A FREE!
R
" MURDER
FIC ZINES S




art by playerprophet.tumblr.com



Uactee Cloiech

e

story, set in the ending credits AU.

N

The sun is just coming up, so the tiles of the plaza are still cool under the thin soles of
Nagisa's shoes as he makes his way to Makoto's storefront. Over time Nagisa's seen his
friend's business grow from carefully arranged wares on a rug laid out in the market all the
way to this, a small but well-kept set of rooms in the mazelike central city at the heart of the
wider metropolis.

"Isn't this your time of day to sleep?" Makoto asks as Nagisa draws near. Makoto's setting out
a few display items to draw in customers, setting the pots and bolts of cloth out with the
same consideration he used to use when he was setting out lanterns and braziers on his
market rug.

"Sleep is boring," Nagisa says dismissively, waving one hand and making the gold bracelets on
his wrist jingle and chime against each other. "Is Haru back today?"

Makoto smiles, shaking his head. "You'd have much more of an idea of that than | would, so if
you don't know, then | don't know the answer to that any better than you do. He should be,
but we'll have to wait and see."

"If he is, can we have one of your fish to celebrate?"
"Do you ever think with anything but your stomach?"

Nagisa doesn't bother to think of a retort to that, stepping past Makoto and into the store.
The fish tank dominates the far wall, thick colourful glass that's clouded and warped in some
places, almost as clear as boiled-water ice in others. The fish that swim inside are ghostly
shapes, silvery shimmers in a dark. Nagisa presses his face against the side of the tank, trying
to get a better look at them.

"Get your nose off the glass, you'll leave a smear," Makoto scolds, tugging him away. "Maybe
we'll have a fish tonight. It'll depend on what Haru wants."



Nagisa snorts. "He'll want fish. That's not even a question. If he was rich, he'd eat nothing
else. Hmm...the guards over at the school should have changed shifts by now, don't you
think?"

Makoto gives Nagisa a small frown. "You need to leave him be. | know you think it's funny to--

"Funny?" Nagisa screws up his face in puzzlement. "l just like talking to him. He's always so
stiff and serious. When Haru-chan gets in one of his moods where he won't talk much or do
anything by choice, doesn't that make you just want to prod him and poke him and push him
around a lot? It's just the same as that."

"No, when Haru wants to be on his own, | let him have his space." Makoto shakes his head.
Nagisa does exactly the same thing.

"What a wrongheaded way to deal with the world," Nagisa says, with absolute certainty.
"Well, luckily I'm not going to listen to it. I'm off to the academy gates."

Makoto sighs deeply, shaking his head again. Nagisa just grins, and turns to go.

His guess was right; the guards at the school have changed. Rei's on the lefthand side, leaning
against the wall to take advantage of the early shadows before they shorten. Nagisa would
love to be able to creep up on him, but all the gold he has to wear when he's out in public --
at his throat and across his forehead and on his arms -- makes him clink like bells, and Rei can
always hear him coming.

Rei sighs when he catches sight of Nagisa, dropping his head forward and making the feather
in his hat droop like a disappointed ostrich. Nagisa thinks it's adorable.

"You're distracting me while I'm supposed to be working."

"I'm not! I'm here for a reason!" Nagisa protests, then racks his brains for something he can
claim as legitimate cause for Rei-bothering. Everyone's so caught up in needing excuses for
things, as if people can't just talk to other people because they want to! Honestly, it makes
Nagisa sad for them.

"I'm here because Aiichiro needs language lessons," he answers. "Don't give me that look,
Rei-chan! It's true! He's not fluent in a second tongue yet, and we're supposed to be before
we start doing proper temple work, and he's already doing proper temple work because --"

"Stop telling me church gossip," Rei interrupts. "If he needs a tutor, why are you the one to
come talk about it?"

Nagisa tilts his head to one side, blinking at Rei. "So | could see you, of course. So can you
come teach him? Or should he come here?"

Nagisa had been the last of the novices from the water church to automatically go to the air
academy for study. After several reprimands for flirting, petty theft, and telling the other



postulant scholars ghost stories that caused horrendous nightmares, it had been decided by
academy superiors that in the future, church novices would be admitted on a case-by-case
basis, rather than automatically, and that sometimes it would be better if they were taught at
the church instead.

"You should come to us," Nagisa says before Rei has the chance to answer the earlier
question. "Then you can help me with my mathematics. Haru-chan wants me to do more
treasurer work for the church, but | hate trying to do sums. They give me headaches."

"Then why on earth does he want you to do treasu... never mind," Rei shakes his head. "I'll
ask the other scholars and see if someone can come visit."

"No, it should be you!"

"Why won't you ever just leave me alone?" Rei sighs. Nagisa chuckles. As if anything would
stop him coming to visit. What a silly idea.

o ¥

There are four plazas in total, each making up an unofficial 'corner' of the more densely
populated, designed centre of the otherwise haphazard, far-reaching city. Makoto's shop is in
the earth plaza, and with his tank of fish and his shelves of vegetables and bolts of cloth and
other everyday necessities, the store is a perfect fit among the other stalls selling simple
grown and cooked and woven things.

