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What I Didn’t Know

Chapter 7—Breakdown

Our high school classes were out the next day, but poor Sakura still had to go to school.  I got up early anyway to make breakfast and see her and ‘tou-san off.  I didn’t quite know what to do with myself.  For once, I didn’t feel like sleeping, and there wasn’t much exciting to do around the house.  Kerberos was dealing with any trauma he might have been suffering after yesterday’s events by getting wrapped up in some new video game, which was just as well, because couldn’t I at least come up with something better to do than hanging out with a stuffed animal?  I thought about going to see Yuki, but I didn’t think that would be a good idea.

It’s over, he’d said.  But was it really?  Maybe Sakura’s tests were over, but Yuki had withdrawn back into himself again.  After everything we’d talked about recently, there could only be one reason for his emotional retreat: Hiiragizawa... or, rather, Clow Reed.  Yue was understandably shocked by the revelation that Clow had returned, and there was nothing I could possibly say, so unless Yuki wanted to talk about it, I was going to leave them alone for the time being.  If I’d accurately read between the lines during all the conversations I’d had with Yuki and Kerberos, then Yue’s devotion to Clow went beyond that of a servant for his master.  No wonder he felt so betrayed to discover that his beloved master had been reborn and created new guardians to serve him.

I still couldn’t believe that annoying kid was the reincarnation of such a powerful sorcerer, although I probably should have known.  I’d always gotten a weird vibe from him.  And that explained a lot about Akizuki as well.  With her moon energy, she was Yuki’s counterpart—a magical being disguised as human.  Maybe she was even... Yue’s replacement.  No, that couldn’t be right.  She’d told me herself that nothing was going on between them, and, for once, I didn’t think she’d been lying.  Then what was it that still bugged me about that kid?

I just couldn’t put my finger on it.

I went out for a morning walk, intending to look for a new part-time job, but inevitably found myself at the shrine again.  I seemed to end up there a lot lately.  It wasn’t that I meant to go there, but somehow, my instinct told me I had to.  Now that I was drawing on basic human intuition rather than magic, I wondered what I was going to find when I got there.  Probably nothing.

I almost couldn’t believe my eyes.  I resisted the temptation to rub them, as if a little bit of dream dust was influencing what I was seeing.  I wasn’t normally so incredulous, and considering everything that had happened these past few weeks, I didn’t think I could be surprised by anything.  Boy, was I wrong.

She was standing near the old cherry tree, and she saw me without even looking my way.  “I knew you’d come,” she said.

I was still staring in disbelief.  “Kaho.”  

Why did she keep coming back into my life like this?

She turned to me then, and she looked just the same as she always had.  I’d never forgotten how beautiful she was, even when I’d tried to hate her.  That long, fox-red hair hanging straight down her back.  That mysterious smile.  That knowing gaze.  A thousand secrets in her eyes and none on her lips.  “You’re looking well, Touya,” she said conversationally.

 

I assumed she knew what I’d been through.  And my suspicions were correct, because I could tell she was feeling me out without much success.  If she was calling me, I couldn’t hear her.  I couldn’t sense her.  I didn’t expect to, of course, but it was still odd, considering everything we’d once shared.

I stood there stupidly, not knowing how to respond.  I had dozens of questions.  Why was she back?  Okay, so I only had one question.  But it kept echoing in my mind.  She smiled again, knowing what I was thinking, and I frowned at her.  She’d always had the advantage.

We’ll be friends when I return, she’d said that night.  Well, she’d been wrong about that.  It was the first time I’d ever known her to be wrong about anything, but I couldn’t even take a twisted sort of pleasure from that.  I didn’t want to be friends.  It was impossible.  You couldn’t be friends with someone you’d once....

And it wasn’t like we’d spent much time together then, anyway.  She hadn’t come back for me.  She came back for Sakura, and then she left again without so much as a goodbye.  So why was she here now?

I could tell she sensed the chaos of emotions in me, even though I kept my expression neutral.  This must have been how Yue felt upon discovering that Clow had returned: upset, elated, confused, hopeful.  But I could only guess at that.  Besides, as far as I knew, Yue wasn’t capable of any emotion other than mild irritation.  That’s all I’d ever seen him exhibit, although maybe that was just how he felt around me.

“How are you?” Kaho asked unnecessarily.

“Fine,” I replied tersely.  That’s what I said when anyone asked me how I was these days.  It was that simple, vague answer people wanted, and their obligation to you was fulfilled because they had inquired as to your well-being.  And it was better that way.  If I told people I was fine, then they wouldn’t worry about me.  I would still appear strong, solid, and unflinching, as was expected of me.  Besides, constantly saying that I was fine made it easier to convince myself that I was.

But she knew me too well, and such an answer wouldn’t be good enough for her.  She waited for me to elaborate instead of offering me any information about herself.  God, I’d always been so annoyed by that.  She never gave anything away.  I never knew what she was thinking or feeling.  I’d once thought I did, but I’d just been fooling myself.

So when I refused to say more, she sighed.  I’d never seen a sign of frustration from her before.  Maybe she was human after all.  “I heard about what you did,” she said softly as she walked toward me.  “That’s so like you, Touya.  Always putting the people you care about ahead of yourself.”

Well, one of us had to.  I had no idea that I was still so bitter about how things had ended between us.  I’d accepted it, but a part of me had refused to move on.  Maybe it was because I’d still loved her.  Or maybe it was because I was so damn stubborn.  My reaction to being hurt was to make sure it never happened again.  After she left, I’d stayed away from even the possibility of any relationship, summarily turning down any girl who expressed the slightest bit of interest in me, not willing to put myself out there like that.

But I was out there, wasn’t I?

“So, I’ll ask you again,” Kaho continued, pulling me out of my thoughts before I could fully digest the significance of what I’d been about to realize.  “How are you, Touya?”  Her question was not a polite, conversational courtesy.  Her gentle tone reflected a deeper concern for my mental and emotional state.  She cared about me.  She always had.

Something inside of me snapped at that moment.  I’d been so focused on everyone around me that I’d diminished the importance of my own healing process.  I’ll adjust, I’d told myself.  It will get better.  I made the right decision.  And during all of this, I’d never discussed what I was going through with anyone else.  I had to be strong for them.  I had to help them.  They needed me.  I couldn’t need anyone.

