation, just grabbed my hand and placed it firmly on her ass, squeezing my fingers to show me what she wanted. She said something in Japanese that made Yumi blush and Hana giggle.
We walked toward the club entrance, a neon-lit doorway with bass thumping from inside. The bouncer looked at me, then at the three women attached to various parts of my body, and waved us through without checking IDs.
Inside was packed, bodies everywhere, music so loud it vibrated in my chest, strobing lights that made everything feel surreal. Yumi pulled out her phone and apparently texted Aiko, then started pushing through the crowd toward the back of the club.
Sakura stayed pressed against my back as we moved through the crowd, her hands on my hips, occasionally sliding around to my front to touch me through my jeans. Every few steps she'd press herself closer, grinding against me in time with the music.
We found Aiko at a table in the corner, slumped over with her head on her arms. She looked up when we approached and said something slurred in Japanese. She was pretty, dark hair cut in a bob, delicate features, wearing a dress that had definitely looked better before whatever had happened tonight.
Yumi and Hana moved to either side of her, trying to get her to stand. She was clearly very drunk, her movements uncoordinated and her words slurred. She said something and pointed at me, her eyes widening.
Yumi typed: "She wants to know who the hot man is."
Sakura responded before I could, apparently explaining who I was, and Aiko's eyes went even wider. She said something that made all three of them laugh, then she tried to stand and nearly fell. I moved forward and caught her, supporting her weight.
She looked up at me from inches away and said something in Japanese, her hand touching my face. Sakura immediately pulled her hand away and said something sharp, and Aiko laughed and said something else that sounded teasing.
"She says you're very handsome," Yumi translated. "Sakura told her you're taken."
"Am I?" I asked.
Sakura's hand slid around to my front and grabbed me firmly through my jeans. "Yes," she said in English, one of the few words she knew.
Getting Aiko out of the club and into another car required all four of us. She kept trying to kiss me, which Sakura kept preventing with increasing irritation. In the car she ended up in the front seat while the four of us crammed into the back again.
This time there was no pretense of propriety. Sakura climbed into my lap facing me, straddling my thighs, and kissed me while grinding her hips against my erection. Yumi's hand slid up my shirt from one side while Hana's did the same from the other. Both their hands roamed my chest and stomach while Sakura basically rode me through our clothes.
The driver kept his eyes straight ahead and drove faster.
Aiko had twisted in the front seat to watch, her drunken brain apparently finding this the most entertaining thing she'd ever seen. She said something to them and they all laughed without stopping what they were doing.
The driver pulled up to Aiko's building and Yumi gestured at it, then at Aiko, making a walking motion with her fingers. Hana and Yumi climbed out and managed to extract Aiko from the front seat. She was singing something now, swaying between them as they guided her toward the entrance.
The moment they disappeared into the building, Sakura climbed fully into my lap, straddling me. Her hand found my zipper and worked it down, sliding inside to wrap her fingers around me through the fabric of my boxer briefs.
She kissed me while she stroked, her tongue pushing into my mouth, her free hand tangling in my hair. I gripped her hips and pulled her closer, feeling the heat of her through her underwear where she ground against me.
The driver cleared his throat and said something in Japanese. Sakura ignored him completely, just kept moving her hand while kissing me deeper.
I saw movement through the window, Yumi and Hana emerging from the building, walking quickly back to the car. Sakura must have seen them too because she gave me one last firm stroke before reluctantly pulling her hand out and climbing off my lap.
Yumi and Hana piled back into the car and we gave the driver their address. The ride back was shorter but no less charged, all three of them pressed against me, hands roaming, mouths on my neck and jaw and ears. Sakura had worked my shirt up and was kissing my chest. Yumi's hand was back in my jeans. Hana was biting my earlobe gently while her fingers traced patterns on my stomach.
We stumbled out of the car in front of their building and Yumi overpaid the driver again. The moment he pulled away, Sakura grabbed my hand and started running for the entrance, pulling me along. Yumi and Hana followed, all of us taking the stairs two at a time.
Sakura had her keys out before we reached the fourth floor and was unlocking the door while simultaneously trying to pull my shirt off. We fell through the entrance in a tangle of limbs and grabbing hands.




Chapter 8

The door had barely closed behind us when Sakura pushed me against it and dropped to her knees, working my belt and zipper with desperate urgency. Yumi pressed against my side and kissed my neck while her hands slid under my shirt. Hana had moved behind me somehow and was kissing my shoulders, her hands reaching around to my chest.
Sakura got my jeans and boxer briefs down and took me into her mouth without preamble, her hand gripping my base while she worked her lips and tongue. The sensation after hours of teasing was almost overwhelming.
Yumi had pulled my shirt over my head and was kissing my chest, her hands exploring my stomach and ribs. Hana had pressed fully against my back, her breasts soft against my skin, her hands sliding down to grip my hips.
A knock on the door behind me made all of us freeze.
Sakura pulled off me with a frustrated sound and said something that was definitely cursing. The knock came again, harder this time, and a woman's voice called out something in Japanese.
Yumi's eyes went wide and she scrambled to pull my shirt back down, gesturing frantically for Sakura to move away from me. All three of them had a rapid, whispered conversation, lots of hand gestures, pointing at me, at the door, at their own clothes.
I yanked my jeans back up and tried to make myself presentable while Yumi went to the door and opened it slightly, blocking the view inside.
An older woman stood in the hallway, her arms crossed, speaking rapid Japanese that sounded distinctly unhappy. Yumi responded in a placating tone, bowing repeatedly, her body language apologetic.
The conversation went on for several minutes while Sakura, Hana, and I stood frozen in the living room. The landlady's voice rose and she pointed at the floor, then at the ceiling, making emphatic gestures. Finally she seemed satisfied and left, but not before saying something that sounded like a warning.
Yumi closed the door and slumped against it, her face flushed. She pulled out her phone and typed: "Landlady. Too much noise. Other people complain. She says if again, we must leave apartment."
Sakura said something dismissive and reached for me again, but Yumi blocked her path and said something sharp. They argued in Japanese, voices rising despite the recent warning, until Hana stepped between them and said something quiet but firm. She gestured at the floor, then pointed down, then made a shushing gesture with her finger to her lips.
Sakura's expression shifted from frustrated to thoughtful. She looked at me, then pointed down at the floor, then at me again. She mimed walking with her fingers, then pointed at me once more.
It took me a moment to understand. "My apartment?"
She nodded enthusiastically. Yumi pulled out her phone and typed: "We go to your place. Landlady doesn't hear noise there."
"My apartment is directly below this one," I typed back. "She'll hear the same noise."
Yumi showed this to the others. Sakura read it and her face fell briefly before her expression turned determined. She held up one finger to her lips again, the shushing gesture, then pointed at me, then at herself, making a motion that was unmistakably sexual but mimed with exaggerated silence, her mouth in an O shape but no sound coming out.
Her meaning was crystal clear: we'd be very, very quiet.
Yumi's cheeks colored as she watched Sakura's pantomime, but she nodded. Hana covered her face with her hands but peeked through her fingers, also nodding.
I nodded my agreement and they all moved toward the door at once. We crept down the stairs like thieves, Sakura holding my hand, Yumi and Hana following close behind. Every footstep seemed too loud. Every breath echoed in the stairwell.
I unlocked my door and we slipped inside, and the moment it closed Sakura was on me again. This time she didn't bother with my clothes, just pushed me toward the bedroom while stripping off her own tank top.
Yumi and Hana followed, and within seconds all three of them were down to their underwear again. Sakura pushed me onto the bed and climbed on top of me, kissing me while her hands worked my belt.
She got my jeans open and was pushing them down when my phone started ringing from the nightstand, the sound jarring in the quiet apartment.
All four of us stared at it. The screen showed "Work - Tanaka-san" and the time displayed 2:47 AM.
I grabbed it and answered. "Hello?"
Tanaka-san's English was limited but urgent: "Ethan-san. Very sorry for late call. Emergency at data center. Need you to come now. The Canadian systems are down. Your expertise is required."
"Now? It's almost three AM."
"Yes, very sorry. Very urgent. Car is coming to your address. Please come quickly."
He hung up before I could protest further.
I looked at the three women sprawled on my bed in in underwear, all of them staring at me with expressions ranging from disbelief to barely-contained fury.
I held up my phone and said..."Work. Emergency. I have to go."
Sakura said something sharp and emphatic that needed no translation. Yumi's mouth dropped open. Hana just looked at me with profound disappointment.
I gestured helplessly, what could I do? They understood enough to know "work" and "emergency" meant I had to leave.
Sakura stood up from the bed and said something to the other two. They responded and all three of them started putting their clothes back on with movements that radiated frustration.
When they were dressed, Sakura came up to me and grabbed my hand, placing it on her chest where I could feel her heart racing. She held it there for a moment, then moved it down to press against her stomach, then lower still until I could feel the heat of her through her skirt. She held my hand there and looked directly into my eyes, making absolutely certain I understood what I was walking away from.
Then she released my hand, grabbed my face, and kissed me hard enough to bruise me before stepping back.
Yumi pulled out her phone and typed: "Tomorrow night. 7PM." She showed it to me, then turned it to show Sakura and Hana, making them both nod in agreement.
Hana moved forward and took my hand, bringing it to her lips and kissing my palm softly, her eyes meeting mine with unmistakable intent before she released it.
A car horn honked outside. They walked me to the door, each of them touching me one last time, Sakura's hand sliding down my chest, Yumi's fingers tracing my jaw, Hana's palm pressed against my lower back.
I climbed into the waiting car and spent the next six hours at a data center in Umeda helping Japanese engineers restore systems that had crashed due to a failed software update in Canada. By the time I got back to my apartment, the sun was coming up and I was exhausted.
I collapsed into bed without bothering to undress and was asleep in seconds.




Chapter 9

At 8:45 my phone buzzed with a photo, Sakura in bed, her hair messy from sleep, the sheet pulled down just far enough to show she wasn't wearing a shirt. No text.
In a daze I went out my door.
Sakura opened the door upstairs before I could knock, like she'd been waiting right there. She wore an oversized t-shirt that ended mid-thigh and nothing else. She grabbed my hand and pulled me inside, then pushed the door closed and immediately pressed herself against me, her mouth finding mine.
The kiss was deep and hungry, her tongue pushing between my lips while her hands slid under my shirt. I gripped her hips and she made a small sound against my mouth, pressing closer.
She pulled back just long enough to grab the hem of my shirt and yank it over my head, then her mouth was on my chest, kissing and biting while her hands worked my belt. I heard movement behind me and turned to see Yumi emerging from the bedroom, rubbing sleep from her eyes.
She wore pajama shorts and a tank top, her hair down and tousled. When she saw us she stopped, her eyes going wide, then she smiled and walked over. She didn't say anything, just pressed against my back and kissed my shoulder while her hands slid around to my chest.
Sakura had gotten my belt open and was working on the button of my jeans when Hana appeared from the bedroom, wearing what looked like one of my old t-shirts, I vaguely remembered leaving it behind after helping them move furniture one day. It hung off one shoulder and ended just below her underwear.
She moved to my side and went up on her toes to kiss my jaw, her hand finding my stomach and tracing the muscles there.
All three of them surrounded me, hands everywhere, mouths on my skin, and Sakura finally got my jeans unbuttoned and started pushing them down. I helped her and they pooled at my feet, leaving me in just my boxer briefs with three Japanese women pressed against me from all sides.
Sakura looked at Yumi and Hana and said something that sounded like a question. They both nodded and all three of them dropped to their knees in front of me.
Six hands reached for my boxer briefs, pulling them down together, exposing me fully. They all went still for a moment, just looking, and then Sakura leaned forward and took me into her mouth while Yumi and Hana watched with rapt attention.
She worked me with her mouth and hand while the other two stayed close, their hands on my thighs, occasionally reaching up to touch my stomach or hips. Then Sakura pulled off and gestured to Yumi, who hesitated only briefly before leaning forward to replace her.
They took turns again, Sakura bold and confident, Yumi thorough and attentive, and when it was Hana's turn she approached it with the same careful focus she brought to everything, paying attention to each reaction, learning what worked.
I felt the pressure building and reached down to gently pull them back. Sakura stood, pulling her t-shirt over her head to reveal she was completely naked underneath. She took my hand and led me toward the bedroom, Yumi and Hana following close behind.
The bedroom was dim, curtains still drawn, the air warm and smelling faintly of their perfume and sleep. Sakura pushed me onto the bed and climbed on top of me, straddling my hips while Yumi and Hana positioned themselves on either side.
Sakura ground against me, her wetness coating my length as she slid back and forth without taking me inside. Her hands were on my chest for balance and her head was thrown back, eyes closed, completely focused on the sensation.
Yumi had shed her tank top and was guiding one of my hands to her breast while kissing my neck. Hana had removed my t-shirt she'd been wearing and was doing the same on my other side, more shy but no less eager.
Sakura leaned forward and kissed me while maintaining her grinding rhythm, and I felt her reaching down between us, positioning me at her entrance. Just the tip made contact and she paused there, breathing hard against my mouth, the heat of her incredible.
A phone rang, not mine, one of theirs. The sound was muffled, coming from somewhere in the living room, but loud enough to break the moment. I couldn’t believe it. To see their faces, neither could they.




