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			Long Exposure - One

			
			Upon meeting again in the hospital, after Seigaku plays Rikkai, Tachibana decides Fuji could use a friend outside of tennis. Drama With Romance, I-3



			Tachibana Kippei was fretting. It wasn't a common activity for him, but he       didn't have a great many alternatives at the moment. He still wasn't permitted       to walk any significant distance. Certainly not far enough to visit the person       he'd been told was also a guest in this hospital to see if he was all right.

So he was sitting up on the hospital bed he had come to loathe, picking at       a raveled corner of the far too thin blanket under him. He'd been told before,       most notably by his little sister, that he worried too much. But he couldn't       shake off a feeling of responsibility for this injury. Couldn't forget the       direct, burning blue look Fuji had shared with him over an innocuous roll       of tape. That look had promised to take up the hope Kippei couldn't carry       for a while, and asked for his help to gather the spirit to bear it.

How could he not feel he had some responsibility for what had happened?

A knock at the door was a welcome distraction.

When he saw who was coming in, though, Kippei surged up off the bed and strode       to meet him, hardly noticing the warning stab of pain through his foot.

"Fuji!" Kippei caught his shoulders, examining his visitor closely.       "Are you all right?" Fuji blinked at him, looking rather surprised       at this greeting.

"Yes, I'm fine, thank you," he murmured. Seeing the brilliant eyes       focus and track, Kippei breathed a short sigh of relief. Fuji's brows went       up.

"Your teammates stopped by, along with mine, to tell me what happened.       And Ann's tape of the match didn't exactly relieve any of my concern,"       Kippei told him. He lifted a hand to touch, very lightly, Fuji's cheekbone       just under the temple. "That was an extremely reckless thing to do,"       he said, quietly.

Fuji's smile was a bit sharper than usual.

"So. Do you think you need to scold me in Tezuka's place, since he isn't       here to do it himself?" he inquired. A half laughing breath escaped       Kippei, and he dropped his hands.

"Of course not," he said, stepping back to sit on the edge of his       bed. "For one thing, you never chose me as your captain, and I don't       have the right. For another," he smiled slightly, "I have no doubt       Tezuka can deliver his own reprimands, whether he's present or not."

Fuji didn't answer, busying himself instead with pulling out a chair. He sat       precisely, hands folded. Kippei eyed his posture.

"You're worried about what he might say?" he asked, more gently.       Fuji's smile froze just a little. Kippei waited.

"It's more complicated than that," Fuji said, at last. "I...       haven't actually spoken to him about that match, yet." Watching him,       Kippei recognized a variation on the expression Akira had worn the day he       tried to keep a traffic accident quiet from him, and play on anyway. He doubted       Fuji would let him push for details, though. At least not right away. Well,       that needn't be a problem; he certainly had the time to spare to work it       out.

"If I promise not to ask, will you come visit again?" Kippei asked.       "It's really boring, here." Fuji looked up with a quick laugh.

"All right."



It took Kippei over a month to winkle out the source of Fuji's disturbance,       following his match with Kirihara. By then Fuji was visiting his house, rather       than a hospital room. It wasn't until he succeeded that he really thought       to question why he was doing it. Even then, all he could really tell himself       was that Fuji needed someone to ask, someone to have the patience to wait       out his smile.

The break came the second time Fuji brought him ice cream to cool the frustration       of physical therapy. It was also the day after Seigaku had heard from Tezuka       that he would be home soon. They sat outside, passing the carton back and       forth, but neither the good weather nor the butter-pecan was able to keep       Fuji's attention.

"Have you ever had a friend you didn't understand?" Fuji asked, abruptly.

"Several." Kippei didn't mention that Fuji himself was currently       one of them.

"And what if, suddenly, you did come to understand?" Fuji was staring       up at the sunlit leaves above them, looking more lost than Kippei remembered       ever seeing him look before, though he doubted a casual observer would recognize       it.

"And didn't know how to say so?" he hazarded. He'd realized some       time ago that Fuji wasn't really much good at speaking directly.

"And didn't know how to apologize," Fuji corrected softly, looking       down at his hands.

"Was the friend hurt that you didn't understand?" Kippei thought       he might be starting to see what the topic of this circling conversation       was.

"I never had to. Not before then. Te... he never pushed me like that."

Kippei nodded to himself.

"Some things, only an enemy can do for you," he said, and paused.       Fuji might be angry with him for the next part, but someone needed to say       it and he didn't think Fuji could bring himself to. "Beyond that, though,       you never let him push you." Fuji flinched slightly, and Kippei sighed.       "You didn't want to be an opponent to him. I don't think Tezuka will       hold that against you, Fuji. You came forward when it mattered."

"But it means so much to him," Fuji murmured. "It's always been       his goal..." Kippei set a hand on his shoulder and shook him once.

"Stop that," he said, firmly. "Take it from another captain,       Tezuka cares more for the well being of his team than for that title."

Fuji blinked at him a few times, jarred out of his introspection.

"You're right. Of course he does," he answered eventually, with a       self-deprecating little smile that nearly made Kippei grind his teeth. He       tightened his grip on Fuji's shoulder.

"Fuji. You did not fail him."

After a moment of aching stillness, Fuji took a deep breath and let it out,       closing his eyes. When he opened them again he offered Kippei another small,       but more genuine, smile, and laid his fingers over Kippei's hand on his shoulder.

"Thank you."



Kippei didn't have a chance to do anything about the conclusions he had come       to until after Nationals were over. Over for Fudoumine, at any rate. Just       their luck, he reflected, that after clawing their way to the quarterfinals       they should come up against Seigaku. He would almost have preferred Rikkaidai       again. He knew he couldn't speak beforehand. They had to play this round       out however it fell.

In the end it worked out well enough. He was proud of his team; the matches       actually went all the way to Singles One. Tachibana Kippei had never, in       his life, been pleased to lose, and never would be. Nevertheless, he was       satisfied that he had played his best against Tezuka, and had no hesitation       about approaching him afterwards.

"Tezuka."

"Tachibana," his fellow captain acknowledged, stepping apart from       his team at Kippei's silent request.

"Nearly the end of the season," Kippei observed. "It's been       a good year for both our teams, injuries and all."

Tezuka's mouth tilted, rueful and partial agreement.

"It will be at least a year before either of us is in a position to draw       up team rosters again, but there was something I wanted to ask you now."       Tezuka tipped his head, inquiring with one brow. Kippei met his eyes evenly. "When      we come to play each other again, I would prefer not to play opposite Fuji."

"Is there a particular reason why not?" Tezuka asked after a long,       searching look. Kippei smiled a bit wryly.

"Because he needs someone who doesn't," he said, simply. Tezuka's       eyes darkened, and Kippei shook his head. "I'm not criticizing you,       Tezuka, it's just..."

Just that, although Fuji was devoted to Tezuka, and Kippei suspected that      Tezuka was one of Fuji's few real friends, Tezuka saw all truly talented      players as potential opponents. Even the ones on his own team. One had only      to watch how he handled young Echizen to see that. And Fuji... Fuji couldn't      seem to imagine truly exerting himself against those he cared for.

"You want to be safety for him?" Tezuka asked, deep voice soft, and       Kippei relaxed. Tezuka did understand; good.

"Yes."

"I will see to it, then." Tezuka turned to head back to his team,       paused, and looked back over his shoulder. "Thank you. For your compassion."       Kippei thought his eyes were just a little sad.

Kippei inclined his head. "Thank you for your trust."

