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			Long, Like Memory

			
			Four moments when Miyuki actually thinks about his hair, often to keep from thinking about something else. Drama with Angst and mild UST, I-3



			His mother always combed his hair for school.

"Kazuya! Breakfast!"

He thumped down the stairs, dragging his book bag behind him by one strap. "Coming!" He scrambled up into his chair at the table, across from his dad who had the morning paper folded beside his plate, and grinned up at his mother as she set his smaller plate in front of him. Her eyes danced when she laughed.

"Oh, Kazuya." Cool fingers smoothed back his hair, which he'd splashed water on this morning to try to make it lie down flat. It had... kind of worked.  "Hold still for a moment, sweetheart." 

He stuffed a piece of toast in his mouth first, but then held obediently still while the comb tugged gently through his hair, smoothing the top down and the sides back so they didn't fluff out. He could never figure out how she did it. Even his dad couldn't do it; the time he'd tried, when Kaa-san had been too tired out to get up one morning, Kazuya's hair had stuck up all over, and they'd both had exactly the same helpless look in the mirror, and his mother had laughed and laughed when he'd gone to say goodbye before leaving, even though it made her cough.

So he sat still every morning while she combed his hair and finished with a pat. "There you go! Eat up, now, so you have energy for the whole day."

Kazuya promptly shoveled rice into his mouth. "Thank you, Kaa-san!"

"Swallow before talking," his dad directed, completing the final morning step with a shake of his head and a tiny quirk at the corner of his mouth. It got a little bigger when Kazuya swallowed and smiled back at him, wide and happy.

Kazuya liked mornings.

(He never did figure out how his mother had made his hair so neat, and eventually he stopped trying. Maybe it really was the pat that did it.)



The first time Kazuya put on a catcher's skull-cap, it flattened his hair right into his eyes.

"You're going to need to push your hair back as you put it on," the coach said, and Kazuya could hear the laugh the man was holding down under the faint wobble in his voice.

A few tries to swipe his hair back fast enough to get the helmet over it and the coach was coughing unconvincingly into his fist, so Kazuya relieved the poor guy by laughing himself. "I'll practice at home!" he promised, reaching for his water bottle. Water was pretty much the only way he'd ever gotten his hair to lie down, even a little.

He ignored the stares on the train home. The older kids had already had a good laugh over how his hair was sticking up, after practice.  At home, he carefully followed the directions in his mother's old cookbook to make dinner the way she couldn't any more, standing on the step-stool and pinning faintly stained and heat-stiffened pages under two cups. After eating, he carefully wrapped his dad's portion for when he finally came in from the workshop. And then he took the odd, brim-less helmet upstairs to practice in front of the bathroom mirror. The helmet was a lot heavier than his cloth cap, and he couldn't duck into it quite the same way. His forehead was a little scraped up by the time he thought he had the hang of it. But that was okay. He'd learned how to doctor his own scrapes lately, and he thought he was getting pretty good at it.

After a few months of having the catcher's mask get caught in the hair sticking out the sides of the skull-cap, he asked Fukuda-san, the barber, if he could make the sides shorter and answered the man's jovial comments about growing up and paying attention to his looks with a wide grin. It kept most people from wanting any more of an answer. Frankly, he thought the way Fukuda-san trimmed and fussily shaped the hair in front of his ears looked a little silly, but it did get rid of the clumps over his ears when he was wearing the catcher's equipment, so that was fine.

(He only thought once about how brightly his mother would have laughed to see, and then he made himself not think about that again.)



"You should do something with your hair," Kuramochi said out of the blue on afternoon, as they waited for the math teacher. He had turned around in his chair and was squinting rather judgmentally at Kazuya's hair. Which, admittedly, was probably sticking up a bit from where Kazuya had his fingers shoved into it while he leaned his head on one hand and tried not to fall asleep. Batting angles and distances were doodled in the margins of his notebook around last week's far more boring details on how to calculate the missing angle of a quadrilateral. 

"Mm." He turned the area equation around to calculate diameter and made a face. What good was this to know, anyway? What really mattered was the angle and spin of the ball as it came in... 

"Seriously, you look like an upside-down mop most days," Kuramochi prodded, and Kazuya finally slouched back in his seat with a snort.

"You're the last one I want to hear that from, Hair Cream-san."

"Hey!" Kuramochi ducked the class rep's dirty look and hissed, "I do not use hair cream!"

"Not anymore," Miyuki agreed sunnily, and stifled a laugh at Kuramochi's growl. The guy should know better than to play this game with Kazuya, especially considering the photographic evidence passed around by Kuramochi's third-year roommate and foresightfully secured by Kazuya. "Besides," he added, more to the point, "why should I bother when I spend all my time with my hair mashed down under one helmet or another?"

