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			If I Should Wake Before I Die #1

			
			After the first trip to the Forgotten City, Aerith comes to reassure Tifa and ask a favor. Drama with Romance, I-3



			Tifa curled on her side, biting her lip. She didn't want to start crying again;      it only wasted time and energy. Oshou-sama had always been after her about      wasting energy in extraneous movement. Smoothly, Tifa, she could      hear him barking. Stop flourishing and put everything into the strike!

Of course, maybe he was dead, too, now. Just like everyone else she got close      to.

She hugged her pillow to her, biting down harder. Sleep. She needed to sleep,      now, and in the morning... they'd think of something. Somehow.

Something.

At least the tears had worn her out. She could already feel herself drifting,      down into that odd first layer of sleep where her mind still turned over      thoughts and plans but her body gave up and stilled into rest. When the      darkness behind her eyes lightened she thought, dream.

It was a rather nice one. Warm and soft and a lot brighter than most of her      dreams, lately, which tended to have a lot of fire and screaming and blood-dulled      silver in them.

"Tifa."

She liked this a lot better; she'd almost swear she could smell grass and      flowers, the hot, heavy, green scent they got under a good summer sun.

"Tifa! Come on. One of you has got to listen to me!"

Tifa blinked. Aerith was standing right in front of her, frowning, with her      hands on her hips. "Ae... Aerith?" She could feel her lips trembling around      the name.

Aerith's frown softened. "Oh, Tifa. It's all right, really. I'm fine. Now,      listen..."

Tifa reached out and felt her fingers brush through a soft, wavy  wing of      hair, and lost it completely. The tears rushed back and hit her in the chest,      and her knees buckled, and she found herself curled up again pressing a      fistful of Aerith's skirt to her cheek as she cried.

"Tifa," Aerith whispered above her, and then she was stooping down to gather      Tifa against her. "Shh. Shh, now, it's all right."

When Tifa could think again, she found herself lying with her head buried      in Aerith's lap, catching her breath slowly as Aerith stroked her hair.      Finally she said, voice gluey with tears,      "How can it be all right?"

Aerith sighed. "Do I look any worse for the wear?"

Tifa lifted her head and looked. "Well. No." She managed a shaky smile and      pulled herself upright again. And then she frowned and reached out to tilt      Aerith's chin. "You do look kind of tired, actually."

Aerith's smile was wry. "Yeah, well." Her bright eyes shadowed for a moment.      "It isn't all that easy to hold myself together, right now."

Tifa's emotions reversed polarity fast enough to make her dizzy, and she put      a protective arm around Aerith. "Are you all right? What's wrong?" Then      she made a face and muttered,      "Besides the obvious."

Aerith broke into giggles and couldn't seem to stop, leaning against Tifa's      shoulder. "Ah.      Oh, dear."      She wiped her eyes. "Well. Yes." She took a long breath and looked      at Tifa more seriously. "Listen. When you can, try to tell Cloud         it wasn't his fault, all right? He's so wound up over this! He can't even      hear me when I'm practically shouting."

"I'll try." Tifa's mouth quirked wryly. "Repeatedly, I expect." Aerith made      a face.

"I'll just bet." She sighed, curling up into Tifa's side a little more.

"Aerith," Tifa said, gently. "Really. What's wrong?"

"I just don't know if I'll be able to make it work out." Aerith held her hands      out, studying them. "I'll do my very best, of course. I know we all will.      But"

The brightness flickered.

Aerith spat a word that shocked even Tifa, used as she was to Barrett's language. "Sephiroth!      Tifa, listen"

"Aerith!" Tifa caught her hands, eyes wide. She couldn't hear Aerith any more.

Aerith's mouth tilted and her shoulders heaved. Then she squeezed Tifa's hands      and smiled and leaned toward her.

"... wake up and let's get going!" Barrett's large hand was shaking her shoulder      and Tifa sat up. Barrett frowned. "Hey. You okay?"

"Yes," Tifa said, distracted. "Why?"

"You're rubbing your head. Got a headache?"

A breath of laughter puffed through Tifa's lips and her fingers brushed one      more time over her forehead where she  could still feel Aerith's      lips. "No." She smiled softly.

"I'm all right."

End   


		

	
		
			If I Should Wake Before I Die #2

			
			After calling up the Lifestream, Aerith recovers and Zack teases. Romance with Drama, I-2



			Aerith slumped in Zack's arms, trying to catch her breath, still seeing life-sparks      of green dancing in front of her eyes every time she blinked. "How... can      I be out of breath... if I haven't got a body!" she panted. "This is so      unfair."

"No need to move on my account," Zack murmured.

She managed a laugh. "Oh, I get it. You just want more chances to cuddle."

"While you're too worn out to hit me for wandering hands, yep," he agreed      cheerfully.

"Zack!" She did manage to swat his shoulder, though it was a bit      shaky as chastisements went.

"Well, come on, what better restorative for the lady who saved the world...      ?" She could hear the grin in his voice as his hand slid down to her hip.

The next swat was a lot firmer.    "You!" And then Aerith sighed      and let herself relax against him again.