Chapter 10

Sakura said something that was definitely cursing and climbed off me. She stomped naked into the living room and I heard her answer the phone, her voice sharp with irritation.
The conversation went on for maybe thirty seconds before her tone changed completely, concern replacing anger. She said something that made Yumi sit up in bed, her expression worried.
Yumi climbed off the bed and went to the living room, also still naked, and I heard both their voices now, talking rapidly in Japanese. Hana stayed beside me, her hand on my chest, but she was clearly listening to whatever was being said.
Finally Sakura appeared in the doorway, her phone in her hand, her expression apologetic and frustrated. She gestured for me to come to the living room.
I got up and followed her. Yumi was already pulling on clothes. Sakura held out her phone showing me a translation: "Our professor. Emergency meeting about thesis project. Must come to university now. Very sorry."
"All three of you?"
She nodded and typed more: "We work together on same project. All must be there."
Yumi had pulled on jeans and was struggling with her bra. Hana had emerged from the bedroom and was hunting for her clothes. The apartment had transformed from a den of focused sexual intent to chaotic preparation in under a minute.
Sakura pulled on underwear and shorts, then a shirt, moving with efficient speed. She came to me and grabbed my face, kissing me hard, then pulled back and typed: "We come back soon. Maybe two hours. You stay here. Wait for us."
"I should go back to my apartment."
She shook her head emphatically and pointed at their couch, then at me, making it clear I was to stay put. Yumi emerged from the bedroom fully dressed and added something in Japanese that Sakura translated: "Please don't leave. We want you here when we get back."
Hana had finished dressing and came over, took my hand, and placed it over her heart so I could feel how fast it was beating. She held it there for a moment, her eyes locked on mine, making her disappointment and desire crystal clear.
They gathered phones and bags, checked that they had everything they needed, and headed for the door in a rush. At the threshold all three of them turned back to look at me standing there in just my boxer briefs in their living room.
Sakura said something to the others and they both nodded. She pulled out her phone and typed: "Don't get dressed. Stay like that. We want to come home to you like this. Our house-boy!” They all laughed.
Then they were gone, the door closing behind them, their footsteps retreating down the stairs.
I stood in the middle of their apartment, half-naked and alone, my body still throbbing with unfulfilled desire. The bedroom door stood open and I could see the rumpled sheets where we'd been minutes ago.
I looked at my phone. 9:23 AM. Two hours meant they'd be back around 11:30 if everything went smoothly.
I sat on their couch and tried to think about anything except the ache in my body and the mental images of what had almost happened. I lasted maybe five minutes before I started looking around their apartment more carefully, taking in details I'd been too distracted to notice before.
Sakura's guitar in the corner. Yumi's textbooks stacked neatly on a shelf, all in Japanese, subjects I couldn't identify. Hana's yoga mat and a small collection of what looked like meditation cushions. Photos on the wall of the three of them at various locations around Japan, temples, beaches, city streets, always smiling, always together.
Then a photo of them in hockey jerseys caught my eye. I moved closer to examine it. The jerseys looked professional, team logos I didn't recognize but the style was unmistakable. They were on ice, all three of them wearing skates, holding sticks, posed like an actual team photo.
I pulled out my phone and translated the text on one of the jerseys. "Osaka Women's Hockey Club."
They played hockey. These three Japanese women who'd been driving me insane for a week played hockey.
My phone buzzed with a message from Sakura, a photo of all three of them in what looked like a lecture hall, making exaggerated sad faces at the camera. Then another message: "Professor talking forever. Maybe three hours not two. Very sorry."
I typed back: "It's fine. I'll wait."
Her response came immediately: "Don't get dressed."
I smiled despite my frustration and settled back onto the couch. Three hours meant 12:30 at the earliest. I could wait. I'd been waiting all week, what was a few more hours?
My phone buzzed again. Another photo, this one clearly taken quickly and secretly in the lecture hall. Sakura had pulled her shirt down slightly to show the upper curve of her breast, her hand positioned to make it look like an accident. The message: "Thinking about you."
Then one from Yumi, a shot of her legs under the desk, her hand on her thigh, skirt pulled up slightly higher than appropriate. No text needed.
Then Hana, just her eyes in the frame, but the look in them unmistakable.
They were torturing me from across the city and they knew it.
I sent back a photo of myself still in just my boxer briefs on their couch. Three responses came immediately, emojis and Japanese characters I couldn't read but the meaning was clear.
I closed my eyes and tried to focus on anything else. My mind drifted to the hockey jerseys, to the mystery of how three Japanese university students had gotten involved in hockey. I made a mental note to ask them about it later, assuming we ever got to the point where we could have actual conversations instead of just increasingly desperate sexual encounters interrupted by one mad thing or another.
My phone buzzed. Sakura: "Professor finish early. We come home now. 30 minutes."
I sat up straight. Thirty minutes. This was actually happening. No more interruptions. No more delays.
I waited, watching the clock on my phone tick down. Twenty-five minutes. Twenty. Fifteen.
At fourteen minutes, someone knocked on the door.
I froze. It couldn't be them, they had keys and wouldn't knock. The knock came again, harder, followed by a voice calling out in Japanese. Female, older, familiar.
The landlady.
I stood up and looked around frantically for my clothes. They were still in the bedroom where Sakura had thrown them. I ran to grab them and was pulling on my jeans when the knocking got more insistent.
I heard a key turning in the lock. She had a master key, of course she did. The door started to open and I yanked my jeans up and grabbed my shirt, pulling it on as the landlady entered the apartment and stopped dead when she saw me.
Her expression cycled through surprise, confusion, and then understanding as she took in the scene, me half-dressed, clearly having just woken up here, the bedroom door open showing rumpled sheets, the general state of recent occupancy.
She said something in Japanese that didn't need translation to understand she was not happy. I held up my hands in a placating gesture and tried to explain with the few Japanese words I knew, but it was useless.
She pulled out her phone and made a call, speaking rapidly. Then she gestured at me to stay put and sat in the chair by the door, clearly planning to wait for the girls to return.
My phone buzzed. Sakura: "Almost home. Get ready."
I typed quickly: "Landlady is here. In the apartment. Waiting for you."
The response came after a long pause: "WHAT."
Then: "We come now. Very fast."
Five minutes later I heard footsteps pounding up the stairs and all three of them burst through the door, breathing hard, faces flushed from running.
They saw the landlady and froze. She stood up and started speaking, her tone measured but stern, her gestures emphatic. She pointed at me, at them, at the bedroom, at the floor and ceiling.
The girls stood in a row listening, all three of them looking progressively more distressed. Finally the landlady seemed to finish. She said something that sounded like a question.
Yumi responded quietly, bowing. The landlady responded and all three of them bowed deeper. This went on for several exchanges before the landlady finally nodded and left, but not before giving all four of us a look that suggested this was far from over.
The door closed behind her and silence filled the apartment. All three of them just stood there, not looking at each other or at me.




Chapter 11

Finally Sakura pulled out her phone and typed: "She says no more male guests overnight. No more loud noise. No more complaints from neighbors. If one more problem, we must leave apartment immediately."
"I'm sorry," I typed. "I shouldn't have stayed."
Yumi shook her head and typed: "Not your fault. Our fault for asking you to wait."
Hana had moved to the window and was staring out at the street, her shoulders slumped.
The energy that had filled the apartment that morning was completely gone, replaced by exhaustion and frustration and the crushing weight of another interruption.
Sakura came over and took my hand, bringing it to her lips and kissing it softly. She typed: "You should go now. We need to talk about what to do."
I nodded and gathered my phone and keys. At the door, all three of them stood together, looking defeated and disappointed and utterly desirable in a way that made leaving feel physically painful.
I went downstairs to my apartment and sat on my couch, staring at nothing.
My phone buzzed an hour later. Yumi: "We have a plan. Can you come to dinner tonight? 6 PM?"
I typed back: "What kind of plan?"
Her response: "Secret plan. You will see."
I spent the rest of Sunday trying to distract myself with unpacking boxes I'd been ignoring and responding to work emails. At 5:45 PM I gave up pretending I could focus on anything and headed upstairs.
Sakura answered the door wearing jeans and a simple t-shirt, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked more subdued than I'd seen her, none of the usual playful energy in her expression. She gestured me inside without the grabbing and pulling I'd gotten used to.
Yumi and Hana sat at the low table, both also dressed casually, and the apartment had been cleaned to the point of looking almost sterile. No clutter, no clothes draped over furniture, everything in its place.
They gestured for me to sit and Yumi pulled out her phone, typing: "We are very sorry about this morning. About landlady. About everything this week."
"It's not your fault," I said.
She showed my response to the others and they both shook their heads, Sakura saying something emphatic in Japanese. Yumi typed: "We asked too much. Made you wait here. Was not smart."
Hana had started bringing food to the table, simple dishes, nothing elaborate. Rice, grilled fish, vegetables. We ate in relative silence, the usual energy and laughter absent. Occasionally one of them would glance at me and quickly look away.
When we finished eating, Sakura cleared the dishes while Yumi and Hana stayed at the table with me. Yumi pulled out her phone and typed for a long time, showing the screen to Hana first. Hana read it and nodded, her cheeks coloring slightly.
Then Yumi turned the phone to me: "We talked all afternoon. We have idea but don't know if you will like it. Landlady says no overnight guests here. Says neighbors complain about noise. We can't risk losing apartment, rent in Osaka very expensive and we are just students."
I nodded, waiting for her to continue.
She typed more: "But there is place we can go. Small ryokan owned by Hana's aunt in mountains. Two hours from Osaka. Very private. No neighbors to complain. We can go next weekend, Friday night to Sunday. Hana's aunt is traveling so building is empty."
I read it twice. "A weekend trip? All four of us?"
She nodded and showed me more: "We know is strange to ask. We are not even... we don't know what we are to you. But we can't keep doing this. Start and stop. Always interrupted. It's making us crazy."
Sakura had returned from the kitchen and was reading over Yumi's shoulder. She said something to Yumi, who typed: "Sakura says we are being too indirect. She wants me to be clear: we want entire weekend with you. No interruptions. No landlady. No work emergencies. No friends calling. Just us and you and time to actually finish what we started."
Hana had pulled out her own phone and typed, showing me: "I know is very forward. Very not Japanese way. But we talked and decided to be honest. We all want you very much. This week has been torture."
I looked at all three of them, Yumi holding her phone with anxious hope in her eyes, Sakura leaning forward with intensity despite her subdued demeanor, Hana looking at me through her glasses with an expression that was part shy and part desperate.
"I would like that," I typed. "Very much."
All three of them visibly relaxed, Sakura actually slumping back against the wall with relief. Yumi showed my response to the others and they started talking rapidly in Japanese, pulling out phones and apparently coordinating plans.
Yumi typed: "We leave Friday after your work finishes. Drive takes two hours. We stay Friday night, Saturday, Sunday morning. Come back Sunday afternoon."
"I'll need to let my work know I'm taking Friday off," I typed.
"Can you do that?"
"I have vacation days. It should be fine."
More rapid conversation in Japanese, lots of nodding and what looked like relieved smiles starting to appear. Sakura said something and the other two laughed, the first real laughter I'd heard from them all evening.
Yumi typed: "Sakura says finally something goes right. She was starting to think universe hates us."
"The universe might," I typed back. "But I definitely don't."
She showed them my response and Sakura actually blushed, looking down at her lap. Hana covered her face with her hands but I could see she was smiling.
The energy in the room had shifted from subdued disappointment to cautious excitement. They started explaining details, what to bring, what the ryokan was like, how the sleeping arrangements worked. Yumi did most of the translating while Sakura and Hana added comments and clarifications.
"One more thing," Yumi typed. "Ryokan is traditional Japanese style. Means sleeping on futon on floor. Means shared bath. Means very... close quarters. Is that okay?"
"More than okay," I typed.
Sakura read my response and said something to the others that made them all smile. Then she stood up and moved around the table to sit beside me, close but not quite touching. Yumi did the same on my other side, and Hana scooted closer from across the table.
"Five more days," Yumi typed. "We can wait five more days."
Sakura made a sound that suggested she disagreed with that assessment but didn't protest. Instead she just leaned her head on my shoulder, the simple contact feeling significant after the chaos of the previous week.
We sat like that for a while, not talking, not doing anything except being close. Hana had pulled out a deck of cards and we played a few rounds of something I didn't understand but that involved a lot of laughter when I inevitably lost.
Around nine PM I stood to leave and all three of them walked me to the door. No kisses this time, just Sakura squeezing my hand, Yumi touching my arm briefly, and Hana giving me a small smile.
"Five days," Yumi said in English, the words careful but clear.
"Five days," I agreed.
Back in my apartment I lay in bed thinking about a weekend in the mountains with three Japanese women who'd been testing my self-control for a week. No interruptions. No neighbors. No work emergencies.
Just us and time.
My phone buzzed with a photo, all three of them on the bed, holding up five fingers each. Fifteen fingers total. Five days.
The week that followed moved with agonizing slowness. Work consumed my days with training sessions and meetings, and I barely saw the girls except in passing, quick waves in the stairwell, brief exchanges of texts about weekend logistics.
Tuesday evening my phone rang with an unknown Japanese number. I answered cautiously.
"Ethan-san?" A woman's voice, speaking careful English. "This is Nakamura-san. I am coach for Osaka Women's Hockey Club."
"Oh. Hello."
"Your landlord give me your number. Say you are Canadian, used to play hockey. Is this correct?"
I thought about the landlord, probably one of the girls had mentioned it to her, or she'd seen my equipment. "Yes, I played. Not anymore."
"I am calling because we have problem. Our team practice coach has to return to Sweden for family emergency. We need someone for next three months. Girls saw your hockey bag, told me about you. I research and see you played in NHL. Very impressive."
“Three games," I said. "And that was four years ago."
"Still more experience than anyone in Osaka. Would you consider helping us? Just practice sessions, maybe two times per week. We pay small amount, not much but something."
I thought about it. Hockey had been my life before the shoulder injury, before I'd pivoted to software engineering. The idea of being on ice again, even just running drills...
"When do practices happen?"
"Monday and Thursday evenings. Seven to nine PM. Our rink is in Osaka-jo area, twenty minutes from your apartment."
Monday and Thursday meant the girls would be at practice during times we might have seen each other. But it also meant skating again, coaching, being part of a team.
"Can I think about it?"
"Of course. But we need answer soon, next practice is Thursday. This Thursday."
"I'll let you know by tomorrow."
"Thank you, Ethan-san."
She hung up and I sat there processing. Hockey again. In Japan. Coaching women's hockey.
My phone buzzed. Sakura: "Did coach call you?"
"Yes. How did you know about my hockey background?"
"Saw your equipment bag. Maple Leafs logo. Googled your name plus hockey. Found articles about your games in NHL. You were very good!”
"I was okay. Injury ended it."
"Will you coach us?"
I hesitated, then typed: "Maybe. Thinking about it."
Her response: "You should do it. We need help. And I want to show you I'm good at something besides teasing you."
"You're good at lots of things," I typed.
"Hockey is what I love most. Well... second most now."
I smiled at my phone. "What's first?"
She sent three emojis that were definitely not appropriate followed by: "You know what is first."
Wednesday I called Nakamura-san back and accepted. Thursday evening I showed up at the rink with my gear bag, the familiar weight of it on my shoulder bringing back memories.
The facility was smaller than what I was used to but well-maintained. I could hear sounds from inside, skates on ice, pucks hitting boards, voices calling out in Japanese.
I pushed through the doors and stopped.
Twenty women were on the ice running drills. Most looked college-aged, a few older. And in the middle of the pack, wearing number seven, was Sakura.




