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Dedication 
For Beverly Jensen, the Happy Assassin, who loved Rory and Yamane first and was determined that I tell their story. 
Prologue 
It was a grim fact of life, Rory discovered as he wiped mustard off his hands with a napkin, that the further you disappeared into rural America, the less strange it seemed when you talked to your food. He’d just finished having a conversation with a gas station corn dog. 
Sure, he ate it while leaning up against his car in the back parking lot of one of the endless Stuckey truck stops along I-40, but still, talking to food was talking to food. 
Rory returned to the driver’s seat with a package of crumb doughnuts and the grim determination of someone preparing to perform a complicated Cossack dance. It wasn’t easy folding his over-six-foot frame into the Corona, and after four or five hundred miles, it completely lost its charm. Eyes on the prize, old son, he said to himself. Destiny is something to be grabbed at with both hands. She would be in Long Beach waiting for him. If he had the faintest inkling that this might not be the sanest episode of his life, he dismissed it curtly. 
The artist Ran Yamane, the love of Rory’s life, who created the visionary Sacred Princess Celendrianna, and also the adorable Snoggs characters of the cartoon of the same name, was in Long Beach, California, where at last he could meet her in person. Yamane’s characters were the touchstone of a fanciful adolescence and the unofficial immunization against a painful year recovering from one of the worst natural disasters on US soil. They were far more real to him than his work at the Ragin’ Cajun Bar and Grille and his classes at LSU. In his uncomplicated way of looking at things, he’d lost his house and all his worldly possessions, but that was no reason to give up his dreams. And when he dreamed, he lived in Ran Yamane’s world. 
That’s how Rory knew it was destiny and not chance when he read the Internet blog that announced an illness would prevent the creator of the manga, Prince of Flames, from attending this year’s Anime Expo in Long Beach, California. In her place would be the much-anticipated Western debut of the reclusive Ran Yamane, artist and storyteller extraordinaire. 
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Ran Yamane. Even the sound of her name was like an alarm ringing in his heart. With each mile, with every lousy Stuckey truck-stop sandwich, he was that much closer to worshipping at the feet of his idol. 
Rory’s mother had been supportive of her son’s wild plan, asking him over and over had he hit his head on something. 
He’d left the former FEMA trailer with the promise that he wouldn’t do something so stupid he’d bring shame to all their ancestors. Although privately he wondered if that would even be possible. His boss, the owner of the Ragin’ Cajun, simply threw a wet and stinky bar rag at him as he made his all too hasty departure and said, “Don’t you never come back here.” Through it all, Rory’s unflagging optimism and good cheer seemed, even to his closest friends, to be partly pathological in nature. His Grandpère Claude summed it up with his usual bluntness: “That boy has gone three times around the river bend, and he’s not coming back anytime soon.” 
Let them laugh, thought Rory, as he practically flew his little car and all his worldly possessions toward his destiny. By New Mexico, he imagined how he’d meet Miss Yamane; by Arizona, he knew without a doubt that he could make her love him as much as he loved her. By the time he crossed the California border, he could see himself making her his on a moonlit, West Coast beach. After nearly fifteen hundred miles, he saw the outcome clearly, and all that was left was to convince his woman, Ran Yamane, that he was her man and she’d just better come with him right now. 
The first hint Rory had that things might not go the way he planned was the fact that, as far as he could tell, there was not one parking space left in Southern California. After paying eight dollars to park almost where he started, he slung his messenger bag over his shoulder and walked the long way back to the convention center only to find that there was a two-hour wait to get in. At least he had his cash, his laptop, his iPod, and the portfolio where he kept his carefully collected original drawings by his favorite artists. 
In it, he even had one of Yamane’s Snoggs, beautifully rendered, which he’d purchased from eBay. He had spent his last dime on that one and had eaten nothing but leftover hush puppies from his customers’ trash baskets at lunch for an entire week. Rory idled away his time in the line rehearsing what he’d say when he finally met his fantasy woman. 
After finally getting his badge, he went to a florist across the street from the convention center to purchase a bouquet of flowers. While waiting, Rory consulted the brochure regarding times and locations of different Expo events. A leaf of yellow paper placed inside as a last-minute addendum told him what he needed to know. 
Ran Yamane, creator of the Snoggs series and Celendrianna, Sacred Princess, would be signing autographs on the convention center floor in the Ravix Comi booth from one o’clock to five o’clock, after which she would participate in a discussion of sacred love in classic manga in one of the exhibit rooms. And after that, thought Rory, in an enviably single-Drawn Together 
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minded pursuit of his dreams, she’ll be getting her lips bruised in the moonlight by your s
truly. 
As Rory entered the convention center at last, he chanced to see his reflection in the glass doors. Though he could have wished to make a finer presentation, he felt he didn’t look too bad for all that. The dark red hair for which he’d earned the name Rory was on the longish side, but well trimmed and swung about his head when he moved, catching the light. 
He wore nice trousers and a white shirt that was as clean as it could be with the sleeves rolled up in the summer heat. His shoes were a little iffy, as they were a pair of plaid Vans that he enjoyed wearing for the brightness of their colors, but presumably Yamane would be sitting behind a desk and she wouldn’t see them right off the bat. 
As for his face, he had no way to judge but guessed others who saw him might have said they’d never seen a more earnest-looking boy in the flesh. If anything, that’s what made him look younger than his twenty-three years. He was the first to admit that four years at university and one in graduate school hadn’t done much to add sophistication thus far, and it wasn’t likely to happen in the next few minutes either. 
To Ran Yamane, Rory looked to be exactly what he was: a completely deluded boy carrying a lovely bouquet of stargazer lilies and white roses. Which is why, when Rory finally arrived near enough to the front of the line to get an autograph, Yamane put his head in his hands and said, “Oh, crap, not another one.” 4 Z. A. Maxfield 
Chapter One 
Rory stood tapping his foot in line behind about a hundred others who wanted an autograph from the singular Ran Yamane. His trip to California and the complete dedication it required to drive fifteen hundred miles in three days made it the first opportunity he had to relax and just enjoy the pleasant sensation of inertia. 
In fact, in the fragrant, floral-scented bubble of space he was occupying, Rory took immense pleasure in imagining the moment when he would first see his idol. He imagined her shy surprise, and perhaps her humble acceptance of his floral tribute. From there, he would ask her to autograph his book and then his line drawing from eBay. 
Rory was certain she would remark on his accent, because thirty or forty minutes away from the bayou simply everyone did. While it made an excellent icebreaker, he didn’t like the way people thought it made him slow. On the other hand, it never failed to interest women, whether they thought he was slow or not. 
What that said about women, he didn’t know, but he hadn’t been too proud to use it to his advantage on more than one occasion. He could simply say, “Please allow me,” in New York City and open a door for a woman, and he wouldn’t have to look for a hotel room for the night. 
Behind his floral tribute, Rory was wondering just what he would do to attract Ran Yamane’s attention when he reached the front of the line. He could see her from behind; her long black hair hung in a loose braid down her back. She sat at a desk on a large platform three steps off the ground, flanked by two men standing almost at attention. She faced away from the line of autograph seekers. She chatted briefly with each person as she signed her name; then they moved on. Rory could see she wore some sort of long black coat with the collar turned up, so he was tormented by his inability to catch even a brief glimpse of her face. 
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At last his turn came, and one of the men flanking her motioned for him to come up. 
He mounted the three stairs and went to stand before her. He took a deep breath and held his floral tribute out with a low bow. In the dark recesses of his mind, over the pounding of his heart, he thought he heard someone murmur something that sounded like “another one.” When at last he raised his head to look at the woman of his dreams, he froze with his mouth gaping open like a fish. Before him, with his arms folded demurely across his chest, was the most beautiful man he’d ever seen, but still, a man. Nothing less than a man, with a pitying expression on his face. 
“You thought I was a woman, didn’t you?” he asked. “I get that a lot.” The men next to Yamane chuckled, and one motioned with his head toward a pile of lovely floral tributes in a heap on another table, which was also stacked with stuffed animals and heart-shaped candy boxes like a vast pyramid made out of the dashed hopes of countless would-be admirers. 
Rory looked at his flowers. He looked back at Ran Yamane. As if the last fifteen hundred miles were a film going backward, he saw the whole thing slipping away from him. 
Yamane stood and leaned over the table. “Look.” He spoke with a soothing voice. “I know it’s a disappointment, but surely there’s someone else at this convention who would enjoy receiving flowers from a nice young man? I’ve seen no less than fifteen Princess Celendriannas. Maybe you could make a new friend.” Rory couldn’t speak right away. He waited for Yamane to sit back down and then wordlessly drew his portfolio out of his bag. “I bought this on eBay, sir, and I wonder if you would be kind enough to sign it for me.” 
“My,” said Ran. His pen stopped in midair. “That’s quite an accent you have. I presume you’re from the South?” 
“Yes, sir,” said Rory politely. He noted another one of his cherished notions was being destroyed before his eyes. His artist was as American as he was. “New Orleans. You’re American?” 
Yamane nodded. “My mother is Japanese, but I lived in New York with my father until I was in my teens. I now claim Japan as my home, and Ran as my surname, but I sound as American as…” The man trailed off and grew silent. 
“As what?” asked Rory, used to his accent being the subject of much conjecture. He frankly thought the man was rethinking saying, “As you do.” 
“I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, but this drawing isn’t one of mine,” Yamane said quietly. 
Rory digested this. “Are you sure?” He frowned, looking at the picture in question. 
“There’s no mistake?” 
“I’m sorry.” Yamane shook his head. “Did you pay for this?” 
“Not much,” Rory lied. “I got it on eBay.” 
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“Here.” Yamane motioned to one of the men standing beside him to get him a book from a stack next to all the abandoned flowers. “Here, I’ll sign this instead. It’s a safe bet you don’t have this. It’s brand-new.” He slid his thumbnail into the top of the shrink-wrap covering the book and removed it. “What’s your name?” 
“Rory Delaplaines,” Rory answered, swallowing his disappointment. 
“Fine,” said the man as he autographed the book. “Thank you for your interest. I’m sorry I wasn’t what you expected.” He handed Rory the book and turned on a smile of such detached Asian politeness that Rory’s heart shattered into a million tiny pieces. 
“Thank you, sir.” He opened the book Ran Yamane had signed for him and gave himself wholly up to his quiet despair. It read, Best wishes to Laurie Dellplane from, and some kanji characters Rory could never hope to read. He felt tears sting his eyes and hesitated on the platform that had been his dream destination for half his life. 
Rory briefly studied the cover of the book he held in his hands. He felt an immense, almost consuming desire to convey what he was feeling to Yamane. He lowered his head again, holding the flowers out before him. If anything, his bow this time was deeper. 
“Excuse me,” Yamane said in a stage whisper. “What are you doing?” Rory didn’t lift his head. “Well, as to that, sir, after careful consideration, there is no one in the world on whom I can bestow these flowers but you.” 
“No,” Yamane said implacably. 
Surprised, Rory straightened. He leaned over to speak to Yamane quietly. “I’ve thought about this, sir, I really have. I came to venerate the artist who created the work I admire, and I simply must be allowed to offer this token of the gratitude I feel.” 
“Don’t you see I have enough flowers?” 
Rory frowned and felt himself dig in his heels a little. “That is why I don’t understand why you won’t take mine with a simple thank-you instead of giving me a hard time.” He pushed the flowers at Yamane. The men who’d been flanking Yamane stepped closer. 
“Your flowers were for a woman named Ran Yamane who does not even exist and into whose image you have been pouring fantasies from your fevered imagination.” Yamane pushed them back. 
“Well, of course they were!” Yamane blinked in apparent shock, and Rory gained the upper hand. He smacked the flowers against Yamane’s chest so the artist had no choice but to wrap his arms around them. “But it cannot be considered your fault that none of it was true. I love your work. I really, really love it.” Rory bowed again and took a deep breath. 
He continued. “I traveled a long way to get here. I left my home and my job and I arrived here this very morning with no plans, no place to stay, and nothing more than the cash it took to get in and buy some food. Whether you are a man or a woman, surely you can accept that graciously.” He remained with his head bowed, but he didn’t really know why except that maybe he was afraid if he lifted it he would see people laughing at him. 
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“Hey, Forrest Gump,” someone behind him called. “You’re holding up the line; get a move on.” 
Rory stood and began to walk away. 
“Wait,” called Yamane, “wait a minute.” 
He said something quietly to the two men who stood next to him and motioned Rory to follow him. To the assembled crowd, he said, “I need a cigarette. I’ll be back in five minutes.” He mimicked smoking with his free hand. Holding his flowers against his chest like a shield, he left the platform. 
Rory trailed after Yamane as he wove between exhibits and vendors of every kind. 
Where normally Rory strode briskly, he found himself taking smaller and slower steps than usual, noting that Yamane’s way of walking was rather furtive, even timid by comparison. 
When they reached the end of the convention center floor, Rory noticed they were headed straight for a burly security guard standing before a door that said NO EXIT. 
“Perhaps,” Rory said tentatively, slowing down, “this would be a good time to mention that I mean you no harm, and even had you been a woman, you would have been safe with me. I am not any kind of stalker so there’s no need to…” Yamane nodded to the security guard, who let him through the door. “He’s with me.” He gestured toward Rory behind him and went through to the brightly sunlit area behind the convention center. 
Rory followed him out. 
“You scared me; I thought you were going to have me arrested,” said Rory with a sigh. 
“Is there any reason why I should?” 
“No, sir, there is not,” Rory said, practically standing at attention. “I’m sorry we got off to a bad start. I was just rather surprised by you.” 
“And disappointed,” Yamane added. 
“Perhaps a little,” Rory agreed. He took that opportunity to look, really look, at the man standing before him. Yamane was a diminutive man, reaching no higher than Rory’s shoulder. He wore his long hair in a braid, but some wispy strands floated around his face in what seemed, to Rory, a rebellion against the man’s perfection. He wore a pair of black jeans and a white linen shirt buttoned all the way to the collar. Over that, he wore a long black overcoat made of some lightweight fabric, probably silk, which accentuated his shoulders and chest. Instead of buttoning down the center from a traditional trench coat lapel, this coat buttoned down the side and was held together by knotted black silk ropes, the style at once exotic and distinctly Asian in its design. His hands where they clutched his flowers were long-fingered and elegant, even though they bore ink stains from the marker he’d been signing autographs with all day. Rory had to give credit where credit was due; this was a very, very beautiful man. 
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“Sorry.” Yamane fumbled in his coat pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes and an expensive-looking gold lighter. He tapped out a cigarette and placed it in his mouth. Rory stepped forward. He took the lighter out of Yamane’s hand, which trembled very slightly as he relinquished it. 
“Please allow me.” Rory reached out and removed the cigarette from Yamane’s lips, threw it on the ground, and crushed it under his foot. “Those things will kill you dead.” 
“Are you insane?” Yamane seemed shocked. He tried unsuccessfully to retrieve his lighter. 
“Now, how can I stand by and watch you kill yourself?” Rory drawled. 
“You remind me of a dog I once had as a very small child. I used to twist its ears until it howled in pain, and still it came running whenever I called it.” Rory frowned. “Well, to my mind, that does nothing to recommend either you or the dog.” He held the lighter out. Yamane took it but merely put it in his pocket with his cigarettes. 
“Are you always like this?” Yamane asked. “Like a radio tower, broadcasting everything you think on your face as clearly as if it were written there?” 
“Probably.” 
“You’re very simple.” 
“But enough about me -- what do you think of me?” Rory leaned against the wall, enjoying the feel of the sun on his face. He closed his eyes for a minute. When he opened them, Yamane was staring at him with something like…interest. 
“Why did you really come here?” Yamane asked. “I want the unvarnished truth.” 
“To find someone I thought…” Rory remained silent for a minute. “Someone I thought I loved.” 
“Give me your arm, please.” Yamane uncapped his marker. 
“Why?” Rory did as he was told. 
“Blind faith should be rewarded, and outright stupidity should be eradicated. I haven’t decided which we have here, yet.” He wrote something on the interior of Rory’s forearm. 
“What is that?” Rory asked when he saw the numbers on his arm. 
“That’s the number of my room at the Hyatt. I’ll be in and out at events all evening and into the early morning. If you wish, you may rest there since you have nowhere to stay. I’ll let the hotel know I have a guest. Ask for a key at the desk.” 
“That’s very kind of you, but --” 
“Do you have a cell phone?” 
“No, sir, I do not.” 
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“Hm,” murmured Yamane. “I see. Then if you are a complete fool, I’ll probably never see you again.” He knocked on the door of the convention center and the security guard let him in. When Rory made to follow him back inside, the guard closed the door in his face. 
“Well, now,” he said aloud, picking up the paper and filter part of the cigarette he’d crushed, watching its loose tobacco blowing lazily around on the ground. “That was unexpected.” 
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Chapter Two 
Yamane shook the tension out of his hand on the way back to his hotel. The Hyatt Regency was within easy walking distance to any part of the Expo, plus, due to the pedestrian walkway, it was a quick step to some fine dining establishments on the water. He reached the lobby of the hotel and pulled open its massive glass door. Yamane ignored the many stares he drew as he walked to the registration desk. 
“Ran Yamane, three twenty-four,” he said. “Any messages?” He knew there would be none, unless that boy… He wondered again why he had done such a thing. Really, writing on a man’s arm like that. 
“No, sir,” said the clerk. “Are you expecting something in particular?” 
“No,” he admitted. “I just invited an old friend to stop by and visit. Could you please make sure he gets the key to my room if he should come while I’m out?” He cursed himself for flushing as he said this. The clerk was looking at him speculatively. 
“Certainly, sir, I’ll add him as a guest of your room, if you’d care to give me his name.” Yamane fished through his memory, faulty for names at the best of times. What was the boy’s damned name? “Laurie.” He came up with it at last. 
“Yes, sir.” The clerk began typing. 
“Give him a key if he asks for it. I don’t actually know if he’ll really come…” The clerk looked up at him again, eyebrows raised. “He just mentioned that he might.” 
“I see. Fine then, that’s all taken care of. Now, is there anything else I can help you with?” 
“Um, actually…” Yamane pictured the younger man. “Could you please send a basket of fruit up to the room? Maybe with a big note that says ‘for Laurie’ or something so he knows he can eat it? I don’t think he’s eaten yet, and I won’t get out until late.” Drawn Together 
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The clerk continued typing without looking up again. “Certainly, sir, I’d be happy to call the kitchen. That’s a very thoughtful thing. I’ll write the note myself.” 
“Thank you again,” said Yamane. 
“No trouble at all, sir, really.” 
Yamane left the hotel and looked around. That was strange, he thought, even for me. 
He wasn’t unused to one-night stands. Of those he’d had plenty. He simply never took in strays, which is how he thought about his admirer. He kept hearing those words, “Please allow me,” in his head. He’d found something very compelling in that voice. 
What kind of a person just packs up and goes on a cross-country odyssey to meet an artist whose work he admires? It was crazy. 
Crazier still, he knew, was inviting that person to take refuge in your hotel room. 
Yamane knew he was taking a tremendous chance; he’d been terribly mistaken about people in the past, and it had cost him. He simply didn’t want to be wrong about this…Laurie. He couldn’t abandon hope that Laurie was everything he seemed. 
He passed some people who were dressed like Princess Celendrianna and her royal court and eating soft serve ice cream, and smiled to himself. Aside from his art, so little in his life was pure. He couldn’t bear to be wrong about this. 


