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  Another morning, another stolen omelet. Tsuna gave a half-hearted sigh as he walked with Gokudera and Yamomoto to school.





"What's wrong, Tsuna?" Yamomoto asked in response to the sigh.





"Nothing, I guess I'm just getting used to everything being so crazy everyday," he answered. "This time last year I would have been screaming on the top of my lungs over something like my breakfast being snatched...but it doesn't seem worth the fuss anymore. I guess..."he sighed again, leaving the rest unvoiced.





"10th..." Gokudera breathed.





"After all the trouble you've been put through with the ring battles, what did you expect?" Tsuna jumped automatically at the sound of Reborn's voice. "It's only natural that after going through such a life-threatening situation, your perspective on life's troubles change."





Tsuna scratched his head. It made sense, of course, but he wasn't about to admit it to Reborn. "Either way, unless we get moving, we're going to be late. Sensei already has an eye on us because we got away with missing so much school already." They nodded and set off at a pace that quickly left Reborn standing alone.












Later that night, Tsuna was relaxing out on the porch, thinking to himself. Today had been another day in the life of "No-Good Tsuna". A score of 20 on his math test, another face-plant in P.E., and he somehow ripped his pants in front of the girl's soccer team. One would think that after all the hellish training he'd done since Reborn joined him, he'd be able to be somewhat less useless in his daily life.





"Wishing you were less useless?" Reborn asked.





"Do I even need to answer a mind-reader?" Tsuna lamented.





"It's called manners," Reborn answered, brandishing Leon in his gun form.





Tsuna ignored the gun and sat up. "It's just..." he sighed. "It's just that after seeing my own potential in all the fights we've been through up to now, I don't understand why I am the way I am."





"Hmm..." came the answer Tsuna expected. However, this time it seems that Reborn was taking his complaint seriously. "Let me ask you something, Tsuna. Do you still do things that you regret?"





"Regrets?"





"Well, you will only be able to harness the Dying Will Flame when you have the determination to not do things you'll regret."





"I..see..." Honestly he didn't see.





"Every boss in Vongola's history has had a point in their life when the Dying Will Flame wasn't truly their own. Each went through their own trial in order to prove their determination and harness the flame as their own power. Up until they achieved that, they've all had to rely on an outside force to awaken it. In your case, you have me."





"Then what's the trial? What do I do, Reborn?" Tsuna's voice became high-pitched and excited, but was quickly settled down by a kick from Reborn.





As Tsuna rubbed his offended chin, Reborn answered seriously. "Think about it yourself, Baka-Tsuna. I can't do everything for you."












"Sawada!" The teacher's voice shouted.





"Yes!" Tsuna stood abruptly, causing the class to burst out laughing.





The teacher looked peeved. He'd obviously been calling on Tsuna for a while now. "Were you having a nice daydream, Sawada? Go stand in the hall."





Tsuna blushed brightly and quickly stepped outside the class. Once again he'd been caught while he wasn't paying attention. Reborn was going to be furious when he found out. But, for once, he hadn't been daydreaming about Kyoko. He'd been seriously thinking about the conversation from the previous night.





Unconsciously, he started pacing. "Start at the beginning," he thought to himself. "The Dying Will Bullet removes my limits during a life-or-death situation. The Rebuke Bullet awakens my inner potential by making me realize how my inaction or poor actions affects others."





"Arrrrgggg!" he said, rubbing his head. "I just don't get it!" Suddenly, he realized that while he was pacing he'd walked up to the roof. He sighed, realizing how angry the teacher would be, but shrugged it off immediately. He had other things to think about.





He leaned on the roof's railing while he continued thinking to himself. "Lately, I think I've been working toward not regretting my actions. I feel like I've been trying to do better in school. I also don't automatically cringe when I see a Disciplinary Committee badge anymore...only when I see Hibari is the one wearing it. What am I missing?" A single drop of rain splashed down on his hand and a small rumble of thunder made him look up. There was a storm gathering in the distant mist-covered mountains, but the clouds overhead barely covered the sun.





That's when it hit him. Storm, Rain, Sun, Thunder, Cloud, Mist...he was forgetting his "Family". "I really am nothing without them, aren't I?" he said to himself with a small smile. "Here I am, thinking that I should gain this power for my own selfish desires, when I should really be thinking about how to better prepare myself to protect them. We barely survived this time. If the ring hadn't rejected Xanxus...we'd probably all be dead right now."





"About time you started thinking like a boss," came Reborn's voice as he jumped down from the roof's storage building. "So, what are you going to do now?"





"I don't know," Tsuna answered honestly. "I just have this weird feeling that I've got to figure it out quickly." Reborn didn't say anything. Tsuna's "feelings" have been right on more than one occasion and weren't to be laughed at. "Either way, I better get back to class."





"I'll come with you," Reborn answered as he put on his Dr. Boreen disguise. "For once I'll get you off the hook with your teacher, but expect me to turn you to goo later."





Tsuna could only moan.












"Tsu-kun?" Tsuna looked up at his mother's voice. "Are you okay, Tsu-kun? You've been spacing out all afternoon."





He smiled, looking up at her across from the dinner table. "I'm fine. I just have a lot on my mind."





"Well, don't push yourself," came the surprising words as she turned her attention to the fussing Lambo. He sat back from the remains of his salmon and let himself just enjoy being around the others. I-pin and Lambo started fighting over the last bun. Fuuta began helping Nana, Tsuna's mother, clean the pots and pans from cooking.





Tsuna got up and walked into the living room. From the hallway, Bianchi and Reborn were having a low-voiced conversation that he could barely hear. His curiosity piqued, he stretched his ear to catch everything he could.





"...itsu sent word that the Renault family has been almost completely wiped out."





"That's the third family in the past month," Reborn replied in a low voice. "Even though they're a pretty new family in comparison to the Vongola, the Renault Family is well known for their power. Taking them down shouldn't have been that easy."





Bianchi nodded. "He said that their boss-in-training was the first one to bite the bullet."





"We'll have to keep an eye on Tsuna's safety until the investigation is over." Tsuna jumped as the hall door slid open and he gave a sheepish grin. "You heard, did you?" Reborn interrogated.





"Um...eh..."





"Well, until the culprit is identified, Iemitsu wants me to shadow you closely." At Tsuna's horrified expression, he merely said, "Live with it."












Tsuna rolled over in bed for the fifth time since he'd laid down. Reborn or anyone else would probably expect his restlessness to be due to the information he'd gotten. However, the truth was that the phrase "bite the bullet" kept resounding in his head. For some reason, those words had clicked somewhere in his head like a piece of a puzzle fitting into place.





Finally, after tossing and turning for several more hours, he sat up and rubbed his tired eyes. There wasn't anyway he was going to be able to sleep like this. Tiptoeing past his keeper, he went down to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water. Leon appeared from nowhere and ran up the side of Tsuna's glass. The chameleon ducked his head to drink while Tsuna gently patted his back.





"You couldn't sleep, either, eh?" Leon bounced his head in agreement. Suddenly, Tsuna got an idea. "Hey, Leon," he asked, "any chance I can have a Rebuke Bullet?" The little chameleon looked up at Tsuna, almost as to if ask why. Tsuna answered the unvoiced question, "I'm trying to figure out how to harness my flame so that I can fully control it. Maybe by having one of the bullets as a charm will help me come up with something."





The little chameleon tilted his head, as if thinking. Then, without warning, he shape-shifted into a gun. With a small click, the chamber opened and one of the six loaded bullets popped out. Picking it up, it proved to be the small white Rebuke Bullet that Tsuna had asked for. "Thank you, Leon," Tsuna said once the chameleon had reverted to his lizard form. With a small bounce of his head, Leon turned tail and scurried back up the stairs to his sleeping partner. Alone, Tsuna sat back in his chair thinking, allowing himself to be soothed by the rhythmic drip coming from the kitchen faucet.












The next morning, Tsuna was found snoring at the kitchen table, cradling the small bullet in his hand. A sharp kick proved useless in waking him, so Reborn used the "traditional Vongola waking method" of electric shock. This proved useful in getting the boy moving and ready in time for class. Reborn didn't ask anything about the bullet and quietly gave Leon another plain bullet to use as a catalyst in making a replacement. He was curious whether the boy had figured out anything, but assumed Tsuna would tell him when he was ready.





As the day progressed, Reborn noticed a subtle change in Tsuna's expression. Almost as if he'd come to terms with something. His theory was proved later when Tsuna was walking home with Gokudera and Yamamoto. Both of them had caught onto the other boy's mood and had been quietly walking beside him for a while. Although Tsuna probably didn't realize it, he'd actually walked past his own house three times while he was lost in thought. When he suddenly stopped, the other two followed suit without missing a beat.





"Have you come up with something amazing, 10th?" Gokudera said enthusiastically.





"It's about time you share what's been on your mind, Tsuna." Yamamoto said with a thumbs-up.





Tsuna blushed bright red, finally realizing that it was almost sunset and they'd been walking in circles around the city for several hours now. "Um, well..." he blushed again. "The truth is that there's something I want to try." The other two looked at him expectantly, so he continued with a little more confidence. "But, it's probably dangerous, so I thought maybe you two could come with me."





"Of course, 10th! You don't even have to ask! Though I should be enough..." he grumbled with a sharp glance at Yamamoto.





Tsuna interrupted, "Actually, Gokudera..." he knew this was going to hurt Gokudera's pride but he had to say it. "Actually, I need both of you to come. Reborn will probably come, too, and even then I'm not totally confident that I'll be okay."





"10th..."





"Is it really that dangerous, Tsuna?" Yamamoto asked seriously.





Tsuna nodded, but his mind was set. "Yes, I can't go into details, but it's something I have to do. I can't really explain...but it's one of those feelings I can't ignore. And after what happened with the Renault Family, I'd feel better if there were more than one of you. That way if something goes wrong and someone takes advantage of that to attack, you two can watch each other's backs."





Reborn came out of hiding and jumped on Tsuna's shoulder. For once, the boy didn't jump at his appearance, showing his resolve at facing whatever he was planning. "When do you want to do it, Tsuna?"





"Tomorrow morning," came the immediate answer. The other two looked at him in surprise. "Honestly," he said with a shadowed face, "the longer I think about it, the more I'm shaking inside. So, the sooner, the better." He looked up into the eyes of his two closest friends. "Don't...don't tell anyone else about this. Just pack for a camping trip and meet me here at dawn."





Gokudera and Yamamoto nodded not only to Tsuna's request, but to the unspoken resolve they saw in his eyes.
"This is..." Gokudera shouldered his pack more comfortably on his back.


"It's where I trained for the Zero Point Breakthrough." Tsuna led the group to a nearby cave at the base of the mountain while he explained. "Like I said before, this is going to be dangerous. I don't want anyone hurt by accident since I'm not really sure what's going to happen."





"If you don't know what's going to happen, then how do you know it's the right thing to do?" Yamamoto asked.





"Hmm..." Tsuna dropped his pack to the ground and sat on a nearby rock. "Like I said before, I can't really explain. It's mostly just a feeling that this is what I'm supposed to do." He shrugged.





Reborn sipped his coffee and relaxed against a fallen log while he listened to Tsuna. "Blood of Vongola." He said suddenly, causing everyone to stare. "It seems that once again, Tsuna's hyper-intuition is kicking in. At this point, the best thing you two can do is trust him." Gokudera and Yamamoto nodded to each other.





"Yup," Yamamoto smiled broadly, "Tsuna's never been wrong yet when it comes to things like this."





"Of course," Gokudera said threateningly, fingering the fuse on a stick of dynamite. "There's no way that the 10th would be wrong."





"No way!" Tsuna wailed, quickly trying to suppress their hopeless enthusiasm. "I make mistakes all the time!"












An hour later, the group had a small camp made ready within the cave and Tsuna stood with a feeling of finality. "I can't put it off any longer, I guess."


"What do you need me to do, Boss?" Gokudera asked with hopeful eyes.





"Well, for now, I just need Reborn to put me in Hyper Dying Will Mode, then I need to put some distance between us."





"Distance?" Reborn asked.





"Yah," came the quiet reply. "And I want a promise from all three of you."