"It's his trust you need to worry about," were Tezuka's parting words.

Kippei didn't doubt them in the least.

TBC

A/N:  I have used the manga version of the match between Fuji and Kirihara, since it's far more dramatic.



		

	
		
			Long Exposure - Two

			
			Fuji, slowly, learns how to be cared for; fortunately, Tachibana is patient. Drama with UST, I-3



			Shuusuke sat with his chin in his hands and watched as Tachibana celebrated       the first week of their first year in high school with an... experiment.

He couldn't quite manage to simply call it "cooking", not when he'd       seen labs using hazardous chemicals pursued with less concentration.

Tachibana tasted what had started life as a Thai curry recipe with a thoughtful       expression. He rummaged through through the spice rack for yet another unmarked       canister and shook a careful sprinkle into the pot. After a thorough stir       and another taste he finally nodded.

"Almost ready for the squid. Fuji, could you give me a hand and chop those       lime leaves into strips?" he asked, turning to the refrigerator.

"Of course," Shuusuke agreed. As he arranged the leaves on their       long axis and took the knife Tachibana handed over, he reflected on the knack       Tachibana had, the one Shuusuke admitted all his friends probably had to       have, of drawing him in. Of making him participate rather than simply watch.       Tachibana seemed to do it more unthinkingly than Eiji, who favored nagging       until Shuusuke gave in. It was a game between them. Tachibana just asked,       as casually as if he never noticed Shuusuke's tendency to observe from the       sidelines.

It was a puzzle, since Shuusuke couldn't imagine that someone as observant       as Tachibana himself was really hadn't noticed. Fortunately, Shuusuke was       fond of puzzles.

"So, how is the high school tennis club?" he asked, recalling Tachibana's       misgivings on that subject. Tachibana sniffed.

"There is one. That's almost all I can say for it." The innocent       squid received an increasingly cold look. "The players are third rate,       judging kindly, with no discipline to speak of. The coach lets them slack       along with no motivation at all."

"Ah, well, history is hard to overcome," Shuusuke needled, gently.       Tachibana gave him a trenchant look that Shuusuke parried with a cheerful       smile.

It was true in both senses, though. Certainly the inertia of apathy did nothing       to help Fudoumine's high school tennis club. But the history that clung to       Tachibana himself undoubtedly formed a stumbling block of its own. Ann had       told him the whole story one day, last winter, when Tachibana had been detained       by school matters and she had detailed herself to console his friend by taking       Shuusuke for hot chocolate. Fear of Tachibana kept the coach and other students       from interfering with his team, but it probably wouldn't make either listen       to his recommendations now.

"It isn't as though I make a habit of losing my temper," Tachibana       grumbled, taking the shredded lime leaves and stirring them in. Shuusuke       leaned against the counter beside him.

"No. But you can and you have, and that's enough." Shuusuke was familiar       with the phenomenon.

"It shouldn't be," Tachibana said, inflexibly. "Anyone with       the common sense to look at the circumstances would know perfectly well that       I'm no more dangerous than you to people who are merely infuriating."

Shuusuke blinked at him. After a moment his silence seemed to catch Tachibana's       attention.

"What?" his friend asked. "It's obvious that you never let your       temper go unless someone provokes you intolerably. You certainly never lose       it on your own behalf."

Shuusuke blinked again. Even his own teammates were a little... wary with him       at times. But Tachibana appeared both serious and completely matter-of-fact.       He made no further comment, but offered Shuusuke a spoon and gestured to       the pot.

"See what you think."

Shuusuke complied, and made a small, pleased, sound over the rich, tangy burn.

"Wonderful," he declared. Tachibana nodded, satisfied.

And then he proceeded to divide the concoction into two separate pans, and       added four cans of spice-diluting cocoanut milk to the larger, before apportioning       the squid and covering them to simmer.

"Then everyone should have a good dinner," he concluded.

Really, very little escaped Tachibana's notice, Shuusuke decided.



By the middle of summer, Shuusuke was a frequent enough visitor at Tachibana's       house to tease his mother by calling her okaa-san, which made her laugh and       say that he could almost pass for Ann's brother. Ann had suggested       that Tachibana should start calling Shuusuke his little brother, so Shuusuke could       see what it was like for himself. Tachibana had given them all a tolerant       look and sent Ann to fetch more ice for the water pitcher.

He seemed to understand how sensitive the subject of little brothers was for       Shuusuke. Which made it more uncomfortable when he did press the issue.The most uncomfortable conversation on the subject actually started as one       about Tezuka.

"I told him, today," Shuusuke said, looking out the door to the Tachibanas'       porch.

"Tezuka?" Tachibana asked, and Shuusuke nodded.

"I told him I would play for him until we graduated. After that,"       Shuusuke shook his head, "there's really nothing in it for me." Tachibana's       mouth twisted a bit.

"Did he argue with that?"

"No." Shuusuke gave his friend an honest half smile. "Tezuka understands,       I think."

Tachibana said something under his breath that sounded like about time,       but, before Shuusuke could ask, Ann came flying into the room and tackled her       brother, who oof-ed obligingly.

"You're almost too big to do that any more, Ann," he told her, laying       a hand on her head and smiling down at her. "What is it?"

"Okaa-san wants me to go shopping for some vegetables and fish. Is there       anything you want me to pick up?"

"If you pick up some plums I'll make umeboshi."

Ann squeaked happily and promised to do so.

"Bye, Onii-chan, Fuji-niisan!" she called back on her way out the       door.

"Ann..." Tachibana sighed, looking after her with exasperation. Shuusuke       suppressed a chuckle. Nothing her brother said convinced Ann to stop calling       Shuusuke that.

"It's all right," he said, mildly. Tachibana turned thoughtful eyes       on him.

"Have you told your brother yet?" he asked. Shuusuke ruthlessly held       back a flinch.

"Not yet. Did I tell you that Yuuta is the captain of St. Rudolph's tennis       club this year? The start of term is busy, and he hasn't visited home yet,       but he sent me an email to say." He turned his public smile to Tachibana,       and had to stifle a second flinch.

Tachibana's expression was even and waiting, and just a touch stern. It was       the same expression Shuusuke saw on Tezuka, when Tezuka knew he was talking around       something.

"Fuji," Tachibana said, quietly. Shuusuke looked away. "He's       not angry at you."

"Really." Shuusuke let his eyes turn sharp, even though he'd already       noted that it didn't have quite the usual effect on Tachibana. He still wanted       his friend to know he was getting annoyed.

"Not," Tachibana allowed, "that he isn't several times more       likely to argue with you about this than Tezuka. I expect Yuuta-kun will       be outraged that he won't have the chance to keep trying to beat you."

An involuntary snort of laughter escaped Shuusuke. He had to admit, that sounded       very likely.

"Fuji, part of why he loves tennis is because he loves you."

That hit Shuusuke like a ball in the stomach, and he swallowed hard. There       were times when he would have preferred a less perceptive friend.

"Does Ann-chan ever get angry at you just for being her older brother?"       he asked, quietly.

"Of course she does, how do you think I know?" Tachibana answered,       looking rueful. "Not to mention the uproar as soon as I say the first       word about her dates."

"Now that," Shuusuke observed, "is not something I've had to       worry about."

"Be thankful for your blessings," Tachibana told him, darkly. Shuusuke       smiled for real.

"Oh, I am."



It was an especially frosty day, which suited Shuusuke's mood admirably.