Chapter 12

Sakura saw me and her eyes widened. She said something to the player beside her, Yumi, I realized, wearing number twelve. Yumi turned to look and nearly fell, catching herself on her stick. Further down the ice, Hana in number three had also spotted me and was staring.
A woman skated over to the boards, Nakamura-san, I assumed. She was maybe forty, fit, her hair pulled back severe. "Ethan-san. Welcome. Girls, we have new practice coach!"
The entire team stopped and turned to look at me. I saw recognition in several faces, apparently word had spread about the Canadian in apartment three.
Nakamura-san handed me a whistle. "You run drills for ninety minutes. I watch and learn your methods. Next week you do alone."
I looked out at twenty expectant faces, at Sakura who was grinning now, at Yumi who had her hand over her mouth, at Hana who looked like she might pass out from embarrassment.
This was going to be interesting.
"Alright," I called out in English, knowing most of them had studied it in school. "Warm-up skate. Two laps, full speed. Let's see what you've got."
They took off and I watched them move. Most had decent skating mechanics, a few were excellent. Sakura was fast, aggressive in her stride. Yumi was smooth and controlled. Hana was technical, every movement precise.
I spent the next ninety minutes running them through drills, passing sequences, shooting practice, defensive positioning. They were better than I'd expected, clearly well-coached despite losing their practice coach.
Every time I called out a correction or demonstrated a technique, I could feel Sakura's eyes on me. During water breaks she'd skate close to the boards where I stood, making eye contact that had nothing to do with hockey.
At the end of practice, Nakamura-san thanked me and left me to lock up. The team headed to the locker room, and I started gathering pucks when Sakura skated up alone.
She'd removed her helmet and her hair was plastered to her head with sweat. She looked incredible, flushed from exertion, breathing hard, her eyes bright.
She said something in Japanese I didn't understand, then pulled out her phone from somewhere and typed: "You didn't tell us you were doing this."
"You didn't tell me you played hockey."
"We tell you nothing yet. Too busy trying to get your clothes off."
I laughed. "Fair point."
She skated closer, leaning on the boards between us. "You are very good coach. Very... commanding."
"It's my job."
"I like it." She glanced toward the locker room, then back at me. "Makes me want you more. Seeing you like this."
"Sakura..."
"I know. One more day. Tomorrow we leave for ryokan." She reached over the boards and grabbed my shirt, pulling me closer. "But is very hard to wait when you look like this."
Yumi and Hana appeared from the locker room, both changed into street clothes. They saw us and Yumi called out something that made Sakura release my shirt and skate backward, grinning.
"Tomorrow," she said in English. "Friday. Finally."
They gathered their bags and headed for the exit, all three of them looking back at me once before disappearing through the doors.
I finished cleaning up and got back to my apartment, my mind already racing ahead to the next evening. A weekend in the mountains. No interruptions.
Friday crawled by with agonizing slowness. Training sessions felt endless, lunch break lasted forever, and the afternoon stretched like taffy. At precisely 5:00 PM I shut down my laptop and headed home.
I packed a small bag, clothes, toiletries, basic essentials, and was ready by 5:30. At 5:45 someone knocked on my door.
All three of them stood there with overnight bags, dressed for travel. Sakura wore jeans and a leather jacket. Yumi had on a sundress despite the November chill. Hana wore leggings and an oversized sweater.
"Ready?" Yumi asked in English.
"Very ready."
Sakura grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the stairs. "We go now. Before something stops us again."
We piled into a small rental car, Yumi driving, me in the passenger seat, Sakura and Hana in the back. Yumi pulled out of the parking lot and headed for the highway, and with each kilometer that stretched between us and Osaka, the tension in the car built.
Sakura leaned forward from the back seat and wrapped her arms around my headrest, her mouth close to my ear. "Two hours," she whispered. "Can you wait?"
I turned my head slightly. Her lips were inches from mine. "Can you?" Her English was improving rapidly.
She smiled and bit her bottom lip. "We will see."
The sun set as we drove into the mountains, the road winding through dense forest, civilization falling away behind us. No work to interrupt. No landlady to complain. No friends to rescue.
The road narrowed as we climbed higher into the mountains, paved surface giving way to gravel, streetlights disappearing entirely. Yumi navigated the curves with careful attention while Sakura's hands had found my shoulders from the back seat, her fingers kneading the muscles there with increasing pressure.
Hana had been quiet for most of the drive, but now she leaned forward and said something to Yumi in Japanese. Yumi responded and Hana pulled out her phone, typing: "We are almost there. Maybe ten more minutes."
Sakura's hands slid from my shoulders down my chest, her fingers splaying wide. Yumi glanced over at the movement and said something sharp. Sakura responded without moving her hands, and Yumi sighed but didn't protest further.
The ryokan appeared around a curve, a traditional wooden structure with a sloped roof, paper lanterns glowing softly at the entrance. It looked like something from a postcard, nestled among trees with a small garden visible even in the darkness.
Yumi pulled into a small parking area and killed the engine. For a moment we all just sat there in silence, the reality of the situation settling over us. Two nights. No interruptions. Just the four of us in an empty building in the mountains.
Sakura opened her door first and climbed out, immediately coming around to my side and pulling my door open before I could reach for the handle. She grabbed my hand and tugged me out, then started for the entrance without waiting for the others.
Hana retrieved a key from under a decorative rock near the door, clearly the hiding spot her aunt used. She unlocked it and we stepped inside.
The interior was beautiful in its simplicity, polished wood floors, sliding shoji screens, minimal furniture. The entryway opened into a main room with a low table and cushions. Beyond that I could see what looked like a bathing area through an open doorway.
Yumi locked the door behind us and engaged a deadbolt. The sound of it clicking into place felt significant, like we were sealed in here now, cut off from the outside world.
Sakura had already kicked off her shoes and was exploring, sliding open doors to reveal different rooms. She called out something and the others went to look. I followed and found them examining a room with futons already laid out on the floor, not separate futons but rather several spread side by side to create one large sleeping surface.
Hana said something that sounded explanatory and Yumi typed: "Traditional family-style sleeping arrangement. Everyone shares one space. Hana's aunt prepared it before she left."
The futons were covered with crisp white linens and there were pillows arranged at one end. The room was warm despite the November cold outside, underfloor heating, I realized, feeling the gentle warmth through my socks.
Sakura had moved to stand in the center of the sleeping area. She looked at me, then at Yumi and Hana, then back at me. She said something in Japanese.
Yumi typed: "Sakura says no more waiting. No more talking. No more planning."
Sakura reached for the zipper of her leather motorcycle jacket and pulled it down slowly, her eyes locked on mine. She shrugged the jacket off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. Underneath she wore a simple black tank top that clung to her curves.
Yumi had moved to the doorway and was sliding the shoji screen closed, sealing us into the room. Hana had started removing her sweater, pulling it over her head to reveal a white cotton bra.
I stood there watching them undress with deliberate slowness, each movement purposeful. Sakura's tank top joined her jacket on the floor. Yumi's sundress slipped down her body and pooled at her feet. Hana stepped out of her leggings and stood in just her underwear and bra.
All three of them looked at me expectantly.
I pulled my shirt over my head and dropped it. Sakura made a small sound of approval and moved closer, her hands finding my chest, tracing the muscles there. Yumi came up behind me and I felt her fingers on my back, exploring my shoulder blades and spine. Hana approached from the side, more hesitant but determined, her hand settling on my stomach.
Sakura's hands dropped to my belt and she worked it open. Yumi's hands slid around to my chest from behind, her palms flat against my skin. Hana had grown bolder and was kissing my shoulder, her lips soft and warm.
Sakura got my jeans unbuttoned and pushed them down my hips. I stepped out of them and stood in just my boxer briefs while three pairs of hands roamed my body with increasing confidence and purpose.
Sakura hooked her fingers into my waistband and looked up at me, a question in her eyes. I nodded and she pulled them down, freeing me completely. All three of them looked, their expressions ranging from Sakura's satisfied appreciation to Hana's shy fascination to Yumi's wide-eyed intensity.
Then Sakura reached behind her back and unclasped her bra, letting it fall away. Yumi did the same, then Hana, and suddenly there were three topless Japanese women surrounding me in the warm lamplight of the ryokan.
Sakura pushed me down onto the futons and I fell back onto the soft bedding. She climbed on top of me, straddling my hips, wearing only a black lace thong. She ground against me, her wetness evident even through the thin fabric, and leaned down to kiss me with intensity.
Yumi had positioned herself beside us and was running her hands over my chest and stomach while watching Sakura move. Hana knelt on my other side, more reserved but her hand had found me and was stroking with gentle curiosity.
Sakura pulled back from the kiss and said something to the others. Yumi responded and both of them looked at Hana, who nodded shyly. Some agreement had been reached but I had no idea what it was.
Sakura climbed off me and gestured to Yumi, who hesitated only briefly before taking Sakura's place. She straddled my hips and I could feel the heat of her through her white cotton panties. She was soaking wet, the fabric already damp where she pressed against me.
She leaned down and kissed me while beginning to move her hips, grinding against my length with slow, deliberate motions. Sakura had moved beside us and was kissing Yumi's neck and shoulders, her hands roaming Yumi's body. Hana had gotten bolder and was kissing my chest, her tongue finding my nipple.
Yumi's movements became more urgent, more desperate, and I felt her reaching down to push her panties aside. She positioned me at her entrance and paused there, breathing hard, the heat incredible.
She said something in Japanese that sounded like a question. Sakura responded. Hana added something quiet.
Then Yumi looked down at me, her eyes searching mine, asking without words if this was okay, if we were really doing this, if the week of interruptions was finally over.
I gripped her hips and she took that as answer enough. She started to lower herself, the head of me pushing inside, and her mouth opened in a silent gasp as she stretched down around me.
She sank down slowly, inch by inch, taking her time, her inner walls gripping me tight. When she'd taken me completely she sat there for a moment, adjusting, her breathing ragged.
And then she started to move.




Chapter 13

The sensation was overwhelming after a week of constant edging and denial. She rode me with increasing confidence, her hands on my chest for balance, her breasts bouncing with each movement. Sakura had moved to kiss her, their tongues tangling while Yumi continued her rhythm. Hana watched with rapt attention, her hand between her own legs now, touching herself through her panties.
I felt Yumi getting close, her movements becoming erratic, her inner walls beginning to flutter. But before she could finish, Sakura said something and Yumi reluctantly climbed off me with a sound of frustration.
They were still playing the edging game. Still teasing even now.
Sakura took Yumi's place immediately, not bothering to remove her thong, just pulling it aside and sinking down onto me in one smooth motion. She was tighter than Yumi, her body gripping me almost painfully, and she threw her head back and said something in Japanese.
She didn't move slowly like Yumi had. She rode me hard and fast, chasing sensation, her hands on my chest, her nails digging into my skin. Yumi had moved to kiss my neck while her hand worked Sakura's clit. Hana had finally removed her own panties and was straddling my face before I could process what was happening.
I gripped Hana's hips and pulled her down onto my mouth, my tongue finding her center. She was sweet and already soaking wet, and she made small gasping sounds as I worked my tongue over her folds.
The sensory overload was complete, Sakura riding me with abandon, Hana grinding against my face, Yumi's hands everywhere. I felt Sakura tightening around me, felt Hana's thighs trembling against my head, felt my own release building after too many days of denial.
But again, just before anyone could finish, Sakura pulled off me. Hana climbed off my face. The sudden absence was almost painful.
I groaned in frustration and Sakura laughed, saying something to the others that made them all smile. This was payback for every interrupted encounter, every close call, every time they'd been left wanting.
Sakura gestured to Hana, who looked nervous but moved to straddle me. She was the most hesitant, positioning herself above me but not quite lowering down. Yumi said something encouraging and Hana took a breath and started to sink down.
She was incredibly tight, tighter even than Sakura, and she had to stop and start several times, her body adjusting to accommodate me. When she finally took me completely she stayed perfectly still, her eyes closed, just feeling.
Then she started to move, slow and careful, building confidence with each motion. Sakura had positioned herself behind Hana and was kissing her neck and shoulders, her hands reaching around to play with Hana's breasts. Yumi had moved to kiss me, her tongue pushing into my mouth while Hana rode me.
This couldn't continue much longer. My control was hanging by a thread. I felt myself approaching the edge again and this time I didn't think I could stop it.
Hana must have felt it too because she moved faster, her shy demeanor completely gone now, replaced by desperate need. Sakura's hand had moved between Hana's legs to work her clit while she rode me, and Hana's breathing changed, became gasps and moans that needed no translation.
She came first, her whole body going rigid, her inner walls clenching around me in rhythmic pulses that pushed me over the edge. I gripped her hips and finished inside her with a groan, my release flooding through me in waves that seemed endless after so much denial.
Hana collapsed forward onto my chest, both of us breathing hard, sweat-slicked skin sliding together. Sakura and Yumi had moved to either side of us, their hands gentle now, soothing, stroking skin and hair.
We lay there in a tangle of limbs, the warm air filled with the smell of sex and satisfied breathing. Outside, wind moved through the trees and somewhere distant an owl called, but inside the ryokan was just us and the aftermath of finally, finally getting what we'd wanted all week.
Hana eventually rolled off me and curled against my side. Sakura pressed against my other side, her leg thrown over mine. Yumi had positioned herself partially on top of me, her head on my chest, her hand tracing lazy patterns on my stomach.
No one spoke. No one moved to clean up or rearrange or do anything except lie there in the peaceful satisfaction of fulfilled need.
I woke to soft morning light filtering through the shoji screens and the warmth of three bodies pressed against me. Hana had curled into my left side, her face buried against my shoulder, her breath warm on my skin. Sakura sprawled on my right with one leg thrown over my hips and her hand resting on my chest. Yumi had somehow ended up mostly on top of me, her head nestled under my chin, her hair tickling my neck.
I lay there trying not to move and wake them, taking in details I'd been too distracted to notice the night before. The room smelled faintly of sandalwood and the floral scent they all seemed to share. Outside I could hear birds and the rustle of wind through trees. The underfloor heating kept everything warm.
Sakura stirred first, her eyes opening slowly. She saw me watching her and smiled, stretching languidly against me like a cat. The movement woke Yumi, who lifted her head and blinked sleepily before apparently remembering where she was. Her eyes widened slightly and a flush crept across her cheeks.
Hana was last to wake, coming to consciousness gradually and tensing when she realized how thoroughly our bodies were intertwined. She started to pull away but I tightened my arm around her and she relaxed again, settling back against my side.
Sakura's hand had started moving on my chest, tracing patterns, occasionally drifting lower. Yumi shifted her weight and I felt her breast press more firmly against my ribs. Hana's hand had found my stomach and her fingers were making small circles there.
I was already hard from the contact and Sakura noticed immediately. She grinned and her hand slid down to wrap around me, stroking slowly. Yumi made a small sound and shifted again so she could see what Sakura was doing.
Hana's hand had moved lower to join Sakura's, both of them touching me together in the early morning light. Yumi watched for a moment before sliding down my body to add her mouth to their hands.
The sensation woke me up completely. Yumi's tongue traced patterns while Sakura and Hana's hands worked in coordination, and within minutes I was fully awake and achingly hard.
Sakura said something in Japanese and climbed over me, positioning herself above my face while facing down my body. She lowered herself onto my mouth and I gripped her hips and pulled her down fully, my tongue finding her already wet.
She leaned forward and joined Yumi, both their mouths on me now while Hana's hands continued stroking. The dual sensation of giving and receiving pleasure, the taste of Sakura and the feel of two mouths working me, it was almost too much for first thing in the morning.
Hana had grown bold enough to slide down and join the others, and now all three of them were taking turns, passing me between their mouths while I worked my tongue over Sakura with increasing urgency.
Sakura came first, grinding down against my face, her thighs trembling on either side of my head. She climbed off and immediately positioned herself to straddle my hips, but before she could sink down onto me, Yumi stopped her and said something.
They had a brief exchange and then Yumi was straddling me instead, lowering herself with a soft gasp. She started moving immediately, no slow build this time, just need and urgency in the morning light.
Sakura had positioned herself at my head and lowered herself onto my mouth, replacing the position she'd just vacated. Hana was beside us, watching and touching herself, her hand moving between her legs with increasing speed.
Yumi rode me while I worked my tongue over Sakura, and Hana moved closer, her hand joining mine on Sakura's hip. I felt Yumi's rhythm becoming erratic and knew she was close.
But again, before she could finish, Sakura said something and Yumi climbed off with obvious reluctance. The pattern was clear now, they were each taking turns, building toward something but not allowing completion. Still edging even after last night.
Hana took Yumi's place, sinking down onto me with more confidence than she'd shown before. She moved with slow, deliberate rolls of her hips while Sakura climbed off my face and moved to kiss her.
I watched them kiss while Hana rode me, their tongues meeting, Sakura's hands on Hana's breasts. Yumi had moved beside me and I reached for her, sliding my hand between her legs. She was soaking wet and gasped when my fingers found her clit.
This continued for what felt like hours, rotating through different configurations, different combinations, building pleasure but not allowing release. By the time Sakura finally said something that sounded like permission, we were all desperate.
Sakura positioned herself on hands and knees and looked back at me over her shoulder. The invitation was clear. I moved behind her and pushed inside, gripping her hips as I began moving.
Yumi had slid underneath Sakura and was working her tongue on Sakura's clit while I drove into her from behind. Hana had positioned herself so Sakura could return the favor, and suddenly we were all connected in a chain of giving and receiving.