"There are some times we're not playing," Kuramochi said, but only half-heartedly and Kazuya didn't dignify it with an answer. They both knew that time boiled down to class hours and not much else. It was one reason Kazuya was at Seidou, after all.

The math teacher finally slid the door open and the class rep called "Stand!" Under the scrape of chairs and shuffle of feet, Kuramochi muttered, "You look like a little kid, still, as long as no one can see your eyes. It's just weird."

Kazuya was distantly glad that Kuramochi was sitting in front of him, and not behind. He had sharp eyes, and might have wondered about Kazuya's stillness before Kazuya could get it under control again.

(He hadn't even tried to comb his hair back for almost four years. Three years, ten months, and twenty-three days, actually, but who was counting?)



The first-years were gathered around one corner of their usual table, whispering over something, and Miyuki craned his neck for a look as he went past with his dinner tray. It was always good to know what they were up to, especially given Sawamura's moments of amusingly bizarre behavior. Kazuya knew there was no way on earth the boy had been raised in a dojo, but sometimes Sawamura acted like he wanted to have been, or had maybe been raised on the movie set of one. There were really times that Sawamura's dramatics reminded him of Mei, and he was saving up that observation to tell them both, so he could see what kind of fits they both pitched over it.

"...he looks so young!" Haruichi was saying.

"Well, it is from when he was in middle school," Kanemaru pointed out, but trailed off at the end as if he too were struck by the apparent youth of whoever they were talking about.

"And he was amazing even then!" Sawamura sounded vastly enthused, but Kazuya didn't put much weight on that. Sawamura usually sounded enthused over whatever he was talking about, including dorm chores. More usefully, his expansive gesturing made several other first-years duck and Kazuya caught a glimpse of the old paper they were gathered around. There was a large picture of Chris-senpai on the front of the section, looking very much as Kazuya remembered him from two years ago. He smiled a little to himself and strolled on. No harm in a little hero-worship now and then; if it weren't Chris it would probably have been one of this year's MVPs or something. 

"What are the first-years up to?" Kuramochi asked as Kazuya sat down across from him.

Kazuya cast a quick eye over the third-year tables to make sure Chris wasn't there yet before he smirked and said, clearly enough to carry to the first-years, "They're discussing how cute Chris-senpai was in middle school."

Sawamura's outraged protest rose over the snickering, and even Kuramochi's cackle, and Kazuya took a composed bite of his dinner.  Every now and then he wondered if maybe getting a rise out of Sawamura was beneath him as too easy, but the kid's reactions were great. It was like sugar candyâ��no nutritional value at all but still tasty.  It was probably a doubly good thing Kazuya had turned Mei down, now he thought about it; he'd have gotten metaphorical cavities for sure, in a battery with Mei, who rose to the bait just as easily.

Chris' entrance provoked another flurry, this time to hide the newspaper, and Kazuya snickered some more. 

As dinner conversation turned to classes and practice, though, the image of a younger Chris stuck in the back of his head. Chris-senpai was actually looking a lot more like he had back then, now; aiming Sawamura at him had definitely been a good idea. The memory of Chris from their middle school match, of all that sun-bright talent and brilliant game-making, was so clear in Kazuya's mind that it was actually startling to look up and see Chris pass their table, taller and broader, still with that shining presence but more dignified now, all his edges sleek and tucked-in.

The thought that Chris-senpai was the only one Kazuya would trust to comb his hair back, smooth and neat like it used to be, was so unexpected, sneaking past the things Kazuya didn't let himself think about, that its arrival was like a shock up his spine.

He must have shown it somehow, because Chris-senpai paused and glanced down at him, questioning. "Miyuki-kun? Is something wrong?"

Kazuya shook himself and grinned up at Chris. "Nope, all good!"

Chris' eyes held his for a suspended, breathless moment before he nodded quietly and moved on to the third-years' tables.

"Guess the first-years aren't the only ones with crushes, huh?" Kuramochi asked, grinning wickedly.

Kazuya rolled his eyes and flicked his hand dismissively. "Like anyone in this whole club, yeah." He swallowed another bite and gave Kuramochi a toothy smile. "Not always on Chris-senpai, of course."

Kuramochi glared, but they'd been holding Chris-senpai and Kominato-senpai over each other's heads for more than a year and Kazuya knew neither of them would actually rat the other out. In his more honest moments he admitted, ruefully, that they were both obvious enough there was probably no point in doing so. They were probably lucky the senpai remembered their own little crushes and were relatively kind about such things, for values of "kind" that could be "not very" in Kominato's case, and sometimes he really did wonder about Kuramochi's taste. Youthful days of high school in a sports dorm, he supposed. It probably made them all a little crazy.