He knocked on  Tachibana's door, and made polite conversation with his mother      absently and automatically, mind ticking down the minutes until he could      gracefully leave her and go find Tachibana in his room. Tachibana let him      in, looking a bit surprised since they hadn't arranged to meet that day      and Shuusuke hadn't called ahead. He ceded the desk chair, which by the      looks of it he had been working at, to Shuusuke and sat against the side      of his bed.

Shuusuke examined his folded hands, considering the best way to begin.

"The tennis club was talking today about who were likely to be Regulars       next year," he said at last. "Everyone assumes Tezuka and I,       and  Eiji and Oishi, of course." He paused. "One of the second       years,  it seems, has noticed you and I talking at the tournaments this       year, and  wanted to know if it was all right with me, being so friendly       with someone  who would be an enemy. He was joking, I think," Shuusuke       added as Tachibana  started forward a little.

"As we were leaving, though," he continued, "Tezuka mentioned       to me that I would not, in fact, be playing you. Ever. That you had asked       not."

"Yes, I did," Tachibana agreed. The casual calm of his tone came       close to snapping Shuusuke's temper. One more question, he thought.

"Did you think I needed to be protected?" he asked, and despite his       best control he could hear the cut-glass edge in his own voice. Tachibana       was silent almost long enough to make Shuusuke look up at him.

"Yes," he said at last. Shuusuke's gaze shot up at that, glaring.

"I am not weak," he enunciated, low and dangerous, "nor fragile,       nor so volatile that I can't handle playing against you."

"I didn't think you were," Tachibana sighed. He ran a hand through       his hair, looking harried. "Fuji..."

Shuusuke raised a brow and waited. He didn't move as Tachibana got up and came       to kneel in front of the chair. Not an eyelash flickered as Tachibana set       both hands on his shoulders.

"Fuji, everyone needs to be protected. Even the ones who usually do the       protecting. It doesn't mean you're weak; it means you're as human as the       next person. And I don't, for one instant, believe you are less human than       the next person."

Shuusuke stiffened, hearing echoes in his mind of things overheard, spoken       behind hands. It wasn't very far from genius to monster,       he'd known that for a long time. But that wasn't the point.

"I don't need to be sheltered," he said, firmly. Tachibana heaved       a much longer sigh this time.

"Fuji, listen to me," he said. "Just because you can survive       exposure to ice cold rain doesn't mean it's healthy. I'm not saying you aren't       strong enough for everyone else, or that you shouldn't be. Just let someone       return the favor every now and then." His eyes softened. "No one       ever really has, have they? Or you wouldn't be making so much of this."

That gave Shuusuke pause for thought. Eiji helped him... to make mischief.       He always listened when Shuusuke wanted to talk, but he never pushed and       he'd certainly never done anything like this. Onee-san, well, she was always       there, but... never like this. Tezuka... Tezuka drew him on. Tezuka guarded,       but he didn't protect. Still. Wasn't there some inconsistency, in Tachibana       saying this to him?

"Who do you let protect you?" he challenged. The sudden lightening       of Tachibana's expression took him by surprise.

"Ann, sometimes. Kamio, sometimes." Tachibana laughed a little. "Neither       of them would ever forgive me if I didn't let them."

Shuusuke considered that. No one with the slightest observational skills would       ever suggest that Tachibana Kippei was less than a very able protector of       his family and his team. Yet... they protected him? Memories emerged, of       Ann facing down anyone who showed her brother and his people less than respect,       of Kamio fielding administrative problems before they could ever come to       his captain's attention. Perhaps they did, Shuusuke mused.

Actually, that suggested a compromise that his heart and mind might both agree       on.

"Would you let me?" he asked. Tachibana smiled up at him slowly.

"Turn about is certainly fair play," he admitted.

He started to sit back, and, impulsively, Shuusuke caught one hand as it left       his shoulder. Just to say thank you... it wasn't enough this time. He lifted       Tachibana's hand, pressed his lips to the back of the fingers, and let go.

He heard Tachibana's breath catch. The fingers paused, returned to brush against       his cheek, light as butterflies landing.

"Fuji?" he asked, very softly.

Shuusuke found he could only look at Tachibana openly for a few moments. There       was warmth there. Not just an umbrella against that cold rain, but a pile       of towels, too, Shuusuke though, amused at his own imagery. But it was warmth       he wasn't quite sure how to reach towards.

"I interrupted your homework, I'm sorry," he apologized, veiling       his eyes again.

"It's all right." Tachibana stood and stepped back. "I was about       to take a break and make some tea in any case. Join me?"

"I'd like that," Shuusuke agreed.

TBC


		

	
		
			Long Exposure - Three

			
			Tachibana and Fuji ease into intimacy. Drama with Romance, I-3



			A month into his second year of high school Kippei was very pleased with the       world. The fact that he was currently surrounded by spiky, vicious looking       plants didn't change that in the slightest. Nor the fact that Fuji was laughing       at him, silently. Ann had been laughing at him for weeks, after all, and       she was far less subtle about it. But the fact was, Kippei had his team back,       and that was enough to distract him from any number of chortling siblings       and flora of carnivorous appearance.

Not, of course, that he hadn't been meeting with his team, his real       team, to practice all last year. But now they were all in the same school       again, and it was official. They were his again, and no one would       even consider arguing. Least of all the lingering older tennis club members,       none of whom could hold a candle to any of his players.

Fudoumine was back. Was it really any wonder he couldn't stop smiling?

Even if he was wondering how many variations on gray-green and spiky one botanicals       exhibit could fit in.

"It's good to see you so happy," Fuji murmured as they wandered the       branching, pebbled paths that had, so far, been deserted of any fellow plant-life       enthusiasts.

"I suppose I've been a bear about the tennis club for the last year, haven't       I?" Kippei asked, as apologetically as he could while he felt like grinning       every time he thought of his team. Fuji chuckled.

"No more than Tezuka, certainly. He never said out loud, but we could       all tell he was twitchy over not being in control of the team any more."

"He seemed to respect your captain, though," Kippei noted, with a       hint of question.

Fuji didn't answer immediately, instead exclaiming over the planting they had       just come in sight of.

"They do have a Saguaro!" He laid his hands on the perimeter       rope, as if he yearned to reach out and touch the tall plant. To Kippei it       looked like the archetype of a cactus: a tall, striated barrel with arms       branching out and up. "They're endangered in America," Shuusuke       told him, sounding a bit wistful, "I thought it might only be a rumor.       They take a very long time to mature; it's one of the problems with propagating       them."

"Cacti are good at enduring, aren't they?" Kippei asked. "Surely       these will, too."

"They're like any plant. They endure anything except sudden environmental       change." His smile quirked. "I suppose it's true of animals, too."       He sighed, faintly. "Tezuka does respect Yamato-buchou. He's the one       Tezuka got a lot of his sense of responsibility from. But Tezuka prefers       direct commands, and Yamato-buchou tends to be rather roundabout. I think       it made Tezuka... uncertain. Nor was there really anything any of us could       do but wait it out."

Kippei responded automatically to the shadow that darkened Shuusuke's eyes,       and wrapped a light arm around his shoulders. He could wish that it didn't       make Shuusuke feel guilty when he couldn't help Tezuka, but that was the       kind of person Shuusuke was. Natural success always left you ill prepared       to deal with any failure at all, even failures that weren't your fault.

"Humans are more flexible than plants," he observed. He glanced down       to find Fuji gazing at him with the same curious fascination he had been       directing at the cacti. Kippei raised his brows.

"You touch so easily," Fuji said.

