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Aiji awoke the next morning as if from a dream. Nothing had changed about his apartment, but it all looked completely different to him. He felt as if he hadn't seen this place for such a long time. 

Maybe I'm finally ... coming home, he decided. 

A bag of groceries was waiting on his kitchen counter, fresh containers of milk and juice already placed into the fridge. He silently thanked Jun again for being such a good friend. I guess he already knew how it would be, Aiji thought. I'd wake up this morning and try to go back to the life I had before ... 

... before ... 

The phone rang, thankfully, before Aiji could think anymore. He picked up the reciever carefully, placing it next to his ear, but not saying anything. 

There was a pause on the other side of the line. "Aiji?" came a familiar voice. 

"Takeo ..?" 

Takeo sighed with relief. "Oh good, you're there. How are you feeling?" he asked carefully. Aiji fidgeted a little, glad that Takeo wasn't there to see him. "Just ... tired, I guess." he said. 

"Ohh. Well, you're off the hook today. There's no practice this afternoon, so don't bother coming into the studio." 

Aiji was a little confused. "We're not practicing? ... Why?" he asked, though he wasn't sure he wanted to hear the answer. 

Takeo gave a low chuckle over the phone. "Nothing serious. I can't make it today. There's something I need to do. I just thought I'd tell you myself before Jun shows up on your doorstep unexpectedly." 

Aiji laughed nervously, if only for Takeo's benefit. He wondered briefly what the drummer thought of him now, since he was fairly certain that they were all clued into his little affair with Kirito. 

"Oh well, I'll let you get back to sleep then. How bout we do dinner later tonight? We'll talk," Takeo said. Aiji agreed, though he secretly dreaded this 'talk'. Takeo had said it in a really casual manner, but he knew exactly what Takeo wanted to talk about, and it probably wouldn't be a very pleasant conversation. 

"Great, ok then, I'll see you later Aiji," he said, before hanging up. Aiji slowly replaced the receiver and bit his lip, thinking. What would he have done if Takeo hadn't called ...? If he had been forced to go to practice today ...? If he had to see ...? 

There was a knock on the door that brought Aiji out of his reverie. He took his time walking over to the door, not particularly wanting company, and slowly unlatched it. 

He opened it just a crack, peeking out at his visitor. 

A warm, chocolate brown eye smiled back at him. 

Aiji let out a sigh of relief and swung the door open fully. I guess Takeo's some kind of psychic, he thought to himself. "Hey, Jun," he said. 

"Hi!" Jun replied cheerily. He entered Aiji's apartment and took off his shoes. When they were both comfortably seated on the couch, he smiled shyly at Aiji and asked, "So, how are you feeling?" 

Aiji shrugged. "I'm all right, I guess ... but," he said, fidgeting a bit. 

Jun leaned closer, placing his hand carefully on top of Aiji's. "But ...?" 

Aiji bit his lip. "I was thinking ... that maybe I should ..." 

******************** 

"-Leave the band?!?" 

Kohta and Takeo near screamed in unison, their mouths dropping open almost comically. 

Aiji nodded, looking down at his hands as they lay limply in his lap. "I think ... you both understand why," he said dejectedly. 

Both Kohta and Takeo sat back, their mouths closing silently. The sad look in their eyes quickly made it clear that they knew exactly what Aiji was talking about. There was a moment of silence, where not one of them could look into each other's eyes. They sat quietly in the little outside cafe, surrounded by the sounds of the bustling city. This was supposed to be Takeo and Kohta's little prep talk with Aiji, to try and settle things and get back to a normal routine. Instead, it had ended up being Aiji's talk with them. 

Takeo sighed. "I was afraid this would happen," he said. 

Kohta shook his head incredulously. "I just don't understand it! I mean, Kirito and you-" 

Aiji flinched at where Kohta was going with that sentence, and Takeo quickly gave Kohta a glare that silenced the bassist immediately. Kohta looked down again, a little ashamed, but shook his head again. 

Aiji swallowed painfully, his throat dry. He hated doing this, disappointing his friends like this, but he just couldn't find any other way. He needed to clear himself of all the negative feelings that came out of his ... affair, and that included getting away from the band, for how long he wasn't sure. He remembered when he had told Jun that afternoon. 

Jun was devastated. He looked on the verge of tears, but Aiji assured him that he'd stay in contact, no matter what. 

"I suppose I can't talk you out of this," Jun had said, his voice strangely deflated of it's usual energy. Aiji had nodded. He was set on this. He *had* to leave. 

Jun had turned away from Aiji, but Aiji could see the tears shining from the corners of his eyes. "I'll miss you ... you know that?" 

At that moment, Aiji didn't know what else to do. He had wrapped Jun in a tight embrace, until the thought had sunk in for both of them. 

And now, here he was, breaking the news to Takeo and Kohta. They weren't nearly as emotional as Jun, but he could see the same thought in both of their eyes. 

"I'm sorry," he said to them, trying to pull them out of the shock. 

Kohta smiled sadly. "It's all right Aiji. I just wish there was some other way. I know none of us can talk you out of it ..." 

As Kohta said that, Takeo looked up, a strange twinkle in his eyes. Aiji and Kohta were still talking when he suddenly stood from his chair and brushed off his coat. Aiji and Kohta looked at him questioningly. 

"I think ... I'll go for a little walk," he said, smiling somewhat strangely as he pulled on a pair of shades. 

Aiji nodded, though he didn't quite get Takeo's strange timing. "Ok then ... I'll talk to you soon?" 

Takeo smiled again, and Kohta raised an eyebrow. He knew the drummer only had that expression when he had some scheme or another in store. "Oh, definitely. I'll talk to you soon, Aiji. Ja mata," he said, strolling out of the cafe with his hands in his pockets. 