But I did.  I needed someone.  And, of course, who else would it be but the woman who knew me better than I knew myself?

“I don’t know,” I finally answered, and it was the most painfully honest answer I could give.  I closed my eyes tightly, trying not to let my exhaustion, my mental exhaustion from keeping everything inside, cause me to break down in front of her.  “I just don’t know.”  It was useless.  I started shaking then, and I sank down onto the ground.  My strength had finally given out.  I had been pushed to my limit, and I couldn’t deal with this on my own anymore.

She sat down beside me, not even caring that she was getting dirt and grass on her pink dress.  She was like that.  I immediately took back every horrible thought I’d ever had about her.  She cared about me, maybe not the way I’d wanted her to at one time, but she did.

She put her arms around me and held me until I stopped shaking.  I was only peripherally aware of the way it felt to be held by her again, and how it didn’t quite live up to my memories of her.  And then she just listened as everything came pouring out.  My resentment, my weariness, my confusion.  It had all been bottled up while I focused on helping Yuki deal with his true identity.  And somehow, I’d resented it.  I’d do anything for him, but that didn’t change the fact that I was only human.  I forgot that sometimes.  I wasn’t perfect.  I couldn’t always be okay with everything.  It was all right to be sad or angry or weary.  I’d refused to bother anyone with my problems, but that didn’t make them disappear.

She was so patient, sitting beside me, letting me ramble on.  That was all I’d needed.  I didn’t need platitudes or solutions.  I didn’t need pity.  I needed someone to listen.  She’d always been so good at that.

When I finished, my throat sore from talking for what must have been an hour, I thought I would feel better.  But maybe I’d been wrong.  Maybe I did need a solution.  Because I didn’t know what to do now.  My life had been changed forever, and that wasn’t something that could be easily dismissed.  It was something I’d told myself that I’d accepted, but had I really?

“I feel so empty,” I admitted quietly.  “I’ve given everything I have to everyone else, and there’s nothing left for me.  I don’t know who I am anymore.”

There.  I’d said it.  I wouldn’t let myself even think it, but it was the truth.  And she understood.  She didn’t say a word, but I saw it in her eyes.  Kaho had always understood me, even when I didn’t understand myself.

“God, I hate this,” I muttered, shoving my hands through my hair.  “I wish I knew what to do.”

“You’ll figure it out,” she answered, cryptic as ever.  “You always do.”

I looked at her then, remembering everything we’d been through together—that is, everything I’d been through that she’d helped me with.  And it had always been like this.  She never told me what to do; she knew it was more important for me to find my own way.  She could be so annoying like that.  So I just shrugged and asked her the question that was still unanswered.  “Why did you come back?”  It wasn’t for me; I knew that much.

“To see everyone,” she replied.  “Eriol asked me to come.”  A fond little smile curved her lips, and it was the kind of smile she used to give me, back then.

 

Eriol?  “You mean....” I tried to put it together.  “You knew,” I said, almost accusatory.  “You knew this whole time what was going on, didn’t you?”

She nodded.  “It had to be this way.  That’s what he wanted.”

Something wasn’t clicking.  “Eriol,” I repeated, a little slow to catch on.  “He’s the one you met in England?”  She nodded again.  Put it together, Kinomoto.  “Then, that means....”  Oh, my God.  “Oh, my God.”

“You sound surprised.”

I sure as hell did.  She’d said that when she came back, she’d have someone new that she loved.  I hadn’t asked her about it the last time she was here, because I didn’t figure it was any of my business.  And it had hurt me to think that maybe she’d moved on while I hadn’t.  But him?  “How old is he, anyway?”

She laughed at the incredulity in my voice.  “That’s a very good question,” she said evasively.  “He’s not as young as you might think.”

I didn’t want to know.  It sounded awfully damn complicated.  “You haven’t changed.”

“Yes, I have.  So have you.  But that’s life, isn’t it?”

“I guess.”

We walked around the grounds then, silently for several minutes, until she said, “There’s something else you want to ask me, isn’t there?”

There was.  Something I hadn’t been able to ask anyone else, because I knew that no one had the answer.  “Will I get my power back?”  That had been at the back of my mind all this time.  It was a selfish, selfish thought that I wouldn’t even let myself acknowledge.

“Do you want it back?”

She really hadn’t changed, no matter what she said.  “Do you always have to answer my questions with a question?”

“Do I do that?” she joked, her eyes sparkling before she turned serious again.  “It’s a legitimate question, Touya.  Do you want your power back?”

I didn’t know.  I’d made that sacrifice to save Yuki’s life, not considering that I’d get my power back.  But maybe, once Sakura’s magic was strong enough, Yue wouldn’t need my energy to sustain him anymore, and he could return it to me.  If I’d known that I would get my power back, I wouldn’t have hesitated to give it to him.  But I hadn’t hesitated anyway.  That wasn’t why I did it.  I gave it away thinking that I’d never have it back.  That was the choice I’d made.

“No,” I finally answered.  “I don’t.”

She nodded.  “I don’t know that you will.”

“Oh, so there’s something you don’t know?” I asked, raising an eyebrow in her direction.  “Let me write down the date, because I don’t want to forget when the great Kaho Mizuki admitted that she didn’t know everything after all.”

I’d meant it as a joke, but as with any joke, there was some truth in it.  I saw a hurt expression cross her face before she looked away.  “I never claimed to know everything,” she said quietly.

 

I didn’t know how to feel, knowing that something I’d said had affected her like that.  I’d never seen anything upset her before.  I’d always thought that she was immune to having her feelings hurt, but maybe she was just good at hiding them, like I was.  “I’m sorry,” I said, disrupting the silence that had settled between us as we continued walking.  “I didn’t mean—”

“I know you didn’t.”

And I knew she did.  It was surprisingly comfortable to be with her again, so much like the way things used to be that I almost started to believe that we truly could be friends.  She’d been my best friend at one time, the one I went to for everything.  It was so easy to slip back into that, much easier than I thought it would be.

But everything had changed.

I just wanted this, though.  Just for a few more minutes.

