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Aoi sneezed heavily, his breath escaping as a white cloud. He pulled his scarf tighter around his face and glared at the powdery sidewalk as he forced his frozen feet into motion. He had nothing against snow – or Christmas – it was just a huge pain in the ass because he always contracted a horrible cold. Still, he could pretend it wasn’t so bad and try to have a good time at the party today.

One of the Gazette’s recent traditions was their annual Christmas party. Like everything else they did, it had originally been Kai’s idea, because their drummer claimed he went for almost a whole month without seeing them over Christmas and he missed them terribly. Aoi sometimes wondered whether their drummer had a split personality disorder – cutie-pie Kai and scary-faced leader-sama. Still it was nice to do this sort of thing once in a while, and the parties themselves were also an excellent opportunity to give everyone else their presents without losing a fortune on the postal service which routinely lost Christmas presents. Aoi had once explained to Ruki his theory that postal workers stole the presents and hoarded them for themselves.

On the other hand these parties weren’t all they were cracked up to be. Aoi had hosted last year and aside from the fact that the floor had mysteriously become covered in confetti, five drunks had severely pissed off his girlfriend and Aoi had come close to being kicked out of his own flat. Looking back on it now, it was kind of funny. At least Uruha has agreed to be the host this year, Aoi thought to himself, the party is guaranteed to have plenty of booze…I mean fun.


After kicking aside the snow-drift that had buried the way to Uruha’s flat, Aoi let himself in, Uruha had given him his own key last week. He was immediately buried in a hug by his fellow guitarist. “Aoi! Glad you could make it.” Uruha released his dark-haired friend and grinned. Aoi slowly pulled himself out of his coat and sniffed. “It is fucking freezing out there.” He said roughly. Uruha caught his coat as he let go of it and patted him on the back. “We know dear, don’t worry, we appreciate you braving the terrors of the snow-bunnies to get here.” Uruha nodded to Reita who was stretched out on the couch, plucking pine needles from Uruha’s Christmas tree. “Snow bunnies?” Aoi repeated slowly. “Don’t ask.” Reita retorted. Uruha turned back to Aoi, after putting his coat away and Aoi recognised the mischievous spark in Uruha’s eyes as the look he had after he’d had one too many cigarettes.

Aoi nodded in resignation and made his way over to the bassist. “Hey.”


“Hey.”


“How long has he been like this?”


“All his life.”


Aoi and Reita shared a short laugh. It was slightly odd to see Reita without his noseband though. Aoi knew he only wore it for the fangirls but he doubted he would ever get used to seeing Reita without it. Reita picked at the pine needles on Uruha’s Christmas tree which was positioned right behind him. “Why the hell does he insist on putting up a tree? What is the point?”

“Ah Reita, stop being such a kill-joy.” Aoi said, half humorously. Reita snapped off a particularly long needle and flicked it with his thumb. “Let me guess, you have a freaking tree too.” Aoi shrugged helplessly. “Actually, Keiko bought this little tree yesterday, it has its own little pot. She’s put it in the front room and keeps looking at it. It would be kinda funny if I hadn’t been trying to talk to her all morning.” Aoi chuckled to himself, not realising that he had launched into an anecdote. Reita snorted loudly. “So that thing you call a girlfriend has now decided that a fake tree is more interesting than you?” Aoi frowned. “Just because you don’t like her – which, by the way, I don’t understand – doesn’t give you the right to diss her. I happen to like her a lot, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


Reita muttered something and Uruha bounced past. “Reita-kun is just upset that you didn’t bring her.” He said. Aoi nodded without really meaning it to make Uruha turn away. He leaned in to whisper so that the other guitarist wouldn’t hear his next comment. “Just because you like Uruha and you’re too much of a coward to say anything to him don’t take it out on me and Keiko who happen to have a healthy relationship.” Reita’s face turned bright red in half a second. “I do not.” He hissed. Aoi crooked one eyebrow. “Of course you don’t.” he assured the suddenly skittish bassist.


“Where’s Ruki anyhow?” Aoi asked, diverting the conversation before Reita could accuse him of using some form of blackmail. Uruha meandered into the room, somehow carrying three beers simultaneously. “Huh?”

“Isn’t Ruki coming?”


“Uhm…yeah.”


“So where is he?”


“I don’t know.”