"Anything, 10th!" Gokudera instantly replied.





"What is it?" Yamamoto asked, beginning to get worried about the shadowed look on Tsuna's face.





"No matter what happens..." Tsuna said slowly, as if to emphasize every word. "None of you will help me unless you can do so without getting hurt."





"?!" Yamamoto and Gokudera were knocked speechless at the quiet force they could feel behind that statement.





"All right." Reborn agreed. "I don't know what you're planning, but if you're that determined, I won't stop you. I'll keep these two blockheads in line, as well." With that, he fired Leon and a bright flame blossomed on Tsuna's head. When Tsuna looked up, his eyes held a clear and determined look.





Tsuna rummaged in his pack and pulled out binoculars for his two friends. Then he pointed to the east. "If you look a quarter-mile that way, there's a rock clearing. That's where I'll be." He handed Reborn his Vongola ring. "Keep that safe for me." Before the others could reply, he had increased the flame from his gloves and flew out of sight.





"Oi, Reborn," Gokudera said in a small, worried voice. "He's going to be okay, right?"





Reborn suddenly felt apprehension. Somewhere along the way, he'd fallen into Tsuna's pace and hadn't gotten any answers about what the boy was going to try. Realizing his own mistake, he had Leon transform into a pair of binoculars and climbed on top of a nearby rock outcropping. Curious, the other two boys followed suit.





Within seconds, the three had the rock clearing and Tsuna in their sights. From their point of view, Tsuna was simply standing in place, staring at something cradled in his hand. With a small start of surprise, Reborn said, "That's the Rebuke Bullet that Leon gave him."





"What's he planning?" Yamamoto asked to no one in particular. The other two couldn't answer.





A movement from Tsuna got their attention. Instead of looking at the bullet, he was now giving a sad look at the location where the three of them were watching. Then, without any other hesitation, Tsuna closed his eyes and stuck the bullet in his mouth. Before any of them could react, Tsuna had already swallowed.





The three watched in shock. "Did he..."





"He just..."





"This is bad." Reborn said in a dark voice. "Tsuna's already in Hyper Dying Will Mode. If the energy of a second bullet were to be released within him..."





They all turned their eyes back to Tsuna's location. Tsuna was bent over on his knees, clutching his stomach. The look on his face was full of pain. Gokudera immediately stood to run to Tsuna's side, but a sharp tug from Reborn tripped him. "What are you doing?!" Gokudera yelled.





"Can you get to him without getting hurt?" Reborn asked simply. Both Yamamoto and Gokudera paused and looked at Reborn in askance. "He's said several times that he didn't know what was going to happen. If you go now, are you positive you won't get hurt?"





A look of frustration passed across both the boy's faces. "That's the only thing he asked of you two. Without first understanding the situation you're running into, you could possibly end up hurting Tsuna."





"Hurting him...?" Gokudera asked.





"Tsuna's finally starting to trust his own intuition. However, if Tsuna makes it out of this in one piece and finds out that he hurt one of you two... Instead of questioning his trust in the both of you, he'd constantly be second guessing his own choices."





"Oi!" Yamamoto exclaimed. He pointed to the east where a large light had started to form. Everyone immediately pulled their binoculars back into place and Gokudera fell back to his knees at the sight they beheld.





Tsuna was still bent over and moaning in pain. Around him steam began to rise from the ground, partially obscuring their view. Suddenly, Tsuna pulled his head back and screamed in anguish. That's when they finally saw that the flame on Tsuna's head had flared exponentially larger. "A flame that large is too much for him to control," Reborn muttered. Yet, even as they watched, the flame continued to grow, quickly encompassing not only Tsuna's head, but his entire body. And still it grew larger.





The ground around Tsuna turned black and the rocks began to melt from the heat he was emitting. Where the flame touched trees, all that was left was ash and dust. Tsuna began to rise from the ground from the immense force of the flame.





"10th!" Gokudera cried but Tsuna was too far away to hear the words.












"Where...am...I?" Tsuna thought. It felt like he had fallen into a volcano. All around him was searing heat and pain. But he could feel it. The source of the flame that burned him. The flame that surrounded him and hurt him had several flows. He had to control those flows...somehow...before it killed him.


He could feel it. His life gushing out faster than he could stop it. He was running out of time.





"Must...control...it..."





He raised a hand toward the source of the flows. Even through his gloves, he could feel the immense power before him. As he pushed closer, trying to gain control, the worst happened. His gloves, which he had always thoughtlessly relied on, failed him. The cloth pealed from his hands in strips, leaving his hands utterly unprotected.





But still he pushed forward. His hands burned from the flame's heat, but he knew he couldn't stop. Without conscious thought, he grasped one of the flows of flame around him and used it. He wrapped his left hand in it, then without stopping to think, he forced the flame to change. When he looked down, he could see that it wasn't perfect, but wrapped around his fingers and palm were protective strips of highly compressed negative flame...ice.





Tsuna panted from the effort. He could barely feel his body's pain anymore. Part of him admitted that it was probably a good thing. He clenched his frozen fist. By forcing the flame into strips before transforming it into ice, there was a degree of allowed movement. Again he raised his hand toward the flame.





"This...is...it..." he told himself. "It's either do...or die..."












Gokudera, Yamamoto, and Reborn watched silently as the flame finally stopped growing. Tsuna had been limply hanging from the core of the flame since it had lifted him off the ground. His clothing had long since burned away and the only things left were his gloves. When even those began to burn, Gokudera tossed his binoculars aside and began running with Yamamoto in close pursuit.


Reborn didn't try to stop them. Tsuna had picked his location well. Even at their top running speed, they wouldn't reach Tsuna for several minutes. By then, Reborn could already tell that everything would be over.





Almost as if to answer his prediction, a loud rumbling began. Peering through his binoculars, Reborn watched as the flames encompassing Tsuna began to flicker out violently. What containment the boy had over the flames was starting to break. "It's now or never, Baka-Tsuna," Reborn said to himself.





In answer, Tsuna's eyes flew open and the flames around him abruptly died. Yet Tsuna still hung motionless in the air. A moment of silence ensued, so piercing that Gokudera and Yamamoto's footsteps faltered to a stop. Then a storm of flame erupted, gushing out from Tsuna in waves and turning everything it touched to ash.





The two guardians could only stand and watch as the trees in front of them vanished like mist and a wall of fire rushed toward them. The next thing they knew, they were laying on the ground behind a immensely large rock with a scorched Reborn slightly panting from effort. Yamamoto thanked Reborn as he stood to brush himself off, only to be knocked down again by Gokudera.





"Why did you-" Yamamoto began to say when another wave of flame licked around the edges of their shelter.





"Had you been standing, you would have been roasted, baseball freak." Gokudera brushed his singed hair back from his eyes.





"That last one didn't reach as far, but it's still enough to toast us if we go out." Reborn said, wiping ash from his face. "It looks like we'll have to wait it out here until it's over."





"Dammit! What was the 10th thinking?" Gokudera exclaimed after several more waves erupted.





"Who knows?" Reborn answered.





After a few minutes passed, Reborn took the chance to peek out of their shelter to try and see the current status. The heat blasted him in the face, but it wasn't intolerable. The flames had weakened enough that they only reached half the distance between their shelter and Tsuna. He gave the thumbs up to the other two boys, who immediately poked their head out to have a look.





The backside of their rock shelter had been melted down to half it's original thickness, leaving behind a mass of already-cooling magma and glass. "Had you two gotten any closer, there wouldn't have been anywhere to hide," Reborn scolded.





"What do we do now, little guy?" Yamamoto replied. "We can't get any closer to Tsuna, but it can't be good for him for us to let this continue." The three looked up at Tsuna's form which was still producing flames of frightening proportion.





Before Reborn could answer, the situation changed. The flames Tsuna was emitting began to slow. No only in frequency, but at the speed they rushed out. It was almost as if...





"He's freezing his own flames!" Gokudera yelled. They watched silently as three more waves were emitted and frozen before they'd gone farther than a few yards.





After what seemed like an eternity, the flames stopped coming out completely. From his mid-air perch, Tsuna's eyes drooped and finally closed. Whatever had been holding him up until now finally dissipated and the boy fell to the ground with a resounding thud.





Without hesitation, Gokudera and Yamamoto ran past the walls of frozen flame to where Tsuna lay fallen on a sheet of ice. To their horror, he was barely breathing and his skin was painfully hot to the touch. Throwing a Leon-blanket over his unconscious body, Reborn pulled out his satellite phone and dialed.





"It's me," he said to the person on other end, "I need a helicopter and your best field medics sent up to Death Mountain and I need them five minutes ago."





"His pulse is getting weaker!" Gokudera cried.





"Hurry." He listened for a moment then answered. "Don't worry, you'll see where to go when you get here."





Reborn sent Yamamoto to fetch their packs. Within a few minutes, he'd already returned and Reborn pulled the emergency first-aid kit out of Tsuna's bag. "I figured as much," Reborn mumbled. Over the course of the next several minutes, the three went through hell as Tsuna's breathing became more shallow and slow. The Mafia-grade ice packs from the kit didn't seem to help cool Tsuna's fevered body either.





Finally, the sound they were waiting for arrived. The helicopter swooped in and landed outside the rings of ice walls, stirring up a great cloud of ash and debris. Before Dino could even jump out to help, Gokudera rushed forward with the injured Tsuna in his arms. Reborn and a pack-ladened Yamamoto followed closely in his wake.












"We've got him somewhat stabilized," Dino announced as he walked into the waiting room. "He's got one hell of a sunburn, but his breathing is back to normal."


"What about his fever?" Reborn asked but Dino shook his head.





"We've got him on an IV to keep him hydrated and the nurses are changing his ice packs every 15 minutes, but the fever isn't going down." Dino shrugged, "the only thing we can do is wait it out."





"Well, it's only to be expected. After releasing that much flame at once, I'm honestly surprised he's still alive." Dino looked at Reborn, obviously wondering what had happened to cause the amount of destruction he'd seen.





"If you know that, then why did you let him do it?" Dino snapped, finally letting out some of his pent up anger.





Surprisingly, though, it wasn't Reborn that answered. It was the usually idiotic and feather headed Yamamoto. However, for once, he was completely focused and serious when he said, "Because Tsuna said he was going to do it. The only thing we can do is support him to the best of our ability when he's resolved to do something."





"Even with us there, though, he was hurt pretty badly. I..." Gokudera looked down in shame. He turned to Reborn, "What was he trying to do?"





"No helping it." Reborn said to himself before looking up at the two ring guardians. "He was trying to gain power."





"Power? What kind of power?" Dino asked, while the other two could only blankly stare in shock.





"The power to protect his Family," he answered simply. Reborn shadowed his face with his hat. "That's the only reason I didn't question him closer about what he was going to try. The only thing I can say is that he was trying to make the Dying Will Flame into fully his own power. It's a trial that every Vongola boss has went through. Some do it gradually over time, while others have instantly grasped it during battle. Each boss made the flame into their own power through a different method. I never thought Tsuna would do something so reckless to gain his."





Before anyone could react, the sound of a large commotion came from the entrance of the hospital. "Looks like the rest of the family is here." Dino guessed. "Come on, you guys, I'll do the talking."





The three exited the private waiting room, leaving an extremely quiet tutor sipping his coffee.












"So that's how it is," Dino said to the quiet gathering.





"He..."





"That idiot..."





"He should have known better..."





"Tsuna's crazy to try that..."





Haru was the first to finish a complete sentence around her shock and tears. "Of course, that's the Tsuna I love! He's the only one brave enough to run into a burning building to save an old lady's beloved dog." Behind Dino, Gokudera and Yamamoto could only look sheepishly at each other.





"Is he going to be alright?" Kyoko asked worriedly, clutching Nana's shaking hands.





"We don't know," Dino answered honestly. "We've got him stabilized and have treated his burns, but we can't seem to get his fever down. He's still unconscious, so the best we can do is let him rest."





"Can we see him?"





Dino began to say no, but the look in everyone's eyes begged him otherwise. "Sheesh...as long as it's only two at a time and you promise to be quiet."