* * * * * 
 Rory was in a desperate quandary. He was tired, his whole body ached, he was hungry, and he was completely out of cash. He needed a shower and a place to change. He stood indecisively by his car. He had a small pilot case with his clothes in it. There wasn’t much; he wasn’t a slave to fashion. He had a couple of pairs of jeans, a couple of T-shirts, socks, underwear, and two nicer button-down-style shirts. He didn’t expect to attend church while he was here. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. If he took his pilot case and went to the hotel where Ran Yamane was staying, he’d feel embarrassed. Like he was some white trash relative come to call. 
Yet today his options were limited. Furthermore, since the hurricane, he found he liked the taste of pride less and less. Rory knew enough to take what kindness was offered him. He picked up his case and wheeled it the long distance to the Hyatt Regency Hotel. 
At first glance, the huge lobby bustled with so much activity that Rory, whose eyes were adjusting to the soft light, had trouble locating the main registration desk. He waited patiently in line to talk to a clerk. When it was his turn, he stepped forward. 
“May I help you?” the clerk asked him. 
“Yes, I was told by a guest, Ran Yamane, that he would have a key waiting for me at the desk, for room” -- embarrassed, he looked at his arm -- “three twenty-four. I forgot the number; room three twenty-four.” 
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The clerk didn’t bat an eye, as if he had people coming in all the time with room numbers written on their arms. “Your name?” he asked. 
“Rory Delaplaines.” 
“Hm,” said the clerk. “I must have mistyped this. It says Laurie here. Let me get that for you, sir. 
“Then Ran Yamane did mention me? I was afraid…” 
“Yes, he came by specifically to request that we prepare you a key,” said the clerk. 
Rory reddened. “I see.” He smiled at the clerk. “He’s nice, isn’t he?” he said stupidly, regretting it the instant it left his mouth. 
“Yes, he is.” The clerk slid a key card to him across the huge granite desk. “And I have a note here that he most expressly wished for you to enjoy a fruit basket he sent to the room. 
Enjoy your stay, sir.” 
“Thank you.” Rory didn’t quite believe his good fortune. “You’re sure it means me there?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Ah. Well…thank you.” Rory wheeled his little pilot case toward a bank of elevators and pressed the Up button. Once inside, he allowed himself to speculate. The desk clerk was no doubt having a field day laughing at him. Furthermore, a number of different interpretations could be placed on his presence here. He began to seriously wonder what Ran Yamane had been thinking when the elevator doors opened. He wheeled his case to the room, and used his key card to unlock the door. 
Of all the things he might have felt on entering Ran Yamane’s private quarters, the last thing he thought he’d experience was the vague general impression that he was criminally insane. No matter how many times he kept repeating to himself that he had been invited, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was just wrong. 
Walking carefully into the room, Rory found it to be neat, although it was apparent at once it was a room for smokers. It smelled like the ashtrays of a thousand dirty southern bars had been dumped there. All the occupant’s belongings were neatly stored, hardly visible in the room. A pair of slippers at the door indicated that Yamane practiced the custom of taking off his shoes when he entered, so Rory did the same, noting -- and almost laughing at -- the difference in the size of their feet. A deeply embedded southern politeness held him back from making himself at home, but he fought it, noticing the fruit basket on the table and its large note that said, For Laurie. 
Rory certainly knew how Alice in Wonderland felt when she read the note on the cookie that said eat me. His hunger dictating to him, he tossed caution to the wind and removed an apple, taking a bite without even washing it in the sink. He closed his eyes tiredly and sighed. No larger or smaller, Rory eventually took his pilot case to the corner of the room by the window and sat down on the floor. After a while, using his messenger bag as Drawn Together 
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a place to rest his head, he drifted off where he lay, the half-eaten apple forgotten in his hand. 


* * * * * 
 When Ran Yamane came into the hotel room after his panel discussion on romance in classic manga, he thought -- a little sadly -- that his guest had never showed. Automatically, he removed his shoes without turning on the light and placed his feet in his slippers. When his toe bumped into something large and plaid, he realized that there was an unfamiliar pair of shoes on his hotel room floor. His eyes grew accustomed to the dim light, and he searched the room for any signs of his visitor. Neither of the beds looked occupied, and the bathroom was untouched. His eyes found something out of place in the corner of the room by the window. 
There on the floor, curled up with his head pillowed on his messenger bag, was his guest. Yamane went to the sleeping man and noticed that he had a half-eaten apple in his hand. He removed it carefully and threw it away. Going to the spare bed, he retrieved a cover from it. He placed the ugly bedspread over his guest, wondering how old he was. He looked young, perhaps even high school age, while he slept, but Yamane’s memory of him was that of a grown man in his late teens or early twenties. 
Cross-legged, Ran sank down next to his sleeping guest, uncertain what to do next. He had previously intended to ask him to eat dinner at one of the restaurants on the waterfront, but was not inclined to wake him up. He sat there for what seemed an eternity of indecision until a raucous crowd walked by the room. His visitor jumped visibly, startled awake. 
“What? What are you doing?” 
“I was trying to decide whether to wake you up, but a noise outside did it for me. I’m sorry if you were distressed.” 
“No. I sleep soundly. How long have you been there?” He sat up. 
“Not long,” Yamane prevaricated. “I came back here to ask if you would care to get dinner.” He looked away. This was so strange. It was as if someone else inhabited his normally antisocial body. 
“Oh,” said Rory, whose face was burning in the faint light. “I’m sorry, sir, but I have absolutely no cash. It would be better if you asked someone else… Thank you for the fruit; that was very thoughtful.” 
“Thoughtful.” Yamane tried out the word. “That’s what the desk clerk said. I’m not normally that kind of person at all.” 
“You’ve been kind to me.” 
“I know. How odd. Please come with me.” 
“Um, okay.” Rory got up and fished through his pilot case for a clean shirt, slightly wrinkled, but better than the one he’d slept in. When he’d changed, he turned to find 14 Z. A. Maxfield 
Yamane watching him. Rory put his hand on Yamane’s arm. “Just so you understand, though. You being a man wasn’t merely a minor disappointment to me personally, it’s a major obstacle romantically speaking, if you know what I mean. I mean, insurmountable. I wouldn’t want you to waste your time or your money making an assumption --” 
“Understood.” It was Yamane’s turn to blush. 
“That said, do you still want to eat with me?” 
“I do, Laurie.” 
“In that case, may I please have your marker?” Rory held out his hand. Yamane went to the closet and retrieved his Sharpie from the pocket of his long silk coat. 
“Here,” he said, handing it over. “Why?” 
Rory took Yamane’s hand in his, turned it over, then pushed the sleeve of his shirt up past his forearm. Yamane tried to pull away, but Rory held firm. He took the marker and wrote “Rory Delaplaines” on the skin on the inside of Yamane’s delicate wrist. When he let go, Yamane looked at it for a minute and then asked, “What the hell is that?” Rory laughed. “It’s my name.” 
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Chapter Three 
Once they exited the hotel, the two men moved slowly along the pedestrian walkway that took them over busy Shoreline Drive and then descended the circular staircase on the other side. They walked toward the restaurants and shops in companionable silence. Yamane was deep in thought. There was no point in asking himself why he was allowing this man into his life. It was so completely out of character, so perfectly random, that there could be no right answer. He slid a glance in Rory’s direction. Rory Delaplaines. It was a fact; he’d gotten the name wrong from the beginning. How awful must it have been to read the inscription in that book only to find out that the name was wrong? 
“Where does the name Rory come from?” he asked finally, breaking the silence. 
“It refers to my red hair. It comes from the Irish name Ruaidhri, meaning red king,” said Rory, as if he answered this every day. “What would we do without the Internet?” 
“I like it. It suits you. It’s a name for a child or an overeager puppy.” 
“That’s the second time you’ve compared me to a dog.” 
“Sorry. What I meant to say was Rory is a friendly name.” 
“Yes, that’s true. It’s not my real first name, you know.” He turned around and walked backward along the sidewalk, looking back every now and again to make sure there was nothing in his way. “It’s just what I’m called.” 
“What is your real first name?” asked Yamane. 
“Aren’t you just perishing with curiosity?” teased Rory, spinning back around with his hands in his pockets. 
Yamane studied the man walking a few steps ahead. He was currently dressed in jeans and a plain white T-shirt with his classic French blue button-down over it, untucked. He had a very American look, Yamane thought, like a Kennedy playing football on the lawn at 16 Z. A. Maxfield 
Hyannis Port in a Life magazine photograph. His hair was a rich auburn red, and he had a smattering of light freckles over his skin, which was surprisingly not fair, but a creamy milk tea color. 
The artist in Yamane observed the line of his jaw, the sweep of his cheekbones, and his dark lashes, which made shadows under his eyes when he closed them. There was a teasing airiness to Rory now, Yamane noticed, an unconsciously flirtatious southern charm that was attracting the attention of every woman they passed. Even the way he walked amounted to a kind of swagger that inevitably made people take a second look, and he occupied a great deal more space than he actually physically needed. 
“You’re a very large person, aren’t you?” said Yamane casually. 
“Um, well I guess at six feet two, I am tall.” At five feet six, Yamane felt dwarfed by him. “But you are an American kind of tall. 
Larger than your space, if you know what I mean.” 
“Freakishly large,” Rory teased. 
Yamane rolled his eyes. “You seem to need a large space bubble.” 
“I don’t know about that,” said Rory seriously. “But I do know I don’t much care for small places anymore.” 
“Really?” said Yamane. 
Rory slowed down. “You saw our big hurricane on the news where you lived in Japan, yeah? Katrina?” 
Yamane nodded. 
“When I realized how bad it was going to be, I went and picked up my grandparents, who live in the boondocks, and brought them to my mom’s house in New Orleans.” 
“But, didn’t --” Yamane began. 
Rory rolled his eyes. “In retrospect, New Orleans wasn’t a good choice, no. I was living in Baton Rouge, but my mother and stepfather were out of town. It’s a good thing I got my grandparents because their home was destroyed by high winds when the roof ripped off. But then the levee broke. We had to get up to the attic while the water was rising higher and then break through the roof to wait for help. Now I can’t stand small spaces. I’m not too partial to the smell of mold, either.” 
“That’s amazing.” 
“Yeah, well, everybody’s got a story, don’t they?” He kicked an abandoned cigarette butt into the bushes with his foot. 
“Yes.” Yamane stopped at the door of Gladstone’s, a fish restaurant on the water. “I wanted to try this restaurant.” 
“I am completely at your mercy.” 
Yamane was quiet while Rory took care of getting a table for them. 
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“Is there something the matter?” he asked when he and Yamane were seated at a table on the patio. 
Yamane shook his head. “I was just making a picture in my head of what it would be like to be trapped in an attic with water rising.” He sighed. “Force of habit.” He took a sketch pad, a pencil, and a Copic multiliner out of his messenger bag and began to draw idly. 
The waiter came by and Yamane stopped his work to look at the menu. “I’ll have the Dungeness crab, a bowl of clam chowder, and a Heineken, please,” he said. 
The waiter looked at Rory. 
“Could I please have a moment?” he asked. When the waiter was gone, he turned to Yamane. “Is it all right if I order a beer?” 
“You don’t have to ask me; just order what you want. Is this a totally new experience for you?” 
“What, eating in a restaurant or being taken out by a guy?” asked Rory. 
“Please, if anything on the menu looks good to you just order it.” Yamane looked around as if sharing a secret. “My publisher is paying for this.” 
“Even so,” said Rory. His cheeks reddened. “All right.” When the waiter returned, Rory ordered a grilled fish dish and a Corona. As soon as they got their beers, Yamane carefully poured his into a chilled glass and Rory squeezed a lime wedge through the neck of his beer and drank it from the bottle. Just then Yamane saw a server carrying a large platter to another table and stopped him. 
“What are those?” he asked, referring to the large plate of what looked like potato chips covered in some kind of toppings. 
“These?” asked the waiter. “These are smothered chips; homemade potato crisps covered in blue cheese, bacon, and chives. Would you like me to bring you some?” 
“Yes. Please. Make it instead of the clam chowder.” He picked up his sketch pad and started to work again. 
“Chips, no chowder it is. I’ll be right back.” He moved on. 
“Somebody likes junk food.” Rory smiled. 
“Have you ever had homemade potato chips?” asked Yamane. 
“Yamane, I’m from the South. We fry our Thanksgiving turkeys down there.” Yamane stared at him. For a long moment neither of them said anything. 
Finally, Rory broke the silence. “Did I say something wrong?” 
“No, you just called me Yamane. It” -- his drawing hand stilled -- “it seemed strange. 
For a second I felt very Japanese and brittle.” 
“Perhaps I should call you Ran-sensei,” Rory teased, starting up a patter of informational tidbits about the Anime Expo. 
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Yamane continued to listen as he sketched. Rory seemed to be one of those people who abhorred the vacuum caused by a conversational lull. He was an enthusiastic speaker and a naturally funny person. Yamane enjoyed his company. As he sketched, imagining the scene in which Rory and his grandparents burst through the roof of their house in a hurricane, he wondered how Rory could be so cheerful. 
The waiter came, bringing the enormous platter of chips. “Don’t look now,” said Rory, 
“but I believe the food police are hot on your trail.” 
“That makes you an accomplice. Quick, let’s get rid of the evidence.” He smiled. 
Rory stopped, his chip halfway to his mouth. 
“What?” 
Rory sat back in his chair. He bit the chip and chewed slowly. “You smiled,” he said, picking up his beer and shaking the lime around in the amber liquid. “You don’t seem to do that often. It’s quite…” 
“So?” Yamane, self-conscious now, dug into his chips. “These are good.” 
“I didn’t think much of the combination at first blush, but I like them,” said Rory. 
“Sometimes things you don’t think could possibly go together are just perfect for each other. 
It always surprises me.” 
“Me too.” Yamane quietly watched his companion eat. He took a sip of his beer. Their food arrived and Yamane removed his long coat and draped it over the empty chair next to him. His crab came whole with a mallet and tongs and crackers for removing the meat. He stood and rolled up the sleeves of the fine white linen shirt he was wearing. With Rory watching, he expertly removed the legs from the crab, using a nutcracker and a shrimp fork to remove the meat. Then he smacked the body with a mallet, separating and plating the meat while placing the shells on the empty appetizer platter for the waiter to remove. He sat back down and prepared to eat. 
“You look like a southern boy doing that. You certainly know your way around a crustacean,” Rory commented. 
“I especially like Dungeness crab.” 
“This is fascinating. Somehow you’ve managed to smash a crab to bits without getting the slightest bit soiled,” Rory said as Yamane delicately wiped what mess there was off the tips of his fingers before picking up his fork. Rory started on his fish. 
“So,” said Yamane. “Don’t you have a million questions for me about art or publishing or something?” 
“How old are you?” 
“I’m thirty-one; I’ll be thirty-two in September.” 
“You don’t look much over twenty-five,” said Rory. “But I knew you were older because I’ve been reading your work for so long. Tell me about the Snoggs. How old were you when you created the Snoggs?” 
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“I was in high school when I started to draw them. When they started publishing that manga, the Snoggs took on a life of their own and people put so many intensely personal interpretations on it. Suddenly it became a juggernaut and I was sort of helpless against it for a while.” He motioned to the waiter for another beer. “In the beginning, the Snoggs were only little chef characters that danced and went around the world feeding hungry children. 
When it all took off, I felt like the creator of the Barbie doll or something.” Rory grinned. “I worked in a care facility for some homeless children during the hurricane relief effort. Sometimes, when I could, I’d plug my laptop into a car battery charger and run those Snoggs cartoons for the kids. There was one group of three-year-olds who couldn’t wait to do the ‘happy pancake dance’ every day. Say what you like about the Snoggs, but they really make people happy.” 
“I see. And I’m glad; I really am.” Yamane drank his beer. “But do you understand how sometimes people love my work for whatever reason, and then they get all confused and think that I, personally, am a part of the product?” Rory held up both his hands. “Preaching to the choir. I hear you. It’s hard sometimes to separate the artist from the art. For what it’s worth, I love your work. The cover for the latest Princess Celendrianna for example -- something about it just speaks to me.” 
“Thank you,” Yamane said in a quiet voice. 
“I guess that makes me your stalker du jour. In light of that, why on earth are you being so nice to me, of all people?” 
“Well. When you refused to leave, I…” Yamane didn’t have an answer to give. “I have no clue.” 
Rory sipped the last of his beer. “I know.” He grimaced. “I did think about it. I really couldn’t give those flowers to anyone else. It was a true epic quest -- in the literary sense -- 
which I have now completed. Go, me!” 
“I see,” said Yamane, picking up his sketchbook and pen again. He caught the waiter as he passed and ordered two coffee drinks. “Dessert?” 
“No thank you, I’m fine.” 
“What about you?” asked Yamane. “Where do you work?” 
“I work -- or rather, I worked -- at the Ragin’ Cajun Bar and Grille, if you can believe it.” 
“Oh, yes.” Yamane snorted. “I believe it.” 
“Well, it is summer, after all.” 
“So you go to school then?” 
“Yes, sir, I’m getting my master’s in French lit. Ergo, my familiarity with the epic quest.” 
“Graduate school? You’re joking!” Yamane exclaimed, his drawing forgotten. 
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Rory raised his eyebrows. “Is that your way of saying, ‘Run, Forrest, run’?” Yamane looked down. “It sounded like that, didn’t it?” 
“To paraphrase something that was said to me earlier today, ‘You thought I was a moron, didn’t you? I get that a lot.’” 
“I’m sorry,” Yamane told him. 
“You know what’s just nuts? Everything I wanted from you -- everything I imagined -- 
has become reality.” 
Yamane laughed. “I didn’t think of it like that.” He continued to sketch. “Everything?” 
“Yeah…sort of. You’re even much more beautiful than I imagined. It’s just shocking. 
Someone ought to put a bell around your neck; I’m sure no woman is safe within fifty feet.” Yamane felt Rory’s eyes on him but didn’t look up. 
“There doesn’t seem to be anyone left here. I guess we can really clear a place out. 
They’re probably waiting for us to leave.” 
Yamane said, “Let them wait; I’m not done yet.” He was having a fine time, though he didn’t like to admit it. He closed his eyes. Maybe it was the alcohol, or Rory’s slow, unusual way of speaking that felt like a lullaby. He tried to remember the last time he felt safe. He could feel the warmth of Rory’s admiration like a living thing. 
Yamane flushed deeply. He would never be able to explain this to his agent. He realized Rory was talking and came back to himself. “What?” Yamane asked. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.” 
“I just said I’m getting fuzzy-headed. A walk might be good for my brain.” 
“Fine, then that’s what we’ll do.” Yamane closed his sketchbook, putting it and his pencil and pens back into his messenger bag. He drank the last of his coffee. They left the patio dining area through a little gate in the picket fence that surrounded it and meandered along the path by the sand. 
“I feel boneless.” Rory stretched his large body lazily. “I’m glad I don’t have to drive anywhere.” 
“It’s nice to stay in a hotel so well situated,” Yamane commented. “This is my first time coming to Anime Expo. I didn’t anticipate I’d enjoy it.” 
“Your bio said ‘the reclusive Ran Yamane travels to Expo at last.’ Are you really a recluse?” he asked as they came to the hotel’s circular stairway. 
“Probably.” Yamane walked a little ahead of Rory. “I’m not considered a socially successful person.” 
Yamane was almost halfway up already when Rory reached the stairs. “For a guy who’s been drinking you’re awfully light on your feet.” When he felt Rory just behind him, Yamane stopped and turned around. He looked down and saw Rory bathed in silvery light that crisscrossed his face with striking shadows Drawn Together 
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created by the unusual guardrail of the round stairwell. Yamane shook his head to clear it. 
Rory was beautiful. There was something honest and compelling and safe inside him, and Yamane responded to it without thinking. 
Yamane reached out a hand. “You’ve got something on your lip,” he murmured, rubbing it gently with his thumb. 
“What?” Rory froze. 
“Me,” said Yamane, closing the distance for a kiss. Yamane kissed Rory tentatively at first, but then, when he found no resistance, he deepened his kiss, stepping into Rory’s body by coming down a stair. 
He hadn’t planned a kiss; it came to him spontaneously to do it when he saw the way Rory was looking up at him. He twined his fingers in Rory’s hair and used his thumbs to stroke his high cheekbones. He even coaxed the shocked boy’s mouth open and stroked his tongue gently against his perfect white teeth. Finally, he broke contact and ran up the stairs. 
He may have been brave enough to kiss Rory, but he didn’t have the courage to face the aftermath of that act. He made it to the top before Rory had a chance to react. 
Rory’s knees buckled, and he sat down hard on the concrete step. 
Yamane’s voice floated back to him from the walkway above. “Be careful what you wish for,” he said, “and next time, try to use very specific language.” Rory thought he heard light laughter. 
“Well,” Rory murmured through his hands, which he held over the mouth that had been well, truly, and expertly kissed by a really beautiful man. “Amen to that.” 22 Z. A. Maxfield 
Chapter Four 
Rory sat in the shadow of the stairwell for a long time. Eventually, he heaved himself to his feet and turned around to walk, not toward the hotel, but back toward the businesses from which he came. 
What the hell was that? 
He took off along Shoreline Drive, crossing the street at the light rather than using the overpass. He ambled aimlessly past the restaurants and shops, past the convention center, the Terrace Theater, and finally the arena. He reached the farthest parking lot and the safety of his car. Rory didn’t bother opening the car door, sitting instead forlornly on the hood. 
If Ran-sensei saw him as an idiot, why did he spend any time on him at all? If he wanted a boy toy, well… Rory truly thought he’d covered that ground. His biggest problem, as he saw it now, was that his clothing and some of his personal belongings were in that hotel room, and he was loath to go back. Setting aside his reaction to that kiss -- which didn’t bear scrutiny -- he felt going back was like…asking for more. Now, he had to decide if he could afford to leave everything in that hotel room behind. 
The layer of evening mist hung in the sky, obscuring the stars, with the moon a dim light hidden behind its curtain. Rory thought it must be full to be glowing that brightly despite the amount of moist air obscuring it. Rory enjoyed the feel of the cool night air on his face. Unlike the gulf, the air here was balmy but light, not oppressive like the humidity he was used to. He could almost sleep here right on the hood of his car. He probably would have had he not been invited to Yamane’s hotel. 
It was time to face facts. The situation wasn’t anything more than slightly embarrassing. He wasn’t in danger. Unless Ran Yamane was the master of some kind of queer fu, he posed no threat to Rory. Probably. Rory touched his hand to his lips, and immediately the memory of Yamane’s lips on his returned to him, startling him with its sensual intensity. 
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Crap, crap, crap. He jumped off the car, sighing deeply, and began the walk back to the hotel. In spite of that kiss -- or maybe, a new and quiet voice nagged, perhaps because of it -- 
the only thing he couldn’t leave behind in that hotel room without a backward glance was Ran Yamane. 
As he neared the hotel on the street level, he began to plan what he would say. His assumption that the kiss had been some sort of joke was his story and he was sticking to it. 
He wasn’t unaware that his fascination with the strange artist overrode his common sense. It galled him that even after spending time with Yamane, Rory felt like he knew less about him than he did before they met. 
Rory entered the elevator and pressed the button for the third floor. He looked at himself in the mirrored walls and ceiling. He was, in truth, too tired and buzzed to think clearly. 
After only one fumble, the key card Rory inserted into the slot of room number 324, when removed quickly, caused the light to turn green. He turned the handle and entered the room, then removed his shoes and tentatively stepped forward. None of the lights were on. 
Rory sighed with relief when he discovered the room was empty. He switched on the light and found things were still just as he’d left them and sat down at the small table to think. 
Something propped on his pilot case caught his eye. Yamane’s sketchbook, and a note, addressed to him. Coloring faintly, Rory remembered writing his name on Yamane’s arm. In retrospect, he feared, perhaps that had been a little suggestive. He picked up the note. 
“Rory,” it said. “I’ll be watching the anime films at the Terrace Theater. If you choose to leave, I understand. However, please take the sketchbook as a gift and a thank-you. Ran Yamane.” 
Rory held the sketchbook in his hands for a time. The artist’s name was handwritten on its outside in both English and kanji. It was such a treasure Rory was afraid to look inside it. While they were dining and Yamane sketched, Rory had experienced an agony of curiosity. Now, holding the book itself, it seemed private somehow, even sacred. He forced himself to turn the cover back. The image on the page showed him with an old man and woman, water swirling around their knees, using an indistinguishable object to break through the roof as the rain poured in from a hole onto their terrified faces. If Yamane had been there, he could not have captured the emotion of the scene better. In the lower right-hand corner, the artist had titled the sketch “Heroic Rescue,” and signed his name in English and kanji. 
Rory expelled the breath he held and turned the page. The next image was Rory’s own face. He shook his head. Was this how Yamane saw him? In it, he had a wholesome quality, innocent eyes, and a charming smile. 
Turning another page, Rory froze. Yamane must have worked on this after he had gotten back to the room. It was titled, “Quest’s End, a Kiss From the Maiden Yamane” and was also signed and dated. It showed the circular stairway with its lights and shadows 24 Z. A. Maxfield 
playing over two people who stood on the steps. Rory’s blushing face was more visible, beautifully rendered, the eyes closed. His hand on Yamane’s arm was tentative; an argument could be made that it was pulling Yamane toward him but also that it was keeping him back. 
Rory was on a lower stair, forced to strain upward for the kiss. 
As for Yamane, drawn as he was with his face the one more shadowed, it was impossible to tell whether he was a man or a woman. His braid hung over his shoulder, and his beautiful silk robe played in an imaginary breeze. He had drawn his own lovely hand caressing the skin just under Rory’s ear, and looking at it now, Rory could almost feel it stroke him there. 
Rory held the sketchbook tightly. He’d received written permission from the artist to see himself out if he chose and to take the sketchbook with him. An inexplicable sadness came over him just thinking about it. 
Rory cursed the intense and powerful attraction he felt for Ran Yamane’s work, and he cursed the man himself. He placed the sketchbook in his pilot case carefully and left it in the room, wondering what movies the Expo would be showing that night. 