“Uruha did you tell him the wrong date?”


The two had a laugh at the guitarist’s expense. Uruha held up one hand and took a swig of beer. “No. I told him the eighteenth of December.” Aoi burst out laughing. Reita took pity on the guitarist after seeing his confused expression. “It’s the nineteenth today mate.” Uruha stared into space for a moment. “Oh.” He said simply. He shrugged and paid more attention to his drink for a moment. Aoi shook his head. “Next year I’m staying at home. There’s only so much of a drunken-blonde I can take.”


“I am not blonde.” Uruha protested.


“And he’s not drunk.” Reita added nervously.


Aoi shuddered, that was just what he had wanted to hear. Suddenly he leaned forward and sneezed again. “Oh for god’s – atchoo – fucking snow ruins – atchoo – ruins my life!” Aoi pouted and pulled a pack of tissues out of his pocket. Reita smirked. “Yeah dude – you look like death.” Aoi responded by throwing an unopened packet of tissues at Reita’s head. “Don’t! You might need those.” Uruha cut in, suddenly acting sober. Aoi opened his pocket, displaying the multitude of packets of tissues crammed in there like sardines. “Keiko’s doing?” Uruha prompted, endlessly fascinated. Aoi nodded. “That woman is not of this earth.” Reita snapped. Aoi merely responded by burying his red nose in the tissue pathetically.


“So did you get me my present?” Uruha asked, causing the other two to suddenly remember why they had come. Reita burrowed in the plastic bag on the floor next to him, cursing when he couldn’t find what he was looking for and pulling it onto his lap. Aoi, who had the brains to put everything in his bakcpack, opened one of the zips and pulled put a heavily taped up box. “For you.” he explained, holding it out for Uruha. The blonde gave the box a gentle shake, frowned, and began attacking the wrapping paper. In a matter of seconds he had revealed the item’s identity and was sitting in stunned silence (amid flying shreds of paper). “Oh my god. Thank you thank you thank you THANK YOU!” Uruha ran over to Aoi and hugged him with one arm. “Yeah, I figured you’d like it.” Aoi replied, rather amused. Uruha kissed the top of his head and stared at the present again. “I love you – seriously.” Aoi grinned as the blonde took the silver watch out of the box and slipped it on his wrist. “Oh my god, I love it.”

“Ok Uruha, no need to have a heart attack.” Uruha finally tore his eyes away and smiled broadly at his dark haired friend. “But see, I didn’t get you anything nearly as beautiful.” Aoi held up his hands. “I don’t mind.” Uruha had already gotten up and had whipped a present out from under the tree. “But it kinda reminded me of you.” Uruha explained, holding out the box. “Ano, Meri kurusimasu!” Aoi acccpeted the box with a soft ‘arigatou’ and smiled at the hasty scrawl on the top which he recognised as Uruha’s handwriting: fragile. Aoi carefully opened the overly-decorated box and a small geisha doll in a burning-red and sunset-orange kimono slid onto his lap. “Not beautiful?” he repeated breathlessly. Uruha gave a monosyllabic response. Aoi held up the little doll and smiled at her sweet painted face. “She is gorgeous.”

“Don’t let your girlfriend hear you say that.” Reita muttered. Choosing to ignore that, Aoi focused on Uruha. “Hontou no arigatou, Uruha-kun. I’ll put her with the others, though she’s the most beautiful one yet.” Possibly another tradition of theirs, Aoi was building up a collection of the little geisha dolls, most of which Uruha had given him. They were so pretty, Aoi loved them. In fact, so did Keiko.


Reita suddenly yelled ‘yatta’ and extended a shiny purple gift bag in Uruha’s direction. “Take it, be happy, and fetch me another beer.” Reita ordered imperiously. “You know where they are.” Aoi countered, smirking as Reita got up to fetch the drink himself after a moment of arguing silently with his lazier self. Uruha smiled as Reita sat back down. “You know me so well.” Uruha laughed. He extracted a T-shirt from the bag and held it up for Aoi to see. “‘Hug me, kiss me, love me. But touch my hair and I will kill you’. Oh I like that.” The trio laughed. “Sad but true.” Uruha confessed, reaching up to pat the side of his hair down.