"My rankings say that Momman and Kyoko would be best to go first," said Fuuta amid his sobs.
Chapter 3





Tsuna woke to a blank white ceiling. Staring into nothing, he realized that he felt refreshed in a way that no sleep had ever done before. Then the memory of what had happened came flooding back, causing him to sit up abruptly and look around. He was in a hospital bed in an empty room. Looking down at his arm, there were multiple IVs attached and only then did he realize that there was a breathing mask strapped to his face.


Carefully taking the mask from his head, he dropped it beside the equipment scattered around his bedside. His arms felt irritatingly cold and massively ached from the needles, so he pulled those out with a bit of a grimace. Panting a bit from the effort, he threw his legs over the side of the bed before he realized he didn't have the power to stand.





But he could feel it. The reservoir inside him waiting for him to call. He had succeeded. To test it, he gave the slightest of mental twist. In response, energy poured into his body. With a stretch, he stood with ease and walked to the window, fingering his Vongola ring that hung from his neck. He was reaching up to pull the curtains back when he realized his hands were covered in bandages. Curious, he began to reach down to unwrap them when a loud crash came from the door to his room.





Looking up, he saw a distraught Kyoko with a shattered vase of flowers at her feet. "Kyoko?" he asked. Before he could say anything else, she had already ran across the room and flung herself into his shocked arms. Through her crying, he could barely make out the words "You're awake" which she kept repeating over and over. Not really sure of what he should do, having never dealt with a crying Kyoko before, he just quietly held her until she calmed down. Finally, when she subsided to sniffles, he knew what to say.





"I'm sorry. I worried you, didn't I?" Backing away, she wiped her eyes on her sleeves and silently nodded.





"...telling you, I heard a crash coming from his room!" Gokudera was yelling as he burst through the door. Upon seeing a standing Tsuna, he dropped to his knees and immediately began begging forgiveness.





Typically, it would take him over ten minutes to placate Gokudera, but once again, Tsuna knew what to say for once.





"Thank you, Gokudera." Gokudera looked up at the smiling Tsuna and fell silent, utterly at a loss for words. Yamamoto, who had followed Gokudera into the room, walked over to Tsuna and stopped.





"You're looking well, Tsuna," he said with a smile and a careful pat to Tsuna's shoulder.





"I'll go and let the others know that he's awake!" Kyoko said, dashing out of the room before Tsuna could stop her. Gokudera noticed that she was blushing a bright red as she passed.





Tsuna turned back to the window to cover his own blushes, trying to control the cheering in his head from getting to hug Kyoko. But, once he opened the curtains, his mind and face went blank.





"How...Why..." His eyes widened at the sight outside the window. "W-Why is there snow on the ground?!"





"You've been asleep for three months, Tsuna," came Reborn's voice. Turning around, he saw Reborn sitting on the bedside. Utterly speechless from shock, he felt his knees start to buckle. Gokudera's guiding hand helped him find his way back into the bed while Yamamoto poured him some tea to calm him.





When he finally stopped shaking, he looked up at his two friends. "I..."





"Isn't it about time we got some answers, Tsuna? Before the others get here? Gokudera and Yamamoto deserve to know what you were doing," Reborn scolded.





Tsuna could only nod and gather his thoughts. Finally, he said, "If...if you think of my abilities and potential like a leaky water faucet, you can kind of understand. When it's not turned on, there's only a small drip. That's the me that's normally there. But a drip is really "No-Good" at all." For the first time ever, he could say those words without hurting. "You can't really do anything with it. But, when Reborn would hit me with the Dying Will Bullet or the Rebuke Bullet, it's as if someone suddenly turned on that faucet to let out a steady flow." Reborn and the others nodded. What he'd said made some sense so far. "Well, the plan was to replace the faucet, so to speak, with one that I could turn on and off myself." He blushed, though he couldn't really say why.





"I see," Reborn said. "But to do that, you had to get rid of the old 'faucet' first."





Tsuna nodded. "Right. If you keep with the image of a faucet, I forced so much "water" through that it blew off. I remember that my untrained body could withstand the Rebuke Bullet with only muscle pain as the side effect. I figured that with all the training I've been doing, my body would be able to withstand the backlash of a double dose."





"So," Reborn asked, "what went wrong?"





"Heh," Tsuna rubbed his forehead. "I did." At his friend's questioning looks, he continued. "I didn't take into account my own power. It seems that Reborn's bullets only remove's a person's limiters to a certain degree. I didn't realize that until it was too late. Blowing the 'faucet' off removed ALL my limiters. It was too much to handle and I was overpowered at first, so I wasn't prepared to control it."





"But in the end you did. Right, Tsuna?" Yamamoto said cheerfully and Gokudera gave a huge thumbs up. Tsuna looked up to his friends, feeling a sudden surge of warmth and relief. Tsuna smiled widely in return, his eyes shining.





"There's one thing I still don't get, Tsuna." Reborn said. "Why did you swallow the bullet? Why didn't you just have me to fire a second shot?"





Tsuna's eyes suddenly filled with sadness. He answered honestly, "I had to do it myself. To prove my resolution."





"I see." Reborn replied. "Well, I guess it's your turn to be filled in." Tsuna looked up in expectation and Reborn said in a serious tone, "First things first... You're an idiot." Reborn cracked a small smile as Tsuna's jaw dropped. He continued before the boy could formulate a reply. "Second! As I've already mentioned, you've been out of things for three months." Tsuna calmed as he realized Reborn was going to get serious. "You had first and second degree burns covering nearly your entire body. You can thank Dino and his medical team for your lack of scars. That is...except for your hands. Your right hand should be fine, but your left one will have scars due to frostbite. By the way, you are probably the only person who's ever gotten frostbite in the middle of a blazing inferno." Tsuna had the grace to blush. "As you know, your gloves were ruined. I tried to get Leon to make you a replacement pair, but he's been stubborn lately." Reborn stopped talking when he heard footsteps coming down the hall. "For now, the last thing I'm going to tell you is that you ran into a burning building to save an old lady's dog."





"What?!" Tsuna yelped. But before he could say more, a huge crowd came piling in his room bearing gifts, tears, and smiles.





"Everyone..."












Thanks to a bit of help from Dino, Tsuna was allowed to return home to complete his recovery after three days of medical test. Most of the bandages had finally been removed, though he still didn't have the courage to unwrap his left hand. After being told that it would scar, he was willing to leave it alone for now.


"Yo, Tsuna," Dino said, as Tsuna finished putting on his favorite "27" t-shirt. Dino grinned, "After seeing you in hospital clothes for so long, it's almost strange for you to be wearing a t-shirt and jeans again."





Tsuna grinned in return. "Well, I can't say it's strange for me. While three months passed for you, it was just a good night sleep for me."





"Tsuna...are you sure you're okay?" Dino asked with a frown.





"What do you mean?"





"Well, there's something different about you. I just want to make sure it's nothing bad since I can't really put into words what's different."





There was a glint in Tsuna's eyes, Dino noticed. "Well," Tsuna replied, turning to sit on the edge of his former bed, "that's understandable. What happened changed everything, after all." Tsuna smiled to reassure his blonde sempai. "I've always been a klutz, an idiot, a coward, and over-all a "No-Good" Tsuna. But now...after facing my own personal trial and proving my resolution, I've gained the power to change all that. It's almost like I've suddenly gotten a fresh slate."





Dino sighed to himself. "Well, as long as it's something that makes you happy, I won't complain. But..." Dino's face turned dark and Tsuna could feel the menacing aura coming from him. "If you ever do something that reckless again, you'll wake up to find Enzio waiting for you in your bathtub."





Tsuna found himself laughing at such a ridiculous threat, causing Dino to widen his eyes in surprise. "Sorry...It's just..." Tsuna said around chuckles, "...Enzio and..."





Dino grinned. "You really have changed, haven't you, Tsuna? Before, when I turned 'bad-boy' on you, you'd always scream and hide." Tsuna got control of his laughter and smiled in return.





"Well, I better get going. I still need to go by the school and pick up all my missed work." He threw on his jacket and waved a farewell as he finally left the hospital.





The school wasn't that far away, and he was determined to pick up his missing schoolwork before he returned home to finish recuperating. So, he set a determined pace and within ten minutes, he was walking through the school's courtyard. As he reached the door, his senses screamed, making him dive for his inner power. Barely, he was able to sidestep the metal tonfa aimed for his head.





Hibari looked at Tsuna with interest, a small smile playing at the corner of his lips. "Hmmm...it seems you were doing more than just recovering, Sawada."





"Nope, just enjoying a nice long nap." Tsuna replied, unable to keep the smile from his own lips. His eyes were lit and his inner self felt fully alive.





"Ah, so you've merely been truant. In that case, I'll have to bite you to death." Hibari once again swung his metal tonfa and once again, Tsuna sidestepped.





"Now, you really don't want to do that."





"And why's that?" Hibari asked, intrigued despite himself.





"Well, if you bite me to death now, it would take all the fun out of later." Tsuna couldn't help himself. But he wasn't trying to bait Hibari for sheer pleasure. He had a plan. One which Hibari would never agree to without being tricked into it.





"Fun, you say? From a herbivore like you?"





Tsuna grinned and shrugged. "Well, as you see, I'm still recuperating from my long nap. Plus, I haven't got my gloves with me. You remember my gloves from the ring battles, don't you?" Hibari's eyes narrowed. Tsuna looked at him in challenge, "It wouldn't be any fun to fight me before I finished sharpening my fangs, would it?"





Hibari sheathed his tonfas and left, a silent aura of anticipation being his only reply. As he turned the corner, out of sight, Reborn popped out of hiding and jumped on Tsuna's shoulder. Tsuna, on the other hand, leaned against one of the school entrance's pillars and closed his eyes to focus. When Hibari had attacked, Tsuna hadn't had time to gradually increase the flow of his inner flame. He had managed to access it without going to a level that would produce the Dying Will Flame on his head, but after three months of only sleeping, his body wasn't ready for any flame at all.





He panted as his body began to feel the burden produced from using his flame. Closing that out, Tsuna focused all his will on the mental twist needed to push the flame down to a manageable level. After a few moments, he opened his eyes and finally noticed Reborn.





"So," Reborn said, "what were you thinking, baiting Hibari like that?"





"I thought you were a mind-reader," Tsuna replied in jest.





"It's hard to read you lately," Reborn answered seriously, causing Tsuna to jerk a bit in surprise.





"Um, well," Tsuna said, trying to regain his composure as he made his way into the building. "Well, I've been doing nothing but sleeping for three months. Once my body's done healing, I'll have to start training again, right? I can do the basic training with you, but Basil isn't here for me to spar against anymore."





"So you want Hibari to spar with you?" Reborn smiled. "It might be fun."





Even though it was his idea, he couldn't help but shiver when Reborn referred to it as "fun". But before he could think about it anymore, he'd reached his classroom. From the sounds coming from inside, the class had just been released for lunch. As he slid the door open, a loud, angry voice exclaimed, "Don't call him "No-Good"!"





Tsuna stood in shock when he realized that it hadn't been Yamamoto or Gokudera, but Kyoko who had yelled. She had turned bright red in embarrassment but her face held a look that dared anyone to disagree. When she looked up and noticed him standing at the door, her face turned an even deeper shade of crimson and she ran from the room. Tsuna looked at Gokudera and Yamamoto in askance, but they could only shrug.





"What are you doing here, Tsuna? Shouldn't you be at home resting?" Yamamoto asked when he got close.





His answer was a bit distracted, "Um, well, I've missed quite a bit of school, so I was going to get my make-up work. That's the most I can do until I get the okay from the doctor to come back. But what was-"





Before he could finish voicing his question about Kyoko, he was ambushed by Hana. "So?"





"Eh? So what?"





"So, what's going on between you and Kyoko?"





"EH!? How should I know? I've been asleep for three months!" He turned red when he realized he'd shouted. Hana gave him a look full of suspicion, but was unable to say anything due to the appearance of the teacher.





"Ah! Sensei, I'm here to pick up my make-up work." He followed the teacher over to the filing cabinet where a thick packet of papers was handed over.