So he kicked Kuramochi lightly under the table and said, "Anyway, about batters for fall, has Zono noticed anyone new who's a good contact hitter, besides Toujou?"

Kuramochi scowled at his rice. "Not really, and that's going to be a pain. Asou might be a decent power hitter if he doesn't drop out during summer training, but it's going to be a weaker line-up at this rate..."

They traded names around mouthfuls of stew, and badgered Zono for more when he came back from getting seconds, and Kazuya settled back into dealing with things he knew were possible.

(He took the thought of Chris-senpai's fingers moving through his hair and closed it carefully up in a mental box, and put the box on a mental shelf beside his mother's.)

(Just because he didn't think about some things didn't mean he forgot them.)

End

		

	
		
			At Your Fingertips

			
			Miyuki spends some time contemplating Chris' hands. Drama with Romance, I-3



			Miyuki Kazuya tended to watch people's hands. He watched their whole bodies whenever they were throwing, of course, but especially their hands. It was the hands that told you exactly where the ball was going. And, of course, he watched his pitchers' hands still more closely, looking there to see the first signs of strain, of exhaustion, of confidence, of nerves. You could just about read a pitcher's mind by watching his hands, if you knew what to look for.

So it wasn't as though it was strange that he should find his attention taken up by Chris-senpai's hands, even if he was another catcher. Chris' hands were as impressive as the rest of him, broad and limber and strong, fingers always so certain in their grip on a ball or in the quick flash of signs. Watching Chris handle the ball sometimes sent Kazuya's thoughts wandering down rare paths of what-if.

What if Kazuya had chosen differently, all those years ago at the start of his baseball days? What if he'd followed after the power of his arm and shoulder, instead of his eye and mind? What if he'd come to Seidou as a pitcher, instead of a catcher? 

Admittedly, he wasn't at all sure he'd have ever mastered the prima donna grandstanding that so many pitchers seemed to feel it was their positive duty to cultivate. But he'd always had the flexibility and strength to be a very good pitcher, and if he'd followed that path he knew he'd have relentlessly pursued the control required to be excellent. He didn't believe in holding back, once he'd made a choice. He doubted it would have made any difference in his middle school team; a pitcher couldn't carry a mediocre team all alone, any more than a catcher could, and he doubted he'd have been much more loved  on the mound than behind the plate. Focusing on the batters from the front wouldn't have blunted his perception of his own team, or the edge of his tongue any. He'd never had the least patience for half-hearted play. But if he'd been a pitcher, then he thought he'd have seen Takigawa Chris Yuu in a different light, when they'd met.

He'd still have followed Chris to Seidou, but not as his rival or his goal. No. Chris would have been a potential partner. His catcher. The sharp eye and mind he could trust to make the game. The strong hand he could trust to catch and hold even him.

The thought made him smile as he traced his fingertips along the tendons of Chris' hand where it rested on his hip, just above the white line of the sheets.

"You're smiling," Chris murmured, catching Kazuya's chin and stroking a slow thumb along his lower lip. "What are you thinking about?"

Kazuya let his tongue dart out to lap softly at Chris' thumb, coaxing it back so Kazuya could wrap his lips around it and suck on it softly, watching Chris' eyes darken in the golden, late afternoon light. When Chris pressed his thumb deeper, sliding over Kazuya's tongue and pressing down to hold it still, heat twisted low in his stomach and he couldn't help a soft, wordless moan. He enjoyed Chris' control, even now. As Chris' pitcher, he might have pushed enough to make Chris prove himself, but he knew he'd have given way in the end, given himself and all his strength into Chris' hands. Chris was the only one he thought he could have trusted enough, and they would have been unstoppable. "I was just thinking about your hands," he answered, husky, when Chris finally drew his thumb back.

Chris smiled, tracing slow fingers up the bare length of Kazuya's spine to slide into his hair.  "Ah? Anything in particular about them?" He drew Kazuya's head back, gentle and relentless, and kissed him very thoroughly.  Kazuya was a little light-headed with the heat winding through him by the time Chris let him go, and maybe that was why he answered with what was uppermost in his mind.

"How much I trust them."

Chris' smile softened, and he gathered Kazuya closer against him, leaning back against the headboard of the bed. "Thank you for that honor," he said, so quiet and so sure and so gentle that Kazuya couldn't do anything but curl into his arms and bury his head against Chris' shoulder.

They stayed like that for a while, and Kazuya  slowly settled under the steady warmth of Chris' hand on his back. The only hands strong enough to hold him.

End

		

	
		
			Cool, Clear Water

			
			Chris finally notices just how much Miyuki has been seeking him out and decides it's his turn to speak with his actions. Romance with Physiotherapy and Fluff, I-3



			Kazuya's first physical therapy appointment made him wonder if maybe it would have hurt less to just keep playing injured.