"Is there some reason I shouldn't?" Kippei asked. That wistful edge       was back in Fuji's voice, so Kippei didn't think the statement was an indirect       request to let go. Even when Shuusuke shied back from some intimacy, he never       objected to Kippei's touch. Kippei wondered, sometimes, whether that was       Fuji's promissory note; his assurance that, when he retreated, he only wanted       a little space, not for Kippei to leave him alone. So Kippei had waited and       let Fuji choose his own time. Lately, based on the thoughtful, sidelong looks       he'd been getting from under Shuusuke's lashes, he had started to hope that       the time might be soon.

Thus his increased freedom with touching Fuji, which led to more direct looks.       Looks that had begun to seem less thoughtful and more decisive.

Fuji seemed to consider his question, for a moment, before a small, secret       smile crossed his face and he leaned ever so slightly against Kippei.

"No."

Kippei felt a tension that had been with him for a long, long time let go.       It wasn't that he thought Fuji had been deliberately teasing him...

Well, mostly not.

But the fact remained that Fuji was very skittish about receiving expressions       of simple affection. Or, at least, he had been. He seemed to have decided       that he could relax now. Kippei slid his arm down to Shuusuke's waist and       drew him a little closer. Shuusuke, however, having made up his mind, didn't       seem to think this was sufficient. He gave Kippei a sparkling, laughing smile       and reached up to tug him down far enough to kiss him.

It was probably fortunate for Kippei's heart that he'd realized some time since       that Fuji Shuusuke didn't have much in the way of middle gears. There was       neutral, and then there was full ahead. Full ahead, in this case, was a warm,       open mouthed kiss that lasted quite a while before Shuusuke let him go. Kippei       took a moment to catch his breath and another to be pleased they were still       the only visitors at the exhibit.

"You know," he said, eventually, "for the longest time I thought       you were in love with Tezuka."

"I will always care very deeply for Tezuka," Fuji told him, softly.       "But if we were closer than friends, what he wants from me would be       too..."

He broke off, but Kippei could fill in the rest. It was hard enough for Shuusuke       to exert his strength seriously against a friend; to do so against a lover       would probably tear him apart. He gathered Shuusuke a bit closer, still.

"Was that why you asked not to play opposite me?" Shuusuke asked,       suddenly. Kippei blinked down at him a few times before releasing an exasperated       sigh.

"I'm not the one who's that machiavellian," he pointed out.       "I simply thought it would be better." A chuckle vibrated through       the body in his arms, and Kippei realized he was being teased.

He buried a smile of his own in the caramel colored hair under his chin.



Tuesdays, like most days of the week, featured afternoon practices for both       Fudoumine and Seigaku. Thus, Kippei was a bit surprised when he emerged from       locking up the club room to see Shuusuke pacing like a tiger in a cage under       the somewhat alarmed eyes of Akira and Shinji. He must have left practice       half-way through to be here already, and that wasn't like Shuusuke.

Nor was the tight-lipped, hard eyed expression on his face as he glanced up       at Kippei.

"You're here early," Kippei noted, a bit cautiously.

"Tezuka said I should go," Shuusuke said. His voice was low and sharp,       the way it got when he was angry and trying not to show it too much. And       if Tezuka had sent him away from practice, it meant that whatever was wrong       had made Shuusuke angry enough to affect his game.

Kippei had a few quick words with Akira and Shinji before waving his concerned       seconds off and leading Shuusuke under the trees beside the courts. There       was room to pace, there, and little likelihood of passers by at this time       of day.

"What's wrong?" he asked, leaning against a sturdy maple. Shuusuke       stalked to the fence and back.

"Yuuta," he bit out, "is actually considering dating that...       snake Mizuki. The one who was almost responsible for injuring him.       That heartless, amoral bastard is making advances on my little brother."

Kippei carefully refrained from saying anything foolishly reasonable, at this       point, such as It's Yuuta's choice in the end. It wouldn't help.       Besides, he knew perfectly well that, if it were Ann, he would have set off       immediately to make Mizuki eat his own tennis balls until he renounced any       interest in her.

"Are you worried he'll hurt Yuuta-kun?" he asked, instead. Shuusuke       came to an abrupt halt, fists clenched.

"It's not just that," he said, at last, sounding more strained now.       "Mizuki has used Yuuta, before, to get at me. What if it's like that       again? And I can't say something like that to Yuuta, not even to warn him!"       He looked at Kippei, tense conflict in his eyes. Kippei winced. No, that       wouldn't work very well, would it?

Kippei didn't really think that Yuuta hated the fact that his brother was a       better tennis player than he. Anyone who watched him watching Shuusuke play       could see the glow of pride, and Yuuta smiled when he heard someone praise       Shuusuke's skill. Always provided they didn't mention Yuuta. What invariably       enraged the boy seemed to be the automatic assumption that he was       secondary. To be told that he was being approached only because of his connection       to his brother, to be told by his brother no less, would send him up in flames.

Well, now he understood why Shuusuke was angry and tense enough to show it       openly.

Voices coming around the side of the court interrupted his thoughts.

"...tennis club. They have a lot more pull than they did last year."       Another second year, who Kippei unfortunately recognized, turned the corner.       He seemed to be showing a friend the school grounds. He looked up, noticed       Kippei, and immediately sneered.

"Of course, it's still a pretty slapdash club," he remarked loudly.       "Mostly a bunch of first years; can't seem to get any interest from       the senior students. Rumor has it they're kind of... rowdy."

Kippei sighed. Tokogawa and he had never gotten along, and the other second       year liked to bait him. He'd chosen the wrong time to do so, though. Shuusuke       was already in a poor temper; something of his had been threatened. He never       let something like that slide, and for it to happen twice in one day...

Kippei leaned back against his tree and crossed his arms. Well, with luck this       would let Shuusuke release some tension.

Tokogawa froze as Shuusuke pinned him with an arctic blue glare.

"Every team who has gone against Fudoumine with that attitude has met       with the humiliating defeat such blindness deserves," Shuusuke said,       a flaying edge in his voice. "Their courage and determination, even       more than their considerable talent, have earned the respect of both professionals       and peers. Of whom you are clearly not one. To belittle something you know       nothing of makes it clear how much of a fool you are." His eyes narrowed,       glinting, as Tokogawa gaped. "Unless, of course, you would like to try       proving to me you do know enough?" he purred, gesturing toward the courts.

Tokogawa nearly tripped over himself getting turned around and hustling his       friend away. Shuusuke watched them go, satisfaction wafting off him almost       visibly.

"My team will be pleased to know you have such a good opinion of them,"       Kippei observed, lightly. Shuusuke blinked over his shoulder, focus interrupted.            Which had been the point of the comment, after all. Kippei smiled           and held  out his arms, offering. After a moment Shuusuke gave him           a smile back and  came to rest against him. Kippei stroked his hair           and said nothing more.  He didn't know whether it was simply the novelty           or not, but being held,  silently, always calmed Shuusuke. That Shuusuke           would let Kippei calm him  seemed like a good sign at the moment.

"I suppose that was an overreaction," Shuusuke sighed, at last, "but       it annoys me when people make such petty attacks on you."

"My hero," Kippei teased, gently. Shuusuke sniffed. "What about       Ann?" Kippei asked, suddenly.

"What about her?" Shuusuke lifted his head so he could give Kippei       a curious look.

"Ann gets along reasonably well with Yuuta-kun, and she shares your opinion       of Mizuki," Kippei explained. "She might be able to at least warn       him of the possibility."