The next hub among the labyrinthine streets is the air plaza, and since his young childhood
Nagisa has felt almost as at home there as he does in the water plaza. His family hadn't had
enough money for all of the children to go to the academy, and so he has many memories of
being made to wait next to the guarded gate for his sister to appear when classes ended in
the evening. He'd be dragged there by his other sisters, who didn't want to wait a second
longer than they had to before begging their eldest sibling for details about all the things
she'd learned that day. They acted like they were afraid that if they let her walk back to their
home alone, she'd have forgotten everything new by the time she got in the door.

Nagisa had never cared as much as they had about the second-hand lessons, but he'd loved
the breezy, open brightness of the air plaza, the scholars taking their turns to guard the gate
with their feathered caps. The mosaics on the plaza walls were all images of flying things,
birds and bright jewel-like beetles and dazzling butterflies. The scholars in their reds and
purples had always seemed like birds and butterflies too, and Nagisa had always thought that
this would be a nice thing to be -- if he'd been smarter, and less certain of his true place
being in the water, he might have liked to be among their ranks.



He'd heard some philosopher in the fire plaza give a speech once about how everyone's soul
was in the shape of an animal, and this was their true form that dictated their actions.
Nagisa's much too familiar with human bodies to believe it's really true -- people are shaped
like people, inside and out, because some things about their bodies are common to all of
them -- but it had been an interesting idea. He thinks that maybe he'd like a soul shaped like
a water bird of some sort, one of those birds with webbed feet and slick feathers. Almost as
at home in the air plaza as in the water one.

As earth is growth and comfort, and air is intelligence and knowledge, the fire plaza is for
creation: art and poetry, metalwork, the apothecary. Anything intricate and complex and
deliberate is available there. It's the most popular with visitors from outside the city, who coo
over the wares for sale and buy them without even bothering to barter.

And then there's the water plaza, for fertile couplings and the senses and the body, with its
high-domed church of coloured glass panels and subtle scents, where any citizen from the
king down to the poorest beggar can go for a tender touch and the cleansing wash of the
baths. There are twenty-five oblates at the moment; the number fluctuates between twenty
and thirty or so, as older members leave for marriage or other callings, and new novices join.

Nagisa isn't sure if he'll ever leave -- if he does, it'll be under some future circumstances that
he can't imagine yet, so there's no point wondering too much about it. He imagines it's much
the same for all the others, except probably Haruka. Nagisa can't imagine Haruka ever being
anywhere else.

Haruka has belonged to the church since he was a child. He'd been a foundling, out at the
coastal port where most of the overseas trade comes through, several days' ride across fairly
barren terrain from the city proper. Under ordinary circumstances, a child whose life began
like that would end up as a dock worker or a sailor, if they survived at all. But right from the
beginning, Haruka was different: the people who'd found him swore on their lives that he'd
been washed up on shore, sea-grasses tangled in his small locks of dark hair.

A gift from the ocean such as that was obviously intended to be given to the water church,
and so that was that. Nagisa sometimes wonders if Haruka was such a perfect fit for the role
right from the beginning, or if he'd grown into it because he'd always been told that it was
destined.

Because Haruka loves the water so much that it's a part of him, he a part of it, this much is
true. But it's also true that Haruka always volunteers to go on the trade journey out to the
shoreside town when it's time for the church to replenish its supplies from there. No matter
how much Nagisa pesters him, Haruka will never say why he does that, if he's hoping to find
out something about his beginnings on those trips.

He's away on one now. Nagisa plans to ask him if he's found out anything new, when he gets
back, though Nagisa already knows that as usual he'll get no reply.

Nagisa wasn't born to the church, like Haruka was, but the decision still came early and easily.
Nagisa grew up loving the spectacle of it, of seeing the novices around the bazaars and plazas



in their groups of two and three, talking together with their heads bent close and their arms
around each others' shoulders or waists. He'd delighted at the sight of the oblates in their
silver and gold adornments, friendly and open and physically affectionate with everyone they
met and spoke with, and nobody telling them to settle down and behave like Nagisa was
always being chided.

Sometimes, on days when his sisters wouldn't stop pinching him and calling him names,
Nagisa would run away to hide in the water plaza, by the front door of the glittering church,
and watch the people go inside looking tired or sad or worried and come out later looking
happier, more relaxed, like somebody had taken care of them and made them feel content.

As he sat there, a dark-haired boy not much older than him would often come and join him,
sitting quietly beside Nagisa as they watched everyone go in and out.

The boy's hair was always wet, his skin never managing to completely dry off -- he was never
out of the water for a long enough stretch at a time for that.

"None of the others are like you," Nagisa commented to him once. "You love the water more
than any of them."

"I feel better when I'min it," Haruka had answered, as if that was that. At times like that,
Nagisa really did believe the whispers people said about Haruka being special, a child born of

the waves.

Haruka comes back from his trip to the coast that afternoon, bringing more than enough of
everything they'd needed. Nagisa and Aiichiro help him unpack the bundles and put away the
new supplies.