Chapter 14

The room filled with sounds, breathing and gasps and soft moans and skin against skin. Sakura came first with a cry she didn't bother to muffle, her inner walls clenching around me. The sensation triggered my own release and I finished inside her while Yumi continued working her tongue and Hana trembled through her own orgasm under Sakura's mouth.
We collapsed in a heap again, breathing hard, sweat-slicked despite the morning chill outside. This time someone, Hana, I think, pulled a blanket over us and we dozed in the tangle of limbs.
When I woke again the sun was higher and my stomach was growling. Yumi heard it and giggled, pulling out her phone to type: "We should eat breakfast. There is food in kitchen."
We untangled ourselves reluctantly and found our clothes scattered around the room. I pulled on my boxer briefs and jeans but left my shirt off. They all dressed in various states of partial clothing, Sakura in panties and my t-shirt from yesterday, Yumi in her underwear and a robe she'd found somewhere, Hana in shorts and a sports bra.
The kitchen was small but well-equipped. Yumi started rice cooking while Sakura examined the refrigerator contents. Hana found tea and began preparing it with careful attention to the traditional method.
I stood uselessly in the doorway until Sakura grabbed my hand and pulled me to the counter, gesturing at vegetables that needed cutting. We fell into the familiar pattern from their apartment, working together in close quarters, lots of incidental contact, comfortable silence broken by occasional words or gestures.
Breakfast was simple but good, rice, grilled fish from the freezer, miso soup, pickled vegetables. We ate at the low table in the main room, and the atmosphere felt different from any meal we'd shared before. Relaxed. Comfortable. Like something had shifted between us.
After eating, Sakura gestured toward the bathing area and said something. Yumi typed: "Traditional Japanese bath. Onsen water from mountain spring. Very hot. Very relaxing. We should all go together."
The bathing area was larger than I'd realized, with a washing station and a deep soaking tub that could easily fit several people. Steam rose from the water's surface, and through a window I could see the forest and mountains beyond.
They stripped unselfconsciously and showed me the proper procedure, wash thoroughly at the station first, then soak in the tub. I followed their lead, very aware of three naked women in close proximity helping me understand the etiquette.
The water was almost too hot when I first stepped in, but my body adjusted quickly. The three of them joined me and we arranged ourselves in the tub, me against one side, them distributed around me, all of us submerged to our shoulders in the steaming water.
Sakura's foot found my leg under the water and traced up my calf. Yumi had positioned herself close enough that her shoulder touched mine. Hana was across from us, watching with that expression I still couldn't quite read.
We soaked in comfortable silence until Sakura's foot had traveled high enough on my leg to make her intent clear. I caught her ankle and she grinned, not remotely embarrassed at being caught.
Yumi had pulled out her phoneand typed: "This is very nice. Being here with you. Not rushing. Not worried about being interrupted."
"Very nice," I agreed.
Hana had moved closer and her hand had found my thigh under the water. Sakura's foot was still making its way higher despite my grip on her ankle. Yumi's hand had slid to my chest, fingers tracing patterns in the water droplets there.
"We have whole day still," Yumi typed. "And tonight. And tomorrow morning. What do you want to do?"
I looked at all three of them, Sakura with her bold grin, Hana with her shy smile, Yumi with her hopeful expression.
"This," I said. "Exactly this."
Sakura said something in Japanese that made the other two laugh and nod in agreement. Yumi showed me her phone: "Sakura says good answer. She also says water is making her very relaxed and she wants to show you how relaxed."
Before I could respond, Sakura had moved through the water and was straddling my lap, her arms around my neck. The hot water made everything slippery and sensual, her body sliding against mine.
She kissed me while Yumi and Hana moved closer, their hands joining Sakura's in exploring my body under the water. Sakura reached down between us and positioned me at her entrance, the hot water and her own wetness making it easy for her to sink down onto me.
She moved slowly in the water, the resistance creating different sensations than on the futons. Yumi had moved behind her and was kissing her neck and shoulders. Hana had found my hand and guided it between her legs.
We moved together in the steaming water, the forest visible through the window, complete privacy and two full days stretching ahead of us with nothing to do except explore each other.
Sakura's movements became more urgent and she came with a gasp, her body tensing against mine. She climbed off and Yumi took her place immediately, sinking down onto me with a soft moan.
This time I didn't let the edging continue. I gripped Yumi's hips and moved her the way I wanted, faster, harder, until she was clinging to my shoulders and gasping. She came hard, her inner walls pulsing around me, and I followed moments later.
We moved back to the washing station to rinse off properly. The process involved lots of helping each other wash, lots of touching and laughter and the comfortable intimacy of people who'd crossed all the boundaries.
Back in the main room we discovered it was already past noon. The morning had disappeared in a haze of sex and bathing and lazy comfort.
Sakura pulled out snacks from the kitchen and we had an improvised lunch at the low table, all of us still in various states of undress. At some point Hana connected her phone to a speaker and music filled the space, Japanese pop that I didn't recognize but that had a good rhythm.
Sakura stood and started dancing, unselfconscious and fluid, and pulled me up to join her. I had no idea what I was doing but she didn't seem to care, just moved against me while laughing.
Yumi and Hana joined in and we danced in the main room, all of us ridiculous and happy, the music loud enough that we didn't talk, just moved together.
The dancing evolved naturally into touching, into kissing, into migration back toward the futon room. The afternoon disappeared the same way the morning had, a blur of sensation and discovery and the simple pleasure of time without pressure.
At some point as evening approached, we ordered delivery food using an app on Yumi's phone. When it arrived, Sakura answered the door in my t-shirt and took the bags with a smile for the delivery driver who tried very hard not to stare.
We ate dinner spread out on the futons, feeding each other pieces of yakitori and tempura, drinking beer we'd found in the refrigerator. Hana had found a deck of cards and we played the same game from their apartment, except now the stakes were different, losers had to remove clothing or perform dares that the others specified with gestures and pantomime since the complex requests were beyond translation apps.
I lost consistently, but so did they, and soon we were all naked again anyway and the game had devolved into an excuse for touching.
Night fell and Sakura found candles to light instead of turning on the overhead lights. The flickering shadows made everything feel dreamlike, separate from reality.
We made love again, slower this time, less urgent now that the desperate edge had been satisfied, taking time to explore, to learn what each person responded to, to build pleasure gradually.
Afterward we lay in the familiar tangle of limbs, drowsy and satisfied and warm under the blankets. Outside I heard rain starting to fall, pattering against the roof and windows.
"Tomorrow is last day," Yumi murmured in English, her voice sleepy.
"Don't think about tomorrow," Sakura said. "Just now."
"Just now," I agreed.
Hana's breathing had already evened into sleep. Yumi and Sakura followed soon after, and I lay there listening to rain and breathing and feeling more content than I had in longer than I could remember.
This weekend in the mountains with three Japanese women who'd somehow become central to my life in just two weeks. No hockey yet to complicate things. No outside world intruding. Just us and time and the simple perfection of finally getting what we'd wanted without interruption.
I closed my eyes and let sleep take me, already dreading Sunday afternoon when we'd have to leave this cocoon and return to reality.




Chapter 15

I woke to Sakura shaking my shoulder, her face close to mine in the pre-dawn darkness. Her expression was tense, worried in a way I hadn't seen before.
She pressed a finger to my lips before I could speak, then pointed toward the main room. I heard it then, voices outside, male, speaking Japanese in low tones. Footsteps on gravel. The crunch of boots moving around the perimeter of the building.
Yumi and Hana were already awake, sitting up in the futons with wide eyes. Yumi had her phone clutched in both hands, her knuckles white. She typed quickly and showed me: "Three men. Maybe four. Walking around building. Don't know who they are."
I listened more carefully. The voices sounded casual, conversational, but there was something about the way they were moving, methodical, systematic, checking windows and doors, that made my instincts flare.
One of them tried the front door. The handle rattled. He said something and another voice responded with what sounded like laughter.
Sakura had moved to press against my side, her body tense. Hana had crawled closer to Yumi, both of them watching me like I had answers I didn't have.
I gestured for them to stay quiet and still, then carefully stood and moved to where I could see through a gap in the shoji screen.
Four men, maybe mid-thirties to early forties, wearing casual outdoor clothes. One of them had a flashlight and was shining it through windows. Another was taking photos of the building with his phone. They didn't look like hikers who'd stumbled onto the property by accident. They moved with purpose, talking amongst themselves, occasionally pointing at different features of the ryokan.
The one with the flashlight moved to the side of the building where our bedroom was located. His light swept across the shoji screens and I pulled back, gesturing urgently for the girls to get down. We all flattened against the futons.
The man said something and I heard footsteps approaching our window. The flashlight beam penetrated the thin shoji screen, creating shadows that moved across the ceiling as he examined the exterior.
Sakura's hand found mine and gripped it tight. I squeezed back, trying to project calm I didn't feel.
The voices moved away from our window toward the back of the building. I heard more rattling, they were checking the back entrance now. One of them said something that generated laughter from the others.
Yumi had her phone out and was typing frantically, but her hands shook so badly she kept making mistakes and having to start over. Finally she showed me: "I tried to call Hana's aunt. No answer. I tried police but phone signal very bad here. Can't connect."
I checked my own phone. One bar of signal, flickering in and out. Not enough for a call.
The men had completed their circuit of the building and were back at the front entrance. I heard one of them try the door handle again, this time with more force. The deadbolt held but the door rattled in its frame.
Then one of them said something that made the others go quiet. A pause, then the sound of something heavy being set down. Metal scraping against metal.
They were trying to break in.
I moved quickly, pulling on my jeans and gesturing for the girls to get dressed. They scrambled for clothes, Sakura throwing on her shorts and tank top, Yumi pulling her dress over her head, Hana struggling with her leggings in the darkness.
The sound of prying continued at the front door. Wood creaked under pressure. These weren't casual trespassers, they were committed to getting inside.
I looked around the room for anything that could serve as a weapon. I found a baseball mitt, and that led to a bat.
Sakura grabbed a heavy ceramic vase from a shelf. Yumi had found what looked like a walking stick. Hana just stayed close to them, her phone still clutched in her hands.
The prying sound stopped. Footsteps retreated from the front door and voices conferred. Then I heard them moving around the building again, this time with clear intent, they were looking for another way in.
A window rattled on the far side of the building. Glass creaked. One of the men said something sharp and I heard impact like they were breaking a window.
The sound of shattering glass filled the quiet morning. Sakura made a small sound and I held up my hand for silence. We waited, frozen, as I heard someone climbing through the broken window into what sounded like the kitchen area.
There were footsteps inside the building now, cautious, and a flashlight beam swept through the hallway beyond our room.
I gripped the baseball bat and positioned myself directly in front of the bedroom door. If they were going to get to these three women, they'd have to go through me first.
The footsteps approached. The beam of light appeared under the door. The handle started to turn.
I tensed, ready to swing the stick at whoever came through. Behind me I felt Sakura move closer, the vase raised in both hands.
The door slid open.
A man stood in the doorway, flashlight in one hand, something metal, maybe a crowbar, in the other. He saw me first, then the baseball bat, then the three women behind me. His eyes widened and he said something sharp, calling to the others.
I didn't wait for them to come. I swung the baseball bat at his flashlight hand. The impact connected solidly and the flashlight went flying, clattering against the wall. The man shouted and stumbled back.
Two more men appeared in the hallway behind him. One of them yelled something and started forward. I swung again, catching him in the shoulder. He grunted and grabbed for the bat but I yanked it back and drove it forward into his stomach. He doubled over.
The first man had recovered and was reaching for me with the crowbar. Sakura stepped forward and swung the vase at his head. It shattered against his temple and he dropped like a stone.
The third man produced a knife and was advancing more carefully. I kept the bat between us, watching his eyes, reading his intention. He feinted left and I didn't fall for it, keeping my guard up.
Behind me I heard Hana's voice, sharp and clear in English: "Police coming! We called police! They are coming now!"
The man with the knife hesitated. I couldn't tell if he understood English but the word "police" was apparently close enough to Japanese that he got the meaning. He looked at his companions, one unconscious on the floor, one still bent over gasping, one trying to stand up from my earlier hit.
He said something to them and they started backing toward the hallway. The one who'd been gasping grabbed the unconscious one under the arms and dragged him. They moved quickly toward the kitchen, toward their exit.
I followed them to make sure they actually left, keeping the bat ready. They climbed back through the broken window, the knife-wielding one helping haul the unconscious one through. Within seconds I heard boots on gravel, running, voices calling to each other as they retreated into the forest.
I stood at the broken window watching until I couldn't hear them anymore, then I turned back to the girls. All three of them stood in the hallway, pressed together, Sakura still holding a shard of the broken vase, Yumi with the walking stick, Hana with her phone.
The adrenaline was still pumping through my system but seeing them standing there, scared but safe, made it start to fade. Sakura dropped the vase shard and it clattered on the floor. Yumi lowered the walking stick with shaking hands.
Then Hana started crying.
Not loud sobbing, just tears streaming down her face, her body beginning to shake. Yumi dropped the walking stick and wrapped her arms around Hana, and then Sakura joined them, and all three of them held each other.
I gave them a moment, then checked the front door, still locked and intact, though showing damage from their prying attempts. The kitchen window was the only entry point. I found some cardboard and tape in a storage closet and did a makeshift covering job to keep the cold out.
When I returned to the hallway, they'd moved back to the bedroom and were sitting together on the futons. Hana had stopped crying but her face was blotchy and her breathing still uneven. Sakura and Yumi sat on either side of her, holding her hands.
I sat down facing them and Yumi pulled out her phone: "Phone signal came back. We called police. They are coming but will take maybe fifteen minutes. Mountain roads are slow."
"Are you all okay?" I asked. "Anyone hurt?"
All three of them shook their heads. Sakura typed on her own phone: "You saved us. Those men were bad. Very bad. If you weren't here..."
She didn't finish the sentence.