Shuusuke thought about that, and the longer he thought the wider his smile       got. Finally he broke down chuckling, probably at the idea of the outspoken       Ann pinning down the touchy, reserved Yuuta for a personal conversation.

"Ann-chan probably would be able to talk to him about it,"       he said.

"I'll mention it to her, then," Kippei promised.

For the first time that day, Shuusuke truly relaxed, and let his head fall       back to Kippei's shoulder. Kippei set aside his own concerns in favor of       appreciating the feeling of holding Shuusuke, alone in the warm, still afternoon.



That winter they had an ice storm, on a Saturday night by luck. Kippei found       himself wandering through the frozen city, very shortly after sunup Sunday       morning, with Shuusuke and his camera. He wasn't entirely clear on how this       had come about, but thought it might have had something to do with the phone       call before he was entirely awake, and a promise of hot chocolate.

He supposed it was a good thing, every now and again, to be reminded that his       lover was a ruthless manipulator who liked to win, and who, moreover, did       it by reflex the way most people breathed. At least this time it wasn't the       pool hall. He'd never seen so many poor dupes fleeced in such a short period,       and Shuusuke's high good humor about the whole affair had been faintly unnerving.

He'd mentioned it to Tezuka the next time they'd met and gotten an amused chuckle       in reply. He had never suspected Tezuka of such a low sense of humor.

"All right," Shuusuke announced, having caught one last picture of       the sun making an aureole of frozen branches, "that's all the film.       Ready to go back?"

Kippei agreed as mildly as he could. Not that the ice-coated trees and streets       weren't beautiful, but his toes were getting very numb.

He had never had more cause to be grateful that Yomiko-san was a sweet and       thoughtful woman. Not only did she have hot chocolate waiting, she had also       put a couple blankets by the heater to warm, and sent them straight up to       Shuusuke's room with those and a tray when they piled in the door, shivering.       Shuusuke carefully labeled his rolls of film and put them in his to-be-developed       basket before availing himself of either.

"There," he said, with satisfaction, perching on the foot of the       bed and winding his feet into one of the blankets. "And when it all       melts, perhaps I can get some good shots at lower speed."

"What difference does the speed make?" Kippei asked around his mug.       Since he suspected he might find himself along for the next trip, too, he       might as well know what was going on.

"The longer the shutter says open, the more movement is picked up by the       film," Shuusuke explained, wrapping pale fingers around his own mug.       "You can get some wonderful effects with running water that way. Here."       He leaned over to pluck an album from his shelves, and flipped it open.

Kippei's breath stopped. The photo was a study in contrasts. A small waterfall,       long lines of soft white, was surrounded by leaves whose edges looked sharp       enough to cut.

"Sometimes it's like the world waits for you," Shuusuke said in a       far away tone. "The wind died completely just after I finished setting       up the tripod. Nothing moved but the water, for the whole one second exposure.       It was perfect."

"Yes," Kippei agreed, softly. Shuusuke glanced up at him, surprise       melting into shy pleasure.

"Today was all very short exposure," he continued, busying himself       with putting the album away. Kippei shook his head, affectionately. Every       time he touched something important to Shuusuke for the first time, Shuusuke       slipped around it for a while. "The shorter the exposure, generally,       the sharper the image. And ice needs its edges to show the beauty."

"Will you show me today's pictures, when they're ready?" Kippei asked.       Shuusuke gave him a smile more brilliant than the reflected morning light       outside, and nodded.

Kippei decided, as Shuusuke curled up against him to share all the blankets,       that this wasn't such a bad way to start a Sunday after all.

End


		

	
		
			Confluence

			
			Mild chaos and vast snarkiness as many paths cross at a music store. Drama With Romance, I-3



			Tezuka

Kunimitsu had some misgivings about accompanying Keigo to a music store. Particularly       one this large. Music was, after all, one of Keigo's enthusiasms. He could       only hope Keigo had entertained the other people in the train car more than       he had alarmed them, holding forth as energetically as he had on the antecedents       of jazz. He hesitated to think what would happen if they found a knowledgeable       clerk inside for Keigo to chat with.

Blackmail was, however, blackmail, and Keigo had threatened to select things       for Kunimitsu's collection if he didn't come along to make his own choices.

"So," Keigo said, looking around with a gleam of avarice in his eye,       "where shall we start?"

"Your show," Kunimitsu told him, evenly, "at least until it       comes to my collection. Wherever you like."

Keigo looked to be in a mischievous mood, to judge by the look of Well,       of course that he flashed Kunimitsu before leading the way through the       racks. After a brief stopover in Pop they finally fetched up at the border       of Jazz and Classical.

"Mm. Akiko Yano, Nunokawa Toshiki, Raphael Lima, Ishmael Reed, now there's       one I didn't expect, even at this store. And why," Keigo added in a       long-suffering tone, "can't anyone ever catalogue Gershwin properly?"

"Well," came a light voice behind them, "surely not everyone       can be blessed with your incisively discerning taste, Atobe."

Kunimitsu turned to see Fuji, Tachibana beside him, smiling with the kind of       earnest sincerity that could only be fake. He glanced aside to see how his       companion was taking it. Keigo studied the rack in front of him with a thoughtful       look for a moment before one side of his mouth twitched up. He wrapped arrogant       entitlement around him like a robe and turned as well.

"Of course," he agreed, carelessly, stance suddenly a pose for admiring       crowds.

Kunimitsu caught Tachibana's eye, full of amused sympathy, and shrugged an       eyebrow. Still, it might be a good idea to redirect the two before innocent       bystanders happened along and entered the line of fire.

"Similar taste in music, too?" he mused to no one in particular.       Fuji's smile didn't flicker, but Keigo gave him a cool look.

"Don't be ridiculous. You can't seriously be suggesting that Fuji's tastes       run to Zig Noda." He had drawn a breath to continue when Fuji's slightly       frozen expression stopped him.

"Kose Kikuchi," Fuji admitted, after a moment.

They turned as one to glare daggers at Kunimitsu, who refrained from responding.       Tachibana had a hand over his mouth.

"Similar instruments," Keigo declared, "do not equate to similar       styles."

"Quite so," Fuji agreed, stepping toward a different rack. "And       it was Roy Hargrove that I particularly hoped to find today."

"The latest album?" Keigo asked, sharply, discarding his front in       face of a possible threat to his program of acquisition. "I hope there       are two copies, then, I'd hate for you to be disappointed, Fuji."

Of course, Kunimitsu reflected, as Keigo strode after Fuji, his genuine behavior       didn't always differ that markedly from his public act. Particularly when       one of his enthusiasms was involved. Tachibana leaned against the rack beside       him, looking after the other two.

"Shuusuke is still annoyed with you over that particular observation,"       he noted.

"I'm not surprised," Kunimitsu said. "Keigo is, a bit, too."       Tachibana gave him an oblique look.

"If you knew it would irritate them, why did you say it?" he asked.       Kunimitsu folded his arms.

"Better they be annoyed with me than each other. Imagine the consequences."

Tachibana rubbed his fingers over his forehead, suddenly looking a little pinched.       "I'd really rather not."

Kunimitsu looked at him sharply, questioning. After a moment Tachibana shook       his head.

"It's more his story than mine," he said, quietly.

"Mm." Still, Kunimitsu had to respect the point. He had entrusted       his friend to Tachibana years ago; it was good to know the trust wasn't misplaced.

Atobe

"Metheny is one step away from elevator music," Keigo snorted, as       he and Fuji made their way back to their respective partners. "Next       you'll be telling me you like Yanni."