Haruka's skin is parched from the harsh sun of travel, and he looks so unlike himself that
Nagisa can't stop stealing glances. Haruka wears the dagger at his hip as if it's always there,
and not something only used when he goes on trips beyond the city. He's hardly wearing any
gold at all, either, no more than anyone might wear, than Makoto or Rei might have on them
on any given day.

"That reminds me," Nagisa says, even though he hasn't said anything out loud on the subject
before. Aiichiro and Haruka don't comment on it; they're both used to Nagisa making sense
mostly to Nagisa. "l spoke to Rei-chan about language lessons for you, Aiichiro. He's going to
talk to the other scholars about it. And maybe about some extra arithmetic for me. Isn't that
great, Haru-chan?"

Haruka doesn't tell him to stop pestering Rei, like Makoto always does, but just gives a
distracted nod as answer to the question. That makes Nagisa grin.



"And Mako-chan said he'd bring us fish for dinner, if you wanted it. Aha! | knew that would

get your attention!"

Makoto does, indeed, bring fish for dinner, and it's delicious. Later in the evening Nagisa sees
him and Haruka heading for one of the private rooms together, which is even more
predictable that Haruka wanting fish when it's offered.

"Don't go hide in the next one over to listen," Aiichiro scolds before Nagisa has even taken a
step in that direction.

"That's unfair, you don't know that | was --"

"Yes | do," Aiichiro retorts, and Nagisa sighs dramatically and slumps his shoulders, heading
back towards the pile of dishes from dinner that he still needs to wash.

"They're lovely together, though," he remarks to Aiichiro as they work their way through the
crockery. "Have you ever listened to them? He's Haru-chan's favourite for certain."

"We aren't meant to have favourites. We love everyone, remember?"

"Yeah, yeah."Nagisa waves his hand, sending a few soap-suds flying with the gesture. "But
he's still Haru-chan's favourite. Just like the king is yours."

Aiichiro blushes so hard that Nagisa half-expects the small mole under his eye to pop off like
a cork in a fizzy wine bottle. "If you've been listening to us I'm going to drown you in the
pool."

"Of course I've been listening. That's how | know how much you like him. You're always
worried if he falls asleep after and then wakes up with nightmares. It's sweet. And | hear you
during, as well, of course. It must feel incredibly exciting, for the king of the whole country to

trust you so much to have you ins-"

Aiichiro shoves Nagisa's head into the washing-up water. "Stop it!" His face has gone even
redder. Nagisa splutters, wiping soap out of his eyes.

"That was mean!"
"You started it!" Aiichiro glares. "All right, if we've all got favourites, who's yours then?"

"Rei-chan," Nagisa answers promptly, not even having to think about it. "Or he will be, once |
convince him to visit."

Aiichiro's glare gets even sharper.



"That's cruel," he says, and leaves Nagisa to do the rest of the dishes on his own.

N

Nagisa manages to sleep for a little while, but eventually gives up on trying to get any more
than he's already had and leaves the sleeping quarters, heading for the largest of the pools
instead. As expected, Haruka's there, swimming on his own by the moonlight. Nagisa
disrobes and joins him in the water.

"Was it a good trip?" he asks. Haruka doesn't answer. Nagisa isn't surprised. He's mostly just
talking to fill up the quiet, because sometimes Haruka's quiet self-containment makes Nagisa
feel useless, like it wouldn't matter to anyone if he didn't exist at all. The feeling always
passes if he breaks the quiet, and so he always does.

Haruka slips under the water and swims over to him, lithe and supple as a part of the water
himself. He breaks the surface right beside Nagisa and presses him back against the edge of
the pool, dipping down into the space between them to plant a hard, heated kiss against
Nagisa's mouth. Nagisa opens easily under the urgency, humming happily as Haruka laps his
tongue into Nagisa's mouth.

It's usually like this, after Haruka's been away. His reunions with Makoto, with all their
fondness and intensity, leave him excited rather than sated. Nagisa wonders sometimes if
there might be an edge of yearning in it, a part of Haruka that wants to go home with Makoto
and share his bed, the two of them sharing their second round of passion together a few
hours after the first. Working in Makoto's little store together, eating fish for dinner and
having an ordinary life.

But that isn't the life that Haruka has. Maybe he doesn't even realise that it's a life that a part
of him wants. So instead he has this, frantic half-desperate kisses in the moonlit pool, the
press of his body against Nagisa's under the water.

There are fresh bites on Haruka's neck and Nagisa sucks at the reddened marks, letting
Haruka close his eyes and think of Makoto making them just hours earlier. Haruka buries his
hand in Nagisa's sleep-rumpled hair and pulls, which makes Nagisa moan softly against his
throat. He always misses Haruka a lot when Haruka's off on his trips, worries about him and
waits for him to come back. It's comforting and good to feel this, to be reassured that Haruka
is safe and sound and solid against him. Nagisa hitches himself up against the wall, aligning
their bodies together more closely so that it pressure and friction and the lapping of the
water against them can all work in concert.