The discussion about Reita’s present for Aoi managed to kill a lot of time. Showing his customary lack of imagination Reita had gotten Aoi a T-shirt as well. He claimed it was more decent than any of the ‘weird, charity shop’ shirts he currently owned, though Aoi felt certain the English tagline translated into some sort of sexual pun, which did not add any power to Reita’s argument. He reluctantly handed the bassist the bracelet he’d bought him, now wishing he’d gone with the plushie if for no other reason than to embarrass him. By the time they were finished arguing about exactly what the tagline on Aoi’s T-shirt meant, several more beers had disappeared and Uruha had suggested spin-the-bottle four times. Aoi was rather worried that he wouldn’t be able to handle the other two playing spin-the-bottle, not on his own.

Thankfully Ruki chose that moment to make an appearance. Uruha ushered the brunette in and Ruki glanced down at the T-shirt Aoi was brandishing at the bassist. The vocalist gave a short laugh but said nothing. Aoi scowled, knowing Ruki understood it – so it was a dirty pun. “Hi Aoi.”


“Quit laughing at me Ruki. I haven’t had enough beer for that.”


“How’s that girl of yours?”


“Cheery as ever.”


“Good. Give her this would you?” Ruki extended a red envelope and Aoi put it in his pocket. “Nice shirt.” Ruki added before turning to Reita and attempting to initiate another conversation. Aoi hurriedly stuffed the shirt out of sight.


“You’re just in time for spin-the-bottle!” Uruha claimed, opening his fourth beer. Ruki blinked and Aoi laughed. “No, I think we have presents to give Ruki first, Uruha.” The blonde thought for a moment but no response came. Aoi covered up the pause by handing Ruki the skull necklace he’d thought so appropriate for the short vocalist. The thing went around his neck immediately. Ruki countered by handing Aoi the video game he’d been coveting for the past three months, which the guitarist shoved in his backpack greedily. Reita pulled the polythene atrocity back onto his lap and pulled an English dictionary out which went sailing through the air and narrowly missed hitting Ruki in the side of the head. However, he seemed delighted with that. Aoi didn’t get a good look at what Ruki gave Reita but it appeared to be a Sex Pistols CD. Ruki’s been robbing HMV again, Aoi thought. That wouldn’t have been terribly surprising.

When Reita had finally stopped drooling over the CD case Ruki turned to Uruha. “So let me guess, you forgot to get me a present.” Uruha looked shocked. “Well dude, you did tell him the wrong day to come.” Reita pointed out. Aoi studied Ruki’s face for a minute. “Are you ok?” Ruki glanced around and shrugged.

“I called Kai this morning, he didn’t answer so I guessed he was doing some last minute shopping.”

“Is that unusual?”

“No, but he hasn’t responded to his phone all day. Is he here already?” Ruki glanced round hopefully.
“I saw Kai this morning.” Uruha said, contributing randomly to the conversation. Three pairs of eyes settled on him. “He’s fine.” The blonde assured them. “Where is he?” Ruki persisted. Uruha patted the shorter man on the shoulder. “Don’t worry Ruki, nothing happened.” Ruki seemed to take a while to judge Uruha’s statement. Eventually he nodded. “Good.” Uruha smiled. “Now, do you want your present or not?”

Ruki brightened up as Uruha hurried around to the tree. “You’ll have to come here – it’s too heavy to move all the way over there.” Aoi clambered onto the sofa with Reita to peer at this mysterious present. His jaw dropped. The box was at least waist height and probably big enough for Aoi to sit in. It was, unlike all the others under Uruha’s tree, striped by pale and darker pink, and tied with a baby pink ribbon. Aoi frowned, wondering whether he was really seeing holes in the top or if it was just the light.

Reita gasped. “How long do I have to be your friend before I get presents like that?” he demanded. Uruha stepped aside to let Ruki get close to the box. “I wouldn’t say that if I were you Reita.” He warned. “It might not be what you think.”

Ruki tugged at the ribbon, ripping it away so that he could lift the lid away. Uruha watched with some sort of evil anticipation. “I think you’ll find it the best gift all year.” He said boldly. Ruki glanced briefly over his shoulder at his friends and warily lifted the lid. “Merry Christmas Ruki.” Uruha smirked. Ruki found words failed him.

Inside, tied hand and foot with the pink ribbon, wearing a skimpy elf costume and looking very unhappy about it all, was Kai.