* * * * * 
 Rory entered the Terrace Theater after showing his badge to the Expo staff at the door. 
The facility itself interested him; he liked its elegant carpeted stairways and soaring ceilings. 
As he was waiting for the current film to end, he scanned the crowd looking for Yamane. There were doors on the ground floor and two ramps, one leading up and one leading down. Rory looked over the balustrade of one of the ramps and saw Yamane talking to a man just outside of the men’s restroom. They seemed to be having a quiet conversation. 
Rory didn’t want to intrude but wasn’t too proud to admit that he wanted to eavesdrop. 
Before he could stop himself, he was taking the stairs down. Crouching casually behind the solid banister near where the two men were talking, he could listen without being seen. 
He sighed. I am going straight to hell. 
“So, where is your little puppy now?” the man with Yamane asked. “Do you think you scared him off for good, or do you think he’ll still take advantage of your generosity? I know what I’d do.” Damn, Rory thought, are they talking about me? 
“I don’t know. I’m sorry I ever told you about it. I forgot what a prick you are,” said Yamane. 
“How could you ever forget that?” his friend purred. “Come on, Yamane, you have to come with me. Who cares? Let the kid sleep.” 
“I told you I don’t want to; it’s been years since I’ve seen you.” 
“It doesn’t seem like it to me. As soon as I saw you again, I wanted you. For me, it was yesterday. I’ll never forget how you look when you…” Rory strained to hear, but apparently the man whispered the rest. 
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“Oh, for heaven’s sake, back off. I didn’t come here to be pawed by you.” 
“Even if you didn’t come here for this, can’t you think of it as a perk? How about I get room service to send up a bottle of cognac and we talk about old times? Remember the time you drew the Snoggs on my --” 
“I said stop touching me. I came here to see the movie.” Rory could hear the irritation in Yamane’s voice. 
“Don’t go. I promise I’ll be really, really --” 
“Take your hands off of me,” Yamane hissed. “Let me go.” Rory couldn’t stand it anymore. He rose to his feet and swung over the barrier, dropping down about six feet to land right behind them. He snatched Yamane away from the stunned man who had hold of him and pulled him in so Yamane’s back pressed against his chest. 
“Did you have to wait long, cher?” he asked in his most outlandish Louisiana drawl. “I am sorry. I was detained.” 
“Who the hell are you?” demanded Yamane’s friend. 
“Why, I’m Rory Delaplaines, and I believe I’ll be sensei’s ‘boy toy’ for the evening. 
Perhaps you should look for a more willing companion, sir. Tastes do change, do they not? 
Sometimes, happily, for the better.” He pressed his lips to the side of Yamane’s neck for emphasis, keeping his eyes firmly on Yamane’s “friend.” Rory had the awful feeling he sounded like that big southern chicken in the cartoons, and he had trouble hiding a smirk. He noticed that Yamane’s skin was soft and smelled really, really good. Delicious. 
Sputtering, the obnoxious man left, and Rory let Yamane go. Holding his hands behind his back and hanging his head, he said, “I was eavesdropping. I should probably feel bad about that, but I don’t.” 
Yamane said nothing, just touched a hand to his neck where Rory’s lips had been pressed. 
“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
“No. But I find it hard to believe that you’ll be my ‘boy toy’ this evening.” Rory rolled his eyes. “Poetic license,” he admitted. 
“A knight,” Yamane whispered. 
“One must save the sacred maidens.” Rory looked away. “I got your gift. It’s beautiful. 
I’ll treasure it.” 
“Thank you.” Yamane headed back up the stairs to the ground floor with Rory following. “I didn’t imagine I’d ever see you again. I left your things in the hotel room and came here so you could escape with your dignity intact.” 
“My dignity is still intact,” muttered Rory. 
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“Alas, thanks to Peter, you know that mine is not.” 
“How do you figure that?” 
“How much did you hear?” 
“Enough to know I’m not the first man you’ve ever written on.” 
“Well.” Yamane grimaced and continued walking away. “Then I guess you know I…have relationships with men.” 
Rory caught Yamane’s hand to stop him. “That ship kind of sailed when you put your tongue in my mouth, Ran-sensei.” Rory raised his eyebrows. 
Yamane blanched. “Can we go get a drink somewhere? Do you mind missing the movie?” 
Rory thought about that. “I only came here to find you,” he admitted carefully. He tried not to flinch under Yamane’s searching gaze. 
“I thought you would be halfway home by now,” said Yamane as they left the theater together. 
“You mentioned that. Should I leave?” asked Rory, kicking another abandoned cigarette butt aside. “Man, I hate it when people use the street as an ashtray.” Yamane took out his pretty gold lighter and cigarettes. “May I smoke?” 
“No.” 
“I see.” Yamane stopped. “Then how about we make a trade? Every time I want to smoke, you stop me by kissing me.” 
Rory almost tripped. “Uh --” 
Snick. Yamane lit his cigarette. “Problem solved.” 
“Just don’t drop your nasty butt in the street.” Yamane just stared implacably. They stood watching the traffic on Pine Avenue. He finished his cigarette in silence, carefully putting it out in a planter before throwing it in a trash can. They entered the hotel lobby together and found the Lobby Bar, which exuded an airport lounge ambience. 
“This isn’t very attractive,” Yamane said, looking at his watch. “Are you very tired?” 
“I haven’t slept much,” Rory admitted. “I drove a long way.” 
“What would you like to drink?” 
“Whatever you’re having,” answered Rory with a smile. 
Yamane went to the bar and said something to the bartender. A moment later, he motioned Rory over. “He’d like to see your ID.” Rory produced his wallet and got his drink, which turned out to be bourbon. As they were carrying them back to the table, he said, “At home, all you have to do is prove you can hold a paper cup.” 
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“I’ve never been to New Orleans,” said Yamane. “Perhaps someday I’ll visit you there.” They set their drinks on the table. 
“Oh, I can see my grandmother now.” Rory threw his hands in the air, waved them around, and said in an agitated falsetto, “Oh, Claude! Oh, Claude! Rory has done brought home a Japanese man! Somebody get me the salts.” Yamane looked away. “I can see where that might be a problem.” Rory briefly touched Yamane’s hand. “Nevertheless, I would be delighted.” 
“Really?” 
“Yes. I can show you all the best places.” His eyes clouded with sadness. “The ones that are still standing. Po’ boys, pirates, and luscious white-trash junk food like you’ve never imagined.” 
Yamane considered him. “What can I be,” he asked lightly, “now that I can’t be your sacred maiden?” 
Rory thought about that for a long time while the warmth of the bourbon permeated his heart and spread to his fingertips. He clinked his ice around a little in his glass. “Perhaps you’re still my sacred maiden.” 
“Seriously,” said Yamane. He toyed with his own drink. “Now, what does that mean, I wonder?” 
Rory yawned surreptitiously. “When you find out, I sincerely hope I will be the first person you inform.” 
Rory watched as Yamane walked to the bartender and -- somehow -- retrieved the entire bottle of bourbon from him. He came back to the table and put on his coat before picking up his messenger bag. 
“Bring your drink,” he told Rory. 
They walked together to the elevators, pressing the button for the third floor. If anyone thought it odd that they carried their drinks and an entire bottle of bourbon, no one said anything. When they got off the elevator, Rory used his room key to open the door and crossed the room to the window. 
“Damn,” he said. “It doesn’t open. I hoped there was a balcony.” A little unsteady on his feet, he turned around and plopped down in the corner where he’d napped that afternoon. “I wanted to sleep on a balcony and watch the sun rise.” 
“You’d have a bit of a wait. Where you’re looking it doesn’t rise; it sets,” Yamane informed him. “Surely you’d rather sleep in the bed.” He took off his coat. “There are two. 
Safety in numbers.” 
“I’m fine,” mumbled Rory. He stuffed his messenger bag under his head. 
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“At least take a pillow.” Yamane pulled a couple of pillows off the bed and took them to Rory. Getting their drinks, he sat down cross-legged near Rory’s head with his back against the wall. “I brought your drink, if you want it.” He handed it over. 
Rory sat up a little. “Nice. Thank you. It’s been rather a long day.” 
“Yes, it has. Pee-wee’s big adventure.” 
“Do you mind dimming the lights a little?” 
“I don’t mind.” Yamane got up to turn off all but the light in the bathroom. “That okay?” 
“Thank you.” Rory was drifting. Yamane sat back down next to him. Rory could hear the ice rattle in his glass as he sipped his drink. 
Rory briefly opened his eyes and found Yamane looking at him curiously. “What are you looking at?” 
“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” Yamane lightly brushed a ribbon of hair back from Rory’s face. “I have no idea at all.” 
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Chapter Five 
Rory was the first to open his eyes as a hazy morning light found its way through the window. It illuminated Yamane, who was lying with his head pillowed on Rory’s stomach. 
Rory tried to assess his feelings about the unusual sleeping arrangement, but his mouth was dry and his head fuzzy. He shifted slightly, causing the sleeping Yamane to move with him. 
Yamane’s hair swept over Rory’s skin. Due to an embarrassing case of morning wood, Rory kept his body as still as possible. 
In spite of waking up with a man using him as a pillow, he was disinclined to move. It gave him the opportunity to look closely at Yamane. The contours of his face were an amazing blend of his Caucasian and Japanese heritage. The two mixed like sugar and cream on his skin, producing a faintly olive, satiny-smooth complexion with the lightest hint of freckling across the bridge of his nose. The shape of his face, his cheekbones, and jaw, were definitely Western, while his dark eyes had the almond shape of his Japanese forebears. He had eyebrows that went up like wings and a full, wide mouth with a lower lip that was larger than the perfectly bow-shaped upper one. He was an amazing combination of extremely feminine features that produced a rare masculine beauty. Bishonen in the truest sense of the word. 
What is wrong with me? Why am I not halfway home right now with that sketchbook in my backpack? Crap, crap, crap. 
Rory reached out a hand and carefully slid the elastic off Yamane’s hair, freeing it from its braid. He casually combed his fingers through the long strands, finding it surprisingly silky and finer than he thought it would be. He was rubbing it gently between his thumb and forefinger when he looked up to find Yamane’s eyes open, watching him. 
Yamane’s eyes fluttered closed. “Oh, bother.” 30 Z. A. Maxfield 
Rory wound the silken strands around his fist, pulling Yamane’s head toward him. 
Yamane opened his eyes again as Rory literally reeled him into an embrace. Rory placed his hands on either side of Yamane’s face, still holding his hair. He brought Yamane so close their lips were only inches apart, but he remained frozen, unable to complete the kiss and unwilling to let Yamane go. 
Alarm flickered in Yamane’s eyes and he broke Rory’s hold on him, scrambling out of his embrace and rising unsteadily to his feet. “Whoa!” He walked to the bathroom. “Get thee behind me, straight man.” 
Rory pulled a pillow over his head. He heard the bathroom door bang shut. 
“Okay. What the hell was that?” Rory muttered. Louder, he added, “May I remind you, you kissed me yesterday?” 
“Yes, and I thought you’d be halfway to the bayou by now,” came the shout from Yamane. Sticking his head out the bathroom door, toothbrush in hand, he said, “I’m too old to be your adolescent experiment.” 
Rory called back, “I’m too old to be an experimenting adolescent.” Yamane came out of the bathroom. “If you need to use the bathroom, go ahead. I have a meeting this morning with a friend so I need to shower and get dressed.” 
“I can imagine.” Rory got up off the floor. 
“What the hell does that mean?” Yamane asked. 
“I met one of your friends last night, remember?” Rory opened his pilot case and rummaged around. 
Yamane smirked at him. “Yeah, but he won’t be the reason I’ll be wearing my hair loose today.” 
Rory caught Yamane’s meaning, blushed, then walked past him as though he would bite. 