Chapter 16

Hana looked up at me with red-rimmed eyes and said something in Japanese, her voice breaking. Yumi translated: "She says thank you. She says she was very scared. She says you were very brave."
"Anyone would have done the same," I said.
Sakura shook her head emphatically and typed: "No. Not anyone. You didn't run. You didn't hide. You protected us. You..." She paused, searching for words, then typed: "You made us feel safe."
Yumi added: "We are always told we must take care of ourselves. Be strong. Be independent. But tonight you took care of us. Made us feel..."
"Protected," Sakura finished in English.
Hana had started crying again, quieter this time, and she reached out her hand toward me. I moved closer and she grabbed my hand and pulled it to her chest, holding it there over her heart. She said something in Japanese that I didn't understand but the emotion was crystal clear.
Yumi typed: "She says she never felt this before. Someone protecting her like this. She says it makes her feel..." She paused, consulting with Hana, then typed: "It makes her feel precious. Like she matters."
"You do matter," I said. "All three of you matter very much."
Sakura moved closer and wrapped her arms around me from the side, pressing her face against my shoulder. Yumi did the same from the other side. Hana kept holding my hand against her chest, her tears still falling but her breathing beginning to settle.
We sat like that until we heard vehicles approaching, two police cars navigating the mountain roads. I went out to meet them while the girls stayed inside, and spent twenty minutes trying to explain what had happened through a combination of broken English, translation apps, and gestures.
The police searched the perimeter and found evidence of the break-in, took photos, asked questions. One officer spoke decent English and explained that there had been reports of groups targeting empty vacation properties in the area, breaking in, stealing valuables.
"You were very lucky," he said. "And very brave. Your..." he paused, looking for the right word..."your friends are safe because of you."
After the police left with promises to patrol the area, I went back inside and found the girls had cleaned up the broken vase and were making tea in the kitchen. They'd all changed into comfortable clothes, sweats and hoodies, and had settled into the main room with blankets.
Sakura gestured for me to sit between them on the floor and I did. They immediately arranged themselves around me, Sakura leaning against my shoulder, Yumi with her head on my other shoulder, Hana curled up with her head on my lap.
No one spoke for a long time. We just sat there in the growing dawn light, drinking tea, listening to birds begin their morning songs, processing what had happened.
Finally Yumi typed: "We should go back to Osaka. This place doesn't feel safe anymore."
Sakura nodded. Hana didn't respond, just stayed curled against me.
We packed slowly, methodically, cleaning the ryokan and securing the broken window as best we could. Hana called her aunt and explained what happened, lots of apologizing even though none of it was their fault.
The drive back was quiet. I drove this time while Yumi sat in the passenger seat and Sakura and Hana dozed in the back, exhausted from adrenaline crash and lack of sleep.
Halfway back, Yumi reached over and took my hand off the steering wheel briefly, holding it in both of hers. She didn't type anything, didn't try to communicate with words. Just held my hand and squeezed it, her way of saying what she couldn't express.
We arrived back at the apartment building in early afternoon. I helped carry their bags upstairs and they invited me in, but the energy was completely different from when we'd left. The apartment felt small and ordinary after the ryokan, and the near-miss with danger had changed something fundamental.
Sakura made tea and we sat at their low table, not talking much. Finally Hana pulled out her phone and typed: "Thank you for protecting us. We will never forget what you did."
Yumi added: "You could have been hurt. Those men had weapons. But you didn't think about that. You just protected us."
Sakura leaned against me and said in halting English: "You... special man. Very special."
They walked me to the door when I said I should go to my own apartment and let them rest. At the threshold, Sakura grabbed my face and kissed me, not with the usual heat and urgency, but with something deeper, more tender. Yumi did the same, and Hana, her eyes still puffy from crying, kissed me and then hugged me tight, her face buried against my chest.
"Stay close," Yumi said in English. "We want you close now."
I went downstairs and lay on my bed staring at the ceiling, the adrenaline finally fully wearing off and leaving me exhausted. My phone buzzed with messages.
Sakura: A photo of all three of them on their bed, making heart shapes with their hands.
Yumi: "Thank you for being our hero today."
Hana: "You make us feel safe. Please don't go far away."
I fell asleep with my phone still in my hand, and when I woke a few hours later it was dark outside and someone was knocking on my door.
All three of them stood there in pajamas, looking uncertain.
Yumi held up her phone: "Can we sleep here tonight? We don't want to be alone."
I stepped aside and they came in, bringing blankets and pillows, and we made a nest on my floor since my bed was only designed for one person. They arranged themselves around me the way they had at the ryokan, and we lay there in the darkness of my small apartment.
“Tuesday we have hockey practice," Sakura said quietly in English. "You will be there?"
"I'll be there," I said.
"Good," she said. "We feel safe when you are there."
Hana's hand found mine in the darkness and held it. Yumi's breathing gradually evened into sleep. Sakura's head grew heavy on my shoulder.
The weekend hadn't ended the way we'd planned, but something had changed between us that felt more significant than sex. They'd seen me protect them, and I'd seen them vulnerable and scared and needing protection.
Whatever this relationship was becoming, it had deepened in ways that transcended the physical.
And lying there with those three Japanese women trusting me enough to sleep in my apartment, to seek safety in my presence, I realized I was in much deeper than I'd ever intended to be.
Tuesday evening I showed up at the rink forty-five minutes before practice to run through drills in my head and set up the cones and equipment. The ice was smooth and empty, the familiar cold smell bringing back memories of my playing days.
The team started arriving in groups of two and three, their voices echoing in the mostly-empty arena. I noticed several of them glancing my way and whispering to each other, and when Sakura, Yumi, and Hana arrived together, the whispers increased.
Practice started normally enough, warm-up skate, basic passing drills, shooting practice. But I caught tension in the team dynamics that hadn't been there the previous Thursday. Several players were watching me more than they should be during drills. Two women who'd been chatting with each other before practice were now giving each other cold shoulders.
About halfway through practice, during a water break, one of the players, a tall woman with her hair in a tight braid, number nineteen, skated over to where I stood at the boards.
"Ethan-sensei," she said, her English accented but clear. "Can you help me with my wrist shot? I think my positioning is wrong."
"Sure, after the break we'll..."
"No, now please. I need individual help." She smiled and touched my arm.
From across the ice, I saw Sakura notice. Her expression darkened.
Before I could respond to number nineteen, another player skated up, number eight, shorter with a pixie cut. "Ethan-sensei, I also need help. My skating technique, you said Thursday it needs work."
Number nineteen shot her a look. "I asked first."
"So? Coach can help both of us."
I glanced at Nakamura-san, but she was on her phone dealing with something and not paying attention to the developing situation. On the ice, more players had stopped drinking water and were watching the exchange with interest.
Sakura had started skating toward us, her stride aggressive. Yumi noticed and grabbed her arm, saying something in Japanese, but Sakura shook her off and continued.