And as if she’d read my mind, she said, “I have to go soon.  I have someplace to be.”

We stopped near the cherry tree again, the place where we’d met.  The place where my gawky fourteen-year-old self had first kissed her.  The place where I nervously told her I loved her, holding my breath until she said the same.  The place where, a year later, she unceremoniously broke my heart.  And I felt dread settle over me.  Was it because of the memories, or because, somewhere inside, I knew what was coming?

“Will you wait here?  I have something for you.”  When I nodded, she went into one of the buildings and retrieved a small package.  “Consider it a birthday gift.  I’m either three years late or one year early.”

I tried to laugh at her joke, but I couldn’t.  “Can I open it now?”

“If you want.  I won’t tell.”

I carefully tore the paper away from the rectangular object.  It should have been obvious what it was, had I taken the time to consider it.  Everyone knows a book when they see one.  “Truth, Life, and the Self,” I read.  The title sounded like some sort of ridiculous self-help guide, but upon closer inspection, I saw that its content was philosophical rather than psychological.

“I hope it will help you find the answers you’re looking for,” Kaho said quietly as I thumbed through the pages.  “I think it will lead you to what you want.”

It couldn’t be a coincidence that she’d chosen something like this before she’d even talked to me.  “Are you sure you don’t know everything?” I asked skeptically.

“Well,” she said with her enigmatic smile, “not everything.”  Then she laughed when I rolled my eyes at her.

It really would be easy to go back to the way things used to be.  “Kaho,” I began uncertainly, “can we—”

“No,” she answered, and her tone was almost wistful.  “I thought we could, but we can’t.”

She was right again.  Dammit.

But that didn’t stop her from kissing me.  It took me by surprise, and I stood there, still and unresponsive as her lips brushed softly against mine, because she didn’t want anything from me.  Once her kiss would have made my heart race, and just the thought of it would have been enough to sustain me until I saw her again, but now I knew that I didn’t feel that way anymore.  And neither did she.  Because her kiss wasn’t meant to be romantic or passionate.  

She was saying goodbye.

“You’re not coming back.”  I didn’t have to ask.  I knew.

“My home is with him now,” she replied.

It was over.  It had been over for a long time.  “So, that’s it?  I’m never going to see you again?”  God, this just got harder every time.  Why was that?

“When the time is right, we’ll meet again,” she answered in that same patronizing tone that she’d used before, when she’d promised we’d be friends.  I didn’t know whether to believe her or not.  “Maybe you can come visit us someday.”

I really didn’t want to do that.  Not anytime soon, anyway.  “Can I at least write to you?” I blurted out.  Where did this sudden desperation come from?  Was it all a part of feeling so disconnected from everything?  That I needed to grab onto something—anything—to keep from drowning in my confusion?  She’d pulled me from it once before.

She seemed to be considering my request.  “Write to Nakuru-chan.  I know she’d like that.”  She placed her hand against my cheek, and it felt cool instead of warm, like I’d remembered.  Maybe it was because I didn’t sense the magic in her anymore.  Maybe that was why, as good as I thought things felt with her, it just wasn’t the same.  “It will be all right, Touya,” she said softly.  “I promise you that.”

If only I could be sure.  But I nodded, brave little soldier that I was, and she gave me a comforting, motherly smile.

God, maybe I did have mother issues after all.  No, forget I said that.

She had to go, she reminded me, and I walked with her to the street.  Before she turned away, she said, “You should tell him.”  And there was that knowing look of hers again.

I blinked like some sort of idiot.  “Tell who what?”  I didn’t know if I was playing dumb or if I really was that clueless.  Denial is a powerful thing like that.

She started to answer, but then she just shook her head.  I looked at her, taking in every detail of her appearance, from the shade of her pink dress to the way her long bangs fell in her eyes to the almost sad smile on her ruby lips.  I’d never feel about anyone the way I’d felt about her.  Whether it was because of the magic or something deeper, I’d loved her. 

“Goodbye, Touya.”

A part of me always would.

“Goodbye, Kaho.”

Chapter 8—Surprise

“Mizuki-sensei came back.

Amazingly, I didn’t even miss a beat.  “Yeah, I saw her yesterday,” I answered.  But I couldn’t look at Yuki when I confessed to meeting Kaho.  Somehow, I felt like I’d betrayed him by talking to her, and, moreover, by talking to her about him, and how my life had been changed because of him.  I kept my eyes on the skillet, careful not to let our dinner burn.  “Apparently, Kaho knew everything after all.  That Clow Reed was behind all this trouble.”  With a quick flick of my wrist, a technique I’d picked up working in various restaurants, I flipped the sauce in the pan.  If it looked like I was concentrating on mastering my one culinary trick, then it would explain why I couldn’t meet his eyes.

When did everything get so mixed up?  Talking with Kaho had helped me sort through some things, but there was one issue I hadn’t been able to confide to her.  It was this realization that my feelings for Yuki ran deeper than friendship.  Whether I’d still been in denial or I just wasn’t ready to say the words out loud, I couldn’t tell her.  And yet, I think she knew anyway.  That damn woman.  She really did know everything.

“But, I’m grateful,” he said quietly.  Now I looked at him, but his eyes were focused on the table he’d just set.  “Because he created me, the true me, I was able to meet you and Sakura-chan.”

I should say something, I thought.  But what the hell should I say?  That I knew how he felt?  That I was grateful to Clow, too, despite everything he’d put us all through?  That I—

Sakura came home then, and rather than greeting us, she ran straight upstairs.  Something had clearly upset her.  I’d never known her not to come say hello to Yuki, or, well, to me, even at her pesky-little-sister best.  Not to come see what was for dinner and take a taste from the pot so I could tease her about leaving some for the rest of us.

“Sakura-chan?” Yuki mused, more to himself than to me.  “Did something happen?”

I wondered, too.

I had to stop myself from going upstairs to see what was wrong.  She hadn’t come to me after confessing her feelings to Yuki, and that had made me realize that she was growing up, and away from me.  Why wasn’t she confiding in me anymore?  I knew I should have been used to it.  These past two years had been filled with secrets, after all.  But that didn’t change the fact that it still hurt to be on the outside.