The stretches weren't too bad.  Lying with his spine on the foam roll actually felt kind of good, at least along his shoulders. Finding out how far he could rotate his lower body wasn't the best time he'd ever had, but Maki-san, the steely-eyed trainer he'd been assigned, had watched carefully and then moved his knees herself, stopping them just before the point of pain on each side, and ordered him not to stretch a single centimeter further without her say-so. A little daunted by her resemblance to an annoyed Rei-san, he'd promised, and promptly had more foam blocks shoved under his knees to make sure. He couldn't help wondering, a little self-consciously, if she had a lot of troublesome athletic patients. He was trying to be good, now the fall tournament was over, really! 

It was a little hard, though, when she was working over the muscles of his uninjured side, hands just as merciless as her eyes.

"Take a deep breath." She drove a thumb into a knot just under his ribs. It felt like she'd driven in a spike.

"Ngh!  Trying..." 

"Yes, you've definitely been straining these muscles to compensate." She looked disapproving as she pinched something tense at his waist between thumb and first knuckle and twisted slowly.

"NoticING... that," he finished on a gasp, eyes watering.

"Definitely do supported side stretches on the left every day," she directed, running a heavy palm down his hip and flank, unerringly following the line of greatest pain. He gritted his teeth and made a wordless sound he hoped she took for agreement.

When she finally let him go, he curled up on his side on the bench, panting for breath and a little light-headed. His whole body felt shaky.

"Rest for a little while, and then drink more water," Maki-san ordered, patted him briskly on the shoulder, and strode off.  Presumably to her next victim. Kazuya stayed right where he was as the sounds of the gym filtered back in and started making sense again, the slow clanks of the weight machine Animal-san had his current client working on, the steady thump of someone else on a treadmill.  

Eventually, when he was sure his voice would be suitably mild and ironic, he remarked, "Ow." It still came out more heartfelt than he'd intended.

"Are you doing all right?"

Kazuya was pretty sure his body tried to start, but all he managed was a twitch before carefully craning his head back to look up at Chris, who was standing over him with a small, wry smile and a water bottle.

He wasn't sure whether to kiss Rei-san or curse her for carting him off to Chris' father's gym for his physical therapy. He thought there might be discounts involved. Either way, there was Chris involved, and he was very aware of how pathetic it was to want to show off via physical therapy, thank you, he just... couldn't quite stifle the impulse. He'd never been able to completely stifle that particular impulse, around Chris.

Which was why he pushed himself upright with a smile, and if the smile had a bit of gritted teeth as his ribs twinged viciously no one had to know but him. "Yeah, I'm fine! Thanks." He took the water Chris offered with his left hand, so he wouldn't wince when he lifted it, only to nearly drop it when his even his good arm wobbled alarmingly.

"Easy." Chris slid a fast hand under the bottle, the other settling on Kazuya's shoulder. "You aren't going to bounce instantly back from your first round of therapy," he said quietly, and there was a dark enough shade of knowledge in his voice that Kazuya lowered his eyes and just nodded. A second try got the bottle to his mouth without mishap, and he was counting that as a win.  

"Sore?" Chris asked with a knowing tilt to the corner of his mouth that made Kazuya wonder if he'd worked with Maki-san too.

"A little," he admitted. "Mostly not where I'm injured!" He chalked up another small win when Chris laughed quietly.

"Chiyo-san is very good with soft-tissue injuries, but she's pretty strict."  He slung a leg over the bench and slid down beside Kazuya.  "Here?" He settled one broad hand against Kazuya's lower back, on the left, and just that little pressure woke a few sparks of protest from roundly abused muscles. Kazuya tried not to wince.

"Yeah. In absolute terms, I'm glad she caught it; I certainly don't want a compensation injury. Still." He grinned, tilted, and repeated with proper insouciance this time, "Ow." Though actually, the warmth of Chris' hand through his thin T-shirt was kind of soothing. He chased that thought to the back of his head where it belonged and took another drink.

Chris was frowning thoughtfully when he looked again.  "Yes. I can feel how these shake when you lift something. It's probably just the hypertonic release, on this side, but... here." He slid off the bench to crouch in front of Kazuya, and Kazuya froze, eyes widening helplessly as Chris' hands nudged up the hem of his shirt and curved around his lower ribs on each side, warm and sure and oh he really needed to stop thinking about that right now. He barely heard it when Chris said, "Lift both arms for a second."

His brain only kicked in again when Chris glanced up at him, brows drawing down in concern. "Miyuki? Are you all right?" The light pressure of his hands let up quickly. "Does even that hurt?"