"A narrative format keeps music from becoming meaninglessly abstract,"       Fuji countered. He paused long enough to give Tezuka something Keigo read       as a vindicated look. Probably because they were disagreeing. Keigo considered       weighing in with a smug smile of his own, but decided it would detract from       the point.

"Well. Isn't this quite the congregation?" asked a new voice. Keigo       glanced around to see Mizuki Hajime and Fuji's brother, Yuuta, come around       the corner from the next aisle. Something in the quality of the silence beside       him drew his gaze back to Fuji, and he almost took a step away.

The gleam of more or less good natured mockery in Fuji's eyes was swallowed       into a flat, icy blue, slick as the side of a glacier. Any hint of a smile       fell away like a dropped piece of paper. It wasn't an expression Keigo      had  ever seen on Fuji before, not even when he was playing for real. A      quick look at Kunimitsu showed enough disturbance in the line of his mouth      that Keigo didn't think he was familiar with this either. Tachibana had      closed the distance between he and Fuji, and laid an unobtrusive hand on      his back.

"Mizuki," Fuji stated, soft and flat.

Yuuta looked edgy, but Mizuki merely clasped his hands behind his back and       smiled.

"Shuusuke. You're looking well."

Keigo was, a bit unwillingly, impressed with Mizuki's nerve. Or, possibly,       his mental instability. A corner of Fuji's mouth twitched, as though he were       suppressing a snarl. Keigo was wildly curious about exactly what Mizuki had       really just said; subtext almost dripped from that simple greeting.

Tachibana's presence abruptly became more noticeable. Keigo, familiar with       the ways a person could draw the eye, noted with interest that Tachibana       did it without even shifting his body language much. He didn't step forward,       or loom. He simply straightened, and his presence washed out from       him, momentarily overwhelming even the intensity of Fuji's focus, pulling       Mizuki's gaze away from his target. Tachibana gave him a hard look. After       a moment, Mizuki inclined his head and opened one hand, palm up.

If Keigo had to guess, he would judge that Tachibana knew what was unspoken       between Fuji and Mizuki, and had warned Mizuki to back off from the subject.       And Mizuki, for whatever reason, had acknowledged Tachibana's right to interfere       and accepted the warning.

And for some reason that had caused Yuuta to relax. Fuji too, after a stiff       moment.

Keigo stifled a sigh, resigning himself to the hell of ungratified curiosity,       because, even if Kunimitsu knew what was going on, Keigo knew he would never       get the answer out of him.

"You two have fun, then," Yuuta said, running a hand through his       hair, and sounding a bit rueful. "I'll just be over there." He       slipped back into the other aisle, leaving both his brother and his lover       looking after him, the one bemused and the other affectionate. Though it       took Keigo a second look to place the expression on Mizuki's face, before       it reverted to a more accustomed smirk as Mizuki turned back to Fuji.

"He doesn't like listening, when it gets to be about him," Mizuki       told the elder Fuji. That, at least, made sense to Keigo. Everyone who had       any contact with either of them knew that Yuuta was a bone of contention       between Fuji and Mizuki.

That cold tension was singing through Fuji again, though not quite as intensely       as before.

"So many assumptions, Shuusuke," Mizuki murmured. "Where would       be the challenge in that?" Then he practically grinned. "So, what       are you here for today?"

Keigo studied Mizuki. Unlike Fuji, Mizuki looked exactly like someone in the       middle of a good game: breathing light and fast, eyes wide and brilliant.       He'd long suspected that Mizuki liked to do things indirectly, and that his       airs and affectations were as much a front as Keigo's own. He'd suspected       that it was done for Mizuki's own amusement, and that he snickered up his       sleeve at everyone who took the flouncing and strutting seriously. This was       the first time he'd really thought that tennis itself might only be a medium       for Mizuki, not a goal.

Fuji waved a hand at the racks around them.

"We came for music," he answered, in the tone of someone dealing       with an idiot. Mizuki merely smiled.

"Ah. Not the company of friends?" He paused, and Keigo sniffed at       the melodrama. "But I suppose not, given the conversation as we        arrived. Really, Shuusuke, anyone would think you were jealous." His         glance flicked toward Kunimitsu.

Keigo was about to snort, because hadn't he and Fuji been over that already?       But the shift in Fuji's weight, the tense and twist of his hands, stopped       it. Keigo's eyes widened. There must be some truth in what Mizuki was saying,       or Fuji wouldn't be reacting like this. From the way Kunimitsu stiffened       beside him, he had caught some of it, too.

And that was enough for Keigo to interfere.

"Jealous?" he drawled. "You should check your facts, Mizuki.       Envious, now, that's a bit more likely." It wasn't easy to lounge while       standing upright, but that's what talent was for. Tachibana was looking at       him with a mix of disbelief and amusement. Kunimitsu was completely poker       faced, except for the angle of his brows, which communicated a certain resigned       affection to Keigo. Fuji slanted a wry glance at him, appreciating the double       edge of Keigo's intervention.

Mizuki looked at him with irritation before narrowing his eyes. When he spoke,       it was to Fuji, every nuance of tone and stance saying that Keigo's interruption       was insignificant.

"You have my sympathy, of course. It can't be easy to lose such a subtle       bond to someone so greedy that he can't stand not to be the center of       attention."

Now it was Keigo's turn to suppress a snarl, because he'd be damned before       he gave Mizuki the satisfaction. Of course, the delivery annoyed him infinitely       more than the accusation, which he'd heard with tiresome frequency. A part       of him, however, had to appreciate the precision of the attack. It played       perfectly off the manner of intervention he had chosen, and also seemed to       touch on a genuine sore point with Fuji. He filed that last observation away       for future consideration.

Yes, this was definitely Mizuki's true game.

Keigo's own response rallied though, just as for any other attack. That moment       after he had spoken, a flash of surprise had shown in Mizuki's eyes, as if       he'd forgotten Keigo's presence. Combined with his choice of counter, Keigo       rather thought it indicated something about Mizuki. It was, after all, easiest       to recognize a weakness one shared. He wondered whether Fuji had caught it.

Ah, yes, there was the smile. The dangerous one.

"Perhaps," Fuji answered in his most dismissive tone, and turned      most of the way away from Mizuki to smile far more softly up at Tachibana.      Keigo detected subtext again, since Tachibana didn't really seem the sort      to typically touch his lover's cheek in public the way he was right now.

Mizuki certainly seemed to get it, as his expression turned extremely disgruntled       for a moment. Keigo rather thought all four of them were waiting for a classic       Mizuki temper tantrum. He, at least, was quite surprised when Mizuki merely       nodded, eyes sharp, conceding the game if not the match.

"Another day, then, Shuusuke," he murmured, and turned to follow       the path Yuuta had taken.

Tachibana looked after him, down at the still glinting eyes of his lover, and       finally over at Kunimitsu.

"Tezuka," he said, wearily, "is it one of your requirements       for team members, to be pathologically incapable of refusing a challenge?"

Keigo chuckled. "You're just noticing?"

Yuuta

Yuuta slipped around the end of the cd racks, and nearly ran over Tachibana       Ann, who was peering through a gap at the confrontation on the other side.

"Oh, not you, too," he groaned. She gave him a stern eye.

"Your boyfriend is crazy," she declared. "What did he do       to make Fuji-niisan look like that?"

"None of your business," Yuuta told her. "And Aniki is my       brother, in case you've forgotten. You already have one, what do you want       with another?"

"Unlike some people, I happen to like big brothers," she shot back.       Yuuta sighed, and leaned against the rack opposite.