Chapter 17

"Practice is for team drills," Sakura said in English when she reached us, her eyes on number nineteen. "Individual help is after practice."
Number nineteen raised an eyebrow. "I wasn't talking to you, Sakura."
"I'm talking to you though." Sakura crossed her arms. "Coach has job to do. Stop distracting him."
"I'm asking for help with hockey. That is his job."
The temperature between them had dropped below the ice level. Number eight had backed away slightly, sensing this was no longer about hockey instruction. Other players had started gravitating toward us, forming a loose circle.
I needed to shut this down before it escalated. "Everyone back on the ice. Water break is over. Let's run the powerplay formation drill."
No one moved. They were all watching Sakura and number nineteen face off.
Number nineteen said something in rapid Japanese. Sakura responded, her tone sharp. Number nineteen said something else and several players gasped.
Yumi had skated over and was pulling on Sakura's arm, saying something urgent. Hana had joined them and looked mortified, her face bright red even in the cold.
"Enough," I said, louder this time. "Everyone line up for drills. Now."
The authority in my voice surprised even me. The players started moving back onto the ice, but slowly, reluctantly, still watching to see what would happen.
Sakura and number nineteen hadn't moved, still locked in their staring contest.
I skated between them.” Sakura, go run suicide sprints. Ten of them. Number nineteen, you're with her. Both of you, now."
"But..." number nineteen started.
"Now."
They skated to the end boards and started the punishment drill, skating from goal line to blue line and back, blue line to red line and back, red line to far blue line and back, full ice and back. By the third repetition they were both breathing hard and the anger had been replaced by focus on not collapsing.
I ran the rest of practice with strict discipline, no chatting, no breaks beyond the scheduled ones, drills that required concentration and teamwork. By the end everyone was exhausted and whatever drama had been brewing had been temporarily buried under physical exertion.
In the locker room after practice I heard raised voices, female, arguing in Japanese. I knocked on the door and the voices stopped.
Nakamura-san emerged a moment later, her expression frustrated. "Ethan-san, we have a problem."
"I noticed."
"The girls... several of them are..." she searched for the word..."competing. For your attention. It's causing division in the team."
"I didn't encourage..."
"I know. But you are young, handsome, foreign. Very exotic to them. And some have noticed you are... close... with Sakura and her friends." She gave me a knowing look. "Very close."
I didn't confirm or deny. "What do you suggest?"
"Talk to them. Not individually, that will make it worse. Talk to the whole team. Make rules clear. Coach and player relationship must be professional only." She paused. "Even if some relationships are already not professional."
The team was still in the locker room when I walked in, fully dressed but moving slowly, clearly having been in the middle of a heated discussion. They all went silent when they saw me.
I looked around at twenty faces, some defiant, some embarrassed, some carefully neutral. Sakura, Yumi, and Hana sat together on a bench in the back, all three looking at the floor.
"I'm going to say this once," I started, my voice firm. "I'm here to coach hockey. That's the only reason I'm here. What happens off the ice is my private life, and it's none of your business. What happens on the ice is team business, and I will not tolerate drama that affects team cohesion."
Number nineteen started to say something but I cut her off with a look.
"I don't care who likes who. I don't care about jealousy or competition for attention. When you're on this ice, you're a team. You support each other. You work together. If you can't do that, you don't belong here."
Several heads nodded. A few looked chastened. Sakura was watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read.
"If anyone has a problem with me, or with another player, you talk to Nakamura-san. You don't create drama during practice. You don't use practice time to compete for attention. You come here to get better at hockey. That's it."
I let that sink in for a moment.
"Now, that said, if anyone genuinely needs individual instruction on technique, come see me after practice. I'll stay late and work with whoever wants help. But it needs to be about hockey. Actually about hockey. Is that clear?"
Murmured agreement around the room.
"Good. Practice Thursday at seven. Don't be late."
I left before anyone could respond and headed to the parking lot. I was loading my gear into my car when I heard footsteps behind me.
Sakura, Yumi, and Hana stood there still in their practice clothes with their bags over their shoulders.
"Can we talk?" Yumi asked in English.
"At the apartment. Not here."
They nodded and headed to their own car. I drove back separately, giving myself time to think about what I was going to say.
They were waiting outside my apartment when I arrived. We went upstairs to their place without discussion, more space, more privacy.
Once inside, they all started talking at once in Japanese, their voices overlapping, gestures animated. Finally I held up my hand.
"One at a time. In English if possible, or use the phone."
Sakura went first, pulling out her phone: "I'm sorry for causing problem at practice. I saw Ayana touching you and I got angry. I know I shouldn't but I couldn't help it."
"Ayana is number nineteen?"
She nodded. "She has liked you since first practice. Everyone knows. She talks about you all the time."
Yumi typed: "Several girls on team like you. They talk about you in locker room. About how you look, how strong you are, how you are foreign and interesting. Before, it was just talk. But then they saw that we are... close with you. Now they are jealous."
"And competing," Hana added via her phone. "Trying to get your attention. Trying to make us jealous back."
I sat down on their couch and they arranged themselves around me, familiar positions now, comfortable. "You can't let that affect the team. Hockey has to come first when you're on the ice."
"I know," Sakura typed. "But is hard when I see other girls touching you, talking to you, wanting you. Makes me feel..." she paused, searching for words..."makes me feel like I might lose you."
"You're not going to lose me."
"But we are not official," Yumi typed. "We have no... what is word... claim on you. You are not our boyfriend. We don't know what we are to you."
That was the question, wasn't it? What were we to each other? We'd had sex, clearly. We'd spent a weekend together. I'd protected them from danger. But we'd never actually defined the relationship.
"What do you want to be?" I asked.
All three of them looked at each other, having a rapid conversation in Japanese with lots of gestures and what looked like negotiation. Finally Sakura typed: "We talked about this after the ryokan. After you protected us. We decided we want to be with you. All three of us together. We know is unusual. We know in Canada this might not be okay. But we all feel same way about you and we don't want to fight each other for you."
Yumi added: "In Japan, this is very not normal in these days. But it’s like Ōoku, in olden times. Or haremu. People would judge us now. But we don't care about normal anymore. We care about what makes us happy. You make us happy."
Hana, always the quietest, typed: "We want to be yours. If you want us. All of us. Together."
I looked at all three of them, Sakura bold and direct, Yumi sweet and earnest, Hana shy but determined. Three beautiful, intelligent women who were offering themselves to me not despite being together but because of it.
"I want that too," I said. "But it has to work. We need rules. Boundaries. Ways to handle the jealousy and the complications."
"What kind of rules?" Sakura asked.
I thought about it, drawing on instincts I didn't know I had. "First rule: what happens between us stays private. No one else needs to know the details. That includes your teammates."
They all nodded.
"Second: on the ice, I'm your coach. Nothing else. No special treatment. No jealousy if I help other players. Hockey stays professional."
More nodding.
"Third: you communicate with each other. If one of you is feeling jealous or left out or unhappy, you talk about it. Don't let it build up. Don't let it affect how you treat each other."
"What about you?" Yumi typed. "What if you are feeling something? How do we know?"
"I'll tell you. That's the fourth rule, I communicate too. If something isn't working, if I need space, if there's a problem, I say it directly instead of letting you guess."
Sakura typed: "What about other girls? Like Ayana. What if they try to... pursue you?"
"I make it clear I'm not available."
"And if they don't stop?"
"Then you trust me to handle it. You don't cause drama at practice. You don't fight with them. You trust that I've made my choice and I'm not going to change it because someone flirts with me."
The three of them had another rapid discussion in Japanese. Finally Yumi typed: "Okay. We agree to rules. But we have one more question."
"Go ahead."
Sakura took the phone: "How do we handle time with you? Do we share equally? Do we take turns? Do we all do everything together always?"
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It was a fair question and one I didn't have an answer to. "What feels right to you?"
They discussed again, this time longer. Hana seemed to be making a point that the others were considering. Finally Yumi typed: "We think we should be flexible. Sometimes all together, sometimes one-to-one, sometimes two of us. Whatever feels okay. But we promise to not get jealous when is not our turn. We trust you to be fair."
"And we trust each other," Sakura added. "We are friends first. We don't let man come between us, even man we all want."
"Even if that man is me?"
She smiled. "Especially if that man is you." She pushed my shoulder.
I pulled all three of them closer, arms around Sakura and Yumi while Hana curled against my side. "This is going to be complicated."
"We know," Yumi said.
"People will judge if they find out."
"We know," Sakura said.
"It might not work long-term."
"We know," Hana said quietly. "But we want to."
I kissed each of them in turn, Sakura first, then Yumi, then Hana.
"Okay," I said. "We try."
Sakura grinned and said something in Japanese that made the others laugh. Yumi translated: "She says you are very good at being boss of us. Very natural Ōoku master.”
"Someone has to be," I said. "You three are chaos."
"Good chaos," Sakura said in English.
"The best chaos," Yumi agreed.
Hana just smiled and burrowed closer.
My phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number in Japanese. Yumi took my phone and read it, her expression darkening. She showed it to the others and they all made sounds of disgust.
"What is it?" I asked.
Yumi typed: "It's from Ayana. She got your number from team contact list. She says she wants to meet you for coffee to discuss her technique."
"I'll tell her no."
"She also says..." Yumi hesitated, then typed the rest..."she says she knows you are sleeping with Sakura and her friends but she can offer you something they can't."
All three of them had gone tense, waiting to see how I'd respond.
I took my phone back and typed a response using the translation app: "I appreciate your interest in improving your hockey, but I don't meet players outside of practice except for team events. Any technical questions can be addressed during practice time. Please don't contact me privately again."
I showed them the message before sending it. Sakura nodded approval. Yumi smiled. Hana looked relieved.
I sent it and then blocked the number.
"That's how you handle it," I said. "Direct. Clear. No room for misinterpretation."
Sakura pulled out her phone and typed: "Very sexy when you are decisive like that."
"Everything is sexy to you," I said.
She laughed. “Not everything. Just you." She grinned and moved to straddle my lap. "Especially when you are being strong and in control. Master.”
Yumi had moved closer on one side, her hand sliding up my chest. Hana on the other side, less bold but her fingers tracing patterns on my arm.
"We should celebrate our new arrangement," Sakura typed without moving from my lap. "Show you how much we appreciate you taking care of us."
"Is that what we're calling this?" I asked. "Taking care of you?"
"Yes," Yumi typed. "You take care of us. Protect us. Make decisions when we can't decide. Keep us from fighting. Make your Ōoku feel safe and wanted. Is that not what you do?"
When she put it that way, I supposed it was exactly what I'd been doing.
"And we take care of you," Hana added via her phone. "Make our master happy. Give you what you need. Support you."
Sakura had started moving her hips slowly, grinding against me in a way that made thinking difficult. "So we celebrate," she said in English. "All of us together. Showing you that you made good choice choosing all three."
She was already working on my belt, and Yumi and Hana were helping, and I realized that this, managing three strong-willed women, setting boundaries, handling jealousy, making decisions when needed, this was what they wanted from me.
Not just sex. Not just protection. But leadership. Direction. Someone to take control when the chaos threatened to overwhelm them.
I could do that.
As Sakura finally freed me from my jeans and all three of them focused their attention on showing their appreciation, I accepted that this was my life now, coach, protector, and apparently the center of a very unconventional relationship.
Thursday practice went smoothly, no drama, no jealousy, just solid hockey. Ayana had apparently gotten the message and kept her distance. The team worked well together and Nakamura-san even complimented me afterward on how I'd handled the situation.
Sakura, Yumi, and Hana waited for me by my car after everyone else had left. Sakura was bouncing on her toes with barely contained excitement, and Yumi and Hana kept exchanging glances and giggling.
"What's going on?" I asked.
Sakura pulled out her phone: "We have surprise for you. Get in car and drive. We give you directions."
"Where are we going?"
"Surprise means you don't know!" She climbed into the passenger seat while Yumi and Hana piled into the back.
They navigated me through Osaka's streets, taking turns calling out directions in a mixture of English and Japanese. We ended up in Shinsekai, the old entertainment district, pulling into a parking garage beneath a building with bright neon signs.
"Karaoke!" Sakura announced in English, pointing at the building. "Private room. We rent for three hours."
"I don't sing," I said.
"You will tonight," Yumi typed with a grin. "We all sing. Very fun. You see."
They pulled me into the building and up to the third floor where a hostess showed us to a private room, decent sized with a large screen, two microphones, a table with snacks and drinks already set up, and a long curved couch.
The moment the door closed, Sakura grabbed a microphone and started scrolling through the song menu. "First song is warm up. All of us together. Easy song everyone knows."
She selected something and the opening notes of a J-pop song I vaguely recognized filled the room. All three of them started singing, gesturing for me to join in. I mumbled through the parts I didn't know, which was most of it, while they sang with full commitment, dancing and laughing.
By the second song they'd loosened up completely. Yumi selected an English pop song and dedicated it to me with exaggerated ceremony, singing directly at me while Sakura and Hana provided backup vocals and dance moves that were more enthusiastic than skilled.
The alcohol helped, they'd ordered sake and beer, and we worked through both while rotating through songs. Hana surprised me by selecting a rock ballad and absolutely nailing it, her shy demeanor disappearing when she sang. Sakura did a high-energy dance number that involved a lot of hip movements clearly designed to get my attention. Yumi picked a love song and sang it while sitting in my lap, her face close to mine.
"Your turn," Sakura announced, thrusting the microphone at me. "You pick song. We help you."
I scrolled through the English section and found a classic rock song I actually knew. They cheered when I started singing, and even though I was objectively terrible, they acted like I was performing at a stadium.
Halfway through my song, Sakura climbed onto the small table and started dancing, her movements getting more provocative. Yumi joined her and they danced together, hands on each other, clearly performing for me.
Hana had moved to sit beside me, and her hand had found my thigh under the table, squeezing in time with the music.
The song ended and Sakura jumped off the table directly into my lap, straddling me while breathing hard from the dancing. "You sing good," she lied, kissing me while Yumi and Hana laughed.
"I sing terribly," I said.
"Yes, but we don't care." She kissed me again, deeper this time, her hands in my hair.
Yumi moved behind the couch and was kissing my neck. Hana had grown bold enough to slide her hand higher on my thigh, her fingers brushing against me through my jeans.
"We should sing more," I said, though my conviction was fading fast.
"Or," Sakura said, grinding against me, “we could do something more fun than singing."
"The room is rented for three hours," Yumi typed quickly. "Door is locked. No one will interrupt. Very private."
Hana had worked my belt open and was unbuttoning my jeans, her movements quick and determined.
"Here?" I asked. "In a karaoke room?"
"Why not here?" Sakura had already pulled her shirt over her head, revealing a lacy black bra. "Is private. Is fun. Is exciting. Yes?”
Yumi had stripped off her top as well and was reaching for the clasp of her bra. Hana had managed to get my jeans open and was pulling them down my hips.
The next song on the queue started playing, something upbeat and bouncy that provided a surreal soundtrack to Sakura grinding on my lap while the other two worked to undress both me and themselves.
Within minutes we were all in various states of undress on the couch, the karaoke screen still displaying lyrics to a song none of us were paying attention to. Sakura had positioned herself on the floor between my legs, Yumi was pushing me back to straddle my face, and Hana had somehow ended up with her head on my chest while her hand worked between her own legs.
The bass from the speakers vibrated through the room and we all moved together to the rhythm, a tangle of limbs and sensations. At one point someone's elbow hit the microphone and it screeched feedback, making us all jump and then dissolve into laughter.
Sakura pulled off me long enough to grab the remote and lower the volume, then returned to what she'd been doing with renewed focus. Yumi climbed off my face and switched positions with Sakura, and Hana had grown confident enough to take her turn.
We rotated through different configurations, trying to stay quiet enough not to alert the staff, which proved difficult when Yumi came and had to press her face into a couch cushion to muffle her sounds.
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At some point we ended up on the floor, the couch too small for all of us, and I found myself with Sakura underneath me while Yumi and Hana kissed each other beside us, their hands roaming each other's bodies.