* * * * * 
 When Rory emerged from the bathroom, Yamane said, “While I’m getting ready, you can order breakfast from room service. I like scrambled eggs and French toast with fruit, if they have it. If not, order pancakes. And coffee, please, cream and sugar.” Rory nodded and went to the phone. While he waited nervously for Yamane to finish, he neatened up the room, which didn’t take long. To pass the time, he listened to his iPod, so the phone, when it rang, sounded as if it came from a long way away. He pulled out an earbud and answered it. “Ran Yamane’s room.” 
A heavily accented voice asked for Ran-sama. “Is he there?” 
“He’s in the shower at the moment. May I take a message?” Drawn Together 
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“Tell Ran-sama to call his agent. It’s very important. Before anything, do you understand?” 
“I’ll tell him he needs to call his agent before anything. I understand, thank you. I assume he has the number?” 
“Call my cell,” she said. “Please, it is urgent. Do not delay.” 
“I understand, thank you. I’ll give him the message right away.” He wondered if there was a Japanese equivalent to his southern accent. Maybe that was why she kept repeating herself. “Right away, yes.” He hung up. 
Nearing the bathroom door, Rory could hear the blow-dryer going. He knocked loudly, and it stopped. 
“Your agent just called. She wants you to call her immediately. She said it was very important and not to delay. Call her on her cell phone.” 
“I’ll finish up in here and phone her.” 
“She said it was very important,” Rory reiterated, thinking about the woman’s voice. 
“She sounded desperate.” 
“She’s my agent; it’s her job to be desperate. I’ll be out in a second.” 
“Okay.” 
Yamane returned from the bathroom dressed in much the same way he had been the day before. Today he wore blue jeans, but his long coat had a mandarin collar this time. Like the first coat, this one fastened down the side, but it was royal blue with matching knotted rope closures. Yamane’s coats certainly did make an impression. 
Yamane wore his hair down, caught up with a clip just in the front where some of the fringe still fell into his eyes. A girl’s hairstyle. On girls it was cute. On Yamane? It was stunning. He was stunning. Nevertheless, there was no doubt, from the front at least, that he was a man. Rory thought it was as if all the laws of gender and fashion existed solely so Yamane could break them. 
Yamane retrieved his phone and began dialing. He spoke almost at once in Japanese. 
Rory put his earbud back in to give him his privacy even though he couldn’t understand a word Yamane was saying. He watched as some strange emotion washed over Yamane’s normally impassive face. When Yamane paled, he removed both his earbuds and put his iPod aside. 
Yamane hung up and put the phone into his pocket. He took out his lighter and cigarettes. Rory tried to take them out of his hand, but one look from Yamane told him it would be futile. 
“Yamane.” He barely breathed. “Is there something the matter?” Yamane lit his cigarette with a shaking hand and drew in a deep lungful of smoke. A knock came at the door and a voice called, “Room service.” 32 Z. A. Maxfield 
“Breakfast,” said Rory. “Would you like me to get it?” Yamane said nothing. The knock came again, this time louder. 
“Room service,” an indeterminate voice called again. 
Yamane took a deep breath. He seemed to have made up his mind about something. 
“I’ll get it,” he said, stubbing out his cigarette. 
Rory followed him to the door. A woman in uniform pushed a cart into the room. She identified herself again and kept up a steady flow of chatter as she placed their breakfast tray on the table. When she was done, she pushed the cart into the hallway and came back, then closed the door behind her. Rory assumed she was returning with a bill to sign. Yamane stood frozen next to the door, looking down at the floor. 
“Yamane.” She stood before him with her arms folded. “Long time, no see.” Yamane said nothing. 
She looked at Rory as though he were a cockroach. “I see you found a toy to play with while you’re here.” 
“I beg your pardon,” said Rory. He definitely didn’t know what was going on. 
“I thought you were still in Seattle,” Yamane finally said. “They said you’d be there for at least five years.” 
“No thanks to you,” she spat. “I experienced a miraculous cure.” 
“Cure,” he repeated stupidly. 
“Yes, I was released early. My doctor is writing a paper on it for the Journal of American Medicine called ‘Borderline Personality Disorder and the Therapeutic Use of SSRIs.’ You would be so proud.” 
“What do you want?” demanded Yamane. 
“Well, you know, I really don’t know yet.” She seemed to be considering her options. 
“That’s why I’ve come here today; to give you fair warning. Time to play, Yamane.” Yamane walked to the table and sat down. As Rory watched, he seemed to shrug. He took an orange out of the fruit basket and began peeling it. “Go ahead and warn me then; I’m listening.” Rory could see Yamane’s hands still trembled faintly. He remained standing by, watching the drama unfold with an uneasy prickle of apprehension. 
“Did you think you were rid of me forever?” She spoke quietly, but for all that gave the impression that she shrieked. “Look at you, in your pretty Chinese dress like some doll.” 
“Hey.” Rory stepped forward, but Yamane held up his hand. 
“Let her finish,” he said, casually eating his fruit. 
“The game begins now, Yamane.” She motioned with a flick of her head toward Rory. 
“Get rid of your pet. It would be such a shame to have to harm him. I remember that dog you were so fond of -- Daiki, right?” 
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“Yamane?” Rory tried again. He wanted to know who the hell this woman was. He was feeling threatened and he didn’t like it. 
“Daiki,” said Yamane, ignoring him. “Yes, that’s right.” 
“He was loyal too, wasn’t he?” She leaned over the table and grabbed his left wrist. 
“Such a shame about Daiki.” Yamane couldn’t move the hand she held in a white-knuckled grip, even though he tried. Rory saw what she intended a second too late, and as he lunged for her, she struck, stabbing a fork through the meaty muscle between the thumb and forefinger of Yamane’s left hand all the way to the laminated wood tabletop. 
Rory intended to make a grab for the crazy woman, but hearing Yamane’s agonized scream, he rushed to his friend’s aid instead. He caught Yamane as he tried to rise to his feet then stumbled. 
“Well, bye now,” the woman said, walking to door, sauntering, as Rory frantically tried to stop the bleeding with the paper napkins on the table. When this failed, he yanked off his T-shirt and wrapped it around Yamane’s hand, dragging the anguished man with him to the phone so he could call the hotel lobby for help. 
The woman turned back one final time. “Come on, you big baby, it was only the left hand.” She opened the door to the hallway, tilting her head like a bird. “Let’s do this again soon. I had fun.” 
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Chapter Six 
Numbness engulfed Rory and he acted without conscious thought. After phoning the front desk to apprise them of the emergency, Rory took care of Yamane. The terrible sound of his cries faded, and he steadily declined into a state of true medical shock. 
Rory touched Yamane’s face, which had grown clammy. He picked the smaller man up and easily carried him to the bed, covering him with a blanket after elevating his legs. He held Yamane’s good hand, chafing it between his own to warm it. 
“Look at me, Yamane,” he said, to keep the injured man from drifting into unconsciousness. “Look right at me, Yamane. I’m going to tell you all about what’s going to happen now, do you understand?” He squeezed Yamane’s uninjured hand. 
“Hm?” Yamane looked dazed. 
“I called the lobby, and they’re sending paramedics and the police,” he said. “Just focus on me now, okay? This is going to be a piece of cake. You probably won’t even need any stitches, and you’ll have a dashing four-pronged scar.” Rory tried to make his voice authoritative, to keep it from shaking or breaking. 
“Stop crying,” Yamane ordered. 
“I’m not crying,” he said, even though his tears were dripping all over Yamane’s arm. 
“Then you know what you should do? You should get a tattoo, right on the back of your hand, as part of the design.” Someone was knocking on the door, and Rory left Yamane to answer it. 
Rory opened the door and the paramedics rushed in. They went to work, taking Yamane’s vital signs and checking his wound. There was a tense moment when they were under the misconception that Rory stabbed him, but Yamane himself was able to set them straight. Rory put on a fresh shirt. After that, he hardly had a chance to think until an hour later when someone at the hospital brought him a cup of coffee. 
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“I’m Detective Jenks,” the man said. “That was a pretty awful, wasn’t it? Yamane’s still in emergency, but he’ll probably be treated and released today.” 
“I see.” Rory took the offered coffee. 
“Have you known him long” -- he looked at his notepad -- “Mr. Delaplaines?” 
“No, I just met him yesterday.” He took a drink of his coffee and made a terrible face. 
The detective laughed. “The coffee here is swill, isn’t it? He had your name written on his arm.” 
“Still? He just took a shower. Well…” He looked at his own arm. Besides Yamane’s room number written in Sharpie marker, it was spotted with blood. “I need a shower too.” 
“Son, I know this is hard, but do you think you could describe the person who did this?” 
“Yeah, but I don’t think you’ll need me to do that. Yamane knows who it was. They spoke as if they knew one another. He said he thought she’d still be in Seattle. She talked like…as if they’d done this before.” 
“What, you mean like a prior relationship? Old love gone wrong?” the detective asked. 
“I doubt it. But she seemed to indicate that. She talked about borderline personality disorder. It all sounded so crazy and dark. When she stabbed him, I was just a second too late. I should have grabbed her. I could have knocked her unconscious or something, but Yamane was screaming. I’ve never heard anything like that…” The detective’s phone beeped. “Shoot, I have to find out what this is. I’m going to go outside. You’ll still be here?” 
“I’m going nowhere until I know Yamane is all right.” 
“Me neither, son.” Detective Jenks left Rory in the waiting room. Rory tried to read the outdated magazines. Just when he got interested in one, he found half the article he was reading had been torn out because of a coupon for Jell-O on the back. He was going crazy. 
He just wanted to see Yamane. How long were they going to keep him out here like this? He felt tears burn his eyes and put his head down. 
“Mr. Delaplaines? Mr. Yamane wants you in the ER. He’s quite agitated and is being…uncooperative. Are you his registered domestic partner?” 
“Yeah,” he lied, following her. “Sure I am. Registered. Domestic. Whatever. We live in Japan.” Yamane heard the last of this as Rory came around the corner and gave him a surprised look. “Now, cher, I hear you have your knickers in a twist again.” He took Yamane’s uninjured hand in his. 
“Rory,” Yamane warned. 
“What can I do for you?” 
“You can start by getting the hell away from me.” 36 Z. A. Maxfield 
Rory looked back to the shocked nurse. “Could you give us a minute, please? 
Apparently Yamane getting stabbed has disturbed our connubial bliss.” 
“Um, well, I…” She hardly knew what to say. 
“It’s all right.” Yamane sighed. “I need to talk to him.” 
“Oh, well, okay.” She turned and left the room. Rory called after her. “If Detective Jenks looks for me, will you tell him where I am?” 
“I will,” she said. 
Yamane turned a tearstained face to him. “My hand hurts; you have no idea. Listen to me. Amelia is dangerous; we have to get you back to Louisiana. She probably already knows everything about you.” 
“So, we’re on a first-name basis with our stalker, are we?” 
“This is not the time for humor! That woman would think nothing of killing you. She killed my damned dog!” 
“Now, that is the third time you have compared me to your dog, Yamane, and I am starting to lose my patience.” 
“Don’t try your deep-fried, southern boy, lullaby voice with me. You aren’t safe. You have no clue how close we came to getting killed today.” Rory continued stroking Yamane’s uninjured hand. “My lullaby voice. So you like the way I talk…” 
“This isn’t funny.” Yamane squeezed Rory’s hand. Tears sprang to his eyes. “Damn, I’m fine, but I just can’t seem to stop…” 
“That’s natural when something like this happens. People’s emotions come to the surface. It’ll pass,” Rory said gently. 
Detective Jenks came in. “We just heard from the hotel,” he said grimly. “The waiter who was originally scheduled to deliver your breakfast was found tied up in a linen closet with a serious head injury. I understand the woman who stabbed you is someone you know?” 
“Yes,” Yamane answered. “Her family brought her to the States and placed her in a private institution in Seattle when she attacked me before. When I get my things back, I can give you the number of my agent, who has all the information you need, along with the names of police officers involved in the stalking case in Japan. I never thought they’d let her out this soon. My agent speaks limited English, but this is all in a file she can fax to you.” 
“Stalkers can be very determined and organized. What can you tell me about this woman?” he asked. 
Rory lowered the guardrail on the hospital bed and sat down. 
“I can tell you that she’s extremely intelligent and has excellent resources. I’ve known her since childhood,” he murmured. “Someday I believe she’ll kill me.” 
“Yamane.” 
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“You’re going to have to cooperate with us,” Jenks said. “Since you are just visiting our city, our job is to see if we can keep you safe while you’re here. I wish we’d been apprised of the situation beforehand.” 
“My agent just called me this morning. She told me Amelia had been released and that she’d made it as far as LAX and that’s all they knew. There was no way to know where she went after that. As I said, she has resources.” 
“That’s true, but this time, she openly attacked you. It’s a sad fact of life that stalkers rarely stop,” said Jenks. 
“But still,” said Yamane quietly. “It’s a fact of life.” 
“Cheer up, cher.” Rory continued stroking Yamane’s arm. “If worse comes to worst, we’ll go to my grandparents’ place back in Louisiana. Those folks are drunk and armed, and they learn in kindergarten where to hide a body so it’ll never be found.” 
“I didn’t hear that,” said Jenks. “They’re going to move you somewhere private, and an officer will be stationed in the hall outside.” He looked concerned about something. 
“What is it you’re not telling us?” Rory asked. 
“It’s been my experience that stalkers do their dirty work on their own. They will spend endless time setting up something, obsessing over every detail. They like to be up close and personal. Your girl couldn’t have been doing that from an institution in Washington. It strikes me…” He trailed off. 
“She had to have help here,” Yamane finished for him. “It’s the only way she could have been there for that one order to room service. I didn’t order breakfast yesterday. How the hell could she have set that up so fast?” Detective Jenks was silent, but he was looking at Rory. At some point, Yamane grew silent as well. His entire face became a mask of pain. 
Detective Jenks said, “Mr. Delaplaines, I’d like to have a word with you at my office.” Rory didn’t look up. He sat on the side of the hospital bed next to Yamane, willing his friend and idol to look at him. Yamane would not meet his eyes. 
“I see,” he said around the lump in his throat. “In the interest of keeping Yamane safe, I would be happy to do whatever I can.” He stood and raised the guardrail on the bed. There was little more to say if even Yamane thought him capable of such a betrayal. Rory felt desperate to say something, but no words came to him. He turned and left with Detective Jenks. 
“I hated to have to say that,” said Jenks. “I could see he cares for you.” 
“It’s all right. You wouldn’t be doing your job if you didn’t question me. I admit it does look suspicious. For all he knows, I’ve been with what’s-her-name all along.” 
“I’m sure we’ll get this straightened out. Things like this just need due diligence,” said Detective Jenks. “My car is in the parking structure. Come with me, and when we’re done, I’ll bring you back to the hospital or the hotel, whichever you choose.” 38 Z. A. Maxfield 
“I wonder if I should just go home. He told me to leave anyway; he thinks she’ll come after me. Apparently she killed his dog.” 
“What kind of a person kills dogs?” Jenks muttered. 
“Can I tell you something strange?” asked Rory. “I noticed at the time, but it was all so shocking I hardly thought about it. She was really strong. Yamane’s small, but he’s not weak. 
She had him by the wrist and he couldn’t budge his arm. Then she stabbed all the way through his hand with a fork. I mean, it’s not like I have personal knowledge of that or anything, but I hunt. I’ve cleaned a big fish or two. That would take real muscle power. I thought it seemed odd.” 
“Drugs?” Jenks said thoughtfully. “Maybe. But crazy people can be pretty strong too. 
You really care for him too, don’t you?” He used his remote entry to open the door to a Honda Accord. 
“Oddly enough, I do.” Rory got in the passenger side. 
“We’ll make this quick.” 
Rory looked back at the hospital as they were driving away. They drove along the waterfront area that he saw when he was trying to find parking for the convention, and then headed out farther into what seemed to be shipyards. They went over the Vincent Thomas Bridge, after which Rory saw signs that said TERMINAL ISLAND. “Is this where the police station is?” 
“Yes,” said Jenks, looking straight ahead. “We’ll be there in just a minute. 
Suddenly, something about the whole situation seemed wrong to Rory. Then he noticed the Enterprise Rental key ring dangling from the ignition. 
“You know” -- he closed his eyes -- “I should have known as soon as I saw your car, but it didn’t dawn on me until just now.” 
“Not as slow as I was hoping,” said Jenks. “But not a Nobel Prize winner either.” 
“Well, I’m a stranger here, so I’m at a disadvantage. On the other hand, I’m from New Orleans, and cops haven’t always been for real there.” He was silent for a minute. “But at least they were cops.” 
“Bingo. But to be fair, I actually was a cop at one time. In the future, remember, it’s always smart to ask for identification before you talk to the police,” he remarked casually. 
“Also, in your case I’d say you should be a little more discriminating about who you go to hotels with. What about the car gave it away?” 
“Back home, no self-respecting cop would drive a bitty foreign car like this. If it’s for work, you use the cruiser or an unmarked vehicle; if it’s personal, you take your truck. And you have a rental tag on your keys.” 
“Ah,” he said. “I actually own a truck.” 
“What do you plan to do with me?” asked Rory, his heart sinking. 
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“I don’t plan anything. I’m just in charge of deliveries. Amelia wants to have a word. 
Here we are.” 
Jenks stopped the car at the end of a commercial boatyard, then got out his cell phone and made a call. He stepped out of the car and closed the door so Rory couldn’t hear what he was saying. A few minutes later, another car drove up. Two men got out of one of the cars. 
They walked toward where the man Rory knew as Jenks stood. The three engaged in a quiet discussion, nodding and agreeing. Jenks walked to the car they arrived in and drove off. Rory had been delivered. What can brown do for you? 
Finally, a small silver Audi pulled up, and Amelia got out of the driver’s side. She wore an attractive red business suit. Out of her room service uniform, Rory could see she was a woman about Yamane’s age, nice-looking but overweight. She exuded a vitality and power that were unmistakable. Rory noticed she had an inner light that she turned on and off at different times. As soon as she saw him, her eyes lit up like a cat with a new toy. 
“Here you are at last,” she said. “I was worried that Jenks would fail me.” The two men he’d seen Jenks speaking with came over and yanked the door of the Honda open. 
One of the men clasped his arm and tugged. “Get out of the car.” Rory complied, but when he made to pull his arm back he found the man had it in an unbreakable hold. “I’ll admit I wasn’t too bright. I blame the vagaries of travel in a foreign city. Do you intend to kill me?” 
“No, of course not,” she said as though she was shocked. “I intend to have you beaten and thrown off the dock. I intend for the water to kill you.” 
“Why are you doing this?” He struggled to get free, but the man’s grip was punishing. 
“I can’t play with both of you. Two against one isn’t fair.” Rory looked at the men who awaited her signal. “No, I can see that.” 
“With Daiki, I just had to blind him with a table knife. I do some of my best work with silverware.” She looked into the distance as if she was seeing it her mind. “It was Yamane who had to do the killing. I can assure you it was a very sad affair. If I could think of a way that he’d have to kill you like that it would be ideal of course, but I’ll bet he wouldn’t do it. 
It’s not like they let you euthanize injured lovers. The authorities look the other way for dogs.” 
Rory couldn’t keep himself from laughing. Which was weird. 
The woman, Amelia, became very serious all of a sudden and it was as if the light went out behind her eyes. “What?” she demanded. 
“Don’t expect the same kind of reaction you got with Daiki. I’m not even his boy toy. 
I’m just a fan who slept on his floor last night.” 40 Z. A. Maxfield 
“Sure you are.” She nodded to her men. “Well, buh-bye then.” She turned away. Rory saw her take the cell phone from her purse as she walked to her car. He could see she’d already completely moved on. 