Haruka's mouth is on his again, sharp biting kisses against his lips, Haruka's hands sliding
down his chest to rub his nipples. Nagisa arches at the touch, head falling back and his throat
bare for Haruka to pounce on to leave his own sucking marks.



Nagisa hitches his legs around Haruka's waist and winds his arms around Haruka's shoulders,
the two of them grunting softly into each other’s' air as they rut together, both close so close
now, and Nagisa has just enough time before his climax to think that they're lucky that this
particular pool is so incredibly large and so often replenished from its underground spring,
because otherwise things wouldn't get diluted properly and it would be sort of messy. He has
to bury his laugh against Haruka's shoulder as he comes, and he's still trying to stop his
giggles when Haruka has his own climax a few seconds later.

"It's good to have you home, Haru-chan," Nagisa says fondly.

Later, when they're sitting on the edge of the pool with their feet in the water, Nagisa thinks
about his earlier conversation with Aiichiro. It seems very likely to Nagisa that Makoto being
Haruka's favourite is a two-way sentiment.

"I think Mako-chan's really worshiping you, not the water, when you're together. The water's
only important to him because you're in it with him."

"He doesn't always choose me."

"Once, years ago, doesn't count," Nagisa protests, butting his head against Haruka's shoulder.
"That was different."

N

It had been Nagisa's first official day as an oblate, and he can still remember with pin-sharp
clarity how nervous and excited he was, the same kind of bubbly anxious thrill he used to feel
as a child when everyone would participate in swimming races and other competitive games.
Not scared, exactly, but an anticipation edged with something that felt enough like fear to
send a thrill over his skin whenever he thought too much about it.

By mid-morning he'd felt like he was going to start bouncing off the walls if something didn't
happen soon. Haruka was no help at all, of course, going about his daily chores and tasks
placidly, as if Nagisa wasn't turning into a useless wreck with waiting for someone, anyone to
come to the church so he could just get this over with and stop worrying so much about
whether it would go okay.

When a knock had finally come at the temple door and Nagisa had hurried over to open it --
nearly stumbling head over heels in his rush -- the familiar sight of Makoto's face on the
other side was such an overwhelming comfort and familiarity on such a nerve-wracking day
that Nagisa grinned as hard as he could.

"Mako-chan! Hil" He'd held the door wide open. "Haru's cooking, | think, so you might have
to wait a little while before he can go with you, but you can have lunch with us first!"



Makoto raised his eyebrows in surprise (something people tended to do a lot when Nagisa
was that enthusiastic in their direction) and then gave a small smile.

"Actually, I'm here to see you," Makoto told him.

"What?" Nagisa's jaw fell open and he blinked, shocked into momentary silence. He leapt at
Makoto, sending them both stumbling backwards a few steps with the force of the pounce-
hug. "Really? You're amazing! You're the best!"

"Ooof! Settle, settle. You don't want to break the back of your first visitor before you've even
got him in the door, do you?"

So Nagisa had relinquished his python-grip on Makoto for long enough to get them both
inside and into one of the private rooms, at which point Nagisa's heart started pounding so
hard that he was half-convinced that everyone else in the building would be able to hear it.

"All right, there's massage oil just over -- do you want a massage? Or there's cups if you'd like
a drink, or | can go to the kitchens and get us food, | know the bread's just freshly made so
it'll be good, or | can --"

"Nagisa," Makoto interrupted gently, smiling. "It's all right. It's nothing to be nervous about."
He cupped Nagisa's cheek and his hand was so big and warm and comforting that Nagisa's
nerves faded and his heart stopped feeling like it was about to explode.

"Your skin smells like your store. Or your store smells like you, | suppose. Both at once,"
Nagisa said, because even if his nerves were dying down, his mouth was still stuck at full
anxiety.

He felt just brave enough to cut his own words off by stepping forward and up onto his tip-
toes, pulling Makoto down at the same time so their mouths could meet. Makoto's taste was
a stronger version of his scent, and that made Nagisa smile. He could do this. It was going to
be all right.

Leaving one hand against the nape of Makoto's neck, the two of them still kissing, Nagisa
slipped his other hand down to trace across Makoto's belly lightly, fingertips skating against
the skin with as much delicacy as Nagisa could manage.

"Lie down," Nagisa suggested, surprised by the huskiness that had crept into his own voice.
"Here, on the pillows."

Makoto had complied, his breathing a little less even than it had been, a flush creeping across
his face. That made Nagisa feel more powerful, braver. He knelt beside the soft floor cushions
that Makoto was now propped against, and kissed him again. letting his hand stroke up and
down the full length of Makoto's chest.

After a while Nagisa moved from kissing Makoto's mouth down to kissing his throat, his
chest, the muscles of his belly, nuzzling at the skin sometimes to get a quiet laugh out of



Makoto. From there it seemed like the most natural progression in the world to unlace
Makoto's pants and slide them down, revealing Makoto's dark-flushed length.