"Although, normally you'd be held back for missing so much school, it seems that Dr. Boreen has put in a good word for you. Thanks to that, the Dean agreed that if you finished all these assignments with passing grades, you'd be allowed to resume class as if you were never gone. However!" The teacher, ever vigilant in torturing his students, grinned wickedly. "These are harder than the ones that the class received. Think of it as my way of challenging you."





Tsuna's inner flame danced. "A challenge, you say?" He grinned and opened the packet. Indeed, these were much harder than anything he'd had to do before, but his mind was clear now. Just from looking at the top page, he could already see the answers. Unfortunately, he had a feeling that if he got every answer correct, he'd be accused of letting someone else do his work.





"Oi," he said to the teacher, "there's not much difference between relaxing at home and sitting at a desk, is there?"





The teacher looked miffed. "Physically, no."





"In that case, Sensei," Tsuna smiled with a dangerous look in his eyes, "you wouldn't have a problem if I relaxed in a desk while I did these, would you?"





Gokudera looked at Tsuna in amazement. "10th...!" The teacher grinned. He'd been trying to find a way to get Tsuna punished for skipping school so often, but the boy had wriggled out of it every time. Having seen Sawada's tests up until now, he had no doubt that kept away from outside resources, he'd fail.





"Very well. I'll even let you have a desk in the front row, center." This was, of course, the desk directly in front of the teacher's. Tsuna grinned. Perfect.





Over the course of the next two hours, page-by-page Tsuna went through three months of assignments while the rest of the class watched in bewilderment. They were free to watch since the teacher had announced self-study for the rest of the day. This way, the teacher only had to focus on his 'prey'. The students were glad, since this way they could murmur among themselves about this sudden change. No one had ever seen Tsuna act like this before. To not only challenge a teacher, but to voluntarily turn down the outside help he would have gotten had he taken the work home. It was unheard of.





Finally, Tsuna tapped the papers into a neat pile and stretched. Laying the pile on the teacher's desk, he left saying only "I think I'll go home to rest now." However, if anyone had been watching closely, in the middle of his stretch he had slyly given Kyoko a small wink. The reason for the wink was explained as Tsuna made his way across the school courtyard. From behind him, he could hear the words, "Impossible!" being repeated over and over again from the direction of his classroom.





"Oi, Reborn," he said to his tutor with a smile, "it seems I passed with flying colors."





"You look like you were having fun."





"Well," Tsuna said as he turned the corner, "I couldn't let Kyoko's words go to waste, now could I?"
Almost home, Tsuna thought as he walked down the street. His body was starting to ache from his over-use of his inner flame. Though he'd only increased it by the slightest amount to answer the teacher's challenge, it was still more than he had used since waking if you excluded his fight with Hibari. Reborn noticed sweat forming on Tsuna's brow from the effort.





"Maybe it's best if you turn the flame off for now," Reborn said.





"I...can't," Tsuna panted. "Turning it off...would kill me. But...don't worry...I turned it down...to a 'drip' again." Finally, his house appeared and at the sound of him opening the gate, his mother came rushing out.





"Are you okay, Tsu-kun?" she asked. "I called the hospital and they said you had left hours ago. I was worried." She helped him inside to the kotatsu set up in the living room.





"Thank you," he said, as he got settled. He truly was grateful. His body had felt like it was about to completely give out at the gate. She brought him tea and some snack crackers while he explained. "I felt fine when I left, so I decided to walk by the school and pick up my make-up work. But there wasn't that much, so I stayed there and did it. But don't worry, the teacher made sure I had a comfortable desk since I was being so studious," he lied.





"NA-NA?" A familiar voice interrupted from the front door. Before he could identify the owner of the voice, his father came rushing in the room. "Oh, Nana, I see you already found him."





"D-Dad?!" Tsuna nearly spilled his tea from surprise.





"Our son was being reckless again, dear," she said to him. Before she could say more, a loud rumble came from Iemitsu's and Tsuna's stomachs simultaneously. Tsuna blushed while his mother immediately decided to start preparing a late lunch.





Iemitsu plopped himself down on the other side of the kotatsu from him and crossed his arms. A tense silence piled up between them. Tsuna couldn't help but feel resentment bubbling inside at the sight of his unreliable father. "Shouldn't you be in Italy or something?" he asked, unable to stand the silence anymore. The question came out a bit harsher than he intended, but Iemitsu didn't seem disturbed.





"My cute little son just got out of the hospital. I got special permission to come and see that he was doing well," he replied, popping a cracker in his mouth and sipping his tea.





Anger built in Tsuna at the lie. "Don't you mean Vongola the 9th asked you to come check up on his heir?" he said, clutching the stem of his teacup.





Iemitsu slowly put down his tea and looked Tsuna in the eyes. Both of them were taken aback from the look in the other's eyes. Anger in Tsuna's and... sadness in his fathers?





The anger in Tsuna died. "Sorry," he said.





"It's to be expected, I guess," his father replied. "I haven't been around much these past few years. The 9th always has something he needs me to do. And you were right, he did ask me to come check up on you. But that doesn't mean I didn't also want to come."





Tsuna didn't know how to respond. Somewhere along the lines he had forgotten to look at it from his father's point of view. "Arrgg!" Iemitsu grumbled, rubbing the side of his head. "This is no good at all," he smiled and changed the subject. "So, how are you feeling? You looked like you were about to fall over when I first came in."





Tsuna relaxed. "I ache and I'm tired, " he answered honestly. "I used the flame a bit too much today and I wasn't ready for it. It's looks like I have to completely start my strengthening training over again."





They continued to chat for several minutes about different training techniques that Tsuna could use, when Iemitsu sighed. "Well, you're not going to be able to train fully until you get a new pair of gloves. Which reminds me, I have something for you." He went to the closet and pulled out a small flat box and handed it to Tsuna. "This is all we could find of your old gloves."





Opening the box, Tsuna looked at the remains of his gloves. Having been destroyed while transformed, the pieces of his black X-gloves stared back at him. They were neatly laid out and Tsuna could see how much was missing. None of the fingers were there, the wrist parts were cracked and burnt, the back part of the right glove was almost completely gone, and the left glove was missing it's palm. Worst of all, the largest piece of material laying arranged in the box was no bigger than his thumb.





"Honestly," his father said, interrupting Tsuna's introspection, "we tried to get Gianichi, the famous weapon's tuner, to try and fix it. But he said there wasn't enough to work with. He claimed that if he did piece it back together, it would be much weaker than the original pair and would probably explode under the slightest pressure. Reborn said it was better to not try, then."





"Is there any way that Leon could make me a new pair?" Tsuna asked quietly, depressed at the sight of his gloves.





"Well, we asked, but Reborn said he's being stubborn. What that means, I don't know." Iemitsu scratched his head and reached for a bottle of sake.





"He's upset," Reborn said, suddenly appearing beside the kotatsu with a cup of coffee. Leon was in his normal perch on top of Reborn's hat, but had his back turned to Tsuna and Iemitsu. It was almost as if he didn't want to look at them.





"I understand," Tsuna said bowing his head. Iemitsu and Reborn looked at him in curiosity. "Leon worked so hard to make me these," came the soft reply. "It's not like something you can go to the store and buy. He put a lot of thought and effort into it. And I destroyed them without thinking." Tsuna couldn't hold it in anymore. Tears began to fall unheeded down his face and Leon scurried up to his shoulder. Tsuna turned his head and looked at him. "Can you forgive me, Leon?"





The little lizard sat thinking, then without warning, jumped into the box in Tsuna's hands and wrapped himself around the shards of his broken gloves. Picking up Leon in his round cocoon-state, Reborn said, "Well, it looks like he's forgiven you, Baka-Tsuna."





Tsuna petted the green orb, as more tears fell. "Thank you," was all he could say.












Dinner that night was huge. Not only was there the enormous amount of food that his mother had made, but Yamamoto showed up bearing an extra-large sushi tray from his father and one by one, everyone else showed up bearing a bowl or plate of something. The last to appear was Kyoko and Haru with cakes they'd bought at their favorite store.


"Somehow, this turned into a party," Tsuna grumbled to himself, although part of him was insanely happy every time he looked at Kyoko.





"You should be happy," Reborn replied. "Your family is celebrating your recovery." Tsuna couldn't help but smile. It was true. They were all there for him. Two years ago, a scene like this would have only been a happy dream for him.





"Thank you, Reborn," he found himself saying.





"Hmph," Reborn smiled.





After everyone had finished eating and began breaking up into smaller groups to chat over juice and tea, Tsuna snuck out to the back porch. He'd been moving under sheer force of will for a while now and his body was starting to falter. He needed a moment to rest, but he didn't want anyone to worry about him.





The air outside was chilly and a light snow had begun to fall again. Wishing he had thought to bring a jacket out with him, he wrapped his arms tight to his body and sat down. Trying to focus on getting his body to relax, he watched the snowflakes slowly drift downward, one by one. His allowed his mind to wander as his body drooped from fatigue.





He was so tired that he didn't notice the person behind him until a blanket was wrapped around his shoulders. With a start, he looked up to see the worried face of Kyoko. "Are you okay, Tsuna?"





"Just fine!" He tried to smile, but found he didn't even have the energy for that. This only made the worry on Kyoko's face deepen. "Sorry," he apologized. "I didn't want to worry anyone again." She wrapped her own blanket tighter to her shoulders and sat down beside him.





"You do that a lot," Kyoko finally said sadly. "Always trying to take care of others, but forgetting to take care of yourself. You're incredibly kind, aren't you Tsuna?"





Tsuna blushed and leaned back against the side of the house as a wave of dizziness hit. Kyoko was actually praising him? "Um...eh..."





Kyoko smiled. "None of us really realized it before, how much you do for us. But, when you were asleep in the hospital, all of us could feel it." Kyoko looked out at the drifting snowflakes. "While you were gone, Gokudera was always grouchy and never seemed to smile. Yamamoto couldn't focus on his practice and kept getting struck out. Bianchi didn't cook hardly at all and Lambo would sometimes just get real quiet and sad. I-we-really missed you a lot, Tsuna," she said, finally looking over at him.





She blushed when she realized Tsuna had fallen asleep leaning against the house while she was talking. After a few seconds of surprise, she quietly got up to get help. Although, she turned red again when she opened the door and a pile of embarrassed people fell out onto the porch. Gokudera, being on bottom, had been the first to notice Tsuna's disappearance and had been the first to start eavesdropping. He began fussing for everyone to get off of him when a knuckle to his head from a masked Bianchi silenced him.





"Be quiet, Hayato. You'll wake him." That's when everyone looked over and noticed Tsuna's sleeping form that sat on the far edge of the porch. Iemitsu stepped past the mass of people that were slowly starting to unravel themselves.





Carefully picking his son up he whispered, "You really have decided to protect everyone, haven't you? Even to the point of trying not to let anyone worry." He looked up and smiled at the rest of Tsuna's family as he cradled the sleeping boy, "I'll put him to bed. Although, I'm sure he would want you guys to continue the party. He wouldn't want to wake up and find out he was a party pooper."





As he carried Tsuna upstairs to his room and tucked him into bed, he could hear the conversation and laughter pick back up from below. In his sleep, Tsuna smiled.












Tsuna woke with a growling stomach to the smell of breakfast. The fatigue from the previous day was gone. He jumped out of bed and got dressed in sweats, ready to get started on the day. When he came down, his father was already at the table eating.


"You're up early. What's with the outfit?" He asked, pointing to Tsuna's sweats.





Reaching for a slice of toast, Tsuna nodded. "I've got to get my stamina back up again, so I figured after I eat, I could go for a small jog." Both his mother and father looked at him as if he was an impostor. Nana yelped as she realized the cup of juice she was pouring was overflowing onto the table and ran to get a towel.





"I have a feeling you're going to be surprising us a lot," his father said. Tsuna looked at him cluelessly. "I never thought I'd hear you willingly say you were going to exercise," he laughed. Tsuna smiled and dug into his omelet, realizing this was the first time in two years he'd eaten breakfast without fearing it was going to be stolen. Reborn walked in, already dressed in his signature black suit and poured himself a cup of coffee. Instead of commenting on the work-out clothes that Tsuna was wearing, he said, "Leon's still in his cocoon-state, so I arranged a work-out partner for you."