Aiji and Kohta looked at each other in confusion. 

As Takeo walked along the pavement, his smile turned into a tight-lipped frown. 

"... *We* might not be able to talk you out of this ... but I know who can ... and I'm going to hate myself for doing this ..." 

*********************** 

The room was dark, the unkempt furniture and discarded clothes shaped only by the yellowish street light that filtered in through the blinds. The apartment was filled with the numbing sound of snow on a television, left on and completely forgotten. 

There was a soft noise as the front door was slowly opened, then closed, and someone let themselves in. They didn't bother removing their shoes, and the tapping footsteps against the hard-wood floors sounded monstrously loud in comparison to the muted fuzz of the television. 

Takeo walked into the living room. The place was a total wreck, and he inwardly cringed in disgust. He almost thought that the place was empty, until he saw the slow rising smoke of cigarette from behind the clutter-covered couch. 

He clicked his tongue. "Careless," he said bitterly. "You left your door open," he said. 

At first there was no reply. He was going to speak again when he heard a curt response. 

"Fuck off." 

Takeo let out a tired sigh. The same charming Kirito, just as he usually was. "I thought you'd be happy to know I'd brought you news from the outside world." 

"Oh? What would that be?" came the rude reply. 

"That you're officially the biggest asshole this side of the earth," Takeo said, matter-of-factly. 

"So what's new?" 

Takeo was beginning to get really angry with Kirito's oblivious attitude. "I can't believe you have the nerve to do what you did to Aiji and still act this way. If you hadn't-" 

That certainly got his attention. The smoke from the cigarette disappeared, and Takeo stopped what he was saying. Kirito rose from behind the couch. He had a murderous glare in his eyes, one that Takeo had never seen before in all the time he'd known the vocalist. He almost lost his nerve, but he reminded himself exactly why he was here, and looked right back at Kirito. 

"If you came here," Kirito said behind gritted teeth, "To talk about *him* ... then you had better leave ... now." 

Takeo swallowed, gathering his nerve. "What were you going to do, Kirito? At the next practice? Just pretend that nothing happened?" 

"That's my problem-" 

Takeo laughed bitterly. "Well, it isn't a problem anymore, since Aiji won't *be* at the next practice, or the next, or the one after that ..." If it was even possible, Kirito looked even angrier. "What?" 

"You heard me! He's leaving the band! And it's all *your* fucking fault, that you-" 

Takeo barely had time to think as Kirito came speeding towards him. Before he knew it, he was thrown against the wall so hard that the air was completely blown from his lungs. He struggled to clear his vision from the knock to his head when he felt hands wrap roughly around his neck. "WHAT ... did you SAY?!" he heard Kirito spit angrily, his face only inches from Takeo's. 

Takeo struggled against Kirito's grasp, but despite his taller physique, Kirito was just too strong. "I said-" he struggled through the choke-hold, "that he's leaving ... because of you-" His words were cut short as Kirito's hands tightened even more. He gagged, trying desperately to breath as his hands clawed uselessly at Kirito's. 

Tiny flashes of light began to dance in front of Takeo's eyes as he felt consciousness slip away from him. Behind the tiny lights was Kirito's enraged expression, snarling at him. When Takeo felt his air beginning to give, he did the only thing he could. 

Without warning, he brought his knee up with all the strength he could muster. Kirito felt the movement and managed to squirm out of the way, but the knee caught him on the side of his ribs with just as much force. He stumbled backward with an angry yell, as Takeo hit the floor hard. He sucked the air into his lungs desperately, his heart beating wildly in his chest as he tried to recover from the choke. 

Kirito looked at him murderously, and Takeo could see through his hazy vision that the other man was ready to attack him once more. Before he could, Takeo managed to croak out, " ... It's makes me ... so sick ... you know," he said between labored breaths. 

The distraction worked. Kirito paused, waiting to hear what Takeo had to say, but still looking ready as ever to pounce on the drummer once more. 

"... That someone ... as twisted and perverse as you ... could have that kind of power over ... someone like Aiji ..." 

"What's your point?" Kirito said angrily. 

"He won't even listen to the rest of us," Takeo said, slowly catching his breath again. "We tried ... we would have begged him to stay ... but he's stubborn, you know. 

And yet ... one word ... just one fucking word from you, and I'd bet he'd stay ... I hate you, you know that?" 

Kirito blinked, but he was silent. 

Takeo rubbed his sore neck and coughed roughly. He slowly tried to stand, despite his wobbling legs. A bitter laugh escaped his lips. "Is that what it was all about? You having some sort of ... power, over Aiji? You disgust me, Kirito. He doesn't deserve to be treated that way ..." 

Still silence. Takeo began stumbling his way towards the door, leaning heavily against the walls to support him. "You ... will never ... deserve *him* ...," he muttered, before leaving the apartment, not bothering to close the door behind him. 

Kirito sat on his knees in the empty apartment, and looked down at his hands. 

They didn't tremble. 

Then why did he feel as if they were about to fall apart? 

************************* 

Takeo breathed deeply as he limped his way out of the building. He wondered if it had really worked, if he had pulled the right strings in order to get the right results. Inside he was wracked with anxiety. He didn't think he could beat Kirito at his own game, but if this feeling in his gut was right, then maybe ... just maybe ... 

Takeo shuddered, suddenly overcome with a new fear. If it hadn't worked, he knew he would be facing Kirito's fury once again. His hands went up to lightly touch the bruised skin of his neck. 

Takeo wasn't sure if this time, he'd be able to survive it.