"Knock it off, Ann, you're not that stupid."

She had the grace to look slightly abashed, as she tucked her hair back. "Well,      no," she admitted, in a less aggressive tone, "but there       are really times, Yuuta." Yuuta glanced aside. Aniki knew that Yuuta      loved him. That was all that mattered. Right?

"Aniki and Mizuki had... a fight. Kind of," he offered. "I think       it's over now, though. Mostly." Feeling a little nervous at the number       of qualifiers his unspoken pact of honesty with Ann forced him to add, he       joined her in peering through the racks.

"Ooo, that was a good one," Ann said, admiringly, of Aniki's finishing       move. Yuuta grinned down at her.

"You can be really vicious, you know that?"

"Good thing, too, otherwise how would I ever deal with you?"

They both sighed, and stepped back, as Mizuki let the challenge go.

"He was actually kind of restrained, today," Ann noted, thoughtfully.       "I don't suppose he's been ill?"

"Like I said, things are better. Mostly." Yuuta shrugged, concealing       his own surprise and relief. Ann looked over as Mizuki rounded the corner       to their aisle.

"Ann-chan, how pleasant to see you here," Mizuki greeted her. Not       in a terribly good mood, but not fuming either, Yuuta gauged, and relaxed       a little more. Ann gave Mizuki a long look before turning to Yuuta.

"He's still a snake," she said, firmly. "But I suppose, sometimes,       he's not completely horrible." And, with that, she took herself off       toward the Rock section.

"Charming girl," Mizuki murmured. "Did you find everything you       wanted?" Yuuta couldn't help smiling at that question, even though it       made his boyfriend quirk a brow at him.

"Yes."

"Good," Mizuki said, softly, reaching for Yuuta's hand. Yuuta's breath       caught as he raised it and placed a kiss in the palm, just the tip of his       tongue flicking against Yuuta's skin.

"Mizuki!" Yuuta gasped, biting his lip and glancing quickly around       to make sure no one was near. Mizuki gave him a dark look, from under his       lashes, his promise to find out, later, exactly what Yuuta had been smiling       over.

"Shall we go, then?"

Shishido

"So, who is this guy you're so excited to find?" Ryou asked, following       in his partner's wake as Choutarou paced down the aisle, casting his eye       over the racks.

"Chris Norman. He's a classical flautist, primarily, but he does a lot       of other really neat ethnic music, and he favors a wooden flute. It has a       much softer tone than metal. I've never found a store that carries any of       his albums, before. The first time I heard him was actually in concert."       Choutarou glanced back at him, with a small, bright smile in his eyes. "You'd       like him."

Ryou was wondering just how to take that, when Choutarou stopped short. Only       Ryou's quick reflexes kept him from barrelling into his partner.

"Atobe-buchou," Choutarou said, voice startled. Ryou stepped around       him to see.

And then he almost stepped back behind Choutarou, because it wasn't just Atobe.       It was also Tezuka, and Tachibana, and Fuji. The captain's club, plus head       case. Every club seemed to have one of the latter, and he supposed Fuji was       better than Ibu, but Ryou would have preferred Jirou. At least he was reasonably       harmless.

"Ohtori. Shishido," Atobe replied. Ryou swore his eyes gleamed with       amusement at Ryou's discomfort, for an instant, but you could never pin Atobe       down about stuff like that. A moment later he was turning back to Choutarou.       "Are you here for anything in particular today?" he asked. Choutarou       smiled his faint, public smile.

"The store called just this morning to say that they had Chris Norman's       first album in."

"Chris Norman." Atobe's eyes went distant for a moment. "He       played with the Baltimore Consort, yes?"

The conversation that followed had very little meaning to Ryou; he liked listening       to music, but the details never really stuck with him. So he split his      attention  between pride in his partner and irritation with Atobe. Both      pleasant constants  in his life. He could always be proud of Choutarou,      of the poise that let  him keep his countenance in just about any situation,      including chatting  with his captain under Tezuka's gimlet eye and Fuji's      alarming smile, and of  a determination to match Ryou's own, even when it      was his own partner he was arguing with. Ryou still didn't think      fraternization between teams could possibly be healthy, but Choutarou had      gotten him to admit that it didn't seem to have affected Atobe and Tezuka's      games. Just personally, Ryou thought that was the weirdest thing of all.

He hauled back his wandering thoughts as Atobe... dismissed Choutarou       with a gracious nod. There were really times when Ryou wished they were still       eight years old and he could get away with punching the smug bastard. Still,       in his own annoying way he seemed fond of Choutarou, and that got him a lot       of latitude in Ryou's book. He sauntered after his partner, exchanging companionable       sneers with Atobe on the way past.

"Such a unique leadership style you have," he heard Fuji remark,       genially, behind him. "Do you tell your team members to imagine your       face on the tennis ball, or do you trust that it will happen naturally?"

Ryou barely managed not to choke, because he had gotten through more than one       practice with exactly that tactic. He'd been right all along. Fuji Shuusuke       was creepy.

"Whatever works," Atobe returned in a careless tone. Ryou could hear       the smirk in it, and shot a glare over his shoulder.

"Remind me again why I'm friends with a jerk like you," he growled,       running an impatient hand through his hair.

"Because I'm the only one who would put up with your dramatics,"       Atobe answered, promptly and loftily.

"Oh, yeah, sure," Ryou gave him a look rich with disbelief. "Nice       talking to you, Mr. Pot, I'll just be getting back to my teacups, why don't       I." He didn't bother waiting for an answer before turning his back and       stalking off after Choutarou. Maybe he'd send Tezuka a sympathy card when       Valentine's rolled around. When he caught up to his partner, Choutarou offered       him one of the sample-this-disc headphone sets.

"This is it."

Ryou had to admit, it was pretty music. It almost sounded like a traditional       flute, but not quite; and a lot bouncier.

"Now," Choutarou added, "imagine the man playing that, standing       in front of a formal orchestra, wearing jeans and a bright red knit shirt       and suspenders."

Ryou burst out laughing. "You're kidding!" When Choutarou shook      his head, smile flashing,  Ryou had to agree, "All right, yeah, I probably      would like him."

Choutarou's pleased look nearly made him glow; it was one of the expressions       Ryou was especially fond of. He was just considering whether it would injure       his partner's reserve if Ryou ran his fingers through the unruly drift of       silver hair, when familiar voices interrupted.

"I mean, really, you need a life, Ryouma."

"I have a life."

"Besides tennis. Come on, forget the old man and act like a normal       person for just one afternoon!"

"And another after that," Echizen pointed out, inexorably, "and       another after that, and..."

"Now you're getting the idea."

Momoshiro, Ryou identified the other speaker. No one else had quite the same       congenially full-of-himself tone.

"Momoshiro, Echizen-kun," Choutarou greeted them, turning.

"Hey," Ryou seconded.

"Ohtori, Shishido-san, how's it going?" Momoshiro hailed them, easily.       Ryou considered him one of the easier players to get along with off the court.       The same couldn't be said for his companion, who just noddedunusually cordial       for Echizen. "Guess this place is attracting tennis players today, hm?"       Momoshiro added, grinning.

"You have no idea," Ryou muttered.

"It's Tezuka-buchou and the Monkey King," Echizen observed, peering       further down the aisle. "And Tachibana and Fuji-senpai, too."

Momoshiro winced a little. Ryou sympathized completely. Neither team had been       prepared for finding out that their captains had hooked up. Even though Choutarou       had said they should probably have expected it. Echizen's expression sharpened       into an evil, little smile.