Tsuna narrowed his eyes in suspicion. However, before he could reply, a knock came from the door. Having finished his breakfast already, Tsuna went to answer it. Unfortunately, standing outside was the person he feared.





"Sawada! Let's run to the EXTREME!" Ryohei yelled with eyes blazing, fired up by having someone to work-out with.





Tsuna could only sigh and agree.












An hour later, Tsuna returned home exhausted and dripping in sweat. He had ended up running around the city twice before Ryohei had decided they were going to run up the temple stairs six times. After that, Ryohei had wanted to go to the school and run up and down the bleachers until he had to go to class.


"Saved by the bell," Tsuna thought as he sank into a hot bath, careful to keep the bandages on his left hand dry. The heat calmed his screaming muscles and helped him relax. Apparently he relaxed a bit too much, because the next thing he knew, he woke to a kick in the head and he was sitting in a tub of luke-warm water. Rubbing his eyes, he looked over at Reborn.





"Hunh...How long was I out?"





"Only half an hour. Your father sent me up to see if you drowned." Tsuna pulled the plug out to let the water drain and dried off with a towel Reborn handed him. Up in his room, he pulled on the clothes he had prepared when Reborn said, "You'll have to take off those bandages sometime, Tsuna."





Tsuna bowed his head. "I know," he replied, leaning his back against the door frame. "Honestly, I know that it's already healed, but I can tell that the skin feels different than my other hand. The doctors said it would have scars, so I guess..." he looked at his tutor. "I guess I'm afraid to see what's under there."





"Waiting isn't going to make them go away," Reborn replied. "At least go have someone re-bandage it if you can't look yet. You've had the same one on since you left the hospital. Shamal doesn't treat men, but Ryohei knows how since he has to tape his hands for boxing."





"Y-You're right," Tsuna said. Without another word, he grabbed his jacket and slowly left the room. Having seen the scars on Tsuna's hand, Reborn decided to leave him alone for once.





Tsuna decided that the best place to wait for Ryohei was the clubhouse for the Boxing Club. He knew that the guy he needed would show up there eventually. When he went in, though, Ryohei was already inside.





"EXTREME!" Ryohei cheered. "You've finally decided to join the boxing club, Sawada!"





"No, no!" Tsuna said quickly, raising his hands to fend off Ryohei's enthusiasm. Before Ryohei could show his disappointment, Tsuna continued, "I actually came to see if you could re-wrap my hand." He raised his hand, showing how the bandages were loose and tattered.





"I see," Ryohei said, thumping a fist into his open palm. He motioned for Tsuna to sit on a bench beside the boxing ring as he pulled out a roll of wrapping from his gym bag. Silently, Tsuna looked away as the older boy began pulling off the old bandages. As the last of the wrappings fell to the ground, he heard Ryohei grunt.





"Are you sure you need me to bandage this, Sawada? It looks fine." In surprise, Tsuna looked down at his hand.





His face turned pale. Ryohei had meant 'fine' as in healed. But to Tsuna, it wasn't 'fine' at all.





The back of his hand was criss-crossed with scars. One...two...countless lines ranging from as wide as a finger to as thin as a needle. His memory allowed him to recognize the pattern as being the same as the ice-wrapping he'd created. Even though it had been a mental battle, his mind had affected his body and surroundings in an automatic response. That had been the reason that even his gloves had been destroyed by the source's heat.





Tsuna's hand began shaking as he turned his hand over. Looking at his palm, he realized that truly it wasn't multiple different scar lines, but one continuous line that wrapped around his hand multiple times. Due to partial healing, the line had been broken, though, and the lattice-work on his hand was the result. A small part of him felt a bit of relief when he noticed the scars didn't reach beyond his knuckles. His fingers were normal and fine.





But the back of his hand and his palm...





Tsuna's stomach started to rebel and he forced himself to look away. "Sawada?" Ryohei asked.





"Yes, just re-wrap it, please," he said in a trembling voice.












Tsuna fell into his bed, unconsciously cradling his scarred hand. It was still early in the day, but his mind and body felt completely worn out. Thinking back, he realized he should have expected it. He'd seen the scars Xanxus had received due to the Zero-Point Breakthrough. Yet he had still hoped.


Raising his bandaged hand so he could look at it, he told himself, "So this is the price for power."





"So you've seen," Reborn said, jumping up onto the bed beside Tsuna. Tsuna nodded wordlessly. "Are you regretting it?" the small hitman asked.





Tsuna thought about it. It was true that the sight of his hand had shaken him deeply. "No," he answered. "I did it because I felt that it was something I needed to do. Not only for myself, but to prepare myself to protect those around me. For that power, something like a scarred hand and missing three months of my life is a small price." Reborn couldn't help but smile a bit out of pride.





"It's good to see you thinking like a boss finally," he said seriously. "But with power comes a responsibility not to abuse it. You've always been the type to regret your inactions. Now that you have this power, you have to make sure you don't regret the actions you do take."





"I understand," Tsuna said after a large yawn. "Like that time with the teacher. I had to decide which was worse...the possibility of regret from making the teacher mad or the assured regret of not living up to Kyoko's belief that I wasn't 'No-Good'."





"As long as you know," Reborn said. Tsuna's agreement was disjointed as he drifted off to sleep.
Over the course of the next two weeks, Tsuna trained his muscles. Alternating between running one day and weight training the next, he was slowly able to make it through the day without having to nap. He was still at the point that he could barely handle a marginal increase in his inner flame, however. Increasing the flame to the point it produced the Dying Will Flame on his head proved to still be nearly impossible. He had tried it and the moment he released the flame, he had passed out for several hours from exhaustion. Waking from that proved to be a painful ordeal.





"I can't use the Dying Will Bullets on you anymore, but I can still help get your body in shape," Reborn told him as the second week of training started. "This week we're going to get more aggressive."





"Aggressive?" Tsuna asked with foreboding.





"We'll call it 'Spurt-Training'." Tsuna left the question unasked, but Reborn explained anyway. "Using short spurts, you'll increase your flame to the Dying Will point and train, then allow yourself to crash."





"It doesn't sound that different than what we did for the ring battles," Tsuna replied.





"It isn't. However, it's going to be harder on you. Not only will you have to control turning your flame up and down, but you won't be able to get the hyper-rest that you did before. If we time the training wrong, you could end up resting for more than a few hours." Tsuna remembered how Reborn had used the Dying Will Bullet to make him rest while training in the mountains. Since Tsuna couldn't control his flame in his sleep, he understood what Reborn was telling him.





"Are we going into the mountains for this?" Tsuna asked but Reborn shook his head.





"Starting tomorrow you've got the okay to return to school, but don't worry. I had a training area set up for you a while back, I've just been waiting for you to be ready to use it. You'll run before school to train your legs and stamina like normal, but after school we'll spurt-train. Since it's Sunday and the others are out of school, consider today a day off." Tsuna didn't need to hear that twice. He ran inside and changed out of his sweats. After giving Gokudera a call, he was out the front door in a flash.





Since waking, he hadn't been able to spend much quality time with everyone. The only time he did have awake and energetic was spent training mostly. For once, he wasn't collapsing with exhaustion so he wasn't going to let this time go to waste.





Within a few minutes, he was at the Namimori shopping district. The snow had finally melted but there were still vendors set up to sell hot winter treats. Waiting in front of a hot chocolate vendor was his favorite crowd. With a wave, he ran to join them.












For the next several hours, Tsuna was able to relax and have fun. Lambo was up to his usual shenanigans with I-pin. Yamamoto and Fuuta challenged him in the arcade. He had fun listening to the latest music that he'd missed with Kyoko and Haru. Gokudera made sure he got to see the mangas he had missed since he was asleep. Even Bianchi had fun trying to poison a slice of Tsuna's pizza when they stopped for lunch.


Tsuna stopped at a vending machine to get Lambo a grape soda when he noticed Kyoko and Haru looking at store window display with shining eyes. Curious, Tsuna went to look. It was a run-down jewelry store, Tsuna saw. The display window wasn't much bigger than his window at home and the door was set back from the street, making it easy to pass by unnoticed. Looking in the window, Tsuna was surprised to see intricate rings and necklaces of beauty. The shop looked like the type to sell second-hand and pawned goods, but all the display pieces looked like new hand-made items created with precision and care.





As the two girls moved on to look at the next display window, Tsuna stepped back to read the sign over the door of the jewelry store. "Patchwork Jewelry?" he said aloud. No wonder the store looked run down. With the name like that, no one would be interested in shopping there. Tsuna looked in the display window again. Whoever had done the silver work was truly to be admired. The filigree inset into several of the rings looked delicate and easily broken, but he could tell it was something made to last a long time. He had a sudden urge to see what else the shop had to offer, with such amazing pieces in the window.





The door didn't have a bell, and when he entered, the storekeeper was nowhere to be seen. The room was slightly dusty and small, but tall display cases lined every wall. Looking at the nearest case, he was glad he had decided to enter. Not only silver work, but this shop seemed to deal with making jewelry out of every type of metal there was. He could see gold pieces on the far wall and some kind of light blue metal in the case to his left.





He stopped in front of a case labeled Titanium. The pieces in this case were less frilly and leaned more toward geometric inlay designs instead of filigree. He started to reach out to get a better look at one of the designs when a voice behind him stopped him.





"Demitirus Metal would be best for you, not Titanium," the voice said. Turning around, he saw a overly-muscular woman standing behind a short display case. She looked to be in her late 20s and wore a blacksmith's smock over her white cotton dress.





"Huh?" he asked automatically. He'd never heard of something called Demitirus metal.





"It's over here," the woman said, pulling out a tray of rings from under the counter. Curious , Tsuna went over to look. Neatly lined up on the try were plain unadorned rings made from some type of black metal. Looking closer, he could see patterns of flames lightly reflecting on the surface. "You can see it, can't you?" The woman said. He nodded, intrigued despite himself. When he looked at the rings again, it was almost as if the flames were dancing. "These aren't for sale, but if you like you can order one specially made for you," she said.





Before he could decide an answer, the door opened and a panicked Gokudera came flying in. "I was so worried, 10th! The girls said you disappeared! Everyone thought you might have collapsed somewhere."





"Ah," Tsuna said. "We better get back to them then." He looked back up at the muscle-bound woman as Gokudera pulled him toward the door.





She smiled. "Don't worry, this shop has been here for decades. If you decide you want one, just ask for Patchwork if I'm not here," he heard her say before he was pulled out the door and down the street to where a crowd of very anxious people were waiting.












The next day, Tsuna was telling Reborn about all the antics at the shopping center as he went on his morning run. When he got to the part about the jewelry store, Reborn actually seemed interested.


"Oi, Tsuna," he interrupted from his perch on Tsuna's shoulder. "Are you sure she called it Demitirus Metal?"





"Um, I think so. She showed me some rings made out of it. When I first looked at them, the rings were black. But when I looked closer, I could see flames. They were really well-made. Some of the flames even looked real."





Reborn frowned. "Impossible," he said to himself. "The last person who could forge Demitirus died a long time ago."





"What is it anyways? I've never heard of the stuff."





"It's a special kind of metal forged using a Dying Will Flame." Tsuna stopped running to listen. "But not just any Dying Will Flame can be used. It's a special one called the Hephestus Flame. The metal itself is made using a recipe that's been lost for nine generations. Oi," Reborn said suddenly. "We're changing your running route. I want you to take me to that shop."





Tsuna nodded and set off. After running for ten minutes, they arrived in front of the shop. "I wonder if they're even open yet." Tsuna said, realizing that stores in this area typically didn't open for another hour. When he tried the door, however, it opened. Going inside, he saw that there was no one minding the store again. "Um...Hello...?" He called out.





Above him he heard a loud crash and the sound of footsteps. In seconds, a girl in his school uniform came rushing out from a door at the back of the store. "Um! Sorry for the wait!" she said hurriedly. "How can I help you?" She stopped in her tracks when she saw a boy her own age.





"Um, sorry to bother you, but actually I came to see if Patchwork would speak with me about a ring."





The girl's mouth formed an "O". "Are you here to get something for a girlfriend, perhaps?" she asked with a knowing smile.