Instead I returned my attention to the stove.  If she didn’t come down when I called her for dinner, then I would poke my nose into her business, if only to hear her tell me to butt the hell out.  That would convince me that she was okay.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Yuki take a step toward the stairs, but he stopped himself, too.  He had those same brotherly instincts I did when I came to her.  We wanted to know what was wrong and what we could do to make it better.  But we also knew that if she needed us, she’d let us know when she was ready.

He sighed and fiddled with the plates on the table, making them perfectly straight for no apparent reason, before he looked over at me.  “Do you need me to do anything else?” he asked now.

“Can you get the tea?”

“Sure.”

He knew where everything was in our kitchen and didn’t hesitate when it came to getting something he needed.  That whole “part of the family” thing nagged at me again, and I pushed those troubling words away.  “Yuki?”

“Yeah?”

I really didn’t have anything planned to say after that.  I cursed myself for starting something in the first place.  “Do you want to stay over tonight?”  Well, God, that was brilliant.  Where the hell did that come from?

I saw a startled look pass through his hazel eyes before he smiled.  “Yeah.  I’ll have to go home for a few things.”

 

When he smiled at me, I remembered why I’d gone through all of this.  Why I’d given away something so important to me.  Because he was more important.  And I needed him to stay.  It made things easier now, instead of harder, like it was before.

At least, that’s what I was hoping for.

Dinner was on the table, and I went to the base of the stairs to call for my little sister and her other guardian, since ‘tou-san wouldn’t be home until later.  There was no answer, so I tried again.  “Sakura?  Don’t let it get cold, kaijuu.”

“I am not a kaijuu!” she yelled back as her thudding footsteps echoed through the ceiling.  Her tone wasn’t quite angry enough to convince me that she was all right, but she was obviously determined not to think about whatever was bothering her.  That was a good sign, right?  It couldn’t be that serious.  Maybe she’d just found out her math grade or something.

It was quite a bizarre meal, to say the least.  I watched in rapt silence as the two powerful guardians talked to each other in their alternate forms.  There really wasn’t a good way to say that.  I hated to use the word “false,” because Yuki was real, as real as I was.  And “temporary” left me with the horrible feeling that he might start to fade away again, and next time, it would be for good.  “Alternate” was the best I could come up with.

As far as I knew, Kerberos had never talked to Yuki like this, and he seemed a bit flustered about it.  Whereas Sakura and I saw Yuki and Yue as two separate people, no matter how alike they were, Kerberos was having some difficulty making that distinction.  He soon gave up and instead focused on trying to out-eat Yuki, as if it were a matter of pride.  He wouldn’t let Yue best him in any form, which was most likely a rivalry that went back further than I could possibly imagine.  If they only needed magic to sustain them, why on earth did they eat so much?  Not just why, but... how?  My stomach ached just thinking about shoveling down that much.  Apparently I’d forgotten how voracious my own appetite had been during the first few weeks following my power drain.  But then, I’d been making up for something I’d lost.

Sakura was quiet for the most part, too, but I suspected that she had her own reasons.  She would jump in once in a while to respond to Yuki’s teasing or to chastise Kerberos, and even though she was wearing a carefree smile, it didn’t reach her green eyes.  God, what had happened?  She wasn’t upset with any of us, that I could tell, and she never fought with Tomoyo, so... it must have been that gaki.  What did he do this time?  I was going to kill him.  Really and truly.  And I’d bet that Kerberos would help me.

Except that after eating, his next priority was to go finish his new video game.  I’d never known anyone to be so obsessed with making it to the end of a game the same day he’d started.  Even ‘tou-san appreciated the challenge of a game and discovering the intricacies and strategy involved to defeat it.  But I’d bet that if he could spend an entire day playing, he’d get as caught up in winning as Kerberos did.

The yellow plushie didn’t even say goodbye as he grabbed a pudding cup from the refrigerator and flew off toward the stairs.  We all stared after him for a second before shrugging in unison, and when we saw each other making the exact same gesture, we laughed.    

Since I had cooked, it was Sakura’s job to clean up, and she began clearing the table without a single complaint.  Yuki and I exchanged a concerned glance before he stood up to help her.  “Thanks for dinner, again, as usual.”

“You don’t have to do that,” I said, indicating the plate in his hand.  “Go home and get your stuff.”

If anything could brighten Sakura’s mood, that would do it.  “You’re staying over, Yukito-san?” she asked hopefully with a smile more sincere than the plastic one she’d shown us earlier.

We exchanged another look, but this time it was one of amusement, before he turned his own bright smile to her.  “Yes.  Is that all right?”

She nodded happily, and I almost hated that he was going, because I knew her newfound good mood would disappear when he did.  But that was going to be my fault.  “When you get back, maybe we can have some cake?” she suggested.  

Yuki crouched down to her level, and I noticed she still blushed like she used to.  Some things never change.  “I’ll bring you a surprise,” he promised with a little wink, and she giggled.  His hazel eyes met mine again, and he repeated the gesture for my benefit. 

That did it for me right there.  If I had been an eleven-year-old girl, I probably would have blushed and giggled, too.  But at nineteen, all I could do was swallow, hard, and grip the silverware in my hand so that it didn’t clatter to the ground.  He had to get out of this house now before I did or said something really stupid.  “Come on, kaijuu,” I said, bonking her on the head on my way to the sink.  “Quit flirting and help me with this.”  I didn’t want to think about that any more than I had to.

“Onii-chan!” Sakura fumed in that entirely unthreatening way of hers.  I smirked, knowing that turning the situation around on her would take the attention off my own embarrassment.  She grumbled something about squashing a bug as she collected the plates.

Yuki just laughed the way he always did at our sibling antics.  “I’ll be back soon.”

“Okay,” I answered, waving at him over my shoulder so that I wouldn’t have to turn away from the sink.  This was absolutely insane.  Why did such little things, a smile and a wink and a laugh, suddenly make all of my blood rush to my head?  Was it a sign of acceptance?  

It was.  It was that last puzzle piece which should have made the image clear.  Only in my mind, it was fuzzier than ever.  Because acknowledging something didn’t mean that you knew what to do about it.  I could let myself feel these things, but, then what? 