* * * * * 
 A police detective followed the floor nurse into the room and quietly asked Yamane if he felt up to talking. 
Yamane answered, “Yes,” automatically polite, whether he felt like it or not. He guessed he had inherited some of the Japanese determination to view civic duty as a spiritual ideal. He smiled, thinking of Rory and his resolve to remove trash and cigarette butts from the street. 
The policeman, a Detective Jenkins, began by asking him a few questions regarding the incident and inquired into his plans for his future security. Yamane answered all his questions honestly, even if they seemed redundant. In the end, he had to admit this didn’t make him feel very safe. 
“Odd, isn’t it?” he said. “How your names are so similar.” 
“Our names?” asked Jenkins. “What names?” 
“You and Detective Jenks who was here earlier. He took my friend Rory to the station for questioning. I think he felt Rory could be an accomplice, but the more I think about it, the more I reject it entirely.” 
“Detective Jenks,” said Jenkins. “You’re sure about that?” 
“Yes. The nurse was here; she would know. Ask her. It was Detective Jenks; I’m sure of it.” 
“Okay, I will,” said Jenkins. “And this detective, he took your friend for questioning?” 
“Yes,” said Yamane, whose hand and head were throbbing. “I just said that, didn’t I?” 
“Yes,” said Jenkins. “The thing is, sir, there’s not a single Jenks that I know of connected to our department. Not one.” 
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Chapter Seven 
By the time the two men hired to beat Rory senseless and throw him into the murky water began, he was already pretty convinced he would die right there at their hands. The first punch one of them threw was so impossibly hard he knew if he had more than the vile hospital coffee in his stomach, he would have lost it on the spot. 
After a minute or two, as they threw him back and forth, taking turns slamming meaty fists into his head and chest, he became almost detached. He felt like he was floating above the scene, as though disconnected from it. His only hope, the only chance he had, was to go down, stay down, and pretend he was already dead. If they threw him in the water unconscious, it would surely be all over for him. 
Rory hit the ground hard, face-first. He just lay there with an arm thrown out carelessly, hoping to hide his face. 
One of the men said, “Suppose that did it?” 
“Kick him,” said the other. 
Rory steeled himself for a punishing blow. Sure enough, the kick to his ribs was enough to make him want to cry out. Since his whole life depended on silence, he was silent. 
“Do it again,” said the first guy. “I didn’t see him move, but…” 
“Okay,” said the second, this time delivering a kick to his ribs so hard Rory felt them crack and hoped they didn’t puncture something. Tears began to run from his eyes, but he bit his lip hard enough to draw blood, and the men didn’t detect he was still conscious. 
“He’s done,” said one. 
“Kind of disappointing, if you ask me, big guy like that.” said the other, who picked Rory up off the ground by the legs while the first took him by the arms. 
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Rory’s plan had been a good one, but he didn’t count on the tremendous waves of pain he would experience when the two men picked up his broken body and carried him to the end of one of the docks. A sickening, dizzying sensation overcame him, and he slid into darkness. 


* * * * * 
 In his private, guarded hospital room, Yamane was inconsolable. The more agitated he became, the more pain he was in. At last the doctor ordered sedation. Detective Jenkins stayed by his side, talking quietly. 
“We’ve done everything we can, sir. I’m asking you to be patient. These things take time. We’ve got pictures of this Jenks -- taken from the security cameras in the parking garage -- circulating. We received the information your agent sent us from Japan, and someone is currently contacting the institution and the authorities in Northern California for information. We don’t even know if they mean him any harm. Please try to calm yourself. 
Getting upset solves nothing. Is there anything, anything at all you can think of that you haven’t told us?” 
“I’ve been thinking and thinking,” snapped Yamane. “At the time, it just didn’t occur to me. Why would it? He knew about the investigation. He told us about the room service waiter being found --” 
“What?” asked Jenkins, who seemed suddenly alert. 
“He said the room service waiter was found tied up in a linen closet with a head wound.” 
“When was this exactly?” Detective Jenkins took out his BlackBerry. 
“I don’t know, earlier, just before he took Rory. He said… He made me think that Rory was an accomplice.” Yamane rubbed his eyes with his good hand. “I knew he was wrong, but just for a moment, I doubted… That’s the last thing Rory saw. Shit.” Yamane hated himself. 
“I’m sure that he understands that we all have doubts every now and then,” Jenkins said gently, and Yamane sniffed. “Now is not the time, though, sir. Let’s hold off on thinking the worst. We’ve got people working on the tapes from the parking garage. If his car was parked in there, we’ll eventually get something. As a matter of fact, we didn’t find the missing waiter till well after he told you about it. I think we’ve found our inside man.” He used his BlackBerry to send a text message. “I shouldn’t be using this in here. I’ve got to go outside and make some calls.” 
Yamane was beginning to feel the effects of the sedative on his limbs. His legs were feeling heavier, and his arms tingled with a rubbery sensation. It wasn’t a bad feeling to let go for a while, so he let himself drift. 


* * * * * 
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Rory hit the water with barely a splash. In his mind, which seemed very far away from his physical body, he knew the cool liquid felt good against his skin, except where the salt burned. He floated and drifted, down and away from the dock, for what seemed like an eternity. His limbs had no strength, his will was gone, and it was pleasant and peaceful to descend into the inky green coolness of the water. 
Something drifted by his hand, seaweed probably, brushing against it. It reminded him of that morning, before all the chaos, when he’d wrapped Yamane’s silky black hair around his fist and gazed at him in that moment between sleep and wakefulness when Yamane being a man didn’t seem all that important. 
Something unfinished nagged at him, skittering away when he tried to comprehend it. 
Yamane wasn’t the first man he’d looked at that way. Yamane, the imaginary woman Yamane, was a dream he’d chased for so long, someone he had waited for, and he’d let other chances, other attractions, slip by without exploring them. He willed his eyes to open. He could see nothing but the watery darkness surrounding him. Some instinct, some purely animal drive, made him push himself to think clearly. Before he could panic, he saw the shimmering sunlight on the water. It seemed a long way away. He pushed toward it, praying his hardest that the two men who threw him in wouldn’t be waiting for him when he broke the surface. 
He finally felt the air on his face and sucked it into his lungs as quietly as physically possible. When he’d satisfied his body’s need, he looked around. He found himself behind a large fishing boat named The Lucky Player, which was tied to the dock and had, on the end of a towrope, a small inflatable dinghy. He swam to the smaller boat and put his arms over the sides, resting his tired limbs. He wasn’t too far away from a dock, but he couldn’t tell which one of them he had been thrown from. Taking the chance of being killed by someone after he’d survived the last ordeal was not an option. Rory heaved his body into the dinghy and just lay there, floating in and out of frightening dreams for a time. 
Something flapped and squawked next to Rory’s head. He opened his eyes to find an inquisitive seagull watching him intently. He had no way of knowing how much time had passed, but his shirt was a crisply dried, salty mess. He untied the dinghy and paddled it around the fishing boat to the dock. It took some doing, but he finally got himself up onto the wooden platform, no easy feat with broken ribs. As he slogged and staggered up the dock, he remembered again the first few days of the hurricane when he’d been certain he’d never be dry again. Rory was beginning to really hate water. 
There were no cars as far as he could see except ones that had been parked long-term by their owners. Hardly anything moved except sea birds. He walked away from the dock, assuming that sooner or later, he’d find a bigger road or a person or a phone. He checked his pockets to find out if he still had any change. What seemed like a long distance away, at the mouth of the inlet road he was walking on, he saw a small shack. Rory kept his feet going, stumbling forward. When he got close, he realized it was some sort of security station, and in 44 Z. A. Maxfield 
it, watching several closed-circuit televisions and an iPod video, was a uniformed security guard. 
“Hey,” said the guard, who fumbled out to stand in front of him. “Where the hell did you come from?” 
Rory didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so unfortunately, he did both at the same time. Eventually, he found himself sitting cross-legged on the ground with a cup of coffee in his hands laced with a generous amount of really cheap whiskey. 
“So, they just threw you in, just like that?” said his new best friend. 
“Just like that. Can you help me? I’ve got to get to Long Beach Memorial Hospital. I can’t walk much more.” 
“I could call the police for you.” The guard held out his hand. “I’m Allen.” Rory laughed. “A fake cop brought me here. Jeez. I’m from New Orleans and I got a beat-down in LA by a phony cop. Grandmère will never let me live it down.” 
“I get off at six o’clock. If you want to wait, I’ll drive you. Southern boy to Southern boy, you are a terrible mess.” 