Tsuna blushed. "Eh, no, no! I don't have a girlfriend." Before the girl could tease him anymore, Patchwork came through the door.





"So you came back, I see." She said as she put down a crate of supplies.





Tsuna turned his attention to the reason he'd come. "Um, yes. My tutor was telling me about those rings you showed me. He was curious and wanted to look for himself."





Patchwork narrowed her eyes at Reborn. "I didn't know you had an Arcobelano for a teacher." She shrugged. "Not that it really matters. I just make jewelry. Though," she turned to Tsuna, "what did you say your name was again?"





"Ah! Sorry, I don't think I was able to introduce myself yesterday. I'm Sawada Tsunayoshi, pleasure to meet you. Most people call me Tsuna for short."





"I see. Vongola the 10th. That explains the commotion yesterday," she replied.





Tsuna blushed. Reborn, on the other hand, said curiously, "You sure seem to know a lot."





"Word gets around," she replied as she pulled the tray of rings out from behind the counter.





Reborn jumped down to take a closer look as the younger girl exclaimed, "Mama, those are..."





Tsuna couldn't help but pick one up and look closer himself. "The flames really are stunning," he found himself saying. The one he was holding was etched with a twinkling blue flame that seem to flicker as he turned the ring around in his hand.





"You're positive you see flames in these, Tsuna?" Reborn asked.





Tsuna nodded, looking down at his tutor. "Don't you?"





Reborn shook his head and turned to Patchwork, who was smiling at Tsuna. Seldom did someone come into the store that could praise her true work. "How much?" Reborn asked.





Patchwork turned to Reborn, suddenly all business. "These aren't for sale." She said bluntly. "I can specially make him one, however, for ten million yen. Provided I approve of the boy's flame."





Tsuna blanched and dropped the ring back onto the tray. He didn't realize that the ring was worth THAT much. Reborn, on the other hand, started haggling. "Reborn! You can't be serious!"





"Tsuna," Reborn said seriously, "this is a once in nine generation chance to get a Demitirus ring. Do you really want to pass that up?"





It was true that somewhere deep inside, he wanted one. "But I don't have that kind of money!" Tsuna cried.





The girl began giggling until Patchwork snapped, "Aren't you going to be late for school?"





"Ahh!" Tsuna yelled, realizing the time himself. "I'm going to be late, too!" He left Reborn haggling with Patchwork and ran home at top speed.












Tsuna barely made it to class on time. A few students looked at him in awe, but otherwise, everything seemed normal. That's when he remembered what he had done the day he left the hospital. He cringed a bit when the teacher entered the room.


However, the teacher had seemed to forget the incident. Or so Tsuna thought. Ten minutes before the teacher was supposed to dismiss the class for lunch he began writing an extremely difficult math problem on the board. Grinning maliciously, he called on Tsuna who stood in response. "The class will be dismissed for lunch as soon as you tell me the correct answer to this equation." The teacher sat in the chair behind his desk, fully expecting the class to turn on the boy when they were forced to miss their lunch break. The problem he had written had stumped university professors.





Then he noticed that Tsuna was grinning again. "It's just like last time," the teacher thought.





"So, if I answer correctly, we can leave for our lunch break now, correct?" The teacher nodded, sweating. "The square root of 7 divided by 'X' to the 13th power." Tsuna said as he walked out of the room. Behind him, he heard a very angry teacher dismissing the rest of the class.





Tsuna smiled as he walked to the school commissary. He had rushed out of the house too fast this morning and forgotten his bento. Behind him, he heard Gokudera come running up, "That was amazing, 10th! I would have needed at least a pen and paper to figure that one out!"





"Well," Tsuna said as he picked out a sandwich roll, "the truth is that even with the level of comprehension I get by using my flame, I don't think I could have shown my work on that one without taking an hour. You could say my intuition gave me the answer." They made their way back to the classroom where they met up with Yamamoto.





"Amazing!" Kyoko said, walking up with Hana at her side. "That was a really hard problem, Tsuna!" Tsuna couldn't help but blush.





"You've gotten pretty sharp lately," Hana said suspiciously as everyone moved their desks so that they could eat together. "Everyone's talking about it. There's a theory going around that the real reason you were in the hospital for three months was because of brain surgery."





Tsuna looked down, automatically cradling his still-bandaged hand at the reminder of his stay in the hospital. "No..." he said quietly, "it was a fire."





"Tsuna, I've been wanting to ask you," Kyoko piped up suddenly. "Big brother said that your hand was healed, but you still have him re-bandage it everyday."





Tsuna started to sweat. The truth was that he didn't want anyone seeing the scars. He could still barely look at them. But he didn't want to say that out loud. Yamamoto looked at Tsuna worriedly and changed the subject. "I heard about your new training grounds, Tsuna. The little guy said he was going to show it to all of us after school."





Tsuna looked up in interest. "He hasn't said anything about it since he told me one was being made. I wonder what it's going to be like."





"I'm sure it's incredible," Gokudera exclaimed as Tsuna started eating his sandwich. Thankfully, the conversation turned to normal banter after a few more speculations.





Afternoon meant gym class. The teacher had offered to let Tsuna sit out since he still wasn't 100 percet yet, but Tsuna refused. "I didn't get to finish my run this morning, so it's okay." With some apprehension, the teacher finally agreed and led everyone out to the sports field.


He turned to the rest of the boys' class. "Listen up, we're doing a joint track day today. The girl's class will be on the first two inner tracks around the sports field. The boys will be on the next two. Ready? Lets go." The teacher set off at a pace designed to be easy for normal runners, but a challenge for slackers.





After half a lap, Tsuna called forward from his position at the back of the group, "Sensei, may I have permission to go to the outside track? This pace is starting to get to me."





The teacher had half-expected it. The poor boy had just gotten out of the hospital after being in a coma-like state for three months. It was likely his body had atrophied. "Go ahead, Sawada," he called back.





A few seconds later, Tsuna ran up beside him and gave off a quirky salute, "Thank you," he smiled. The next thing he knew, Sawada was already pulling ahead by leaps and bounds. Both the teacher and the class faltered to a stop in amazement. The sole exceptions were Gokudera and Yamamoto who had also jumped to the outter track without missing a step. They were right behind Tsuna in speed. Before the teacher could recompose himself and get the class moving again, Tsuna and the other two had already finished a lap. As they passed the class, the teacher noticed that none of them were even breathing hard. Instead, they were chatting amicably.





From behind him, the teacher could hear the class muttering. "So it wasn't just his head that was affected..." "Wow, he's turned into a monster..." "Is that really Tsuna?" "I wonder what kind of wonder-drugs the hospital gave him..." "That speed isn't normal..." The teacher couldn't blame their reactions and quietly got them moving again while asking himself the same questions.





In the bleachers, Reborn smiled. When class was over, Tsuna's group had done fifteen laps to the class' four. With a look of awe, the teacher ordered the boy's class to shower before going to their next class. Not long after, Tsuna was walking into the locker room shower with a towel around his waist when Yamamoto said, "You can't shower with those bandages on, Tsuna." Automatically, Tsuna cradled his hand.





"He can do whatever he wants, moron," Gokudera yelled, causing everyone else in the showers to turn their heads. Tsuna blushed, but for once he wasn't going to ask Gokudera to be quiet. He really didn't want to take off the bandage.





Yamamoto wasn't to be brushed aside this time though. "Tsuna, I might be a moron at times, but I can kind of guess why you don't want anyone to see your hand."





Gokudera stopped fingering his dynamite as Tsuna bowed his head to hide his face. "You should know that me and Gokudera have already seen what's under there while you were in the hospital. You don't have to show Kyoko or the others, but you should at least stop trying to hide it from us."





Tsuna's shoulders were shaking when he quietly said, "It's not just to hide it from you guys."





"Then why?" Yamamoto asked.





Tsuna suddenly looked up and yelled, "It's because I still can't look at it." He clasped his hands over his mouth and looked around to realize everyone was staring at him. In an instant, he bolted from the room.





Gokudera and Yamamoto could only watch him go. "10th..." Gokudera said sadly.





When they went looking for him, they found him in the Boxing Clubhouse. Apparently he'd used the club showers and had the ever-present Ryohei re-bandage his hand. He was now sitting on a bench with his legs pulled up to his chest and his head bowed.





Yamamoto walked up, instantly apologetic. "Tsuna, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have pushed you like that."





"It's my fault for letting him push you, 10th," Gokudera added.





"It's alright, guys, really," Tsuna said without looking up. "I'm okay with the reasons my hand is like this. I just have issues looking at it."





"I don't get it," Gokudera said simply.





Tsuna looked up, holding his hand out in front of him. "I can feel that it's my hand. The sense of touch, the control, it's all there. Right now, I can say without any doubt that this is my hand. But when I look at it without the bandages on... In an instant, it's like I'm looking at someone else's hand. My hand will feel like it's made of smoke and my stomach will twist in knots. And...I hate that feeling." Tears welled up in his eyes. "I just hate it."





"So that's why you leave it bandaged," Dr. Shamal said from the door. The three boys turned in surprise.





"Where did you come from?" Yamamoto asked.





"Ah, a cute little lady came asking if I'd seen you three since you weren't in class. She begged me to find you, and who am I to turn down a ladies' request?" He looked over at Tsuna. "I refuse to treat men, but I am willing to give you a bit of advice." Tsuna jumped up. "That feeling you hate isn't going to go away by keeping your hand bandaged. The only way to make that feeling go away is to make your heart and mind accept reality. In other words, by making yourself look at it on a regular basis. When that part of you that's in denial accepts the truth, your hand won't feel like smoke anymore." Tsuna's heart sank at every word.





"Y-You're right," Tsuna said in despair. "I've been running away again, haven't I?"





Gokudera put a hand on Tsuna's shoulder to comfort him. "It's alright, 10th. Everyone runs away from something." He smiled broadly, "I run away from my sister all the time!"





Yamamoto grinned. "It's okay, Tsuna. We'll help you face it."





Tsuna smiled. It would be okay. He had his Family, after all. Ever so slowly he raised his hand and started unwrapping it. When the bandages fell to the floor, Tsuna made himself look at the scars on his hand squarely. Like usual, his stomach clenched and his hand began to feel disjointed from the rest of his body. However, he could tell the the effect was slightly less than before.





"See? Now, you three better get back to class." Dr. Shamal said as he left looking for a pretty girl. The three nodded to each other and set off at a run. The teacher was furious that they were late and gave them all extra homework. Apparently he decided to try quantity over quality.





As Tsuna walked past Kyoko's desk to get to his own, her hand flew out and grabbed his. The class stared. Not because she had grabbed his hand. And not because he turned red, but because he turned white. All the blood had drained from his face the moment she touched his left hand. He had forgotten about Kyoko when he decided to take the bandage off. Snatching it back, he fled to his desk without looking at her. He could feel every eye in the room on him, so he hid his hand under his desk until the teacher had demanded attention again. Tsuna couldn't focus for the rest of the lecture due to horror.





What had Kyoko thought when she saw the scars? Did she not care? Was she sad? Was she disgusted? For the rest of the class, Gokudera and Yamamoto kept throwing him reassuring looks, while the rest of the class kept looking back curiously. They all wanted to see his hand now.





Finally, the last bell rang. Tsuna stayed seated with his hand hidden. His stomach clenched when he realized Kyoko was walking toward him. When she stopped in front of his desk, everyone stopped pretending to linger and openly stared. He could feel Gokudera and Yamamoto's supporting presence at his back, but he still turned deathly pale when Kyoko put out her hand. "Let me see it again, please?"





The rest of the class inched forward as he slowly pulled his hand out from under his desk. Tsuna couldn't look up. He was afraid of what Kyoko's reaction would be. She took his hand in hers, and using her other hand, gently traced the scar lines with her finger. The sensation sent pleasant shivers down his spine. In the end, it was Kyoko who broke the silence. "Big brother was right. It healed up just fine." Her cheerful voice swept away his fear and his stomach unclenched. Looking up, he was relieved to see nothing but genuine happiness on her face.





Tsuna sat in awe, completely deaf to the murmurs and knowing looks around him. That is, until she dropped his hand. Then he turned so red that a tomato would have been jealous.