So, rather than fine-tune that fuzzy picture with obsessive analysis at this particular point in time, I aggressively scrubbed the skillet before handing it to Sakura to dry.  Her mind had wandered, and it took her a second to take the pan from me.  “How was school today?” I asked casually, hoping to discover the source of her earlier distraction, and to drive away mine in the bargain.

“Fine,” she replied immediately.

Okay.  She’d obviously been taking lessons from me in the vague answer department.  “Anything interesting happen?” I prodded.

This time, she paused just briefly before answering.  “Not really.”

“Final grades come out next week.  Want me to help you hide your report card from ‘tou-san until you can come up with a good excuse for failing math?”

“I didn’t fail math.”  She shot me an annoyed look before lowering her eyes to the cup in her hand.  “At least, I don’t think I did,” she said softly.

There went that theory.  I wiped my wet hands on a towel and turned to her.  “Sakura.”

She didn’t look at me.  “What?”

I sighed and raked my hand through my hair as I tried to find the fine line between brotherly concern and downright meddling.  “You know that if something’s wrong, you can tell me, right?”

 

Now she looked up, and her green eyes shimmered as she considered confiding whatever sordid details she was hiding to me.  Her mouth opened slightly, and she hesitated as if she were about to spill her guts, but then she waved her hands in front of her and shook her head in denial.  “It’s nothing, really,” she said shakily as she presented me with another forced smile.  “I guess I’m just a little sad that Eriol-kun is going back to England.”

I sure as hell wasn’t.  Because that meant no more Akizuki.  My prayers had finally been answered.  Maybe ‘kaa-san had put in a good word for me.  He’s normally a very nice boy, and he’s been through so much lately....
I still didn’t quite believe Sakura, but all I could do was take her answer at face value.  “Okay,” I said, dropping the subject for now.  Since I knew any attempt at hugging her would be shrugged away as intrusive, I instead ruffled her honey hair, mussing it just enough to annoy her.

We finished cleaning up the kitchen in silence.

***

While Yuki was saying good night to Sakura, I gave my room a quick tidying up.  It wasn’t so much that I was sloppy.  I generally kept things neat and in order.  I just wanted to make sure everything that needed to be put away was.

Like the book Kaho had given me.  I didn’t want to keep secrets from Yuki; there had been enough of that over the last couple of years.  But I didn’t want him to see it.

I’d stayed up late last night reading.  At first, nothing really jumped out at me.  It was a typical, long-winded philosophy text, almost pretentious in its presentation.  The author shamelessly exhibited an unnecessarily complicated vocabulary, which in itself wasn’t so bad.  But then he packed in as much theory with those carefully chosen words as possible, which made for dense, intricate passages that couldn’t be read with just a cursory glance.

After the first two chapters, I was intrigued.  I had to know if he really knew what he was talking about.  The little bit of philosophy I’d studied in high school didn’t make me an expert by any stretch of the imagination, but I recognized bullshit when I heard it.  Again, that was something I’d had enough of these past two years.

But then there was the main reason for stashing this book away from Yuki’s curious eyes.  Just as Kaho had said, this was something I needed.  It was all about identity.  On who we are, and why we are.  It was about discovering your reason for being.  And that was exactly what I’d been struggling with.  I was determined to keep this to myself, because I didn’t want Yuki worrying about me.  

By the dim light of my reading lamp, I’d scribbled away in the margins of the book, finding the passages where the author was spot on or else completely full of it.  I began outlining my own concerns, putting things I’d only barely thought about into words for the first time.  Either because of the late hour or the speed at which my mind raced, I knew the fragmented thoughts I was writing probably wouldn’t make any sense in the light of day, but if I didn’t write them down, I would forget them, and the whole point of the exercise would be lost.

I stashed the book under my bed and cast a final glance around the room to make sure it looked presentable.  Yuki hadn’t stayed over since before... well, since before.  And I supposed my sudden desire for immaculate living quarters was because, subconsciously, I didn’t want Yue thinking I was a total slob.  If he didn’t like me on my own merits, that was one thing.  I didn’t need to give him any ammunition.

There was a knock on my door, but before I answered, Yuki came in.  He had already changed into pajamas and was carrying our spare futon.  “Ready for me?” he asked.

 

What the hell did that mean?  But then he gestured to a spot on the floor where we usually laid out the mattress, and I cursed myself for looking for subtext where there was only text.  “Need some help?” I asked as casually as possible.  God, this was weird.  Part of me wanted to go back to that blissfully ignorant state I’d lived in just a couple of short months ago.

“I think I’m set,” he answered, dumping a blanket on top of the mattress.  But as he did so, something fell out of the blanket, making a distinctive rattling sound before landing on the rug with a soft thud.

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” he answered quickly, bending down to scoop up the item.

Well, that wasn’t very convincing.  “Yuki,” I said, accenting each syllable of his name with a touch of exasperation.

“To-ya,” he retorted, mimicking my tone perfectly.  I rolled my eyes at him, and he sighed in resignation.  “Fine,” he said, and he held out his hand to show me what he was hiding. 

It looked like a prescription bottle.  “What’s that?”

“Sleeping pills.”

Sleeping pills?  “I didn’t know you’d been having trouble sleeping.”

“I’m not, really.  They just help me sometimes.”  He shrugged as if this weren’t a big deal.  But it was.  Couldn’t he see that?

“How long have you been taking them?”

He shrugged again.  “A few weeks,” he guessed.  “Ever since... well, you know.”  I shook my head, forcing him to elaborate.  “Since I found out who I really am.”

“Yuki.”  My voice was gentler this time, filled with quiet concern.

He smiled a little and sat down on the mattress.  “I’m okay.  It’s just that my mind doesn’t always shut down at night.  There’s so much to think about, to remember, to deal with.  And I need a break from it, or else I can’t get any rest. 

I sat down next to him.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”  Wait.  So, I could keep secrets, but he couldn’t?  How very me of me.

“I didn’t want you to worry,” he answered softly.  He looked at me with his big, round hazel eyes.  “I’ve already caused you enough trouble.  I’m always leaning on you, and it doesn’t seem fair.”  His eyes clouded over, and he tried to lower them before I could see.