"We should say hello."

"Hey, Ryouma, hang on, we... you shouldn't... Ryouma!" Momoshiro's       snatch at Echizen's collar missed, as the younger player made a bee-line       for the greatest source of trouble available.

Typical.

"It can be troublesome to have a partner who's so impulsive, can't it?"       Choutarou asked.

"You can say that again," Momoshiro muttered as he made after Echizen.

It took another minute to catch up with Ryou.

"Choutarou..." he said, drawing it out. His partner made wide eyes       at him.

"Yes, Shishido-san?"

Ok, now he was sure, because Choutarou never called him that, anymore, unless       he was teasing. He stepped into his partner, backing him against the rack.

"If we weren't in public," he said, softly, watching Choutarou's       eyes darken.

"Then, what?" Choutarou murmured. Ryou laughed.

"Grab your stuff, and let's get out of here. And I'll show you."

If the cashier thought it was odd that the customers were grinning silently       at each other, he didn't mention it.

Momoshiro

Momo was an easygoing sort of guy. Which was a good thing, considering. It       really wasn't often, anymore, that he had the urge to whap Ryouma over the       head with a racquet. It was much more effective to tickle him until he couldn't       breathe; Ryouma was far too aware of his dignity for his own good.

But whenever Ryouma saw an opportunity to mouth off to their captain he took       it, and then it was time for caring friends to restrain him. Possibly with       a straitjacket, because he really had to be crazy to tease Tezuka-san      like that. The fact that Momo had never once, in three and a half years,      succeeded was beside the point. So was the incomprehensible fact that their      captain generally let Ryouma get away with it, sort of. If there was any      topic that would finally drive Tezuka-san over the edge, it had to be his...      relationship  with Atobe.

Momo caught up just as Ryouma offered their captain his best insolent smirk.

"Buchou. Out on a date?"

Tezuka-san looked down his nose at his youngest team member with no expression       Momo could detect, but Ryouma's eyes gleamed like he'd gotten a rise out       of him. Atobe, after one look, leaned against the racks, silently declaring       that it was not his team and not his problem. Momo didn't know exactly how       he managed to get that across just by leaning back and crossing his arms.       That talent was one of the more irritating things about Atobe.

Maybe Ryouma thought so, too, because he turned to Atobe next. "Guess      there's no hope for a game today, then. Too bad. Beating you would have      been a good way to wrap up the weekend."

"I'm told it's good for people to have dreams," Atobe returned, condescending       as ever. "Nice to see you have one that will last you so very long,       Echizen."

Momo's cautious look at Tezuka-san showed that he didn't seem upset that Ryouma       was ragging on his boyfriend. That was a relief. A sudden thought came to       Momo, that Ryouma was challenging Atobe in front of their captain by way       of asking permission. Ryouma never directly disobeyed the captain, but he       was a master of avoiding being given orders that he didn't want to follow.       Giving the captain a chance to object was as good as asking if it was all       right.

Which meant, Momo realized, that Ryouma would take Tezuka-san's silence for       assent, and keep needling Atobe until he got what he wanted. Ryouma was opening       his mouth for the next shot when bright laughter cut across him.

"Ryouma-kun, you're almost as good at ticking people off as you are at       playing tennis. And that's saying something."

Tachibana Ann appeared from around the corner, grinning when Ryouma raised       a brow at her.

"Ann-chan," Momo exclaimed, relieved. "Are you here with your       brother?" She grinned wider.

"Yes, but I thought he'd probably appreciate it if I got lost for a while."       She flicked her eyes at her brother and Fuji-senpai, standing together. "I've       been exploring on my own; this place has a ton of great stuff!" She       waved a handful of plastic cases, and Momo leaned over her shoulder to see.

"Oh, hey, I didn't know Do As Infinity had another one out, what's on       it?"

"Momo-senpai." Ryouma's voice was low, but it got Momo's attention.       Ryouma didn't sound that sharp very often. When he turned, though, Ryouma       just looked at him, sidelong. He seemed irritated. It took Momo a couple       beats to figure out why, but when he did he smiled. Ryouma looked away again,       not meeting anyone's eyes, now.

Momo came away from Ann, to stand behind Ryouma and lay a casual hand on his       shoulder. "Ready to go bargain hunting?" he asked.

"Sure," Ryouma muttered, still not looking back at him.

Ann-chan had a knowing smile on as she turned to her brother. "Did you guys find everything you wanted, Onii-chan?"

Occupied with her questions, the other players returned Momo's goodbyes distractedly.

It wasn't, Momo thought, as they moved on, that Ryouma was possessive, exactly.       And he wasn't anyone's definition of clingy. There were just people he didn't       like Momo to pay too much attention to, and Tachibana Ann was one of them.       The word boyfriend hadn't even been breathed between them, yet,       except jokingly, but they didn't often need things spoken out loud.

Momo ruffled Ryouma's hair, and Ryouma swatted at his hand.

"Cut it out," he said, sounding sulky. But he turned his head enough       to glance at Momo over his shoulder, eyes momentarily softer and mouth curving       up at one corner. Momo smiled back, and let his hand rest, briefly, at the       back of Ryouma's neck before falling.

There were easier things than words.

Tezuka

Kunimitsu slung his bag of CDs into a corner, in a rare moment of messiness,       and almost collapsed back on his bed. He pressed a hand over his eyes, pushing       his glasses up, hoping to alleviate the threatening headache. He'd really       never thought a simple trip to the music store would be so harrowing. If       he had, he'd have risked whatever musical white elephants Keigo might have       chosen for him.

The bed dipped, and he felt a hand pluck his glasses off entirely. "Oh,      come along, Kunimitsu, admit it. It was funny," Keigo      chuckled.

Kunimitsu lifted his hand, the better to glare at his lover. Though he couldn't       quite maintain it when Keigo's cool fingertips pressed across his forehead,       driving the tense almost-pain away.

"You're worried about Fuji," Keigo observed. Kunimitsu didn't bother       denying it.

"I never expected Mizuki, of all people, to..." he trailed off.

"Lock his interest?" Keigo suggested. "It could be worse."

Kunimitsu made an inquiring noise, closing his eyes as Keigo's thumbs stroked       the arch of his brow bone.

"Mizuki himself doesn't seem completely unbalanced about the whole thing,"       Keigo told him, thoughtfully. "And I imagine Tachibana will keep Fuji       from going too far."

Kunimitsu was worn out enough to accept Keigo's judgment over his own fears,       though he made a mental note to see if he could get the whole story out of       Fuji later. On the other hand, he revised his thought as Keigo's lips brushed       across his, perhaps he wasn't as worn out as all that. And he really       felt he deserved some consolation after a day like this.

He reached up to pull Keigo down against him.

End


Branch: *looks around, slightly hunted* Ok, so, we'll flip a coin to see which       couple gets their smut first, right?

All Muses: *ignore her*

Momo: It'll be us, first, we're cuter.

Shishido: You wish! You give her way too much trouble, with all that non-verbal       crap. It'll be us.

Atobe: Speaking of trouble, you have far too much back-story requirement, Shishido.       Besides, she loves me best. *preens*

Ryouma: Exactly. You two old guys need a chance to get your breath back.

Branch: *sidles behind Fuji* I'm just glad you don't like me writing smut      for you and Tachibana.

Fuji: *slow smile* Actually, I've been considering that.

Branch: *pales, backs away as all muses turn to look at her* Help! Muse Police!       I'm being mugged!


		

	OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