"I wonder what you taste like here," Nagisa murmured, giving an experimental lick. Makoto
made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a gasp, so Nagisa did it again, and then
another time. "You taste wonderful," he said quietly, shifting his position beside Makoto so
he could see Makoto's face as he worked.

Makoto had his head thrown back against the pillows, eyes closed, the lashes fluttering as
Nagisa dipped his head again and took the head of Makoto's cock into his mouth. Makoto
looked so beautiful in that moment, as beautiful as anything Nagisa had ever seen. Later,
he'd notice that everyone was at their most wonderful, their most gorgeous, in that same
moment, and Nagisa felt infinitely lucky that it was his lot to make them look like that, to see
them in that state.

He spent that whole first day with Makoto, learning the different things he could do to make
someone look that overwhelmed, that free. Nagisa had taken lessons, of course, and seen
the same demonstrations all novices did from the oblates, but it was a completely different
thing entirely to be there himself, to experience it all firsthand. He would always be grateful
to Makoto for being there to help him, for giving him that first gift of surrender.

N

On the day after Haruka's return, Nagisa sleeps in late and is still in the process of waking up
properly when he gets a visit from royalty.

"You've only just woken up, haven't you?" the Princess Kou, Light of the Realm and Most
Beloved of All, says, looking like she's personally offended by Nagisa's sleep schedule. "How
unfair. Stories always talk about the endless devotional work of oblates, and the luxury of the
palace, and it's completely the other way around. I've been in horrible trade negotiation
meetings since the sun came up."

Nagisa can believe it, too. She looks exhausted and tired. "Come on," he guides her towards
their usual private room. "I'll give you a massage better than any you've had before."

"You say that every time | visit."
"And isn't it always true?"

She snorts softly in response to his joke, and lets herself stretch out on one of the high
couches as Nagisa collects the massage oil and sits down beside her.

"Did the negotiations go well?"



"Yes, | think so."

Nagisa starts work on a particularly evil knot high on Princess Kou's back. She sighs happily as
he works the tension out.

"It's all your sex appeal. They can't help themselves."

"I don't use 'sex appeal' in trade bargaining!" she objects, sitting up and giving him a look
that's pure murder.

"What a seductive glare," Nagisa says, batting his eyelashes mock-flirtatiously. "Are you sure
you're just here for a back rub?"

With another few seconds of murder-look, Kou lies down again and lets him resume the
massage. "Can you imagine if we tried to couple?" she asks, amusement in her voice. "I'd end
up strangling you."

"But then you'd never have another of my back rubs."

"Which is why we mustn't ever make the attempt," she replies, sighing again as Nagisa
undoes another knot of tension in her back.

"The unresolved lust between us is going to send me crazy," he tells her. "You and Rei-chan
are conspiring to torment me."

The princess sits up again, turning around to face Nagisa properly, the massage momentarily
forgotten, her nudity unimportant. "Leave him alone. It's mean, the way you tease him."

"Why does everyone keep saying that?!"
"Because he's a eunuch!" Kou snaps. "And you know that."

"So what?"Nagisa snaps right back. "l know everyone only remembers the fact that | was a
troublemaker when | was at school, but | did actually learn things, you know! | know all about
what differences their bodies have depending on how old they are when they're cut, and
what changes as they grow older. | know as much about eunuch bodies as | do about men's

or women's.
Princess Kou's expression is puzzled. "You're really serious, aren't you? It's not a joke?"

"Have you ever seen him when he takes his students out into the plaza for practical lessons?"
Nagisa asks. Kou shakes her head. "He sets up little experiments, to teach them about telling
the time of day and the distance to objects by measuring shadows. He's really beautiful when
he does it. Sometimes | sit in the plaza there for hours, just watching him."

"I didn't know."



"And he's so tense and serious! | bet he grinds his teeth in his sleep! | just want to make him
feel better and he doesn't let me." Nagisa pouts, feeling sorry for himself.

Kou gives a long, thoughtful huff. She looks as if she's planning something in her head, and
for a few seconds Nagisa gets a sense of how intimidating she must look from the other side
of the negotiation table. "Next time you see him in the plaza on his own -- not on guard duty,
not teaching -- go to him and offer a back rub. Nothing else. No fl... as little flirting as you can
manage, which is still going to be more than anyone else ever puts into ordinary
conversation, but we have to work with what we have here. That's the best way to do it."

Nagisa gives her a kiss on the cheek. "You're a mastermind."

"See? | told you | don't use sex appeal." She lies back down, letting him resume work on her
back.

"Would you like anything else at all today, apart from the back rub?" he asks, an arch note
creeping into his voice, a sly smile on his lips. "Not even something nice to watch?"

"Hmmm... | could be convinced, probably," Kou concedes. "Is Seijuro available?"

"I'll go find him when we're done," Nagisa promises. "We'll be much more interesting than
trade negotiations."

N

In the evening, after the Princess Kou has gone back to her work and Nagisa has spent a long
time lazing in the water and a longer time being a general pest to his fellow oblates, he goes
to the air plaza.