The karaoke screen had gone to screensaver mode, random images of cherry blossoms and Mount Fuji floating across the display while we moved together on the carpet.
Afterward we lay in a heap on the floor, sweaty and satisfied and still mostly naked, when someone knocked on the door.
We all froze. The knock came again, followed by a voice in Japanese.
Yumi scrambled for her clothes and called out something. The voice responded. She typed quickly: "Staff asking if we want to extend our time. Room is booked for someone else after us. We have twenty minutes left."
We got dressed in a rush, giggling at how disheveled we all looked. Sakura's hair was completely wild, Yumi's lipstick was smeared across her face, Hana's shirt was inside out.
I tried to straighten my own clothes and gave up, there was no hiding what we'd been doing.
We stumbled out of the karaoke place into the cool night air, all of us still buzzed from endorphins. Sakura grabbed my hand and pulled me toward a convenience store across the street.
"Snacks," she announced. "We need snacks."
Inside the bright fluorescent-lit store, they ran around grabbing random items, chips, candy, instant ramen, ice cream. We must have looked like a mess but the clerk barely glanced at us, just rang up our items.
Back at the car, Yumi pulled out her phone: "We should not go home yet. Night is still young. Where should we go?"
"Osaka Castle?" Hana suggested via her phone. "Park is open late. Very pretty at night."
We drove to the castle grounds and parked, then walked through the park eating our convenience store snacks. The castle was lit up against the night sky, and even though we'd all lived in Osaka for months or years, we took photos like tourists.
Sakura climbed onto a low wall and walked along it with her arms out for balance, occasionally wobbling enough that I had to catch her. Yumi and Hana found a vending machine with hot drinks and were trying every variety, making faces at the ones they didn't like.
We found a quiet spot away from the few other people in the park and sat on the grass. Hana leaned against me on one side, Yumi on the other, and Sakura lay across all our laps, looking up at the stars.
"This is good night," she said in English. "Very good night."
"Very good," Yumi agreed.
Hana just squeezed my hand and smiled.
My phone buzzed with a text from Tanaka-san from work. I read it and groaned.
"What is wrong?" Sakura asked, sitting up.
"Work wants me to go to Tokyo next weekend. Three days for some training module I need to complete."
All three of them immediately looked disappointed. Yumi typed: "Can you say no?"
"Not really. It's mandatory for the certification they want me to get."
They had a rapid conversation in Japanese, lots of gesturing and what looked like negotiation. Finally Sakura turned to me with a grin.
"We come with you," she announced. "To Tokyo. We take train, stay in hotel, explore city while you do work training. At night we are together."
"You have classes..."
"Is reading week," Yumi typed. "No classes. We were planning to stay in Osaka and study but Tokyo is better. Much better."
"We never get to travel together," Hana added. "Always so busy with school and hockey and research. This is good excuse."
I thought about it, three days in Tokyo with them. I'd be in training most of the day, but nights and evenings would be free. And they were right that it would be good to get away from Osaka for a bit.
"Okay," I said. "Let's do it."
Sakura actually squealed and threw her arms around me, knocking me backward onto the grass. Yumi and Hana piled on top, and we lay there in a heap under the stars, laughing and planning our trip while Osaka Castle glowed in the background.
The next week passed in a blur of work and hockey practice and moments in various locations, my apartment, their apartment, the equipment shed at the rink after a late practice when everyone else had left. We were getting bolder, more comfortable with each other, the initial desperate urgency evolving into playful exploration.
Friday evening we met at Shin-Osaka station, all of us with small bags for the weekend. The shinkansen platform was crowded with commuters and tourists, and we boarded the bullet train heading north.
We'd splurged on reserved seats in a quieter car. I took the window seat and they arranged themselves in the other three seats at our table, immediately pulling out snacks and drinks they'd brought for the journey.
The train pulled out of the station and Osaka fell away behind us, replaced by the countryside and smaller cities flashing past at incredible speed. Sakura had pulled out a guidebook and was pointing at different attractions in Tokyo, asking which ones I wanted to see.
Under the table, Hana's foot had found my leg and was tracing patterns on my calf. Yumi was playing footsie with me from her seat across the table. Sakura kept "accidentally" brushing her hand against mine when reaching for snacks.
An hour into the journey, Sakura stood up and stretched, then announced she needed to use the bathroom. She gave me a meaningful look before heading toward the back of the car.
Thirty seconds later my phone buzzed with a text from her: "Come to bathroom. End of car. Now."
I looked at Yumi and Hana, who were both grinning and pretending to be very interested in their phones.
"You all planned this," I said.
"We don't know what you're talking about," Yumi typed innocently.
I got up and headed toward the bathroom, feeling like I was doing something incredibly obvious despite the car being fairly empty. The bathroom door was unlocked and I slipped inside to find Sakura already waiting, her eyes bright with mischief.
The bathroom was tiny, barely enough room for one person, let alone two. She immediately locked the door behind me and pressed herself against me.
"We join mile high club," she whispered..."but for train. Mile... fast... club?"
"I don't think that's a thing."
"Is thing now." She was already working on my belt, and the train swayed slightly as we rounded a curve, making us both stumble and laugh.
The logistics were challenging in the cramped space, but Sakura was determined and creative. We managed, mostly standing, her leg hooked around my hip, both of us trying to stay quiet and keep our balance as the train rocketed through the countryside at 200 kilometers per hour.
We finished quickly, the risk of getting caught adding urgency, and tried to make ourselves presentable before sneaking back to our seats separately.
When I returned, Yumi and Hana were still grinning. An elderly Japanese couple across the aisle was giving me a look that suggested they knew exactly what had just happened, but they said nothing, just returned to their newspapers.
Tokyo appeared on the horizon as the sun set, the sprawling metropolis lit up against the darkening sky. We'd booked a hotel in Shibuya, and after checking in we dropped our bags and headed out to explore the neighborhood.
The streets were packed with people, Friday night energy filling every corner. We got swept up in the crowds, Sakura holding my hand tightly so we wouldn't get separated, Yumi and Hana following close behind.
We found a tiny yakitori place down an alley, barely six seats at the counter, and somehow squeezed in. The chef spoke no English but figured out what I wanted through pointing and gesturing, and we ate skewered meat and drank beer while watching him work his grill.
After dinner we wandered into Shibuya crossing and watched the famous scramble, hundreds of people crossing from all directions when the light changed. Sakura insisted we do it too, and we got caught up in the flow of humanity, pushed and jostled but laughing the whole time.
Back at the hotel, we discovered the room had one double bed and a small sitting area. All three of them looked at the bed, then at me, then at each other.
"We make it work," Sakura said, and proceeded to demonstrate exactly how four people could share a double bed through creative positioning and a complete lack of personal space.
Saturday I had training from nine to five, leaving them to explore Tokyo on their own. They sent me photos throughout the day, at Senso-ji temple, in Harajuku looking at street fashion, eating ridiculous parfaits in a themed cafe, posing with the Hachiko statue.
When I finally got back to the hotel that evening, exhausted from technical presentations, they were all dressed up, heels, dresses, makeup, and announced we were going out.
"Where?" I asked.
"Dancing," Sakura said. "Real club. Real music. Not karaoke room."
They pulled me to a club in Roppongi, the bass audible from outside, the line stretching around the block. But Sakura walked straight to the bouncer and said something in Japanese that made him smile and wave us through.
Inside was packed, strobing lights and crushing bass and bodies everywhere. We found a spot on the dance floor and they surrounded me, all three of them moving to the music, hands on me and each other, completely uninhibited.
The night dissolved into sensation all over again, the heat of bodies pressed close, Sakura grinding against me from the front while Yumi pressed against my back, Hana's hands sliding under my shirt. Other people danced around us but we existed in our own bubble, four people moving as one.
We stayed until the club closed at four AM, then stumbled back to the hotel in the early dawn, giddy and exhausted and alive with the energy of Tokyo nightlife.
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Sunday was my last day of training, and they slept in while I attended morning sessions. When I returned early afternoon, they were just waking up, the room service breakfast I'd ordered for them growing cold on the table.
We had a few hours before our train back to Osaka, so we walked through Yoyogi Park, found a quiet spot under the trees, and just rested together, no agenda, no pressure, just the simple pleasure of being together in a new place.
On the train ride home, we were all too tired for bathroom adventures. Instead we dozed against each other, the Tokyo skyline disappearing behind us as we headed south.
"This was good weekend," Sakura murmured, half-asleep against my shoulder.
"Very good," Yumi agreed from my other side.
Hana was already asleep, her head on the table, a small smile on her face.
I closed my eyes and listened to the rhythm of the train and their breathing, thinking about how much my life had changed in just three weeks. From isolated foreigner to coach to something I didn't have a name for but that felt increasingly right.
Three Japanese women who played hockey and sang karaoke and had sex in train bathrooms and made every day an adventure.
The Tokyo trip became a turning point. Something about those three days away from Osaka, the freedom of anonymity in a city where no one knew us, the adventures in karaoke rooms and train bathrooms and dance clubs, had shifted our dynamic from exciting secret to comfortable reality.
Back in Osaka, we fell into a rhythm that felt sustainable. Weeknights I usually stayed in my apartment, giving them space for schoolwork and giving myself time to decompress from work and hockey. But most nights around ten or eleven PM, I'd hear a soft knock on my door and find one or all of them standing there with pillows and blankets.
"Can't sleep," became Sakura's standard excuse, though we all knew it wasn't about sleep.
Hockey practice became the highlight of my week. The team had gelled after I'd handled the Ayana situation, and we were running actual plays now instead of just basic drills. Nakamura-san had started talking about entering a regional tournament in December.
Three weeks after Tokyo, on a Wednesday evening, I was reviewing game footage in my apartment when my phone rang. Unknown number, Japanese area code.
"Ethan-san?" A male voice, speaking careful English. "This is Yamamoto Ken. I am director of Japan Ice Hockey Federation development program."
"Hello," I said cautiously.
"I hear about you from Nakamura-san. She says you are coaching women's team in Osaka. She says you played in NHL."
"Just five games. And that was years ago."
"Still very impressive. We have program for elite women's hockey development. National team training program. We are looking for foreign coach with high-level experience to help train our top players. Would you be interested in meeting to discuss?"
I sat down. "The national team?"
"Development program for national team. Best young players in Japan. Training facility in Nagano. Position would be two weekends per month, Friday through Sunday. We pay travel, accommodation, plus salary. You would work with head coach, focus on North American playing style and techniques."
"I already coach the Osaka team."
"We know. This would be in addition, not instead of. We think your Osaka team could benefit from you learning from national program. And national program benefits from your NHL experience."
He explained the details, the training facility in Nagano, the caliber of players, the schedule, the compensation which was significantly more than I made at my actual job. They wanted me to come to Nagano next weekend for a trial session, see if it was a good fit.
After hanging up, I sat there processing. National team development program. This was a significant opportunity, the kind of thing that could actually become a career instead of just a side gig.
But it also meant being gone two weekends per month. Away from Sakura, Yumi, and Hana.
I headed upstairs to tell them. They were sprawled around their apartment doing homework, Sakura at the low table with textbooks spread everywhere, Yumi on the couch with her laptop, Hana cross-legged on the floor with papers in neat stacks around her.
They all looked up when I entered, and Sakura immediately smiled. "You have news. I can see it on your face."
I explained the phone call, the opportunity, the schedule. They listened without interrupting, and when I finished, silence filled the apartment.
Finally Yumi typed: "This is very good opportunity. Very prestigious. You should do it."
"But it means being gone every other weekend."
"We know," Sakura said. "Still you should do it. Is too good to say no because of us."
Hana nodded agreement and typed: "We will miss you on those weekends. But we are not children. We can manage two days without you."
"Plus," Yumi added..."Nagano is only three hours by train. We could visit sometimes. See where you coach. Watch you work."
Sakura grinned. "And the weekends you are here, we make them count double."
I looked at all three of them, at their supportive expressions despite knowing this would mean less time together. "You're sure?"
"Very sure," Sakura said. "We are proud of you. You should be proud too. National team program is big deal."
The following weekend I took the train to Nagano. The facility was impressive, Olympic-sized rink, professional-grade equipment, training rooms and video analysis stations. The players were younger than my Osaka team, mostly sixteen to twenty, but their skill level was noticeably higher.
Yamamoto-san introduced me to the head coach, Tanaka-san (different from my work contact, confusingly), who spoke almost no English but communicated effectively through demonstration and the universal language of hockey.
They had me run a two-hour session on offensive zone play, North American style. The players were respectful, focused, and skilled enough to pick up concepts quickly. By the end of the session, Yamamoto-san was smiling.
"Very good," he said. "Players respond well to you. We would like to offer you position. Start next month, two weekends. Can you commit?"
I said yes.
Back in Osaka, the girls threw an impromptu celebration dinner that turned into something else entirely when Sakura announced she had a fantasy she wanted to try.
"What kind of fantasy?" I asked warily.
She pulled out her phone and showed me a translated passage from what looked like a romance novel. My eyes widened as I read it.
"Absolutely not," I said.
"Why not?" She pouted. "Is just fantasy. Is fun. Very exciting."
"Because that involves..." I glanced at Yumi and Hana, who were both watching with interest..."...several things I'm not sure are physically possible."
"Only one way to find out," Sakura said with a wicked grin.
Turned out three of the things were possible, two were hilarious failures that left us all laughing and tangled in sheets, and one actually worked better than I'd expected.
"See?" Sakura said afterward, looking very pleased with herself. "Was good idea."
"That was insane," I said.
"Best kind of insane." She kissed me and then turned to the others. "Who has next fantasy? Yumi? Hana?"
Yumi blushed and shook her head. Hana looked like she was considering it, then pulled out her phone and typed something before chickening out and deleting it.
"You have to share now," Sakura said. "You can't delete after starting to type. That's the rule."
Hana's face turned bright red but she typed again and showed me her phone: "I want to try... with all of us... in public place. Where we might get caught. Like you and Sakura on train but all four of us."
"Where exactly?" I asked.
She typed: "Osaka Castle park. At night. In the gardens. Behind the trees but where people walk by."
Sakura's eyes lit up. "Yes! Very exciting! When do we do this?"
"We don't," I said. "That's actually illegal. Public indecency laws."
"But at night, very dark, no one will see..."
"No."
Sakura pouted but Yumi sided with me: "He's right. Is too risky. What if we get arrested? What if we get caught? Would ruin everything."
Hana looked disappointed but nodded understanding.
"However," I said, and all three of them perked up..."the equipment shed at the rink after hours is technically semi-public but actually private."
Sakura grinned. "You are thinking about this already."
"I'm the coach. I have keys. I can get us in after the facility closes."
Two days later, after Thursday practice, I told Nakamura-san I needed to inventory equipment and would lock up late. She gave me a suspicious look but didn't ask questions.
The team left around 9:30 PM. I waited until the facility was completely empty, then texted them: "Coast is clear."
They appeared fifteen minutes later, wearing long coats despite the November chill. We slipped into the equipment shed and I locked the door behind us.
"This is very exciting," Sakura whispered, even though there was no one to hear us. "Feels dangerous."
"It's not dangerous," I said. "We're completely alone."
"But feels dangerous. That's what makes it exciting."
The shed smelled like hockey equipment and ice, familiar and sharp. There was barely enough room among the stacked gear and equipment racks, but they were creative about finding space.
Sakura pushed me down onto a stack of practice jerseys. Yumi and Hana positioned themselves on either side, and their coats fell open to reveal they weren't wearing much underneath.
"You planned this," I said.
"Obviously," Sakura said, straddling me. "We plan everything. You just don't notice because you are distracted by..."
I kissed her to shut her up, and she made a sound of satisfaction and kissed back while her hands worked on my belt.
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The shed was cold but our bodies generated heat quickly. We moved through positions, trying to stay quiet even though there was no one to hear us, the thrill of location adding urgency to every touch.
Halfway through, we heard a sound outside, footsteps, distant but approaching. We all froze, Sakura still in my lap, Yumi's hand still between her own legs, Hana's mouth still on my neck.