"Aerith?" Zack tipped her chin up, looking at her curiously. "Since when do      you give in that easy, without at least tickling me until I squeak?"

She could feel her smile tremble around the edges. "It seems like a waste      of time, and I don't know how much we'll have."

Now Zack looked alarmed. "What do you mean? It worked, right? Meteor is gone      and we're all safe."

"Yes, Zack." Aerith ran her fingers through his hair, smiling more surely,      if sadly, at the familiar springy-soft texture. "But I don't know how long      you have before the Lifestream draws you away."

Zack blinked at her. "As long as you stay, I'm staying too."

Aerith bit her lip. "How long do you think you can resist the pull, though?      I..." she traced the line of his shoulder-guard, watching her fingertip      on the cool metal instead of his face, "I think I'm going to stay concentrated      for a long time. I'm the last one. And you're not..." A finger on her      lips interrupted her.

"Not Cetra? No, I'm not." Zack shrugged. "But my exceedingly great grandparents      were, right? Nothing to say I can't figure it out." There was no compromise      at all in his expression, despite the lightness of his tone.  "I'm staying."

She looked at him for a long moment. "Well, you're certainly the most      stubborn person I've ever met," she allowed. "Who knows?" She      couldn't quite help hoping that it was true; that it could be true.

"Besides," he added, leaning back, "I need to stick around and make sure Cloud      doesn't totally cock up his life. Again. You know he'll try to, even with      our girl Tifa looking after him. Though she has grown up well, I have to      say." He looked as proud as if he'd had something to do with it and Aerith      leaned her head on his shoulder, laughing.

"You have a point."  Besides, she was way too worn out right now      to argue. She'd try believing in him, instead.

After all, it was only fair to return the favor.

End  


		

	
		
			If I Should Wake Before I Die #3

			
			A bit after game-end, Cloud broods over Zack's sword and gets a visitor. Romance with Angst, I-3



			Dust puffed up as Cloud drove the sword into the ground.

It took him a moment to pull his hand away from the hilt, and then he stood      just staring at it. His new sword was an excellent one, but this... this      was Zack's sword.

"Which is why you have no right to use it, idiot," Cloud muttered      to himself, slumping down to sit beside it. His hand still stole back out      to touch the blade.

"You're going to cut yourself, playing around like that. Don't you know better,      by now?"

Cloud surged halfway to his feet, only to fall back with a thump, staring.      He had to swallow a few times before he found his voice; when he did it      was hoarse. "Zack?"

On the other side of the sword, Zack put his hands on his hips and grinned.      "In the flesh." After a considering pause he added, "Only not, of course."      He looked down the length of his body with a critical expression. "She's      right, this really does take it out of you. We should make this quick."

Cloud bowed his head, dozens of childhood whispers dinning in his ears. Something      left undone could hold a spirit to the world; and surely someone like Zack      had had hundreds of things left undone, and now he couldn't rest, and it      was entirely Cloud's fault. "I'm sorry," he whispered.

Zack sounded startled. "What for?"

"If you can't move on... I..." Cloud stared down at the dust. "It's my fault."

There was a sigh and then a small thud, and Zack was sitting beside him. "I      realize it may be hard to believe after the past couple months, but, honest,      not everything in the world hinges on you personally." Zack sounded patient,      now, and Cloud's head sank a little lower.

"I know that," he protested. "But..." He looked up and couldn't get another      word out in face of the wry smile Zack wore.

"Let me guess. You think you got me killed."

Cloud might have been out of it at the time, but he remembered enough to be      very clear about the fact that he had gotten Zack killed. Since      Zack obviously didn't agree, though, he shrugged and looked away. "It isn't      just that."

Zack leaned back on his hands. "So what is it?"

Cloud raked a smudged hand through his hair, embarrassed and guilty, and a      little annoyed that Zack was going to make him say it out loud. "Damn      it, Zack, I was pretending to be you! Claiming to be you!" A glint      off the sword caught Cloud's eye and he slumped again, muttering, "Running      around, waving your sword, telling everyone I was a SOLDIER First Class,      and used to be Sephiroth's friend, and..." The sheer humiliation of      it choked him. "You can't possibly      tell me you aren't pissed off about that."

"Sure I can." Zack chuckled as Cloud's head whipped up to stare at him. "Cloud,      you idiot, you were sicker with transition than anyone else I've ever seen,      and by the time you could put two words together in a row all the physical      evidence and memories you had pointed to you being me. Why should I be mad      at you about that?"

Cloud opened his mouth and closed it again, nonplussed by this attack of logic.

"Besides," Zack crossed his ankles comfortably, "you did a       good job of being me. Saved the world and everything." He smiled      at Cloud, eyes sparkling behind the glow. "I'm not mad. I'm actually      pretty damn proud of you."

Cloud's chest suddenly felt light and shaky, and he swallowed against a hot      tightness in his throat. "Zack..."

"I mean, look at how well you turned out. You are First Class,      now, my friend."   Just as Cloud thought he might have to look away      or cry, the sparkle turned into a gleam. "Of course, some things never change."

Cloud yelped as Zack tackled him into the dust and glared up at his captor.      "Zack!"

Zack grinned down at him. "Too much seriousness is bad for you."