I placed my hand against his cheek and forced him to look at me.  “That’s what I’m here for,” I joked.  I’d thought we were past all of this melancholy, but, apparently, neither of us really was.

His eyes had widened when I touched him, and I wondered if he felt the same thing I did.  I didn’t take my hand away, even though I probably should have.  I wasn’t sure what the hell I was doing, but I needed the connection that I’d been missing lately.  We’d always had it, from the first day we’d met, and it was what kept me sane.  Reminding me that everything I did, everything I was, was for my family, and for him.

There are many reasons why certain things happen.  Sometimes you plan them meticulously, bring about events the exact way you wish them to occur.

And then there are those things that are completely out of the blue.  The things that take you by surprise.  The things you don’t even know you want.  These things are usually accompanied by a sudden rush of excitement and fear, and when faced with them, you can either bravely act on the impulse or crawl into a hole until the moment passes.

I wasn’t usually a very impulsive person.  Okay, almost never.  I tended to overthink everything, to be absolutely sure about any decision I had to make before going through with the action.  But maybe that wasn’t the way to live life.  Maybe you should just take each moment as it comes and go with it.  Otherwise, you spend your time planning for something that may never come about while your one chance is sitting right in front of you.

And right now I was faced with the person most important to me in the entire world.  The one I would do anything for.  The one I had done anything for.

The moment was hanging there as we silently looked at each other.  Moments never last.  Even though it felt like time had stopped, it would soon start up again.  What would I do?  Would I let it pass, or would I take a chance?

I’ll never know who moved first.

Because I didn’t think that I kissed him or he kissed me.  We met somewhere in the middle.

His lips were softer than I’d thought they would be, not that I’d spent a lot of time thinking about such things.  And they were cool, as if they’d been touched by the night air.  He tasted like peppermint toothpaste, which probably accounted for the coolness.

It should have been weird.  It should have made me panic.  But it just felt so natural, like I’d been waiting for this.

His hand was on my shoulder now, and I could feel its warmth through the thin cotton of my t-shirt.  Other than that, he didn’t move, and neither did I.  Not the slightest bit.  Our lips were simply touching with all the passion and intimacy of a formal handshake.  But it was a gesture of comfort and understanding.  Maybe even of... love.

Oh, God.

The picture suddenly came into razor-sharp focus.

For the second time in my life, apparently not learning anything the first time around, I had fallen in love with my best friend.

“Oh, God.”

I didn’t realize I’d said the words aloud until Yuki pulled away.  He looked positively shaken, and I saw a shadow of silver pass through his round eyes before it skittered away like a frightened rabbit.

It had only lasted a few short seconds, but in that brief amount of time, everything had changed yet again.  Now, I panicked.  And I started backpedaling as fast as I could.  “Yuki,” I began, not knowing where I was going with this, “I didn’t—”

It didn’t matter that I didn’t know what I was going to say, because he wasn’t going to let me say it anyway.  “I’m sorry,” he said softly.  “I just....”  He seemed to be lost for words as well, and he looked away.  I tried to get my thoughts in order, to figure out if I should tell him what I was feeling, but I didn’t get a chance.  He let out an exaggerated yawn.  “It’s the pills,” he offered feebly, even though I doubted that they would kick in so quickly.  “They have some strange side effects.”  He acted as if that magically explained everything away.  Then he yawned again, but it seemed genuine this time.

“Yuki.”

“Can it wait?”  The words were rude, but his tone was a forced kind of polite.  “I’ll probably be asleep in about two seconds.”  There wasn’t anything I could do but stand up and helplessly shove a hand through my hair as he stretched out and pulled the blanket all the way up to his nose.  He didn’t even take his glasses off.  “Good night,” he mumbled.

“Yuki.”  I was beginning to sound like a broken record, but my lame attempt to instigate some sort of illuminating conversation between us was only met with silence.

And with him there, I couldn’t let out my frustration by kicking something or cursing a blue streak, so I sighed in defeat and turned out the light before climbing into bed.  I desperately wished for some sleeping pills of my own.  I already knew that my mind was going to be spinning, rethinking and reliving and regretting, for the next several hours, and I wanted to be able to knock myself out as easily as he could. 

But, in all honesty, I didn’t think he got much sleep that night, either.

 Chapter 9—Isosceles

I finally fell asleep after several hours of restless tossing and turning.  But it felt like only a few minutes had elapsed when the welcome darkness was rudely interrupted by the insistent chirping of my alarm clock.  I reached up to slam the snooze button and burrowed back under my blankets, wrapping my arm around my pillow as I tried to decide whether I was really ready to wake up or not.  It was a cowardly way of avoiding the world, but I was going to put it off as long as I could.

“Ahem.”

The hell?  I forced my tired eyes open and noticed the tall, pale figure standing in the center of my room.  His arms were crossed over his chest, and his jutting chin was held in that aloof posture I immediately recognized.  I’d never known anyone to radiate such an air of disdain and indignation, and I resented his attitude toward me.  I hadn’t given him any reason to treat me like this.

God, my hackles had been raised already.  And it wasn’t even seven yet.  This didn’t bode well for the day ahead.

“Good morning,” Yue said sardonically, raising an eyebrow at me.

I sat up quickly, which caused a dizzy rush of blood from my brain.  “Yeah,” I muttered, my voice a bit scratchy, as I rubbed my eyes.

“Do you have something you want to say to me?”

Well, so much for the exchange of pleasantries.  “Where’s Yuki?” I asked, and, yes, I knew it was an exceedingly stupid question, because I saw him trying not to roll his silver eyes.  “I mean, I know where....”  I groaned and shook my head.  One corner of Yue’s thin-lipped mouth quirked slightly.  If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was amused by my lack of coherence and comprehension at this early hour.

“He’s sleeping,” Yue explained in slow, measured tones, as if I were three years old and not very bright.  “I thought we should take advantage of this time to get a few things cleared up.”

Someone please just kill me now.  I did not want to discuss what had happened last night with Yue, of all people.  I hadn’t yet decided what I was going to say to Yuki, except, quite possibly, the truth.  It was the only way I was going to salvage anything from the situation, if at least I had the right motivation for my actions.  “Okay,” I agreed.  “Do you want to sit down?”

“I’m perfectly comfortable.”