Kazuya shook himself and forced a bright laugh, even if his ribs did protest it. "No, it's fine, sorry, just spaced out a little, there! Maki-san really wrings a person out."

Chris' expression relaxed back into a faint, commiserating smile and his hands settled firmly again. Kazuya tried very hard not to let his breath hitch. "She does. Lift your arms for a moment."

Kazuya did, watching as Chris' eyes turned a little distant, as if listening for something. "I'm not nearly the kind of expert she is," he said, finally, "but it doesn't feel like anything's strained on the left, yet, and you're not pulling unevenly as long as you're not lifting any weight. You'll probably be sore all day, but the tremors should fade soon." His hands slid away from Kazuya's ribs, gentle, and Kazuya swallowed back the tiny sound of protest that wanted to escape. Chris stood and smiled down at him, sympathy giving way to an amused glint in his eyes. "So it's probably about time to stand up and start moving around again."

Kazuya groaned theatrically, but did as Chris said and let himself be chivvied over to the treadmills, relieved to have escaped without giving himself away. He could take Chris' sympathy over the pain of rehab, and Chris' wicked humor too. But he thought the quiet, gentle way he knew Chris would let him down over his forlorn little crush would probably break him where nothing else could. So he paced along at an easy walk and tried to forget the feel of large, warm hands against his skin.



Chris closed his literature notes and leaned back in his desk chair, stretching until his spine popped. He let his lightly clasped hands fall behind his head and stared up at the ceiling thoughtfully. Literature was usually one of his best subjects, but he was distracted tonight. The memory of Miyuki's expression this afternoon kept popping up and nudging his thoughts for attention.

Rather, now that he was thinking about it, the way Miyuki himself had ever since he arrived at Seidou.

Now that he was thinking about it, a whole collection of little moments was coming to mind, spread out over the last year and a half: Miyuki grinning, Miyuki intent, Miyuki quiet and watchful, Miyuki bright and excited. Each time, Miyuki coming to him. It was a commonality that made his analytical sense itch, because when he looked back on it, the only people he'd observed Miyuki going to regularly were his pitchers. 

And Chris.

And this afternoon... Miyuki hadn't looked spaced out.  He'd looked flustered for just a breath, before he'd buried it under a grin. Chris' memory, now he consulted it, suggested that when Miyuki grinned like that it was usually to misdirect attention.  But he was reasonably sure Miyuki hadn't been trying to cover up discomfort. Just possibly, in light of Miyuki's gravitation toward him and considering how flushed Miyuki's face had been, possibly quite the reverse.

Chris tilted his chair back on two legs and frowned a little to himself. If he was right... well that was the catch, wasn't it? If. And given Miyuki's deflection, he obviously wasn't about to make things easy by confessing.

The very idea of any love-confession Miyuki Kazuya might come up with made Chris laugh out loud, open and rueful, because if there was anyone more emotionally elusive on Seidou's team... Ryousuke, maybe. The very idea.

And, really, tracking back through his interactions with Miyuki over the past few months was far from conclusive. Miyuki had come to him several times, but mostly to ask for help pulling Sawamura into shape. It was always possible that Miyuki's willingness to go to Chris was simply an extension of the care he took of his pitchers. For values of "care" that did often look like "merciless hounding" Chris allowed with a smile at his ceiling; he'd been able to appreciate that more in the last few months. Ever since Sawamura...

Chris straightened abruptly, letting his chair fall upright as the connection drew itself in his mind, sure and solid, from Sawamura back to Miyuki.

Miyuki often came to him about Sawamura, which had made sense to Chris at the start because of course the second-string catcher would work with a second-string pitcher, and goodness knew someone had had to drill Sawamura in the basics. And later it had been fairly obvious that Miyuki had cast Chris as the good guy, the one who would help Sawamura after Miyuki had wound him up sufficiently. But maybe that hadn't only been about Sawamura.

He remembered, now. It had happened while Sawamura was still throwing tantrums over his basic training menu. And the time Chris was thinking about, he hadn't just complained that Miyuki was too busy with Furuya to work with him.

I don't know why that bastard's making me work with you when you won't even catch for me!

 It had been, at the time, a typically self-centered complaint and Chris had ignored it. Sawamura had made similar complaints often enough, and when Chris thought about them at all he thought Sawamura had been complaining about the coach making him work with Chris. But even at his petulant worst, Sawamura had never called the coach names. It was Miyuki that Sawamura said things like that about. Miyuki, who had never treated Chris like second-string or like he was retired. Who had, from what Sawamura had said, been the one to suggest Sawamura work with Chris when Chris was giving even his own yearmates the cold shoulder and shutting down his kouhai with quiet viciousness.  Viciousness that hadn't stopped until Sawamura had run right over top of it, the only one both bull-headed and good-hearted enough to ignore it. 