* * * * * 
 The sun warmed the colors in the sky over the water as Allen drove Rory back to Long Beach. Crossing over the Vincent Thomas Bridge, Rory thanked God for his good fortune. It could so easily have been a one-way trip. Soon, he dozed off, or lost consciousness. After a while, he felt Allen’s hand gently shaking his shoulder. 
As he turned to leave the car, he felt overcome. “Thank you, Allen. I can’t thank you enough,” he said, shaking the man’s hand, gripping it hard. “Give me your card if you have one.” 
“Fresh out.” The man laughed. “Take care, buddy.” Rory exited the car in front of the hospital’s wide, automatic double doors. He looked back as Allen drove away. As he walked through the hospital lobby, he was aware of the stares of the people around him. He had one goal in his head, Yamane, and he didn’t see, didn’t hear, and didn’t care about anything or anyone else. 
He walked up to the information desk. “Where will I find Ran Yamane? I’m Rory Delaplaines, his domestic partner,” he lied, not caring to be very quiet or polite. 
“He’s in three-ten but --” the woman behind the desk began. 
“Thank you,” he said curtly. As he walked away he heard things like “stabbed in the hand” and “police guard,” but he kept on walking to the elevators. Rory had no doubt he’d meet with resistance, but after what he’d been through he felt a little bulletproof. 
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Getting off the elevator on the third floor, he approached Yamane’s room, the only one currently being guarded by a uniformed officer. He walked up to the man, who had a coffee in one hand and casually flipped through an ancient copy of Teen People with the other. 
Rory stood before him. “Do you know who I am?” 
“You’re the guy,” said the officer, jumping to his feet excitedly. “We’ve been looking for you.” 
“I’m back,” said Rory curtly. 
The young officer took in Rory’s battered face, his bloodstained, filthy clothes, his damp shoes, and his current expression. “What the hell happened to you?” 
“You going to give me a hard time?” Rory demanded, his hand already on the door to Yamane’s room. “I’m going in.” 
The officer looked marginally sympathetic. “Go ahead. I’ll call you in found.” 
“Not to Jenks, he’s not a real cop, right?” he asked, holding his body rigid as if he had to decide whether to flee. 
“No, there’s no one named Jenks on this case,” said the officer earnestly. He pulled out his ID. “But I’m for real, and I’ll tell my superior you’ve been found. 
Rory carefully looked his badge over. “You know, I’m all about trust, but from now on, it doesn’t matter what anyone shows me. I’m going to look after Yamane and myself as if every one of you is the bastard who did this to me.” 
“Understood,” said the officer, this time with true pity on his face. “But we won’t let you down again.” 
“I know,” said Rory. He turned and entered the room. Approaching the hospital bed, he noticed that Yamane was asleep, probably aided by some sort of sedative, because it was far too early. He put down the guardrail and sat on the side of the bed. Having reached his destination, Rory felt pain signals for the first time. His body was remarkably resilient. This would not be the first time Rory had taken advantage of that fact. 
Rory leaned over and looked at Yamane’s face. It was so beautiful in the late afternoon light that it took Rory’s breath away. The shocking beating he had taken combined with the stark terror of coming to what seemed certain to be the end of his life made him want to touch someone. 
Rory contented himself with stroking Yamane’s long hair gently with his fingers. As he did this, Yamane stirred slightly and opened his eyes. When he saw Rory, he immediately put his good arm out. Yamane said nothing but gathered Rory to him in an unyielding embrace. 
Yamane pulled Rory’s face into the crook of his neck, and his injured hand came over to gently stroke his back. Under this tender assault, Rory completely gave up control and cried like a baby. 
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Chapter Eight 
“I’m sorry,” Rory said, standing up and wiping his face with the sleeve of his filthy shirt. “Wow. I don’t know what that was all about.” 
“I am so relieved to see you,” Yamane whispered. “I thought…” 
“We Delaplaines are a scrappy lot.” He cleared his throat. “I didn’t expect to break down like that; I can’t remember the last time it happened. Probably when I was a little kid.” 
“It’s not important. Where have you been?” asked Yamane. “You look awful.” 
“I feel like I’m going to puke up a kidney.” Rory walked to the bathroom. 
While Rory was gone, Yamane signaled the nurse’s station. An impersonal voice came over the intercom. “Can I help you?” 
“I need some help in here. My friend is badly injured.” Rory came out of the bathroom, moving slowly. “It’s worse than I thought; I’m pretty sure I need medical attention.” Rory looked pale. The bruising on his flesh stood out against his bloodless face. “I’m sorry.” 
Jenkins came in, followed by a nurse with a wheelchair. “Shit,” said Jenkins. “You should have gone to emergency right away.” 
“I wasn’t thinking,” murmured Rory, looking away. He moaned and put his head down. 
Jenkins helped him into the wheelchair. “I’m Jenkins. I’m the detective on Yamane’s case. I have lots of questions to ask you, but first, you get examined. For all we know, you’re bleeding internally.” 
“Well…actually we do know that,” said Rory tightly, “I am.” Rory started to laugh, and the nurse looked at him closely. 
“I think he’s going to crash,” she said. “Let’s get him down to the ER right away.” Drawn Together 
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“Where are my clothes?” Yamane slid out of his hospital bed. “I’ll come with you.” He found a plastic bag with his personal things. His hospital gown flapped open. 
“Jenkins, stop checking out my girlfriend’s butt.” Yamane whirled around with his back to the closet. 
When Jenkins looked at him, appalled, Rory whispered, “Made you look.” Louder, he said, “Just kidding, princess.” 
Yamane raised his eyebrows. “Who are you calling princess?” Rory began to sing. 
“Oh, there he goes,” the nurse said to Jenkins. “This isn’t good; let’s get him out of here.” 
Yamane heard Rory singing and people scrambling around in the hallway as he tried frantically to dress. He was still a little shaky himself. His hand was virtually useless, so he just pulled on his shirt and coat without buttoning them. He pulled his jeans on and cursed the fact that they had a button too. He jammed his shoes on without socks and staggered out to find the emergency room, dragging the stunned uniformed officer after him. 


* * * * * 
 Later, Jenkins sat in the waiting room of the ER with Yamane. “Did Rory tell you what happened to him?” he asked. 
“No. He was crying.” 
“I don’t blame him. I got a look at him as they were cutting his clothes off. He’s going to feel this day’s work for a long time.” 
“Was it really bad?” 
“Yeah,” Jenkins said simply. “Look, you’ve known each other what, two days?” 
“Yes.” 
“Is that normal? To see a guy for two days and be like --” 
“Not in my experience.” 
“I’m sorry if that’s too personal. I know it’s a brave, new rainbow world and everything, but I’m slow to catch up to these things. Is it more accepted in Japan where you live?” 
“Hardly.” Yamane snorted. “Anyway, technically I’m from New York. I just live in Japan.” 
“Oh,” said Jenkins. “So, you met and then what? Love at first sight?” 
“Oh, hell no. He came here from Louisiana, thinking I was a woman. He wanted to sweep me off my feet.” Yamane felt tired. That seemed a long time ago. “He’s not gay. He was appalled. I’m pretty sure he was clueless… Then I teased him. I wish I hadn’t done that. 
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He’d probably be home now if I hadn’t. It’s not what you think. Even I don’t know what it is. I just think we were thrown together here by something and we found each other. I think maybe we’re…friends.” 
“You think so?” 
“Maybe,” said Yamane. “I don’t know. Shit, that woman.” 
“Can you tell me about her?” 
“She thinks because I used to show her my work and ask her opinion in high school art class she owns me. Who can explain crazy people? Once, about four years ago, she asked me out for drinks. ‘I’m in Tokyo, haven’t seen you since high school, how’s it going?’ Next thing I know, I wake up bound and gagged in her rented apartment. She kept me there for weeks, running interference with my work and my family. She trashed my place. She killed my dog. 
I’ve never told anyone except the police and my agent. It’s not the kind of thing a man likes to admit. It’s not like I can’t take care of myself, but a little Rohypnol, a little rope, a little duct tape. You’re a police officer. I’m sure you’ve seen it. I got my life back and she was institutionalized quietly in the US. I thought she’d be there longer. Rory just happened to be getting breakfast with me this morning. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Yamane sighed. “But he’s a knight.” 
“And now you’re the princess,” said Jenkins quietly. 
“He doesn’t want me. He can’t possibly love me. I seem to attract the crazies, don’t I?” 
“He’s not crazy, and I’ve seen the way he looks at you. You are the princess. Whatever that means. What do you plan to do now? Have you thought about it?” Yamane looked down at his left hand. “My instinct is to run. Not to Japan. Someplace I’d never go. Someplace she’d never look for me. An ostrich farm.” 
“Louisiana with your friend?” suggested Jenkins. 
“No. That’s too obvious, isn’t it? Of course she’d look there. I’m worried about Rory’s family. The boy has no resources. They just cut up a third of his clothes. I’m not sure what to do.” Yamane looked at Jenkins for a long time. “Really. I know someday she’ll kill me, but I don’t want it to be today.” He looked away. 
Jenkins muttered a curse under his breath. “Do you know how much I hate stalkers? 
I’m supposed to tell you that the authorities are going to handle it and everything will be all right if you just trust in the system to work.” 
“I see.” 
“But if you were my family? I would say run, arm yourself, kill that bitch, and find a hungry alligator so no one ever finds out.” Jenkins saw the uniformed officer who was guarding Yamane and motioned him over. “I think I’ll go see what I can do… I’ll keep in touch; check on Rory. His doctors said they were optimistic. Stay with this officer. He’ll be here if you need him. He’s got me on speed dial if you need me.” 
“Thank you.” 
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“Yamane, I really hope everything works out,” he said. Yamane watched him walk away. Jenkins was saying good-bye in case Yamane took his unofficial advice. Yamane asked at the ER desk if they had any information about Rory. 
“I haven’t heard anything yet, he’s in radiology now,” said one of the nurses. “I’m sure when he gets back someone will let you know.” Yamane turned away once again, hating the helplessness of waiting. He walked to his chair and sat back down. He saw the nurses laughing. Probably everybody had heard about the princess thing by now. At the very least , I am nobody s
’ pr n
i cess. He got up and went 
back to the registration desk. 
“I wonder if you could please find me a rubber band,” he said to the woman behind it. 


* * * * * 
 A dark-haired boy with sullen eyes rolled Rory back from radiology. Big surprise. 
Three of his ribs were cracked. He wished someone would just give him something good for the pain already. He was ready to drink poison. Of all the ridiculous things, he had been singing in the hallway. So not cool. At least he’d live. The blood in his urine was from trauma to his kidneys, but after the CT scan, the doctor didn’t think it was serious enough to require more than pain medication and bed rest. Fortunately his ribs hadn’t splintered, shattered, or punctured anything. He had to at least be grateful for that. 
Rory needed a hot shower, a good night’s rest, and to get out of this miserable town. 
The more he thought about it, the more he knew it was the only way. He and Yamane were on Amelia’s playlist in this hospital. Posting a guard outside their door was just a big tease. 
They had to get ahead, stay ahead, and hope she got desperate, cocky, or both. She’d underestimated him once. Maybe she’d be dumb enough to do it twice. Rory vowed he’d never be anyone’s punching bag again. 
Once Rory was in his dreary little hospital room, the attendant transferred him painfully to the bed. He felt a hundred different kinds of angry. Just hearing the doctor list his injuries and the possible complications made him furious all over again, and when Rory thought of Yamane’s hand he was angry enough to kill something. A cold resolve hardened in his heart. If he ever had the chance, he wouldn’t hesitate to take out the woman who had harmed his friend. 
The door opened softly and Yamane walked in. The first thing Rory noticed was that Yamane’s hair was pulled into a nondescript ponytail at the nape of his neck. Rory didn’t know why that changed him so dramatically, but it did. Yamane looked grim. He entered without any greeting and came to stand beside Rory’s bed. 
“I am not a princess,” Yamane said flatly. “And I don’t need a puppy.” 
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“I’m a thirty-one-year-old gay man,” continued Yamane, as if he hadn’t heard. He took off his coat and laid it over the arm of the chair by the bed. None of the buttons on his shirt or jeans were done. 
Rory raised his eyebrows. 
Yamane continued, “Fantasy time is over.” He removed his shirt. “Time to get real. I have no boobs. I’m not soft. I’m not weak.” He stood before Rory. Rory was surprised to see Yamane had an armband tattoo and another kanji character on his chest over his heart. He also had a nipple ring. That was unexpected. And kind of hot. Yamane leaned over until he was right in Rory’s face. “Being with me isn’t sweet and romantic. I like it messy, desperate, and sometimes even a little painful. You’re a good boy. You took a terrible beating because of me, but it stops now.” 
Rory digested this. He felt something unwind deep inside him. As if he were detached from it, he allowed it to uncoil slowly, building up a pressure of anger and frustration. “You know, you had better not call me a dog one more stinking time. I’ve been in bar fights with Girl Scouts who are tougher than you.” 
Yamane cursed. 
“I got the beat down of my life today. When I hit the water, it was so cold it felt good. I thought, ‘I’m just going to drown here; I won’t feel the pain anymore,’ and it sounded like a good idea. Then something brushed my hand and it reminded me of your hair. I am alive because of that one stupid, sentimental thing. 
“My kidneys are bleeding, my ribs are broken, and I’m loaded with painkillers. If you Google messy and desperate, you’ll find a picture of me.” Yamane seemed to waver under his direct stare. “Rory,” he warned. 
“I’m not a good boy.” Rory looked away. “And I’m nobody’s dog. While we’re being honest here, you should probably know that we’re going to run from that bitch, and when she comes after us, I’m hoping to find a way to kill her. You can come willingly, or you can find out what a real man with three broken ribs and no patience is capable of. Now, get the hell out of my sight.” 
Yamane got his clothes and stomped out without a word. 


* * * * * 
 It was fourteen hours later when Rory finally woke up. It took some time for his brain to put a name to the shapes he found in the darkness. After a while, he realized one of them was Yamane. He was sitting primly in the chair, his head propped on his good hand, sleeping. 
“Hey,” said Rory, loud enough in the quiet darkness to cause the other man to jump. 
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Yamane moved his chair closer, saying nothing. After looking at it for some time, he managed to lower the guardrail using only his good hand. He leaned over, placing his injured hand on the pillow by Rory’s head. 
“I wasn’t sure I’d see you again,” said Rory. “You were such an angry princess.” Yamane flicked Rory on the side of the head. “I couldn’t just leave my faithful puppy behind. For all I knew, they’d put you down and I’d get stuck with the bill. Again.” He said this lightly, but Rory could imagine the pain behind those words. He took Yamane’s good hand in his before he really thought about it. “You slept through an entire day.” 
“Tomorrow I’ll find some clothes and we’ll get out of here.” 
“We’ll talk about that later.” They sat together in silence for a long, long time. 
“Yamane,” said Rory finally. 
“Hm, what?” 
“I can’t stop thinking about your nipple ring,” Rory teased. “It’s so hot.” 
“Shut up, will you?” Yamane turned away. 
“It’s not real, is it?” 
“Yes. It’s real.” 
“What about the tattoos? You drew those on with Magic Marker, right?” 
“No, I didn’t. They’re real too,” said Yamane tersely. 
“Ooh, you are such a bad, bad man.” 
“Shut the hell up, Rory.” 
“Can I touch your nipple?” 
Yamane pushed the nurse’s Call button. 
“Can I help you?” said a disembodied voice. 
“The patient here is becoming agitated. Is there anything you can give him?” 
“I’ll see what I can do,” the voice answered. “I’ll be there in a bit.” 
“Thank you,” Yamane replied. 
“Quick, before she comes, just let me see it, okay?” Rory lifted a hand to grab him. 
Yamane jerked back. “What the hell has gotten into you?” 
“Yamane?” said Rory. 
“What?” 
“Don’t ever try to bluff me. I promise you I never, ever lose a hand because of a bluff.” 52 Z. A. Maxfield 
Chapter Nine 
Rory woke when Jenkins cleared his throat. 
Rory gently rubbed a spot on Yamane’s wrist where it lay next to his on the hospital bed, to wake him. 
“Do you have news?” Rory asked. 
“Nothing about Amelia. We have a countrywide APB out on her, but she’s like smoke. 
Actually, I came to talk to you about something else.” He hesitated. “Rory, I got this idea, and I did some checking. Your car was impounded from the parking lot at the Anime Expo. 
There is no overnight parking, so the lot attendants had it towed.” 
“This just keeps getting better and better,” Rory muttered. 
“Actually, if you hear me out, I think that it’s a rather fine thing. When I met you I started wondering about your car, if you had one, and where it might be.” 
“So now you know I do. What about it?” 
“Well, I figured if I wondered, your stalker might wonder. That’s when I ran a check to see if any cars with Louisiana plates had been impounded. I imagined since you’ve been here for a couple of days without paying the lot fees, it was likely.” 
“So?” 
“My original thought was to make certain no one had tampered with the vehicle. A precaution in case Amelia was watching you as well. But being impounded gave me the perfect opportunity to have it checked. It’s fine; it checked out clean. No explosive or tracking devices.” 
Yamane spoke, pulling his coat around him as if he were cold. “What a thought. What happens now?” 
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“Well, I thought I’d just put your belongings from the hotel in that car and offer it back to you with not-so-strictly-legal California license plates on it, because it isn’t likely she’ll be looking for that. Even if she does know your original plate numbers, they’re in my desk at the station, so I doubt they’d do her much good. I can send them back to New Orleans for you, but I’ve seen that car, and I think that when you get wherever you’re going you should just put a bullet in its engine block and put it out of its misery.” 
“I see.” Rory reached for the bed controls and raised his head up with a grimace. “I really do. What do you want us to do?” 
Jenkins sat down with a sigh. “I wonder if I really know what I want you to do. I know I don’t want you to die in my city. I can’t advise you to run, but I can make it easier for you to do it. If you were to, say, put on scrubs and lab coats, and go out with a shift change in the middle of the night, you could get into that car in the employee parking lot and be a long way away in a short amount of time. Especially if the hospital is willing to keep you on the patient boards and the uniformed officer guarding you remains sitting outside of your room until, say, the next day at five in the evening.” Yamane and Rory looked at each other. Yamane spoke first. “You can hardly move. 
You’re not well enough to drive across the street, much less go on the run from a psychopath.” 
“Do you have a valid driver’s license? Can you drive a car?” Rory asked. 
“Yes. But how can you possibly sit in a car for any length of time? I can’t bear the thought of you taking this on. All you did was ask for an autograph. Now you’re going to get killed because of me, and I can’t --” 
“It’s already too late for that kind of talk. I’m in it. Maybe you’ll find me useful; it could happen.” 
“You are such an idiot,” said Yamane. 
“Anyway, you need to think clearly,” said Jenkins. “Use cash, get pay as you go cell phones, and boost your Wi-Fi from hot spots in restaurants. Move constantly.” 
“Oh, you mean just live like normal.” Rory grinned. 
“I have a feeling this is going to be a lot easier for you than Yamane,” Jenkins admitted. 
“Hey,” Yamane snapped. 
“This would be better if you stood out less. Maybe you should cut your hair, Yamane.” 
“Oh, hell no.” Rory blushed to the roots of his own fiery hair. “He can hide it. I guess I could dye mine…” 
“Don’t you even think about it!” 
“What, you like it?” asked Rory, smiling stupidly. 
Yamane reddened. “I like it. I mean, well, not if it’s going to get you killed.” 
“That’s nice to know.” 
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Jenkins interrupted. “Yeah? Look, if you’re going to have a moment here --” 
“Right,” said Rory. Crap, get a grip. “I was going to ask you if you thought it would be okay to go to Vegas. I wonder if they’ll think we’d naturally head south, toward home.” 
“Who knows what they’ll think? That’s how it is with the crazies. Wherever you finally end up, you have to contact the authorities and prepare for war. You can’t run forever. Just give yourself high ground to stand on.” 
“Okay, high ground,” said Rory. “That’s not exactly how I think of Vegas, but it’s a good place to start. I can rest up, and I have an acquaintance or two there. It’s a cash-based, no-tell-motel town anyway. I hate to make the princess do without, though.” Yamane slapped Rory’s arm with his good hand. “You just make sure the motel takes pets.” 
“Yamane, do you think you could get me a Coke?” 
“Sure. I’ll be right back.” 
When he was gone, Jenkins said, “I wanted to talk to you alone; this is good. Look, no matter what, we can always put Yamane on a plane back to Japan, you know that, right? You don’t have to take her on.” 
“I know he’ll have to face her alone then. That doesn’t feel like an option. Even if he does think I’m some sort of comic-reading retard.” 
“You’re tough and you’ve been through a lot. Anyway, I saw your car. It’s like a monument to emergency preparedness.” 
“Yeah, well, once bitten. I asked Yamane to leave because I wanted to tell you I have no cash. Just some headroom on a gas card.” 
Jenkins pulled out his wallet. “I figured that when I saw your car. I’ve got about a hundred and fifty here; it’s all I can spare right now.” Rory rolled his eyes as he accepted the cash. “I’m so sorry… Whatever happens, I’ll return the money to you if --” 
“Forget it. Don’t forget once you leave here, your cards are useless. They would just be a way to track your movements. Yamane should get what cash he can too… It’s not going to be easy until she’s apprehended.” 
“And it’s not going to be over till she’s dead,” said Rory grimly. 
Yamane came back with a soda. “It took me so long because your friend outside insisted on following me and checking every corridor out before we turned a corner. He’s very conscientious.” 
“He’s a good kid. Look, I feel like I have to ask you to just fly back to Japan. Here, we don’t know what she’s up to. They’ll stop her at the airport over there. She’d be arrested on the spot.” 
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Yamane clenched his good hand. “In the meantime, she has her friends finish off Rory because he survived and pissed her off? No, thank you.” 
“Yamane, you don’t know she’ll do that, she only wants you.” 
“Four years ago, she had me. I was bound, gagged, and totally at her mercy. Then I made the stupid mistake of saying I hoped someone would remember to take care of my dog. 
She brought the dog to me and maimed it in front of my eyes.” He gripped the guardrail and put his head down on his hand as if to block out the memory. “He was… I had to put him down myself. If you think she’ll leave something I care about alone, you’re very much mistaken.” 
Nobody spoke for a long, long time. 
“I’ll send in some clothes for you to wear and let you know where the car will be,” said Jenkins quietly. “Shift change is at two a.m.” 