Cloud's eyes narrowed and he growled. He remembered that line. And, while      he might have gotten pummeled like a little kid three or four years ago,      things damn well had changed, now. He twisted and heaved, and bared      his teeth in a grin of his own when it actually worked and dumped Zack off      him. He dove after.

They thrashed back and forth though the rising clouds of yellow until Zack      finally got his weight over Cloud's hips and both Cloud's hands in a good      grip. By then they were both out of breath and laughing.

"I'm going to win next time," Cloud declared, wriggling his wrists to test      Zack's grip.

And it did loosen for a second, but in an odd way. Cloud frowned. He frowned      more when Zack muttered, "Aw, hell."

"What? Zack? What is it?"

The smile he got this time was a little more crooked than normal. "Just      reality catching up with us again." Before Cloud could ask what he      meant, Zack shook him a little. "Listen. It wasn't your fault, Cloud.      And I'm still here. Remember."      His expression turned considering. "Actually... why don't I make sure      of that."

Just as Cloud's brain was starting to catch up to who and where they      were and what must be happening, Zack swooped down and kissed him.     Cloud's      brain hit the pause button again.

Zack's lips were gritty and his mouth tasted of dust. And then it was just      warm, and wet, and the soft pressure of Zack's tongue searching his mouth.

And then it was nothing.

Cloud lay, staring up at the sky, quite alone on the bluff except for the      sword.  "Damn it, Zack," he whispered, hearing his own voice shake. "I      demand a rematch."

A short gust of wind ruffled his hair like an affectionate hand.

End  


		

	
		
			If I Should Wake Before I Die #4

			
			After Advent Children, Tifa visits the church and finds an unexpected Zack. Romance, I-2



			A lot of people came to visit the church, now, but somehow never more than      a few at a time. Even so, Tifa liked to be alone when she came. So when      she saw someone kneeling in the shadows by the pool she bit her lip and      took a step back, meaning to sneak out quietly and come back later.

When the soft morning light slid over broad shoulders and a tight, charcoal      shirt, she stepped forward again, meaning to get a look at Cloud's face      and see whether or not he needed company.

When the man raised his head and she saw the wild black hair she      couldn't hold back a gasp. He looked around, smiling. "There you are."

Tifa caught at the cracked stone pillar next to her, feeling dizzy with shock.      "You..." she whispered. "You're..."

"Zack," he supplied, obligingly.

"I remember." She closed the last few steps between them, eyes fixed      on him. He looked so real, so there, that her hand lifted to touch and make      sure. The amusement in his eyes brought her back to herself before she quite      groped a stranger (mostly stranger), and she pulled her hand back quickly.      "I'm sorry. I'm"

"Tifa." He nodded. "I remember, too. Though I have to say," his eyes slid      down her body, "you've certainly grown up a lot."

Tifa's face heated at that look and she glared at him. Zack held up his hands,       contrite. "Ah, I didn't mean it like that!" He paused and ran a      hand through his hair. "Well, okay, I did mean it like that, but not like that."

Tifa sniffed. He wasn't leering like the guys in the bar sometimes did, though,      so she let it go and settled down on the still-cool boards beside the pool.      The company of someone who was dead was  close enough to alone. "So,      why are you here?" She      frowned. "Actually, how are      you here?"

Zack folded his legs and sat back down himself. "Hey, Sephiroth isn't the      only stubborn bastard around."

She tried not to flinch at that name and he shook his head, sadness dimming      his wry, easy smile. "Aerith taught me, when I finally convinced her I wasn't      going anywhere," he said quietly.

"Oh." Tifa looked down at the pool, a smile softening her own lips. "If...      if you see her, tell her thank you for me?"

"She heard you when you said it yourself."

Tifa raised her head, startled. "She did?"

Zack's expression was fond. "She blushed. The two of you are awfully      cute, you know."

Tifa was pretty sure she was blushing herself. Zack waved a hand, pretending      not to notice. "It's hard to be here like this," he went on, "but we're      not really gone you know. It isn't that hard to keep track of you and Cloud."

"Oh." Cloud and her? Why her?

"Harder for you to keep an eye on us, which is why I'm here, actually." His      hand closed around hers, warm and solid. "I wanted to thank you," he      told her, eyes serious and level and as warm as his hand. "Thank you      for taking such good care of Cloud. Thank you for caring for Aerith, when      she was with you." The      tilted smile returned. "You've been a fantastic guide, all along." He      lifted her hand and her eyes widened as he kissed her palm, soft and slow,      earnest gaze fixed on hers.

"I" She took a breath and tried again, without squeaking this time. "You're...      you're welcome, of course."

He grinned at her and stood, tossing her a casual salute. "We'll be seeing      you, then."

The rising sun finally spilled down into his corner of the church and he was      gone.

Tifa huffed and pressed her closed hand to her chest. "I see what Cloud means,      about you," she muttered.  The pool rippled merrily in the clear      light, and she reached out and touched a fingertip to the surface of the      water, smiling. "Yeah. You take care of him, too, then. Okay?"

She lingered beside the pool, enjoying the sunlight that lay over      her shoulders like a friendly arm.

End  
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