The one Miyuki had, apparently, aimed at him.

Chris' smile spread slowly wider and wider as he contemplated that, until he just had to chuckle. It was such a typically Miyuki maneuver. He was so rarely straightforward about anything except the game itself.

And if that was the case then all those moments when Miyuki had tracked him down to ask for his advice, for his help, for his presence at a game, took on a different aspect. It was Miyuki's actions Chris needed to be looking at, not his words.  And Miyuki's actions sought him out, reached out for him, hung near him even when Chris had been relentlessly turning away.

Chris sobered at that, remembering how harshly he had turned Miyuki in particular away at times. Small wonder that Miyuki only approached him with a cast-iron excuse in hand, lately. Which meant Miyuki might behave... unpredictably if Chris tried to talk to him about this. No catcher Chris knew liked being caught unprepared, and Miyuki moreso than most. Chris picked up his pencil and turned it through his fingers as he thought, tapping the end against his notes. Perhaps what he needed to do was answer Miyuki's actions with actions, until Miyuki understood that he was welcome.

And then he paused, pencil suspended in mid-air. 

I do welcome him, don't I? he thought, a little wondering. That hadn't been a question in his mind at all, as he thought about this. Only how to be sure, and how to let Miyuki be sure.  Chris laughed softly to himself; however covert it might have been, Miyuki's campaign for his attention had worked very well indeed.

Well, then, perhaps it was time he followed Miyuki's example and acted on that.



Kazuya thought he was maybe getting used to this whole physical therapy thing. It didn't feel like quite such a failure just to walk in the doors any more, at any rate.

And he could feel guilty that a lot of the reason for that was getting to talk with Chris at PT, or he could concentrate on enjoying getting to talk with Chris, and between the two he knew he was going to indulge in the latter for as long as he could.  If that was a little pathetic, well so be it. There was a significant part of him that rolled over and basked in Chris' attention every time he came over to check on Kazuya, and Kazuya felt he had come to terms with that. It wasn't even about the feeling he couldn't win against Chris, now, it was that... well, he wasn't sure if winning was what he even wanted right now. Maybe it would be again some day. He was pretty sure it would, actually. But right now, when it was just the two of them...

"Did Chiyo-san let you increase the angle of your stretches, today?"

Kazuya looked up, completely unable to help how bright his grin was as Chris came and leaned against the weights beside his mat, looking quietly pleased. "Yeah, she did. She said if I don't do anything stupid in the meantime she may let me try to lift some weight next week."

Chris chuckled and held a hand down to him. "She thinks it's possible you won't do something stupid; that's quite a concession. Congratulations."

Kazuya reached up and let himself wrap his fingers around the corded strength of Chris' forearm, and let Chris pull him easily up, and did not let his hand linger on Chris'. Much. Noticeably. He hoped. "I've been good!" he proclaimed. "I haven't tried to practice at all." Despite how completely unnatural that felt.

Chris clapped him gently on the shoulder, eyes steady on him. "I know."

That understanding always made Kazuya's jaw tighten, made him fight to keep his gaze level, because Chris had done this for a year. Having tasted just a few weeks of it, thinking about that made Kazuya feel something uncomfortably close to tears and just as close to awe. The hand on his shoulder tightened just a little, gave him a tiny shake, and Chris' quiet smile turned grave, acknowledging, for a breath. And then it was just a smile and Kazuya could breathe again.

"Is one of the coaches picking you up, or are you on your own today?"

"Nope, I was allowed out all on my own," Kazuya grinned.

"I'm sure Takishima-san needed the break," Chris paused just long enough to be noticeable before continuing, perfectly straight-faced, "from so much driving." A tiny smile curled his lips when Kazuya clutched his chest in exaggerated injury. "Not Ochiai-san either, though?"

Kazuya snorted softly, remembering the looks Ochiai-san had been giving him latelyâ��sometimes thoughtful, sometimes exasperated, sometimes almost wistful in a way that made Kazuya wonder what kind of teams the man had had before them. The exasperation was a lot easier to understand, of course; Ochiai had obviously been thinking of Kazuya as one of his own kind, before they'd actually talked. Well, it wasn't like Ochiai-san was the first to mistake his strategic sense for actual cool-headedness, and if he was staying on at Seidou as the voice of experience it was probably best that he learn now just how much Kazuya favored aggressive tactics. "He's pretty busy still, seeing what everyone can do," was all he said, though. 

Chris' eyes still narrowed thoughtfully at that, but he let it pass, which Kazuya was grateful for; he knew perfectly well he wouldn't be able to hold out if Chris questioned him. He'd gotten so used to just talking with Chris, here, and... it felt really good. Just to talk. "I'll see you back to school, then. Let's go get changed."