I doubted he was ever perfectly comfortable.  He stood there rigidly as if refusing to show weakness, or uncertainty, or emotion of any kind.  It was probably a good quality for the guardian entrusted to protect my sister.  It wasn’t a good quality for anything else.  “Fine,” I replied, swinging my legs over the side of the bed.  I wasn’t going to let him tower over me like that and make me feel inferior.  He was the only one who could do that to me.  “So, what do you want to talk about?” I asked leadingly, stretching to my full height and then some as I stood before him.  This way I could look down on him instead.  It was petty, but I’d take any advantage I could get.

Yue gave me a scathing once-over, taking in my wrinkled t-shirt and shorts, but I didn’t flinch.  Then he made some sort of huffing sound and pushed his long white hair out of his eyes.  “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“In general?  I’d like to think so.”  I didn’t mean to sound so snarky.  Well, maybe I did.  It was early, after all, and I hadn’t gotten much sleep.

No visual response.  Not an eye-roll, or even a scowl, other than the one he was already wearing.  He really wasn’t going to give anything away.  “I’ll be more specific.  Yukito is—”

I held up my hand, signaling for him to stop.  “Will he remember any of this?”  I wondered for two reasons.  First, because I was going to censor myself if he did.  There were some things I wanted him to hear directly and not through Yue.  And secondly, because if this went badly, I wouldn’t want him knowing that I’d made a complete ass of myself.

“Not if I don’t want him to.”

“And do you?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”  Keep stalling, Kinomoto.  He’ll never catch on!  Pfft.  Idiot.

The best part of this childish exchange was that I irritated Yue enough to crack his stoic façade.  He sighed audibly and held out his hand.  A cold gust swirled over his palm, forming a glowing orb, and several ice crystals instantly materialized.  With subtle manipulation, the jagged shards were pointing at me.  “If you’d rather do this the hard way....”

I held up my own hands defensively.  “No, I understand quite clearly now.  Thanks for the visual aid.”  The crystals vanished, and he lowered his arm to his side.  If he wanted to clear the air, whatever that meant, then I was going to address my own issues.  We hadn’t talked much, and if that was hindering my relationship with Yuki in any way, then I needed to get this out in the open.  “Do you like me at all?”                                                  

He looked almost taken aback by such an inquiry.  His eyes shifted to the side as he considered my question.  Did he really have to think about it?  A simple yes or no wouldn’t require extensive deliberation.  After several deathly silent seconds, his silver gaze came back to me, and he answered, “I don’t dislike you.”

Well, let’s all have a party.  “Gee, I can’t tell you what that means to me,” I said, sarcasm dripping from every word.

“Do you like me?” he asked flatly.

Again, it was a simple question with no simple answer.  I didn’t dislike him.  We’d had such little interaction that I hadn’t formed much of an opinion.  We had no relationship to speak of.  It was odd that I could be so close to Yuki without ever learning more about Yue.  Odd because Yue was Yuki, and yet, he wasn’t.  Two separate consciousnesses, two separate appearances, but just one body.  One a projection of the other, yet independent of his true nature.  This was the kind of conundrum philosophers would drool over, but it made my head hurt to think about it.  “I don’t know you,” I evaded.  It was the truth, though not really an answer.

“Precisely,” he said with an arrogant nod.  “My feelings are irrelevant.”  I wasn’t sure how we’d reached that particular conclusion, but I wasn’t going to be able to dwell on it right now.  “This is about Yukito.”

That was true enough, but weren’t they.... Forget it.  Even with a full night’s sleep, I’d never be able to wrap my mind around this.  “Is he upset with me?”

“He is... confused.”

Join the club.  “And it’s my fault, isn’t it?”  I’d finally dropped the sarcasm from my tone.  Instead it was filled with regret and worry.  I’d never meant to hurt Yuki by acting on that ridiculous impulse, but in those few seconds, I’d thought that he was feeling the same thing I was.

“It’s no one’s fault,” Yue replied, surprising me by making his tone gentler as well.  “But, if you’re not serious—”

“Have you met me?  I’m always serious.”  Even I didn’t know if I was being sarcastic or not.  God, I needed more sleep.

“Nevertheless,” he continued, glaring at me for interrupting, “you need to be careful.”

“I know.”  Those two words had meaning beyond this superficial conversation.  We were dancing around the subject at hand, but we both understood the underlying context.  With those words, I was basically admitting my feelings, which he’d apparently already surmised.  The only one left out of the loop was Yuki.  And it was time to tell him.

He nodded again, and then closed his eyes.  His head was cocked just slightly to the side as if listening to something in the distance.  “He’s awake,” he said quietly, and there was a soft glow as his snowy white wings spread behind him, taking up much of the space in my room.

“Wait,” I said before he could transform.  He fixed his silver eyes on me and held his wings in place.  “Is that it?”

“What else is there?”

I wasn’t quite sure.  “What about us?”

He just looked at me for a moment before answering.  “I don’t understand.”

Neither did I.  “You and me,” I clarified, even though I knew that wasn’t what he’d meant.

“Yes, I got that part.”

“Do you think we could be... friends?” I sounded like a child on his first day of elementary school.  “It might make things easier.”  It sure as hell couldn’t make them any more complicated.

He hesitated just briefly, but it was long enough to make me wish I hadn’t said anything.  I was trying to understand his point of view.  He was just worried about Yuki, and, well, so was I.  Like it or not, the three of us were in this together.  We all needed to be on the same page.  “I don’t know if I’ll be around enough for it to matter,” he answered.  My face must have fallen, because he gave me... not quite a half-smile.  A quarter-smile?  It was probably the most I’d ever get out of him.  “But... maybe.”

And that was it.  His wings closed around him before I could say anything else.  He levitated slightly above the magic circle on the floor, and when his feet touched the ground again, Yuki was standing before me in his blue pajamas.    

He blinked a couple of times as he adjusted to being the one on the outside again, and he shook his head as if to clear it.  “Good morning,” he said, trying to inject a bit of normality and cheerfulness into this setting.  He ran a hand through his short silver hair and stretched as he got comfortable in his body.  “Such a strange way to wake up,” he mused with a sheepish smile.  “You’d think I’d be used to it by now.”