He feels more like Haruka, about to set off on a trade journey, than he does like his usual self.
He's left most of the clinking, tinkling jewelry behind, at Kou's suggestion. Nagisa hasn't been
this unadorned while clothed in what feels like years. It might actually have been years, come
to think of it.

Rei is reading, sitting with his back against one of the murals, butterflies and birds in frozen
flight around him, the fading light catching on the rims of his delicate glasses.

"You'll ruin your eyesight if you keep reading any longer," Nagisa says as a greeting. Rei's
posture tenses, as if he's readying for a strike or an unkind word. Nagisa has no idea what to
say or do to convince Rei that he never, ever has to fear that from Nagisa.

He knows he's supposed to be non-threatening, low-key. That's what the princess told him he
should do. But it feels stilted and unnatural, and he doesn't know how to do it properly.



Nagisa remembers Makoto's hand on his cheek, all those years ago. It's all right. There's
nothing to be nervous about.

"I love to watch you when you teach," he blurts. "You look so beautiful, Rei-chan. And when
you're stiff and serious, you make me want to be stupid until | can make you smile. You
deserve to smile."

Rei stands up, looking down at Nagisa with frank confusion. "You aren't anything like beauty
is meant to be. Beauty is perfect form and exacting logic, and you're... you say things that
don't make any sense and hang around when anybody reasonable would have left long ago,
and now you come here and say I'm beautiful, and | don't understand you at all."

Nagisa doesn't mind the annoyance in Rei's voice. He's used to people being annoyed when
they talk to him. "But you are, Rei-chan! You're really beautiful!"

"And so are you!" Rei retorts, sounding even angrier. "You shouldn't be. By any logic | should
think you're terrible. But | don't! And | don't understand!"

Nagisa couldn't stop the grin that spreads across his face even if he tried. "Really?"
Rei hangs his head, defeated. It makes his feather droop adorably. "Yes."

All plans of reserve and low-key approaches fly out of Nagisa's head, and he jumps at Rei and
hugs him. "You should come have dinner! Haru-chan brought back the nicest wine, you
should try it. And if you like beautiful things, wait until you see what the big pool looks like in
the moonlight. And Haru-chan's swimming, that's beautiful too! And back rubs, you should
have one of those, I'm really good at them. Even the princess says so, and she wants to kill
me most of the time. And --" Nagisa grabs Rei by the hand, and pulls him towards the exit
from the air plaza that leads in the direction of the water chuch. "Come and see."

Protesting loudly, but not actually resisting, Rei follows after him. It's a small victory, but
Nagisa thinks it makes an excellent start.
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Learning to touch-type is, in some ways, more difficult than the physical therapy that helped him
learn how to walk. Ren had never walked on human legs before, not in the physical world, but he'd
known about balance and steps and momentum, the difference between a walk and a run. It had
been hard work, but he'd at least known where to begin.



Typing, on the other hand, is a completely new thing. Compared to how he used to interface with this
same computer, it's the difference between diving into a pool of water and being forced to learn how
to row a boat across it.

He's grateful for the distraction when Koujaku climbs the stairs and comes into Aoba's room, Beni
flitting in a moment later.

"Aoba's out doing a last delivery," Ren says, after greeting the visitors. "He'll be a long while yet."

"More dinner for us, then," Koujaku answers with a grin. He walks through the room and out onto the
balcony, forgetting to take the ashtray with him as usual. Ren picks it up and follows him outside.

Ren's used to his height, for the most part, but there are times when he feels more comfortable
sitting on the floor than standing, particularly when he's out on the balcony. The ground seems a long,
long way down when he looks over the railing these days.

He sits with his back against the railing now, beside where Koujaku leans on it in his habitual way as
he smokes.

"How's the typing going?"

"Terribly. And it doesn't help that I'm trying to learn on a computer that's been customised and
upgraded and modified within an inch of its life. Anything that might have been intuitive about using
it is long gone."

Koujaku chuckles at Ren's despairing tone, scritching at the hair just above the nape of Ren's neck. "l
know how you feel. Beni complains sometimes that | make him be my carrier pigeon when | should
just use my coil to contact people."

"Imagine how much worse your coil would be if it had layer after layer of reprogamming from Aoba
and Noiz getting in the way of it working properly," Ren grumbles. Koujaku's fingernail's scratch

pleasantly across his scalp, easing the tension in Ren's mood.

Abruptly, the touch leaves his head. Ren opens his eyes, puzzled. Koujaku's looking away from him, a
light flush of embarrassment on his cheeks.

"Sorry," he mutters. "l didn't mean to. It was just habit, like | used to do when you were in your
allmate form."

Red shakes his head, smiling. "No, it's nice. It makes me happy that you see me the same way as you
did then."

Koujaku coughs, clearly still uncomfortable, which Ren thinks is silly.

"Your hair's a lot healthier these days, but you shouldn't let Aoba cut it. He's terrible at it. Come by
the shop one day."

That makes Ren laugh. Koujaku shoots him a puzzled look, and now it's Ren's turn to feel
embarrassed.



"Your groupies remind me a lot of Yoshie's Clara," he confesses, still laughing a little at his own
ridiculousness. "l feel uncomfortable around them."