The footsteps passed by the shed, and continued on. It was just the security guard doing his rounds.
"See?" Sakura whispered. "Dangerous. Exciting."
"You're insane," I whispered back.
"You like insane." She started moving again.
She wasn't wrong.
Afterward we cleaned up quickly and made sure we didn’t left any evidence, and slipped out into the night separately, them first, me five minutes later after checking that everything was locked and secure.
My phone buzzed as I walked to my car.
Sakura: "That was best fantasy so far. Whose turn is next?"
Yumi: "I have idea but is maybe too much..."
Hana: "Nothing is too much anymore. We should make list. Try everything."
I drove home shaking my head but smiling. They were making lists now. Planning sexual adventures like they were planning study schedules.
The following week I started my position with the national development program. The first Nagano weekend, I took the train alone, missing them but focused on making a good impression.
The players were respectful but skeptical, I could see it in their eyes. I was a foreign coach with limited Japanese and unknown credentials beyond "played five NHL games four years ago." I had to prove myself.
I did it the only way I knew how, by being better prepared than everyone else. I studied video of their games, learned each player's strengths and weaknesses, designed drills that challenged them at exactly the right level.
By Sunday afternoon, the skepticism had turned to respect. Yamamoto-san pulled me aside and said the players were already asking when I'd be back.
I returned to Osaka Sunday night to find all three of them waiting outside my apartment door, having somehow known exactly when I'd arrive.
"How was it?" Sakura asked, pulling me inside my own apartment before I could even set down my bag.
"Good. Challenging. The players are really talented."
"We are more talented," she said, and kissed me before I could argue.
They'd brought food and made my apartment smell like home cooking, and we ate together while I told them about the weekend. They listened with genuine interest, asking questions about the players and the facility and what techniques I was teaching.
"You are good coach," Yumi said. "Very good. Players are lucky to have you."
"We are lucky to have you," Hana added.
Sakura just kissed me again, which was apparently her way of expressing agreement.
December arrived with colder weather and the regional tournament Nakamura-san had entered us in. We had two weeks to prepare, which meant extra practices and video sessions and strategy meetings.
The night before the tournament, the team had a dinner together at an izakaya. I sat with Nakamura-san at one end of the table while the players filled the rest of the space, loud and excited and nervous about competing.
Sakura caught my eye from down the table and smiled. Beside her, Yumi and Hana were talking with other teammates, all of them animated and laughing.
Watching them in this context, as players on a team, as young women with their whole lives ahead of them, as friends who supported each other, made me realize how much more complicated this was than just a sexual relationship.
I cared about them. Not just desired them, not just enjoyed their company, but actually cared about their wellbeing, their happiness, their futures.
This was getting serious.
It was more serious than I'd intended when I'd first knocked on their door about a water leak what felt like a lifetime ago.
My phone buzzed under the table.
Sakura: "Stop looking so serious. Tomorrow we win tournament. Tonight we celebrate. After dinner, your apartment. We have surprise."
I looked up to find all three of them watching me, conspiratorial grins on their faces.
The tournament was held at a rink in Kyoto, an hour by train from Osaka. We took a chartered bus, the entire team plus Nakamura-san and me, and the energy was electric, nervous chatter, last-minute strategy discussions, several players with headphones trying to get into their game mindset.
Sakura, Yumi, and Hana sat together near the middle of the bus. I'd taken a seat near the front to maintain the coach-player boundary in public, but I could feel Sakura's eyes on me, could hear her laugh carrying over the noise.
The rink was older but well-maintained, and we were scheduled for three games over two days, Friday evening, Saturday morning, and if we won both, the finals Sunday afternoon.
Our first opponent was a team from Kobe. They had a size advantage, several of their players were taller and heavier than ours, but we were faster and better conditioned.
I gave a pre-game talk in the locker room, keeping it simple since my Japanese was still limited and the translation apps created lag. "Play your game. Fast transitions. Support each other. Trust your training."
Nakamura-san added something in Japanese that made them all nod seriously, then they headed out for warm-ups.
The game started rough. Kobe scored first on a power play when Ayana took a penalty for tripping. They scored again five minutes later on a breakaway.
During the first intermission, I could see the team's confidence wavering. They sat in the locker room looking dejected, and Nakamura-san was about to speak when Sakura stood up.
She said something in rapid Japanese, her voice carrying authority. She gestured at different players, apparently calling out specific things they needed to do. Yumi added something and Hana nodded agreement.
Whatever they said worked. We came out for the second period with renewed energy. Sakura scored thirty seconds in on a beautiful wrist shot from the slot. Yumi set up another goal with a perfect cross-ice pass. By the end of the period we'd tied it 2-2.
The third period was back and forth, intense and physical. With two minutes left, Hana made a defensive play that saved a certain goal, then immediately transitioned to offense. She passed to Yumi, who found Sakura streaking down the wing, and Sakura buried it top shelf.
We won 3-2.
The team celebrated on the ice, piling on Sakura, and I watched from the bench feeling absurdly proud. These were my players. My team. And three of them were also...
I pushed that thought away. It was not the time or place.
After the game, the team wanted to go out and celebrate, but I shut it down. "We play again tomorrow morning. Nine AM start time. Everyone back to the hotel, get sleep."
Grumbling but compliant, they boarded the bus to the hotel Nakamura-san had arranged. We'd booked rooms in a business hotel near the rink and the team was paired up in doubles, while I had a single.
Once everyone was checked in and dispersed to their rooms, I collapsed on my bed fully clothed, exhausted from the adrenaline and stress of coaching a competitive game.
A soft knock on my door made me sit up. I checked the peephole and saw Sakura standing there alone, wearing sweatpants and a hoodie, her hair still damp from the shower.
I opened the door. "You should be sleeping."
"Can't sleep. Too excited from winning." She pushed past me into the room. "Also I wanted to see you."
"Sakura, if anyone sees..."
"Everyone is asleep or busy. Nakamura-san is in her room on different floor. Is fine." She sat on the edge of my bed. "You were very good coach today. Very... commanding. Telling everyone what to do. Very sexy."
"That's not why I'm here."
"I know. But is still sexy." She patted the bed beside her. "Sit. We just talk. I promise."
I sat, keeping distance between us. "You played really well. That goal in the third period was perfect."
"Yumi's pass was perfect. I just finished." She leaned against me. "We work good together. All of us. On ice and off ice."
"You should be with your teammates. Team bonding."
"They are watching movie in Ayana's room. I said I was tired. They don't suspect anything." Her hand found my thigh. "We have maybe thirty minutes before they notice I'm gone too long."
"Sakura..."
She kissed me, effectively ending my protest. Her hands slid up to my chest, pushing me backward on the bed, and she climbed on top of me.
"Just kissing," she said against my mouth. "Nothing more. Is that okay?"
It wasn't smart, but I nodded anyway. She kissed me thoroughly, taking her time, her body pressed against mine, and true to her word she didn't push for more. Just kissed me until we were both breathing hard, then pulled back with a satisfied smile.
"Thank you for good coaching today," she said. "Now I go back before anyone notices."
She slipped out as quietly as she'd arrived, and I lay there trying to calm down enough to sleep, knowing I had another game in less than twelve hours.
Saturday morning's game was against a Nagoya team that played aggressive, physical hockey. They were clearly trying to intimidate us, taking runs at our smaller players, throwing hits after the whistle.
I pulled the team together during a timeout. "They want you angry. They want you to retaliate and take penalties. Don't give them what they want. Play smart. Play clean. Beat them with skill."
We did exactly that. Yumi scored twice on the power play when Nagoya's physicality led to penalties. Hana's defensive positioning neutralized their best forward. Sakura set up three goals with beautiful passes, playing more distributor than scorer.
We won 5-2 and advanced to the finals.
The team was ecstatic in the locker room after the game, spraying water bottles and hugging and taking selfies. Nakamura-san let them celebrate for a few minutes before quieting them down.
"Finals tomorrow," she said in English for my benefit. "Against Tokyo team. Very good team. Best in region. We must be perfect."
The Tokyo team was the favorite, they'd won this tournament three years running and had several players who'd been called up to national team camps. On paper, we shouldn't have a chance.
But I'd watched video of their games, and I saw weaknesses. They were skilled but predictable. They relied on individual talent instead of team play. And they underestimated opponents, especially teams from smaller cities.
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That night I stayed up late preparing a game plan, studying their tendencies, designing plays to exploit their defensive gaps. Around midnight someone knocked on my door again.
This time it was all three of them, wearing pajamas and carrying pillows.
"We can't sleep," Yumi said. "Too nervous about tomorrow."
"So we came here," Hana added.
"For team bonding," Sakura finished with a completely straight face.
"This is a terrible idea," I said, but I let them in anyway.
They piled onto my bed and I pulled up the video on my laptop, showing them the plays I'd designed. They watched intently, asking questions, making suggestions, and gradually the nervous energy transformed into focused preparation.
Around two AM we finally turned off the laptop. They should have gone back to their rooms, but none of them moved to leave. Instead they arranged themselves on my bed, Sakura on one side, Yumi on the other, Hana at the foot, and we all fell asleep like that, fully clothed, just needing the proximity.
I woke before sunrise to find them still there, still sleeping, and carefully extracted myself without waking them. I shook each of them gently and they stirred, groggy and confused.
"You need to get back to your rooms before anyone wakes up," I said quietly.
They nodded, grabbed their pillows, and slipped out into the hallway. I watched through the peephole as they hurried down the corridor, and I didn't breathe normally again until I heard their doors close.
The finals started at two PM. The rink was packed, more spectators than I'd seen all weekend, including scouts from university teams and media from regional sports outlets.
The Tokyo team looked polished and professional during warm-ups. Our team looked nervous.
In the locker room before the game, I kept my pre-game talk short. "They expect you to be intimidated. They expect you to play scared. Don't give them what they expect. Play your game. Trust each other. Prove you belong here."
Nakamura-san added something in Japanese, and then Sakura stood up again and spoke. Whatever she said got nods around the room, and when they took the ice, the nervous energy had transformed into determined focus.
The first period was scoreless but we held our own, matching their speed and skill. The second period they scored first on a power play, and I could see our confidence wavering.
During the intermission I made adjustments, shifted line combinations, changed defensive pairings, emphasized quick transitions. "They're playing exactly like we knew they would. Stick to the plan. The goals will come."
Three minutes into the third period, Hana intercepted a pass and started a rush. She fed Yumi, who drew two defenders before sliding it across to Sakura. Sakura roofed it before the goalie could react.
1-1.
The building erupted, our small contingent of supporters making noise way beyond their numbers. On the ice, the team's energy completely shifted.
Five minutes later, we scored again on a play we'd designed last night, Yumi carrying into the zone, drawing attention, quick pass to Hana at the point, one-timer that Sakura tipped past the goalie.
2-1.
Tokyo pressed hard, throwing everything at us. Their best player broke through our defense with two minutes left and went one-on-one with our goalie. The goalie made a spectacular save and Yumi grabbed the rebound, sending it down the ice.
Tokyo pulled their goalie for the extra attacker. With thirty seconds left, there was a faceoff in our zone.
Sakura won the draw, chipping it to Hana who rimmed it around the boards. Tokyo collected it and set up for one last push.
Ten seconds left, they fired from the point. Our goalie saved it, but the rebound went loose in front.
With five seconds left, bodies crashed together in front of the net. The puck squirted free.
Yumi dove, swept it away from the goal mouth and the buzzer sounded. We'd won.
The team exploded off the bench, piling onto the ice, mobbing the goalie and then each other. I stood at the bench watching them celebrate, and Nakamura-san put her hand on my shoulder.
"Very good coaching," she said in English. "Very good."
The trophy presentation happened on the ice. The team lined up to receive their medals, and Sakura was named tournament MVP. She accepted the award, said something in Japanese that made everyone laugh, then looked directly at me and said in English..."Thank you to our coach. Best coach in Japan."
The team cheered. I tried to look humble and professional while my heart swelled with absurd pride.
On the bus ride back to Osaka, the team was loud and celebratory, passing around the trophy, taking endless selfies, singing songs I didn't know. Sakura, Yumi, and Hana sat together again, and every time I glanced back, one of them was looking at me and smiling.
My phone buzzed with a text from Sakura: "Tonight we celebrate properly. Your apartment. 9 PM. Bring stamina."
From Yumi: "We have surprise for you. For winning. You will like it."
From Hana: "Thank you for making us champions. We want to thank you properly."
I had no idea what "properly" meant, but I suspected I'd find out in a few hours.
The bus pulled into Osaka around eight PM. The team dispersed to their homes, still riding the high of winning. Nakamura-san thanked me again and said she'd see me at Thursday's practice.
I went home and showered, changed into clean clothes, and waited.
At exactly nine PM, they knocked on my door.
All three of them wore their hockey jerseys, Sakura in her number seven, Yumi in twelve, Hana in three, and nothing else that I could see. The jerseys ended mid-thigh, showing lots of leg.
"We have tradition," Sakura announced, pushing past me into my apartment. "When team wins championship, players celebrate with coach."
"I don't think that's actually a tradition," I said.
"Is tradition now." She pulled her jersey over her head, revealing she was indeed wearing nothing underneath. "New tradition. We just invented it."
Yumi and Hana did the same, and suddenly I had three naked women in my apartment holding hockey jerseys and looking at me expectantly.
"This is bad,” I said.
"Yes," Sakura agreed. "Best kind of bad. Now you get naked too. Is part of tradition."
"You're making this up as you go."
"Obviously." She moved closer, her hands reaching for my shirt. "But you are not stopping us. So maybe you like our new tradition."
I didn't stop them.
The jerseys ended up on the floor, and we celebrated their championship in ways that definitely weren't in any official hockey tradition manual.
Afterward, we lay in a tangle on my floor, my bed had proven too small again, sweaty and satisfied and still riding the high of their victory.
"Best day ever," Sakura murmured, her head on my chest. "Win tournament and celebrate with you."
"Best day," Yumi agreed from my other side.
Hana just squeezed my hand and smiled.
My phone buzzed on the coffee table. I reached for it and saw a message from Yamamoto-san from the national program.
"Congratulations on your Osaka team winning regional tournament. We saw highlights. Very impressive coaching. This makes us even more confident in our decision to hire you. See you next weekend in Nagano."
I showed the message to them. Sakura read it and grinned.
"See? Everyone knows you are best coach. We knew first, but now everyone knows."
"You're biased," I said.
"Yes. Very biased. Also very right." She kissed me. "You are best coach. Best protector. Best lover. Best everything."
"Best at dealing with three crazy women," Yumi added.
"That too," Sakura agreed.
Hana had pulled out her phone and typed: "We are very lucky to have you. We know this. We don't take you for granted."
"I'm pretty lucky too," I said.
"Very lucky," Sakura corrected. "Most lucky man in Japan. Maybe in world. Not every man gets three beautiful hockey players who are also crazy about him."
She wasn't wrong.
My phone buzzed again. This time a group text from several teammates I didn't recognize the numbers for, but the message was clear enough through translation: "Congratulations Coach! Best season ever! See you Thursday!"
"Your team loves you," Yumi observed.
"They love winning," I corrected.
"They love you too. We all love you."
The words hung in the air for a moment. None of them had said it directly before, implied it, sure, shown it through actions, but never actually said it.
Sakura seemed to realize what Yumi had said and looked slightly panicked, like she hadn't meant to let it slip. Hana had gone very still.
"I mean..." Yumi started, but I cut her off.
"I love you too," I said. "All three of you."
The relief on their faces was immediate. Sakura actually laughed and buried her face against my chest. Yumi made a small sound and hugged me tighter. Hana's eyes filled with tears and she moved closer, pressing herself against my side.
"You are not supposed to make me cry after sex," Hana typed on her phone. "Is against rules."
"What rules?" I asked.
"The rules we are making up as we go, duh,” Sakura said. "Like all our other rules."
We lay there until we got cold, then migrated to my bed and somehow made four people fit. I fell asleep with three Japanese women wrapped around me and the word "love" still echoing in my head.
Tomorrow I'd wake up and this would all still be real, the coaching, the relationship, the insane beautiful chaos of it all.
But tonight I just held them close and let myself be happy.
Completely, ridiculously, perfectly happy.
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