"Sure thing!" Kazuya grinned, firmly quashing a completely ridiculous rush of happiness at the thought of walking back to the dorm with Chris. Of riding the train back, with Chris. He made for the gym's changing rooms, determined to stick his head under some cold water and hopefully stop being so absurd. 

It really didn't help that Chris followed along to change back into street clothes himself. As if it weren't enough to be kind and talented and stoic, Chris was also nearly the platonic ideal of a catcher, all broad shoulders and powerful arms and heavily muscled thighs, big and solid enough to give anyone thinking of charging the plate pause and flexible enough to make any catch and fire the ball straight back, and Kazuya really needed to stop looking, before he embarrassed himself. Honestly, he'd made it through nearly two years of communal baths and living one thin wall away from Chris, and it was only now he was having trouble controlling himself. This was ridiculous. He towelled off briskly and hauled on his jeans, studiously keeping his eyes on his hands. It was harder than it should have been

He'd gotten used to having Chris near, these last few weeks. Maybe more used than he should have let himself. Before this, before he'd actually talked much with Chris, it had been easier. Not easy, not when the one he'd counted on competing with and honing himself against had vanished just as Kazuya had thought he'd caught up. But he'd been used to distance, really, he'd known how to deal with that. Having Chris smile, having him come over to see how Kazuya was doing, having him sit and talk after they'd both finished their exercises... that was actually a lot harder. Kazuya stuffed his feet into his sneakers, trying to ignore the warm feeling in his chest that came from just thinking about this.

"Ready to go?"

Kazuya looked up with an all-purpose grin to meet Chris' small, easy smile and grabbed his sweatshirt to knot around his waist. "Sure thing, Chris-senpai." He added the way the v-neck of Chris' light sweater framed his throat and collarbones firmly to the list of things he was not going to think about and followed Chris out through the lobby.

The light was moving towards evening, starting to be cut off by the taller buildings and become an indirect glow. The flow of people was ebbing out toward that low point after the homeward rush and before people emerged again for food and entertainment. It felt a little strange to walk through that familiar flow of people, now; living in the sports dorms had put him out of step with the city's rhythm. He felt a little separate from it, as if he and Chris were moving inside some kind of bubble, apart from the thinning crowd.

And maybe Chris felt it too. Maybe that was why he walked close, shoulders brushing now and then. This part of town was Chris' own, as Kazuya was reminded when Chris steered them into the small arcade between two buildings, a glassed walkway overhead and tall bushes nearly hiding a couple vending machines. 

"Here. I think I want a drink after today's session." 

"Yeah, sure. Don't blame you." Kazuya followed the light press of Chris' arm against his and leaned against the wall out of reach of the slightly overgrown shrubs while Chris fed coins to the drinks machine, settling deeper into not thinking about anything.

So he started a little when Chris tossed him a bottle. "Oh. Thanks."

Chris gave him a wry smile. "I do remember that I'm your senpai, past evidence to the contrary aside."

Kazuya's attempts to not think collapsed in a rush of memory: Chris silent and stiff-shouldered, Chris turning away, Chris's eyes resting on him only briefly, dark and flat. And he'd been holding on so hard to not-thinking-about-all-this that he wasn't ready, and flinched. "Does this mean I get to make you buy dinner at the station?" he joked, trying to cover it.

Chris, unfortunately, had a catcher's perception and attention to detail, and he stepped over to rest a hand on Kazuya's shoulder. "Yes," he agreed, quietly, "among other things. I know that will probably take a while for you to believe, after the last year and a half."

"Of course it won't, Chris-senpai," Kazuya said, lower than he quite meant to, eyes on the bottle in his hands. "I mean, it's you."

He could feel the weight of Chris' eyes on him, nearly tangible, thoughtful when he darted a glance up before looking back at his drink. When Chris spoke, his voice was soft, just between the two of them, as if the slowing traffic beyond the bushes and vending machines didn't exist at all. As if the rest of the city didn't exist. "Will you trust me, then?"

That startled Kazuya into looking all the way up, startled the words out of him before he managed to bite them off. "I've alwaysâ��" Chris waited for him, when he broke off, not pressing but... inviting. With his quiet, with the ease of his whole stance, with his grave attention to Kazuya. Inviting him to go on. It shook him like no words of encouragement could have, and he swallowed hard.

"Let me ask something simpler, then," Chris said, finally, as gentle with Kazuya as he was with the first-years. "Will you trust me now?"

Kazuya laughed, because he couldn't help it, voiceless and unsteady. He'd never had anyone make it simpler for him, never had anyone make allowances, never needed it, and he'd always taken a hard pride in that. But this was Chris, and that bit of generosity and care made something in him yearn forward helplessly. "Yes, Chris-senpai," he answered, half rueful, inviting Chris to share the irony of it all with a tilted smile.