Koujaku laughs too, ruffling Ren's hair teasingly, and the momentary awkwardness between them is
gone again.

Koujaku finishes smoking and they go back inside. Beni's still perched on the head of Aoba and Ren's
bed.

"If I had your luck, and got to be human, I'd finally be able to fight everyone who doesn't take me
seriously," the little bird says to Ren wistfully.

"Be careful what you wish for," Ren warns with insincere sternness. Then, more seriously, he adds
with a sigh, "It can be extremely strange."

Koujaku sits on the bed, Beni alighting on his shoulder as he does so. Ren sits on the floor facing them.
"How has it been strange?" Koujaku asks, sounding concerned.
Ren's tempted to answer 'in every way you can possibly think of'. Instead, he shrugs.

"Some things | do now are things | know have always been mine. | like having my head scratched
while you're out on the balcony, for instance," he offers. "Or how Aoba and | work together. That's
the same as always, for the most part.

"But then there are things that don't seem to have come from me at all -- | have a habit now of
rubbing my eyes, for example. It seems to be something my body remembers.

"And then there are things which don't make any sense at all. It makes sense that this body looks
different now to how it used to, because of the physical therapy | do, and the fact that my diet is
different to what Sei's must have been. But those things alone can't account for the height I've
gained, or the muscle mass, or the fact my incisors are longer."

Ren turns his palms up, to demonstrate that he's basically at a loss on the whole subject. Human body
language doesn't always come easily to him, so he tries to use it where he can as a way of learning it.

"It isn't that I'm sad it happened, believe me," Ren finishes. "But | think, Beni, that you should be
grateful to have a body you know. Wouldn't you miss being able to fly?"

"Yeah. And Koujaku would have to learn to use his coil," Beni says. "In fact, I'm going to take
advantage of my wings and go for a trip around the neighbourhood."

With that he's gone, out through the door to the balcony that Ren and Koujaku had left open behind
them when they came inside.

Koujaku's looking at Ren, but there's something distant and sad in his eyes, as if he's thinking of other
things as well. "l know how hard it can be," he says quietly. "Living in a body with secrets, things you
can't control. How frightening that is."

The sorrow in his voice makes Ren's own heart ache. He doesn't know the story behind Koujaku's
words, but the specifics are less important than the obvious distress they carry with them.



One definite advantage to a human body is that now Ren can climb off the floor, sit down beside
Koujaku on the bed, and pull him into a strong hug. For a moment, Koujaku stiffens in the embrace,
surprised, but then with a pleased sigh his body molds to Ren's own.

"Whatever it is, it isn't yours alone," Ren says, his mouth against Koujaku's clothed shoulder. "You
don't have to carry it without help. It's like when all of you came to the tower to help Aoba. Nobody
has to face their horrors alone."

Koujaku draws in a deep breath. His face is buried in Ren's hair, and so the movement tickles slightly.
[t makes Ren smile.

"We all got lost on the wind again after that, though," Koujaku argues. "The united team-work wasn't
permanent."

Ren breaks off the hug and sits back a little, so he can look at Koujaku's face. His hair has been pushed
askew from its usual long fringe, and the dark edge of... a tattoo? peeks out from the newly exposed
sliver of skin.

"That's our past mistake to correct, then," Ren tells him quietly, touching careful fingertips to that
secret mark on Koujaku's cheek.

Koujaku's eyes darken, his lips parting, and Ren surges forward to kiss him before the moment can
stretch on too long and one or the other of them can ruin everything by thinking too much.

Koujaku makes a startled sound in his throat. His mouth opens, his tongue wet and warm against
Ren's own, his hand gripping at Ren's forearm tightly.

It's different to kissing Aoba. Ren likes that a lot, likes the idea that everyone's body has secrets
unigue to them, things that only their lovers will ever know.

Koujaku's scent is a complex, organic smell. There's a sharpness from smoking, but the earthy warmth
beneath it takes the bitter edge away. Ren breathes in deeply through his nose, his mouth still happily
occupied with kissing.

Ren slips his hand inside the open front of Koujaku's kimono, brushing his thumb over the pebbling
flesh of the nipple and then smiling against Koujaku's mouth at the new small surprised noise that
elicits from Koujaku.

Koujaku's own hand is in Ren's hair, and Ren's surprised at how good it feels. It's all so new and
interesting to him, the different ways that bodies respond to different kinds of touch.

"I'm still getting the hang of clothes," Ren confesses when they break apart to catch their breath. It's
funny seeing how undone Koujaku looks just from kissing, considering how many different people he's
been with in the past. Ren at least has the excuse of only ever doing this with Aoba.

"T-shirts and jeans | can manage," Ren goes on, laughing a little at himself. "But yours are a little too
complicated for me yet."

Koujaku's flushed cheeks darken further as he starts the process of shedding his garments. "Don't
watch me," he complains, when he sees Ren staring, so Ren busies himself with his own clothes
instead.