I knew that I was going to have to face him, but everything I’d planned to say immediately vanished from my mind.

“So, what did you two talk about?” Yuki asked when it was clear that my awkward silence was all I had to offer at this particular moment.  His tone said that he was trying to tease, but he sounded insecure instead

“How much did you hear?”  That came out much ruder than I’d intended.  My own insecurities were in full force.

“Something about you two being friends.  Why, was there more?”

“Not really,” I lied.  Lying for no good reason.  What a great way to begin this conversation.  “Well, actually, we talked about you.”

“Oh?”

He sounded surprised.  Well, what else would I be talking to Yue about?  Classic literature?  World events?  Recipes for lemon squares?

“I suppose that makes sense,” he continued, looking away, and his cheeks flushed with what was probably embarrassment.  “I didn’t come across very well last night.  I’m sorry about that.  Can we just forget it?”

“No.”

He sighed but still didn’t meet my gaze.  He bent down and picked up his blanket, shaking it out and folding it neatly, giving him something else to focus on.  I might have done the same, but I wasn’t a fidgeter.  It was an avoidance tactic, and though I was good at avoidance, this wasn’t the time for it.

“Listen, Yuki—”

“I know what you’re going to say.”

“You do?”  I didn’t.

He was still fiddling with the blanket instead of looking at me.  “You don’t need this right now, and that’s okay.  I know you’ve gone through a lot lately, and seeing Mizuki-sensei again probably didn’t help any—”

It was my turn to cut him off.  “But it did.”  I walked over and snatched the blanket out of his restless hands, tossing it onto my bed.  “It made everything crystal clear.”  In retrospect, that is, but still.

He looked at me now, and I could see both hope and fear in his hazel eyes.  There was also a lingering trace of silver, but it quickly disappeared as if its sole purpose was to remind me of what I needed to say.

“Don’t you see it, too?” I asked softly.  “I can’t believe that you don’t.  I know you felt it.  I know you’ve been thinking about it for the past six hours, just like I’ve been.”  I was basing this on all the little clues I’d gotten, from him and from Yue, but when it came right down to it, it was still a guess, and I prayed that I wasn’t wrong.

There was still that little bit of fear, but it was slowly being overtaken by the hope.  “I think I did,” he whispered shakily.  “If you’re saying what I think you’re saying, then I think I did.”

“No more thinking,” I said.  Thinking was good and all, but sometimes you just had to stop thinking and act.  I was slowly figuring that out.

I reached out and placed my hand against his cheek, just like I’d done so many times before, but I infused all the warmth and meaning I could into that simple gesture as I closed the space between us.

His eyes were wide, and it seemed like a replay of last night, only this time, we both knew what was going to happen.  If there was a time to stop it, it was now.  If neither of us wanted it, it wouldn’t happen.

But both of us did.  If anything, last night had just made us sure of that.

He gave me a tremulous smile as he said, “I—”

I didn’t let him get another word out.

It was nothing like a handshake this time.  When my lips touched his, there was definite heat.  It started slowly, just a hint of the emotions we’d hidden beginning to rise to the surface, but it built gradually until it was like nothing I could have imagined.

His hands were against my chest as if seeking stabilization, and I gripped his shoulders, looking for support myself.  It had been a long time since I’d kissed someone like this, and it felt amazing.  My heart started pumping faster as his hands clenched, clutching my cotton t-shirt in his fists.

And it just kept going.  I opened my mouth to get a better taste, and he shocked me by running his tongue over my parted lips, tasting me first.  My heart couldn’t keep up, but it was desperately trying to get the blood to the necessary parts of my body so that I wouldn’t pass out from the dizzying sensations as I kissed him back.  We were both so eager, taking turns exploring and being explored.  

It was a good thing that the time for thinking was over, because I couldn’t form a coherent thought to save my life.  I couldn’t even describe what I was feeling.  It was just.... God.  It was perfect.

We both started to feel the need for oxygen, and we finally broke apart.  My arms went around his back, and he let go of my shirt to slide his arms around my waist.  It was completely quiet, except for the occasional deep inhaling or exhaling.

Yuki stirred slightly against me, and then his body went stiff as if he just realized something.  Oh, God.  Was he already second guessing what had just happened?  But before I could worry, he relaxed again.  Whatever had briefly crossed his mind couldn’t have been too bad, because he let out a contented sigh. “I love you,” he said softly, lightly rubbing his cheek against my shoulder.  “I’ve wanted to tell you for as long as I can remember.”

I held him closer and let out a sigh of my own.  A long, relieved sigh.  “Me, too,” I answered as my fingers idly played with the hair at the nape of his neck.  It was true.  I’d always chalked up my attraction to him to his moon aura, but that had just been a small part of it.  It had always been more.  “I love you.”  

It felt like a weight had been lifted from me.  Not that denying my feelings had been a burden, but not knowing what to do about them had kept me in a constant state of confusion and anxiety.  I’d been so afraid of putting myself out there, of giving someone the power to hurt me again.  But that fear paled in comparison to the happiness I now possessed and was sharing with him.

I’d never actually thought that anything was necessarily missing from our relationship.  But you know how they say that you don’t know what you have until you lose it?  It turns out that the reverse is also true.  You don’t realize what you don’t have until you get it.  Then you wonder how you ever lived without it.

He pulled away from me and tugged off his glasses to wipe them on the tail of his pajama top.  I noticed they’d gotten a bit foggy, and I grinned, pretty damn pleased with myself.  He was trying to avoid my gaze, pretending to be embarrassed about it, but he started chuckling.  When he slid his glasses back on, he looked at me, and I could see his hazel eyes shining with amusement and something a little... flirty.  I’d seen that look before, but I’d never recognized it for what it was.  God, what I blind idiot I’d been.

“So, what do we do now?” he asked.

“We get dressed and go downstairs for breakfast.”

He rolled his eyes with a good-natured huff of exasperation.  “And then?”

Good question.  “I don’t know,” I replied honestly.  It was all different now, and would definitely take some getting used to.  And not just for us.  “But I guess we’ll figure it out.”

“I guess we will,” he agreed with a mischievous, almost cocky grin.  Was there always this side to him?

Because I liked it a lot.  

 