The class finally dispersed having solved the mystery behind what Tsuna had been hiding beneath the bandages. Reborn still hadn't appeared, so the group gathered their things and headed out the door. When they reached the courtyard, a hand suddenly reached out and grabbed his wrist. Tsuna moved to dodge, but wasn't fast enough.





"Can I help you?" Tsuna said to Hibari.





The other boy ignored him and raised Tsuna's hand to eye level. By now, the rest of the group had reacted, automatically getting into defensive positions. Kyoko stood cluelessly watching.





"So this is what you were hiding, Sawada." He looked at Tsuna's scarred hand with interest. "This doesn't seem like the type of scar one would get from burns."





Tsuna gritted his teeth. He tried moving his arm, but Hibari's grip was like a vise. He could pull out more power and do it, but he knew that doing such a thing would screw up his training schedule. So, doing the only thing he could, he answered Hibari, "It's from frostbite."





The other boy looked at him in amusement. "I was told you were caught in a fire."





Tsuna glanced over at Kyoko before staring Hibari in the eyes. He hoped the Disciplinary Head would get the picture. "You weren't misinformed," Tsuna grinned. "Just left a bit out of the loop on the details."





Fortunately, Reborn chose that moment to appear. "Hibari, Tsuna's still pretty weak. If you don't let him go, he'll miss out on his afternoon training. That would mean it will be longer before he's any fun."





Hibari released Tsuna's wrist and stepped back. "Pity," he said before sauntering off.





"What was that all about?" Yamamoto asked as Gokudera continued swearing about Hibari.





"Are you ready, Tsuna?" Reborn questioned, ignoring the others. Tsuna nodded. "Then follow me. I'll take you to your new training area."





As they walked, Tsuna wondered where they were being led. Part of him expected them to head for the Dojo District or maybe Reborn had borrowed some rich guy's mansion that had a lot of open grounds for them to use. He was totally unprepared for the reality.





"The entertainment district?" Tsuna asked as they walked past a movie theater, an arcade, and a karaoke bar in quick succession. Reborn just smiled and stopped in front of the next building.





"We're here." Tsuna looked up at the sign over the door.





"Black Glove Mountain?" he read. Looking at the line outside the place, he became interested. Haru happened to be in line and waved them over to her.





"Tsuna! So you guys were interested in the ad, too?"





"Ad?" Tsuna asked.





"Don't tell me you didn't know. This place is the newest hot spot in town. They say there's a rock climbing wall half as tall as the building. If you can climb it in five minutes, you get to put your name into a prize drawing. Then, at the end of every week, someone's going to win an amazing prize! They say there's smaller rock walls with smaller prizes, too!"





Tsuna turned to Reborn. "Well, rock-walls aren't that different than climbing a cliff, I guess. But what am I going to do when I crash?"





"Hurry and jump in line with me while no one's looking!" Haru interrupted, pulling on Tsuna's arm.





Reborn smiled. "No need for that, Haru. Tsuna and all of you can go straight on in."





Tsuna looked at the little hitman with suspicion. "Are you sure that's okay? You're not trying to get me to fight an angry mob, are you?"





"Just go," Reborn answered. "You'll see."





Tsuna was a bit anxious, but walked to the front of the line. Several of his classmates were there. They all started grumbling as Tsuna walked up to the attendant. "I'm sorry, you'll have to go to the back of the line. Only fifty people are allowed in the building at once," she said without looking up. His classmates smirked and pointed to the back of the line...which was somewhere around the block.





"What now, Reborn?" Tsuna sighed. At the name Reborn, the attendant's head flew up and her eyes widened. She immediately started apologizing to the disgruntlement of the onlookers.





"I'm so sorry, I didn't realize. I'm so, so very sorry." She was obviously flustered and apologetic. He'd seen this reaction before from people that thought they were about to lose their job. "Is-Is this him?" She asked Reborn, and pointed a trembling finger at Tsuna.





"Yup," his tutor replied. "This is him."





The woman fell to her knees in front of Tsuna and bowed her head, frantically asking for forgiveness. The crowd, his classmates in line, and Tsuna's group were now thoroughly confused. She stayed bowed, seeming to wait for something.





Tsuna started to turn red, "Um, eh, there's nothing to forgive. You don't have to do that. I'm just-"





The attendant quickly stood up and turned to Reborn, bowing her head in shame. "I'm so sorry for my rudeness. I wasn't expecting you to bring the owner today."





"EH?! Owner?!" Tsuna wasn't sure if he was the one that said it, one of his friends, or the crowd. But everyone was thinking the same thing.





Reborn smiled again, having fun. "That's right, Tsuna. You own this place. Most of the daily operations will be taken care of by some managers and staff that have been set up, but you have the final say on everything that happens to this place." Looking at the crowd, Reborn seemed to decide something. "I'll finish explaining inside."





Tsuna could barely follow in his wake. He was still a bit numb from shock and surprise. The attendant called another staff member to lead them to a small meeting room where coffee and tea was served. "What the hell is going on, Reborn?" Tsuna spluttered finally as the woman led everyone else on a tour of the place.





Reborn sighed. "The 9th had decided that it was time for you to start setting up a legitimate business front and sent me the funds to create one. Whether it stays legitimate or not is up to you, but the 9th felt it was prudent to be prepared for anything. Since you had need of a training area, I combined the two and came up with this place. I figured that you'd be pleased. After bills, paychecks, and upkeep fees are paid, any profits from this place go straight into your pocket, after all." He handed Tsuna a gold debit card. "That will give you direct access to your account. The most you ever have to do is come once a month and check over the account ledgers."





Tsuna looked ready to pass out. Reborn was obviously having fun torturing Tsuna with this overload of information. "Oi, by the way, you've already made 6 million yen since this place opened a week and a half ago." At that, Tsuna really did pass out.

    Tsuna woke, feeling the comfortable spring of a mattress beneath him. It had all been a dream, he thought. He turned over, thinking how screwed up it was that Reborn tortured him even in his dreams.



    "It wasn't a dream," came Reborn's voice.



    



    Tsuna bolted up. Looking around, he realized he wasn't in his own room. "Where am I?" he asked. The room was small but warm. The carpet was plush, as was the blanket on top of him. The wall over the bed held a tapestry of the Vongola crest. Across the room, he saw an open door leading to a private bath and shower. On the wall next to another door, the assumed entrance, was a small leather couch holding Reborn and a stranger.



    



    "We're still in the facility. You collapsed from shock," the stranger said. Looking at him, Tsuna realized that the man was younger than he'd first thought. Probably still a high school student. The young man stood and walked over to where Tsuna still sat in bed. Reaching down and grabbing his wrist, the man looked at his watch as he checked Tsuna's pulse. After a minute, he smiled. "You seem just fine now, though."



    



    "Who-?"



    



    "Nice to meet you, Sawada-dono. I'm called Sakura," he said with a small blush. "I know it's a girl's name, but I was tagged with it several years ago and haven't been able to get rid of it. As of today, I'm your family's private physician."



    



    "Eh?!" Tsuna looked past him to where Reborn was sitting with the cocoon-Leon in his lap.



    



    "Dr. Shamal stubbornly refuses to watch over your training, so I asked Sakura to do it. You'll need someone here to make sure you and the family stays in good health. Dr. Shamal is too wishy-washy to suffice anymore."



    



    Tsuna looked at Sakura curiously. "Aren't you only a high school student?" he asked.



    



    "Don't misjudge him because of his age, Tsuna. He trained under Dr. Shamal for several years before getting his medical degree at the age of 15."



    



    "Wow," Tsuna started to say when he stopped. "Wait. Under Dr. Shamal for several years? How did you manage that? Gokudera could barely get his teaching for a week."



    



    Sakura face turned an even deeper shade of red. "Lets just say that it has to do with how I got tagged with the name Sakura."



    



    Tsuna didn't get it, but he let the matter drop as he stood up out of the bed. "So, we're still at Black Glove Mountain?"



    



    Reborn nodded. "You were out for almost an hour, so lets leave the rest of the explanations for later and get to your training."



    



    Tsuna and Sakura followed him out the door. Outside was a enormous room. Looking up, Tsuna could see that the ceiling was at least twenty stories high. One wall was completely covered by a smooth-looking protrusion. In front of it lay a thick mat he recognized as what gymnasts used to protect them when they fell. This one seemed to be almost as tall as he was.



    



    The sound of a blade cutting wood diverted his attention. Yamamoto was training with his sword against some wooden pells on the other side of the room. Faster than Tsuna could keep track, Yamamoto swung. The pells split like they were butter.



    



    In the center of the room, Gokudera stood in a defensive stance at the center of a wide circle. Looking up, he could see the targets Gokudera was focusing on. Three small robotic discs were buzzing around in an erratic pattern. With the slightest of movements, he unleashed a rocket bomb toward the closest one. Gokudera cursed as the disc dodged.



    



    Lastly, Tsuna looked over to see Ryohei shadow-boxing in front of a mirror that spanned an entire wall. Haru and Kyoko were nowhere to be seen. Nor did he see any of the multitude of customers that had been waiting in line outside the facility.



    



    Seeing his curious look, Reborn explained, "Since you won't be able to focus until I explain," he pointed to the mirrored wall. "The other side of that wall is the facility for the customers. Kyoko and Haru are playing on the rock walls out there." He pointed to the flat wall that he had first looked at. "This is your wall." Reborn walked up to the site of the twenty-story-tall installation and touched something behind it.



    



    The wall reacted. Four small squares protruded. By now, his friends had noticed his appearance and came close. Ignoring them, Tsuna jumped up on top of the gymnast mat and over to the wall. There he inspected the protrusions that had popped out. "These are?"



    



    "Grips for your hands and feet, so that you can climb." Tsuna didn't quite understand. "Just try it," Reborn encouraged.



    



    Nodding, Tsuna grabbed a hold of the first set and put his weight on them, testing them out. "You are now in the 'ready' position," Reborn said as another set above him appeared. "When you touch that next set, the training starts."



    



    Reaching up and grabbing hold, Tsuna understood what Reborn had meant. He wasn't able to hold on for more than half a second before the next one appeared and one of his footholds disappeared. Letting go, Tsuna landed softly back on the mat as the handholds and footholds continued to crawl up the wall at an alarming rate. Within a few seconds, they were completely out of his reach.



    



    The reason for the incredible thickness of the gymnast's mat suddenly dawned on him as he looked up. The wall really did reach twenty stories high. He had a feeling that if that mat wasn't there, he'd be hurting with more than just muscle fatigue at the end of the day.



    



    "I see," Tsuna said. "This time getting to the top isn't the only problem. I have to keep moving or the handholds and footholds I'm using will disappear and I'll fall."



    



    "Exactly," Reborn said. "Not only that, but I can adjust the timing later on so that the appearance and disappearance of your footing is even faster or even randomized. Also," Reborn continued, "The goal isn't only to climb up, but back down within five minutes. Since this isn't as tall as the one you used to climb, the effort required by climbing down instead of falling should make up the difference."



    



    "Extreme training!" Ryohei said with blazing eyes, obviously wanting to try it himself.



    



    "Amazing, 10th!" Gokudera exclaimed at the end of the explanation. Tsuna could only give a faltering laugh.



    



    "But, isn't that too fast for him?" Sakura asked.



    



    "Nothing's too much for him, you idiot!" Gokudera automatically reached for a stick of dynamite. "Who are you anyway? If I don't like the answer-"



    



    "Ah!" Sakura yelled, diving behind Yamamoto. Yamamoto, for his part, just watched cheerfully until Reborn introduced the newcomer.



    



    "This is the Family's new personal physician, Sakura. Since Tsuna's going to be training with the strength of the Dying Will Flame again, this guy is here to make sure he stays in one piece. Tsuna's body still can't handle that much flame yet, so after two minutes," Reborn pulled out a stopwatch, "Tsuna will end up crashing."



    



    "I'll also be working with each of you to make sure you stay in peak condition," Sakura said, suddenly confidently. "I'll be here to treat any of your injuries that might happen during training. From muscle strain to massive heart failure, I'm trained to take care of it all."