They both have more than their fair share of scars scattered over their skin. Some of Ren's are Sei's,
some are his own. Koujaku's are interspersed with surprisingly extensive tattoos, though the way he
holds his body and positions his arms makes Ren think that Koujaku would keep them hidden if he
could.

The height difference between them is about that same as that between Ren and Aoba, only this time
it's Ren who's the shorter one, who gets to stretch up and draw his partner's face down to him in
order to kiss while standing. Koujaku rests his hands against Ren's sides and his touch is so gentle,
always, despite the power Ren knows he has in those hands.

Probably, there's a more elegant way to ask this, but Ren doesn't know it. "Which role do you want?"

"Hm?"Koujaku's eyebrows draw together as he tries to work out Ren's meaning. Their bodies are
pressed against one another and it feels so good, so hot, that frankly Ren thinks that he should get
applause for remembering how to use words at all.

"Aoba and |, we... switch," Ren explains, hesitant as to whether he's using the correct terminology.
"Don't tell me that!" Koujaku splutters. "l don't want to know anything about what Aoba does in bed!"

His face has gone so red that Ren's worried he's going to get a nose bleed. He looks away from Ren,
too embarrassed to meet his eyes. "You be on top," he manages to say. Ren restrains an impulse to
pat Koujaku on the head for getting an answer out.

"Lie back on the bed, then," Ren says. "I'll get you ready."

Ren settles himself in the junction between Koujaku's legs. Koujaku's penis is hard, the scent of it a
strong enough version of Koujaku's smell that it makes Ren's mouth water with desire. He nuzzles at
the base of it, then moves down past Koujaku's scrotum to the sensitive skin behind it, lapping his
tongue there happily.

Koujaku jerks in surprise, and Ren uses the movement as an opportunity to lift one of Koujaku's thighs
onto his shoulder, spreading Koujaku's legs apart to give himself better access. He drags long licks
across Koujaku's hole, groaning happily to himself at the tastes and textures of Koujaku's body.

"R-Ren!"Koujaku stutters out, tremors running through him, the heel of his foot resting on Ren's back
and then twitching suddenly, a cry dragged out of him as Ren presses sloppy, forceful kisses against
his entrance.

Ren slides two fingers inside Koujaku, still licking and sucking at the skin around where they enter him,
carefully coaxing the muscles to open and relax. He crooks his fingers and Koujaku cries out again, this
one a fractured, breathless sound.

"No more, no more, that's enough," he tells Ren, gasping. Ren's not sure that this is true, but if
Koujaku wants to feel the burn and stretch of it, Ren isn't going to take that away from him. Ren sits
back, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and respositioning himself to kneel between
Koujaku's legs, lifting the other one high this time so Koujaku won't get a cramp.

Ren lines them up and eases himself inside slowly. They both have to pause, bodies shaking from the
intensity, before pressing closer. Koujaku is staring at the ceiling above them, mouth tense from the
effort of trying not to fall apart completely. His face is flushed dark and the corners of his eyes are



glittering, and Ren thinks that he's never been more gorgeous, more seductive, than he is in that
moment.

Ren pushes in, still careful but with more force now, and it's enough to make Koujaku screw his eyes
shut, his mouth falling open with a choked moan. Ren pushes two fingers from his clean hand past
Koujaku's teeth, giving him something to suck and bite, something to centre himself on.

They find a rhythm together, fast and urgent, both of them too far gone already for anything slower
or with more obvious tenderness. There's still nothing but the utmost care for one another between
them, of course, it's just that it would be unbearable, sweetness to the point of pain, to keep this
sustained for any great length of time.

Ren nips and licks at the place where Koujaku's neck and shoulder meet, fucking his fingers in and out
of Koujaku's mouth at the same pace as his thrusts. Koujaku's moans are continuous now, his fingers
raking against Ren's back, leaving new marks with better histories in the map of scars already there.

It makes Ren want to offer the same marking in return, so he bares his teeth and bites down harder at
Koujaku's shoulder, unable to hold back the quiet growl in his throat. As he lightly breaks the already
tender skin it makes Koujaku clench around him, his whole body shuddering underneath Ren's as he
climaxes. It's enough to bring Ren's own orgasm on, pleasure cresting in him as he thrusts in hard a
final time, their bodies pressed together.

Ren eases himself out but Koujaku's clinging on too tightly for Ren to move away more than that.
Koujaku's still trembling hard, his breath coming in wet gulps. Ren rolls them together gently, so
Koujaku can rest his face against Ren's shoulder and chest, and strokes his hair with slow, light
touches.

"It's all right," Ren tells him, petting Koujaku carefully. "Everything's all right."



Claaypiaiz &

"Having you two lounging around here like hippos in the mud makes it very hard for me to get work
done, you know," Aoba says without malice. Ren and Koujaku ignore him, continuing to watch as Mio,
Kio and Nao wreak havoc on various piles of shop inventory.

"Don't they ever get tired of it? Aren't children supposed to have short attention spans?" Koujaku
asks, sounding slightly awed.

"Hello, Master!"

The shop door opens, adding a tall, gas-mask attired visitor to the general chaos taking place.