* * * * * 
 In the eerily lit parking garage, Yamane and Rory found the car just where Jenkins said it would be. Their escape had gone better than Yamane expected. As men and women leaving the hospital in uniforms drifted toward the parking lot, Yamane and Rory simply walked among them. Yamane was wearing scrubs and an oversize hooded sweatshirt with a watch cap over his hair. Rory had on scrubs and a lab coat, with a surgeon’s flat cloth hat on his head. They each carried their messenger bags, which Jenkins had retrieved for them. 
Yamane had removed as much money in cash from his account as the bank would allow. 
Rory opened the driver’s-side door for Yamane and handed him the keys. Yamane stepped into the car and just as quickly rose up and out of it. 
“It smells in there.” 
“Yeah, well. It was under water for a while. Water tends to make things smell. It didn’t do much for how it works, either.” 
“But it’s going to make my hair and clothes smell like that too,” he argued, as if this were a perfectly obvious reason not to get in. 
“Well,” drawled Rory. “We could just stay here smelling nice and let the psycho lady come and kill us. That is, if you want to.” 
“Crap.” Yamane slid into the driver’s seat of the car. “I’ll need you to navigate.” 
“Okay.” Rory got in on the passenger side. 
Yamane sat for a while, looking around. “That’s interesting.” 
“What?” 
“The steering wheel is on the wrong side. Was it like that when you left it?” 
“Get out,” snapped Rory, opening his door. “I’ll drive.” 56 Z. A. Maxfield 
“I’m just kidding, you idiot.” Yamane laughed. “Buckle up. We can’t get a ticket or we’ll have to explain the license plates.” 
“Yamane, you made a joke?” 
“Shut up.” Yamane started the engine. “Where to?” 


* * * * * 
 Yamane drove the battered Toyota out Interstate 15 past Barstow to the last outpost of civilization before Death Valley, Baker, where they stopped at a restaurant called the Mad Greek. After they ate and filled the tank with gas, they changed into street clothes, carefully placing the scrubs they’d been loaned into their luggage in case they should need them again. 
Yamane began the drive into the seemingly endless desert night. 
An hour into the drive, they switched places. Rory gingerly slid behind the wheel and took a turn, allowing a tired Yamane to get a bit of much-needed rest. Yamane woke when he felt the car slowing down. 
“Have we arrived?” he asked. 
“No, I’m stopping. There’s a car stuck on the side of the road. I thought I’d see if they need help. I’ll just be a minute.” 
“Do you really think we’re in a position to help anyone?” Yamane asked. It made him feel a little ashamed when he saw a young mother and several children standing on the side of the road. Only the headlights of Rory’s car illuminated them. 
Yamane exited the car and followed Rory. 
“Hello,” called Rory. “Do you need some help?” 
“Well,” said a man from under the hood. “Unless you know something about cars, I don’t know how much you can do.” 
“Well, maybe we can figure something out.” Rory turned to the woman. “Ma’am, I have a blanket in the back of my car and a lantern. Why don’t you and the children take it and have a seat while we work? You’ll be more comfortable. Yamane? Do you think you could get that out? I think there’s a package of Fig Newtons there too. Make some friends.” The woman, who appeared frightened by being approached by strangers on a deserted road at night, seemed considerably relieved to see Yamane approach with a large homemade quilt and a Coleman camp lantern. He had no idea how to make it work and was embarrassed by her oldest child, who lit it right away, delighted to be useful. 
Yamane sat with them, sharing cookies. Any experience he had with children was limited to seeing them in stores and restaurants. He had no brothers or sisters. He lived alone. Since his experience with Amelia, he’d completely shut himself away from everyone. 
He said nothing, knowing he hadn’t completely erased the woman’s discomfort. 
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Rory stuck his head out from under the hood. “Yamane, this might take a while. Why don’t you get your sketchbook out of my bag and draw something for the kids?” Yamane, whose habit of having a pencil and sketchbook close to hand had been sabotaged by his recent brush with Amelia, liked the idea immediately. He returned from the car with a spare book and his pens and pencils, then sat by the light of the lantern drawing one little face at a time. 
“What happened to your hand, Mr. Yamane?” asked John, at ten, the oldest of the four children. 
“It got stuck with a fork,” Yamane replied. 
“No way. Were you taking the things out of the dishwasher? That happened to Mommy once when she put the dishes away. You’re supposed to put them in fork-side down, you know.” 
“It was something like that.” Yamane looked at him around his sketchbook. 
The littlest child, Emma, spoke only a few complete sentences. She sat in her mother’s lap getting her blonde hair stroked. Nathan slept curled on the blanket. 
“Can I see what you’re drawing?” asked eight-year-old Maddy, easily the most curious of the bunch. 
“Wait,” he said, “it’s not done yet.” 
“So you really are an artist?” asked their mother, Katherine. 
“Yes. I draw graphic novels,” Yamane said. “I’m drawing all of you for this sketch. Stop squirming, Maddy.” 
“Okay,” said Maddy. 
Yamane looked back over at the disabled car. Rory made several trips to the back of his car for odds and ends. There had been no civilization in sight for a long time, and there didn’t look like there would be anytime soon. Yamane had no idea whether it was closer to go back the way they came or to go forward toward Las Vegas. 
“Okay, Jim,” called Rory from behind the hood. “That might work, start it up and let’s see.” 
Jim, in the driver’s seat, turned the engine over. It started up with a rumble. 
“Hey,” Rory said. “Sounds good. Sing praises to the zip tie.” The two men congratulated each other. Yamane picked up the sleeping Nathan and helped to place him in his car seat. He folded the quilt and turned out the lantern, allowing it to cool before he placed it back into Rory’s car. As he returned to say good-bye to Katherine and Jim, he signed and dated the sketchbook. 
“I can’t thank you enough, Yamane, Rory. You’ve been such a blessing to us,” said Katherine. “I was scared, and the kids knew it.” 58 Z. A. Maxfield 
“I would have been scared too,” said Yamane. “It’s worrisome being responsible for people you care about. Anyway, here” -- he held out the sketchbook -- “I’d like to give you this.” He went to shake hands with Jim. 
“Thank you so much,” said Katherine. 
“Wait to give thanks when you get to a gas station safely. I’m keeping my fingers crossed,” said Rory. 
“Good luck to you.” Jim waved. 
As they watched the family drive off, Yamane returned to the driver’s side of the car. 
Rory got back into the passenger seat stiffly and drifted off as they continued on their way. 
The first bright rays of dawn cracked the darkness on the horizon just as they began to see casinos crop up, fading as the harsh desert light illuminated them. 
“Rory.” Yamane touched his shoulder. “We’re here.” He continued to drive until Rory sat up completely and looked around. 
“Let’s stop in that gas station there. I want to use the bathroom and then we’ll switch. I know where we need to go from here.” 
“Okay.” Yamane pulled in, driving into a parking space near the bathrooms. He retrieved coffee while Rory used the restroom. When Rory came back, Yamane used the restroom himself, taking his toothbrush and toothpaste with him as he had seen Rory do. It seemed that life on the road was not nearly as new to Rory as it was to him. 
Yamane rejoined Rory and sipped his coffee. “Where to?” 
“I have a friend who owns a bakery here. I want to get her advice on some things. She’s a nice girl; you’ll like her.” 
Yamane digested this. “Are you sure she can’t be connected to you?” 
“I’m sure. She’s a friend from college when I was an undergrad. Nothing’s certain, but it isn’t like we’ve even kept in touch lately. I saw her in Mississippi last year; that’s how I know where she is. She says she makes world-class croissants. Let’s go.” He started the engine. 
Yamane was exhausted, but the more distance they put between them and Amelia, the better he felt. When they pulled up next to a dainty little bakery called Hubbard’s Cupboard, Rory parked the car. Rory stamped and stretched his long legs, coming around the car to get the door for Yamane, who had already opened it and gotten out by himself. Yamane gave him a hard stare. 
“Sorry,” said Rory. “It’s the princess thing. I’ll try to remember how manly you are next time.” 
They entered the tiny bakeshop together. The woman behind the counter turned when the little bells on the door jingled. 
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“Avery?” Rory asked. 
Avery looked up and squealed. She threw the receipts haphazardly into a basket next to the register and rushed around the counter at an alarming speed. “Rory. Rory, Rory, you’ve come! I’m so glad.” She threw herself at him, wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist, and kissed him passionately on the mouth. 
Rory, whose body wasn’t prepared, slammed back against a rack of breads with a thud. 
He shot a worried glance at Yamane over her shoulder, holding Avery in his arms with his hands cupped under her buttocks to keep her from falling. 
“Uh.” He grunted. “Broken ribs, broken…ribs…” She jumped off him, her hands over her mouth in horror. “Oh, Rory! I’m so sorry. You look like hell.” 
“Is there someplace we can talk?” Rory asked when he caught his breath again. 
Avery took his hand. “In here.” She indicated the kitchen. 
“Well,” said Yamane, “you two seem to have some catching up to do. I’ll just pour myself a cup of coffee, if that’s okay, and raid your baked goods. Rory says you make the best croissants.” He went around the counter and helped himself while Rory tried to disengage the girl. Rory disappeared into the kitchen with Avery. A little bit later, Rory returned with a carafe of coffee and more croissants. 
“See,” Rory said lamely. “Isn’t she nice?” 
Yamane looked up from his paper and then returned to it, saying nothing. While he was reading, he removed his hooded sweatshirt. Next he took off his sunglasses. Idly, he combed his fingers through the long, silky strands of his hair with one hand so that it fell over his shoulder. 
He looked over at Avery, who was bringing her own coffee to the table, along with a chair from one of the other tables scattered about the small area. Yamane reached into his pocket for his cigarettes. “Do you mind if I smoke?” 
“Yes,” said Rory. 
“I wasn’t asking you,” Yamane said. 
“It’s against the law, I’m sorry,” Avery replied. Yamane put his lighter and cigarettes down. 
“Well, Yamane, you must tell me,” she said, frankly gawking. “Where did you meet Rory?” 
“Didn’t he tell you?” Yamane asked. “I’m his sacred maiden.” 60 Z. A. Maxfield 
Chapter Ten 
Yamane took stock of his belongings in the dismal motel room while Rory showered. 
He hung his clothes neatly in the closet, knowing his eye-catching coats were out of the question for a while. His still-painful hand ached and throbbed as he tried to put on a plain linen shirt with buttons instead of the T-shirt he’d been wearing. He was tired, in pain, and felt impossibly foolish. 
He felt safe with Rory, his knight-errant. It was Rory with whom he had laughed and cried and curled up on the floor like a teenager. But Rory wasn’t just his knight; he was everyone else’s as well. 
When the realization dawned that Rory was a compulsive hero, it did nothing but make him feel…unremarkable. He sat down at the battered desk, reflexively opening and closing the drawers to see what, if anything, was inside. He had thought, had hoped, that Rory’s protective attitude reflected a growing regard for him. 
When Avery had sailed across the room to him and leaped into his arms, the inescapable truth about Rory painfully occurred to him, and not, he was ashamed to admit, even for the first time. Rory was a straight man. He looked right somehow with Avery in his arms. 
Rory returned from the bathroom wearing nothing but a towel tied low around his hips. The cuts and bruises that covered his body were so numerous and ferocious that there was no place, anywhere, where Yamane could see untouched and unrelieved skin. 
Suddenly, the long night and the gravity of the situation caught up with Yamane, and bile rose in his throat. He ran to the bathroom, barely making it in time to be violently sick in the toilet. He felt gentle hands pull back his hair and a cool, damp towel next to his face. 
He gratefully accepted it and wiped his mouth, feeling more foolish still. Even in this, Rory Drawn Together 
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was there for him. Rory left so he could put himself back together. When at last he came out of the bathroom, Rory was lying on one of the beds. 
“Are you okay?” Rory asked. “Can I do anything?” 
“It’s fine.” Yamane got into the other bed, trying to plump up his flat, rubbery little pillow. 
“You know, that’s not the usual reaction I get to my naked body,” Rory teased. 
“Throwing up, I mean. I’d say that was a first.” 
“There’s a first time for everything.” Yamane turned away. 
“At least it’s over for now. I’m going to sleep for six hours, and then I have someplace to go. I set the alarm. We can eat together first, if you like.” 
“I’d like that.” Yamane sighed. He’d had very few male friends over the years, when he thought about it. Plenty of straight men had been happy to take what he had to give. He knew Rory was different. Rory wouldn’t just accept a man in lieu of a woman because it was convenient. For some reason, that made him like Rory even more, damn him. Wondering what the next adventure might bring, he fell into an uneasy sleep. 


* * * * * 
 At around five in the afternoon, Rory and Yamane had dinner and walked along the strip, taking in the rather dismal late afternoon sights. The noise in the street was terrible and the heat oppressive. 
Not for the first time, Yamane was asking himself why he drove a man he really liked to a hotel so that man could meet up with a woman. 
“I’ll try to get some pay-as-you-go cell phones, but call Avery’s from the hotel phone if there’s anything you need,” said Rory. “You still have the number, right?” 
“Rory, I’m not your child. You can actually leave me alone and go out for the evening.” 
“Don’t stay up too late, and don’t watch anything scary on television.” On a more serious note, Rory added, “I should be back by dawn, or I’ll call you.” Yamane didn’t remember when he ever felt as alien as he did now. This was a part of America he’d never experienced. His love of quiet beauty and his natural shyness combined to make this more difficult for him than he’d imagined. 
Rory seemed to sense his mood. “This is where I need to go.” He pointed to the Treasure Island entrance. “Don’t hesitate to call if you need anything.” 
“You forget I’ve lived a lot longer than you.” 
“Yes, I know. Age and beauty. I’ll be home around dawn.” Rory hugged him. 
Yamane looked around, but no one paid attention. He wondered if that was because in the clothing he wore, he could easily be mistaken for a boyishly made woman. He decided to walk some more, and looked in on the casinos. He didn’t like the atmosphere or the crowds. 
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At least he felt he could smoke freely, but then he laughed at himself when he picked up his cigarette butt among the thousands on the ground to throw it away. In the end he decided to get a nice big bottle of something lethal and go back to the room. 