    



    Reborn turned to Tsuna. "Remember, for now, you only have two minutes. More than that and you might end up sleeping a week. When the timer goes off, it doesn't matter where you are or what you are doing, release your flame back down to it's lowest setting."



    



    Tsuna nodded. He knew better than anyone what the possible consequences were for over-use of his flame. He also knew how hard this training was truly going to be. Without his gloves, the strain on his body was going to be incredible. But he had to do it.



    



    Reborn hit the reset switch on the installation and Tsuna got into the 'Ready' position again. His friends watched worriedly.



    



    Reborn gave him a countdown. When he reached one, Tsuna instantaneously increased his flame until the orange flame burst from his head. He began to climb. He was barely able to stay ahead of the wall's speed, but only barely. Twice he lost his footing and only sheer determination allowed him to scramble up as the next set of handholds appeared.



    



    Six or seven stories of his way up the wall, he heard Sakura's voice yell up. "Three...two...one...! Release it, Sawada-dono!" Following orders, he released his flame. For a few seconds, Tsuna thought he might be okay and started to reach for the next set of handholds. Then darkness swept over him from every direction and he fell.



    



    * * *



    



    Sakura was the first to reach Tsuna's body when it landed on the mat. Sweat was already steaming off his body. Carefully stretching him out, he ignored Gokudera's threats and curses. He did a quick once-over, checking his pulse, temperature and other vitals before turning to the others. "He's fine," he said, calming Gokudera considerably so that Yamamoto didn't have to retrain him. "A bit fevered, but not too bad. I'd estimate he'll be awake in only an hour if we get him into a warm bed now."



    Yamamoto and Gokudera pulled Tsuna's arms up onto their shoulders. The younger boy just hung limply between them. They nodded to each other and wordlessly began carrying Tsuna back into his resting room.



    



    "It seems that his training up until now paid off. It was much worse last time he tried using a flame of that level." Reborn said to Sakura when the others had returned to their self-training. "He might be able to catch up faster than we hoped, depending on the muscle pain when he wakes."



    



    "I wouldn't do more than one or two sessions a day," Sakura warned placing a cold cloth on Tsuna's eyes and forehead. "Doing too much at this stage could have the opposite effect."



    



    "You're the doctor. Well, I'll be at the Juice Bar in the public facility. Have Tsuna come out there when he wakes."



    



    Sakura nodded, already engrossed with taking care of his patient. Reborn smiled. New family member acquired.



    



    * * *



    



    Tsuna woke to screaming muscles. Carefully, he sat up, painfully aware of how thirsty he was. Before he could look around to look for something to drink, Sakura was at his side with a large glass of water.



    "This should help the dehydration, Sawada-dono, but you really need more nutrients than what plain water will give you," he said as Tsuna hungrily drained the glass. "Reborn probably already expected this, though. He's waiting for you in the Juice Bar when you feel up to it."



    



    "This place has a Juice Bar?" He panted.



    



    Sakura nodded. "Most of the public facility isn't complete yet, but other than the rock climbing walls there is the Juice bar, a gift shop, and an extensive locker room for both genders with hot springs and a sauna. Those are the only areas open so far, which is why there's an occupancy limit. The second floor has three swimming pools for different uses and the third floor has a weight-training facility still being constructed. There are three other floors that are still empty above that. Reborn said those would be left alone until you decide what you want there."



    



    Tsuna sat in wonder. "So, the public part of Black Glove Mountain is like a recreational gym or something?"



    



    Again, Sakura nodded. "This area we've been using is actually called Sawada Dojo."



    



    Tsuna choked. "A-And this is all mine?"



    



    With a smile, Sakura said, "More than just wanting you to have a legitimate business front, I think the 9th wanted you to understand what it felt like to be responsible for a large number of people. I think it's his way of trying to help train you."



    



    "I-I see." Tsuna still felt shaky at the prospect, but he understood when explained that way. Sakura helped him out of the bed. He ignored his screaming muscles to the best of his ability. His legs still felt a bit wobbly, but he could stand.



    



    Following Sakura out, he waved to Gokudera, Yamamoto, and Ryohei to let them know he was alright. They waved back then returned to their self-training. Walking past Ryohei, Sakura showed him the nearly invisible door inset beside the wall of mirrors. When it opened, a blast of laughter and noise assaulted him.



    



    Immediately to his left was the entrance to the juice bar. Looking up, he realized that the ceiling only reached around five stories tall in comparison to the height of the twenty story area he had just left. Curious, Tsuna ignored the Juice Bar and went to look at he rest of the facility. Sakura silently followed him.



    



    Out the front doors, he could see the line on the street hadn't shrunk. As a group of people left, however, the attendant at the door let more people in. He watched as the people walked up to the reception desk to pay and get paired with a safety professional. Still curious, he followed behind that group as they were led around the corner. Peeking around to see, Tsuna saw as the trainer helped them get into harnesses and gave them a quick safety lecture.



    



    Looking around, he saw all the walls had rock wall installations on them. Unlike the one he trained on, however, the handhold and foothold grips were stationary on these. There were also safety lines attached to the climbers and everyone wore helmets.



    



    Then he noticed the 'prize-wall' that Haru had mentioned. This wall wasn't much different from his own, only differing in height. Like his own, the handholds and footholds disappeared, although at a rate much slower than the one he trained on. As he watched, a challenger stepped up and got ready to try to beat it. Like everyone else, he was wearing safety equipment.



    



    He managed to get half-way up before losing his footing. Tsuna's heart leaped as he expected the boy to fall. But his worry was needless. The challenger hung there in mid-air grumbling at his own failure as his friends laughed excitedly, cheering him on to try again. The boy was carefully lowered to the ground with the ropes attached to his safety harness by the trainer that was with them.



    



    Tsuna turned back to Sakura. "I never would have thought that people would consider this fun."



    



    Sakura shrugged, "Honestly, it's probably only a passing fad, but if it makes them want to exercise, I see no harm in it." He waved for Tsuna to follow him and led the way back to the juice bar.



    



    Inside, Reborn was nowhere to be found. Sakura didn't seem to mind, though. He led him up to the counter, past the line of waiting customers. Before the people in line could start complaining, however, the kindly, wrinkled man behind the counter greeted them cheerfully and left the line of customers to his assistant.



    



    "Oi, if it isn't my favorite Doctor. How are you today, my dear young man?" Tsuna lost his hesitation. "Would you like your usual?" he asked.



    



    "No, I was actually hoping I could have you mix me something for Sawada-dono," Sakura said carelessly.



    



    The man's face went blank. "Sawada-dono?" He looked over at Tsuna, seeming to have trouble comprehending something. "T-T-This is the owner...?"



    



    Tsuna had sudden flashback to the attendant's response at the entrance. He decided he had better take control before the poor man did something embarrassing. He stepped forward, "Hello, I'm Tsuna. It's a pleasure to meet you...?" He held out his hand. After a moment, the man nervously shook his hand.



    



    "People around here call me Mr. Guru, Sawada-dono," he said with a respectful bow.



    



    Tsuna forestalled him, "Please," he asked sincerely, "I'm still not used to people calling me Sawada-dono and acting like that. I'm still just a student, after all. Just call me Tsuna." Apparently it was the right thing to say. The man finally relaxed and his eyes regained their former cheer.



    



    "So, what can I get for you?"



    



    "I'll take my usual, but if you could mix up Sawa-err-Tsuna a glass of banana, plum and strawberry, extra thick, I'd appreciate it." The man turned and started pulling out fresh ingredient from the refrigerators stashed under the counter.



    



    "Banana, plum, and Strawberry?" Tsuna asked, which set Sakura off on a lecture about the benefits of the fruits that Tsuna only half-remembered afterward. Thankfully, Mr. Guru didn't take long. What he gave Tsuna was more of a shake than a glass of juice, though.



    



    Sakura let the man get back to serving the line of customers without fuss, and looked around for somewhere they could sit. There were tons of seating areas, but they all seem to have at least two people occupying them. Tsuna looked at the booths stationed along the walls. Most of them were filled with schoolgirls who seemed to be huddled around some kind of small installation in the wall.



    



    But he noticed one booth in the back, seemingly empty. He waved Sakura to follow him and made his way over. When he reached the table, he realized he was mistaken. There was a single girl already there that he hadn't seen due to the high back of the seats.



    



    Surprised, Tsuna exclaimed, "H-Hana?! What are you doing here?"



    



    "Oh," she said with a bored look in her eyes. "Kyoko called ten minutes ago and said she wanted me to meet her here. I should have known you'd be here." Then she caught sight of Sakura and Tsuna could see her calculating his age in her head. Apparently it was a calculation she liked, because her eyes lit up and she asked them to join her.



    



    "So, who's this with you, Tsuna?"



    



    "Um, eh," He had a sudden bad feeling as he sat down.



    



    Before he could formulate his reply, though, Sakura was already introducing himself. "I'm Sakura, Sawa-err-Tsuna's private physician."



    



    Hana's eyes lit up again. "You're a doctor?"



    



    As the two continued to chat along, Tsuna took a drink of his shake. It was surprisingly good. He let his mind wander as he drank. Sakura was giving Hana a lecture on the wonders of the fruits she was drinking and Hana seemed to be in rapt fascination.



    



    "What's this?" Tsuna interrupted, catching both their attention. It was the same installation he'd noticed in the other booths. There was a television screen with buttons surrounding it. The three across the top said "highlights", "replay", and "live feed" and ones going down the left side had symbols instead of words. From top to bottom there was button with a sword, a spark, a fist and a fish.



    



    With a sinking feeling, Tsuna pushed "live feed" and the sword button. On the screen, an image of Yamamoto practicing swings with a kendo stick popped up. Pressing the spark button proved to be Gokudera and the fist showed Ryohei. Tsuna groaned.



    



    Suspicious, Hana reached over and pressed the fish. Tsuna turned red, it was his own training area on the screen. "No one's there," she complained. Before he could stop her, she reached up and switched from "live feed" to "replay". An image of Tsuna climbing the wall appeared. He was interested to notice that the replay seemed to switch from multiple angles. When it went to a close-up, he was amazed at the look of concentration and determination on his own face.



    



    For the next two minutes, he couldn't help but watch. He couldn't believe that this was a video of himself. As the video continued, Tsuna remembered what had happened afterwards. Thankfully, it cut off before he'd crashed.



    



    As Hana looked from the video screen, to Tsuna, and back to the screen, Reborn made his appearance holding a cup of purple juice. "So," he asked, "what do you think of the place?"



    



    Tsuna turned red again. "Why were we recorded?!" he squealed.



    



    Reborn smiled as he laid cocoon-Leon on the table. "You didn't think that your 6 million came from just people climbing rock walls, did you? The juice bar makes twice as much as the gym area because girls want to come watch videos of you four. Well, not you, but the others. The opening of the live feeds were the main attraction today. We've only had the highlights section of the video feeds up before."



    



    Tsuna looked at him blankly as he continued, "Most of your profit comes from sales in the gift shop though. I hear the Yamamoto postcards are selling exceptionally well."



    



    "How-Why-How-" Tsuna spluttered ignoring Hana's presence. "Do the others know about this?!"



    



    "Yup," Reborn confirmed. "They were shown during the tour. Supposedly when he found out it was to help your facility, Gokudera was the first to demand he start practice."



    



    "Wait a moment," Hana interrupted. "His facility?" She chucked a thumb at Tsuna.



    



    "Oi, didn't you tell anyone at school anything?"



    



    "You know I didn't!" Tsuna squealed.



    



    Reborn turned to Hana and started talking before Tsuna could stop him. "So you didn't know Tsuna was the heir to the Vongola family? Or that his Family is known worldwide for their power and money?"



    



    "Reborn!" Tsuna yelled before Reborn could say anything about the mafia. "You didn't have to say that!"



    



    Hana sat dumbstruck as Reborn told Tsuna, "Hana has connections with Kyoko and Ryohei. She would have found out sooner or later."



    



    "Wait, so Kyoko knows?" Tsuna turned pale.



    



    "It was explained during the tour while you were passed out."



    



    Tsuna could only moan. Reborn always had a way of turning things upside down right when he'd gotten comfortable. He should have known.
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