Chris just smiled back, eyes warm. "Good."

And then Chris leaned down and kissed him.

Kazuya's thoughts just stopped, ploughing into a wall of blank white, because... there was no plan for this. No contingency. No response at the ready, because this was never going to happen. But it was definitely Chris leaning over him, Chris' fingers gently nudging his chin up so Chris' mouth could fit against his more firmly.  And... that was his voice, wasn't it, making those breathless little sounds, and his fingers curled in the soft knit of Chris' sweater. When Chris let him go, he could only lean back against the bricks and stare up at him, at a thorough loss for words.

"Trust that I see you, now, and that I'm paying attention," Chris told him, quiet and certain.

"I..." Kazuya wasn't actually sure what to say about that, and wound up falling back on a husky, "Yes, Chris-senpai."

Chris brushed another, lighter kiss over his lips and pressed a softer one to his forehead. "Come along, then, and I'll take you back to campus."

Kazuya just nodded and walked silently beside him, back out onto the sidewalk and toward the station, trying to sort out the rather dazed tangle of his thoughts.

It took him until they were on the train to even remember his drink.



Chris let the quiet between he and Miyuki linger as they walked from the station back to campus. He'd ambushed Miyuki a bit, and while Miyuki reacted superbly well under pressure, a counter-attack wasn't exactly the kind of response Chris wanted from him. So he let Miyuki think things over silently until they reached the school-buildings. In the shadow of the south wing he finally laid a hand on Miyuki's shoulder, halting them, and murmured, "Will you be all right on your own, the rest of the way?"

Miyuki blinked and shook himself a little. "Yeah, of course."

Chris' mouth quirked at that obviously reflex answer. He still didn't want to push Miyuki, though, not tonight, so he contented himself with a soft, "Good." He smiled, gentle and encouraging, and added, "Remember that you can come to me without needing an excuse anymore, all right?"

Miyuki nodded, but Chris still had a hand on his shoulder and could feel the faint tension that threaded through him. He shook his head ruefully; he should have known Miyuki would still be uncertain. "Miyuki. Come here." Miyuki stiffened more, eyes going rather wide as Chris pulled him close, gathered him in and held him.

"Senpai?" There was a lost note lurking in Miyuki's voice, and it roused an unexpected protectiveness in Chris. He let the feeling guide him, let his arms tighten until Miyuki was settled firmly against him, hands coming up in fits and starts to close on Chris' back.

"Will you mind if I start coming to find you, too?" he murmured, against Miyuki's hair.

Some of Miyuki's tension eased, the deeper tension Chris thought. "No," Miyuki said, very quietly against his shoulder. "No, I... I won't mind."  Chris smiled as Miyuki's body relaxed against his, little by little.

"Good."

This time he gave Miyuki more time to respond to him, sliding his fingers into the softness of Miyuki's hair and tipping his head gently back until Chris could kiss him, slow and sure. And this time Miyuki answered him, hesitant but not hiding anything as he opened his mouth under Chris', pressing closer. He was flushed when Chris finally drew back, and Chris had to restrain a suggestion that they retire to Miyuki's room right now. He rested his forehead against Miyuki's and repeated, voice lower this time, "Come and see me on your own account, Kauzya. You are very welcome."

Miyuki wet his lips, and the curl of heat that sent through Chris made him remind himself sternly that he was going to give Miyuki time to get used to this. The softness in Miyuki's reply spoke of lingering uncertainty, for all his willingness.  "I will, Chris-senpai."

Chris nodded, satisfied, and held him closer in the shadow of the tall class-room building, smiling a little wryly when Miyuki's forehead came to rest against his shoulder, hiding Miyuki's expression. "You don't have to trust easily," he murmured against Miyuki's ear, holding him fast when Miyuki tensed again. "Only believe what your own senses tell you. That isn't too hard, is it?"

An unvoiced laugh shook Miyuki, but his arms tightened around Chris. "I'll try," he whispered.

A rush of tenderness wound through Chris' chest, warm and light. "Then I have no doubt you will." He had Miyuki's stubbornness to thank for this very moment, after all. "I'll demonstrate that for you as often as you need."

Miyuki finally lifted his head and smiled up at Chris, crooked and ironic as ever, but with a slow, cautious happiness behind it. "Okay."

Chris kissed him one more time, chasing away the tilt to his mouth, and smiled down at him.  "Good."

They would be well; he was sure of it, now. Their shared time, these last few weeks, was already witness to how far both of them would go to keep from losing, when it was important. The lean, quiet strength of Miyuki in his arms, the slow, shy relaxation of Miyuki's body against his... this was important.

So this, he wouldn't lose.

End
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