* * * * * 
 The phone rang at about six a.m. but Yamane only heard it as a distant annoyance from beyond the billowy cocoon of misery he’d wrapped around his head. It had seemed like a good idea to maintain a blissfully oblivious buzz all night, but now, in the painful morning after, not so much. He ignored the phone completely, so when he heard the key turning in the lock he tried to ignore that too. 
“What the hell?” came Rory’s voice from somewhere far away. Another planet. 
“What?” 
“Are you drunk?” 
Shirtless, Yamane arose like a zombie from the rumpled motel bed. 
“You got a problem with that?” he asked. His head was ringing, and his mouth tasted like he was sucking on dirty socks. He sat cross-legged on the bed. He plastered a phony smile on his face. “So, how’d it go?” 
Rory stood framed in the doorway. “I’m not a subtext kind of guy, Yamane. If you have something to say, please say it.” 
“I need a shower.” Yamane tried to walk past him. 
“Not so fast, cher.” Rory caught the smaller man as he attempted to slip by him. 
“Whoa, you smell like a still.” 
“Sorry.” Yamane had worked himself into such a state of self-pity that he’d bleed out his eyeballs before he’d let this man cher him. 
“When you come back, I have some things to show you,” Rory said simply, letting him go. 
While Yamane was in the shower, Rory tidied up bedroom area. He needed a nap. 
First, though, he had to find out why the princess was in a royal snit. He hadn’t been very forthcoming about his plans, mainly because if he failed, he didn’t want Yamane to know it. 
Yamane thought he was a naive otaku who lived in a world of comic book fantasies. 
Rory admitted he might have done something to enhance that idea by driving all the way from Louisiana to win over his “sacred maiden.” Rory got out the packages he brought with him. Sometimes things just don’t go the way you plan. 
He sat down at the little desk, using his pocketknife to open a blister-packed pain reliever. He chewed the tablets, making a face that only people who chew medicine like that can make. 
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When Yamane finally emerged, he was scrubbed clean with wet hair, wearing jeans and a huge T-shirt. Rory thought he looked like a drowned cat. 
“So, are you going to tell me what this is about?” Rory asked. “I called to tell you I would be late, but you didn’t answer.” 
“I’m sorry. I must have been passed out.” Yamane looked away. 
“Drinking like that is often its own reward, isn’t it?” 
“Yes.” Yamane bit his lip. 
“I bought some things. I got phones; we’ll need to charge those,” he said, going through the packages. “I got myself some clothes. I didn’t bring many when I left home. We can do some laundry this afternoon, if you’d like.” He held out a rectangular-shaped velvet box. “I bought you a present.” He blushed now that it came time to give it. 
“Rory, for me? This is by far the strangest thing ever. I’m sitting here thinking, ‘Why am I waiting in a motel like a child while you go out with a woman?’ But then you come back with a present for me. Why would you bring me a present? You didn’t steal all this, did you?” 
“Of course not. How much did you drink, Yamane?” Yamane nervously began to braid his hair. He winced at the pain in his left hand, putting it on his lap impatiently. “What the hell are we doing here?” 
“What?” 
“I have no clue what’s happening here.” Yamane looked small and angry as he tried again to tug his hair into its braid. “I can’t use my damned hand!” 
“Here,” said Rory gently, “turn around.” 
Yamane did as he was told. “I don’t know what we’re doing, except trying to hide. As for what you were doing, you were getting roaring drunk. Could it be that you were a little put out to be left behind?” 
“Well.” Yamane’s muscles relaxed as Rory stroked his hair. 
“Well,” echoed Rory. “I didn’t go out with Avery -- we went to play poker.” Yamane turned around to look at him. “Hey, hold still. I asked her to stake me because I didn’t have enough cash for a buy-in at the level we needed, plus I didn’t want to get anted and blinded out before I had a chance to read the table, so I needed cash for a backup rebuy. I needed a much bigger bankroll than we had. Although I normally make money, I couldn’t bear it if I didn’t and you saw me as some kind of loser. As for the present, I wanted to do something for you because I know it’s making you sick to hide your manly beauty.” Yamane yanked his hair out of Rory’s hands. “That is so not true.” 
“Ha!” said Rory. “The second you saw Avery, out came the hair and that lovely, lovely face of yours.” 
“Hm.” Yamane seemed marginally appeased. 
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Rory began to braid Yamane’s hair again. “Hold still; you’re worse than the kids.” 
“Where did you learn to braid hair?” 
“One of the girls at the Red Cross shelter taught me when I helped with the children.” 
“Is there no end to your heroic accomplishments?” Rory’s hands stilled. “That didn’t sound very nice, Yamane.” 
“I’m sorry,” Yamane said in a small voice. “It’s just that you’re everyone’s big hero.” 
“And that’s bad because…?” 
“Because I wanted you to be just my hero. Stupid, huh?” Yamane wouldn’t meet Rory’s eyes. 
“No more stupid than believing that something about an artist’s work is personally calling you to them.” 
“Rory, I know you’ve been with only women, but I’m prepared to be anything, do anything you --” 
Rory cut him off. “I’m sorry, Yamane.” He truly was. “I can’t.” 
“If I were a woman --” 
“If you were a woman, we’d be having wild monkey sex on that bed right now. But you’re not.” 
Yamane took Rory’s face in his hands, kissed him delicately, and whispered, “Close your eyes, Rory. For you, I could be anything.” 
“It’s not about that.” Rory gently disengaged him. “It’s not about what you could be for me.” Rory’s heart hurt. It’s about what I want to be for you. It’s about figuring out why I want to be with you. Why I can’t walk away. Why I set my heart on some nameless, faceless woman from another country in the first place instead of all the girls I’ve had in bed with me here. Rory wanted to tell him but found he couldn’t say the words. He didn’t understand it himself. “It’s about finding out what’s happening to me before I let the genie out of the bottle.” 
“Rory.” 
“I promise you, I’m not rejecting who you are; I’m trying not to use you for something you’re not.” He ran a hand through his own hair. He put a stack of hundreds on the table. 
“There’s about seven thousand dollars there. I was up nine, but I also spent some on clothes and things. Your present is this.” He slid over the black bracelet-sized box. “We’ll engrave anything you want on it, just let me know. I’m going out. I’ll come back with coffee and pastries from Avery’s place. I need to pay her back.” Rory walked out the door without another word. He thought he heard Yamane say 
“My damn hero,” as the door snapped closed. 
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Chapter Eleven 
When Rory returned to the motel, Yamane was a little more relaxed. He wore his normal clothing, without the jacket, although he needed help with the buttons. He also needed help with Rory’s gift, a chunky gold identification bracelet that had, next to the place where the name goes, a sculptured heart charm dangling from it. He held it out for Rory to fasten onto his wrist the minute he returned. It was elegant, if a little large, on his arm. He greeted Rory shyly. “How are you feeling? Are you tired?” 
“I’m fine. Avery let me take one of her carafes. I brought some pain au chocolat.” Yamane got out one of his ubiquitous sketchbooks and began to draw some of the images he’d seen since leaving Long Beach. 
“What are you drawing?” asked Rory between bites of pastry. “I love to watch you work. The other night in the restaurant was the best night of my life.” Flustered by his candor, Yamane stopped briefly. “Why?” 
“I don’t know.” Rory tilted his head to one side as if to consider the matter. “It’s not like I saw what you were drawing until later. But when I watch you, I imagine how it evolves. At first it’s just lines, and then -- voilà -- it takes form like magic. Like alchemy. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve traced my fingers over your work, trying to capture some understanding, or even some glimpse of you in it.” Yamane’s hand began to tremble as he took this in, then stilled. “High praise indeed.” 
“Really, I get a little stupid about it sometimes, I guess.” 
“All artists work pretty much the same way. They use the same pens, the same inks. 
The process is pretty standard. I sometimes wonder why someone like you, or especially someone like Amelia, picks one over the other.” Yamane tried to sound as though he weren’t desperate for the answer and at the same time terrified to hear it. 
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“For Amelia, I couldn’t tell you. I can’t even understand how a cruel person could be touched by your work. I feel like it should be invisible to evil people.” Rory smiled. He put his elbows on the small table and leaned his head in his hands. Yamane saw he was wearing down from his long night of gambling. 
“I see. My work must only be seen by the pure of heart.” Rory looked up. “Don’t make fun of me.” 
“I’m not, Rory.” Yamane bit his lip. 
“I’m sorry.” Rory sighed. “As for me, if I tell you why they speak to me, you have to promise not to call the police or something, okay?” 
“That’s a little alarming.” Yamane suddenly realized that he was alone in a motel with someone who was, essentially, yet another stalker. 
“I know. I know. But I promise you on my life that I will never willingly harm you. I hope you know that. Do you?” 
Yamane looked at Rory. “Yes. If I could be wrong about that, I wouldn’t want to --” 
“Sometimes you make me happy and sad at the same time.” 
“Why?” Yamane asked again. “Really. Why me?” 
“I’ve always loved your work. But when I saw the first Celendrianna, it was like a message in a bottle washing up from the ocean. If I didn’t answer it, I knew, I knew I’d always regret it. I was hoping for a miracle of recognition that didn’t happen. It felt like some part of myself was out there calling, and I could finally bring it home.” Rory got up then and stretched. He took off his shirt as he crawled into bed. 
“I’m sorry. I’m really sorry I wasn’t what you thought.” 
“I would say, rather, that I’m sorry I wasn’t worthy to receive such a message. You are certainly what I thought. More than I dreamed. I have to get some sleep.” Rory folded and punched his useless pillow. “This evening I’ve found someplace to go. I think it might be fun for us…” He was already half-asleep. “Do you like to look at fish?” 
“Fish? Like in the ocean? Sure.” 
Once Rory was sleeping soundly, Yamane walked over to the side of the bed where he could study Rory’s face. Bright sunlight filtered in through the tattered and dirty drapes. It was still cool enough in the room with the air conditioner going, but Yamane knew from his experience the day before that the little space would heat up by afternoon and make it unbearable. 
He focused on Rory’s face. In repose, it was so childlike. He went back to the table for a chair and his sketch pad. He wanted to capture Rory in his sketch pad, in his heart, forever. 
Yamane’s stylized manga characters, with their wide-set eyes, long bodies, and overly large hands, had a certain look. He always presented a hyperreality that made them lovely and fluid and perfectly impossible. But as a classically trained artist, he could create a portrait Drawn Together 
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so real it could stride off the page, and he employed these skills now as he had for the family they’d helped on the road. 
As he worked, he thought about what Rory had told him. Message in a bottle… 
Yamane felt sick. If ever there was classic stalker talk that was it. Even those harmlessly obsessed fans with their stuffed toys, their flowers, and their endless talk of devotion were convinced, utterly convinced, that he was sending a message only to them. 
Poor Rory, thought Yamane. He was like the knight who fought through the very gates of hell for his princess only to find out that the long golden hair streaming from the arrow slits in her tower came from her armpit. 
Hovering somewhere between maniacal laughter and bitter tears, Yamane drew several wonderful studies he called The Sleeping Boy. 
Yamane made Rory a silent promise. Just as Rory had bitten back his disappointment with the Yamane he found at the end of his quest, somehow Yamane would protect Rory from further disappointment, from Amelia, and from Yamane’s own less-than-wholesome thoughts about him. 
The realization penetrated his long-frozen heart that he loved Rory. Please, Rory, please, wherever you’re going, let me come too. 


* * * * * 
 Rory’s first observation when he awoke was that Yamane was remarkably different from the man he’d talked to before he’d fallen asleep. Gone were the insecurity, the self-pity, and the pouting of the earlier Yamane, and in its place was the fastidious überelegance that had so intrigued and intimidated him when they first met. 
“I always feel that I should say, ‘Good morning, and who are you today?’” 
“What?” Yamane put the finishing touches on his hair. 
“It’s like you’re a different person,” complained Rory as he rose from the bed. “If you’re happy, I’m delighted, but could you give a guy some warning?” 
“I am happy. Amelia be damned. I’m going to be Ran Yamane and not slink around in drab hooded sweatshirts. And I’ve decided what I want on my bracelet, Rory.” 
“What?” asked Rory, rummaging through shopping bags for the clothes he’d purchased. 
“I want it to say, ‘Not done yet,’” he announced. He walked to the bathroom muttering, 
“Bitch thinks she can put a fork in me…” 
“I see somebody found their fighting spirit.” Yamane returned from the bathroom. “So. You said you had somewhere you wanted to go?” 
Rory took a moment to take in the sight. Yamane was once again wearing his trademark jeans and a white linen shirt with a long Chinese-style coat over the top, this one 68 Z. A. Maxfield 
in a charcoal gray print that looked to Rory like a cloudy sky with flocks of violet cranes flying in it. He wore his hair loose. Rory swallowed hard. “Pack, cher. You don’t belong in a dump like this. Let’s go find a real hotel, shall we?” 
“You mean it?” Yamane was like a delighted child. “One with cleanliness?” Rory sighed. “Sure, we’ve got cash. Do they let you use cash?” 
“I don’t know. I’ve never booked a nice hotel with cash. We can try.” He said this so hopefully that Rory almost laughed. 
“I tell you what. We’ll leave this room and the car, but we’ll keep it just in case we have to go to ground quick. Let’s take a cab to the strip with some of our stuff and see what we can find. I’m glad I went shopping yesterday. I could hardly have escorted you anywhere looking like this.” 
Yamane packed up his things, and even though it didn’t take him long, it took longer than Rory, who had virtually nothing to pack. “I think I need a nicer bag,” Rory said, looking at his old pilot case. “I’ve been using this one since I went to school.” 
“That’s not important. Clothes are important.” 
“How shallow,” teased Rory, looking at himself in the mirror. “I’m going to shower and change; give me a minute.” 
“I hope this is okay,” Rory said, emerging from the bathroom a while later. “I let the guy at the clothing store dress me.” 
“Why didn’t you ask me? I could have gone shopping with you.” 
“Well.” Rory wore a pair of tight-fitting jeans and a white linen shirt so fine it was almost see-through. “I didn’t want to look like a Chinese doll.” 
“Very funny.” Yamane pointed to the shirt. “That’s nice.” 
“It is, isn’t it? I like the fabric. It’s delicate and soft. I have a couple of other things.” He rummaged around in a large shopping bag and pulled out a summer-weight trench-type coat. 
“I have to admit this is an homage to the Ran Yamane school of jackets.” He put the coat on over his shirt; it hung loosely and moved with him in a fluid way. “I bought new Vans, but they’re still kid shoes. I like them.” He stood with his hands in his pockets after belting his trench in the back and struck a pose. “Me. Voilà!” 
“This is like watching a child take its very first steps. I’m so moved.” 
“Shut up. Grad students don’t need to be dressed well. Though, actually, next year I’ll be a teaching assistant, and I want all the coeds to be hot for me --” He stopped short, realizing what he’d said. 
Yamane gave him a gentle shove. “Then we’ll have to do some more shopping while we’re here together. I promise I’ll only buy doll clothes for myself.” 
“You’re awfully nice.” 
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“I am, am I not?” asked Yamane airily. “When this is over, I want you to get a bracelet that matches mine, for the adventure, you know? So we’ll never forget.” He looked away. 
Rory felt sad just thinking about it. “I’d like that.” He swallowed hard. “What should mine say?” 
“I’ll be thinking about that; maybe they should say the same thing. Okay, all packed, and unlike Lot’s wife, I will not be looking back.” 
“Poor baby.” Rory laughed. “At least I’m taking you away from all this. Put out the ‘do not disturb’ sign, please.” 
“Got it. Isn’t the human spirit the most amazing thing?” he asked as they walked. “One minute we’re all battered and before the bruises even heal we’re back for more. Amelia’s still out there, Rory, and she’ll probably kill us both.” 
“I’m aware of that, but I don’t intend for it to spoil my fun. Besides, it absolutely cannot interfere with my concentration when I play cards, because Ran Yamane is no man’s cheap squeeze.” 
Yamane grinned up at him. “You got that right. Indeed he is not.” 


* * * * * 
 The two men walked into Hubbard’s Cupboard and Avery just stared at them. Rory handed her the carafe. 
“You guys look like you’re advertising a strip show or some kind of hot man revue. I thought you were hiding.” 
“We are,” said Rory. “But we’ve decided hiding should be done in plain sight with” -- 
he glanced at Yamane -- “better accommodations.” 
“Ah,” she said. “Not what he’s used to, was it? Were you pining, sweetheart?” 
“Yes, to be honest, I was,” Yamane replied. “You have no idea how galling it is to live like that because of some stranger’s sick attachment to the Snoggs, of all things. It’s not like I invented the nuclear bomb.” 
“Yeah, well,” said Rory. “Tonight, we’ll only have to fight off those present.” He checked his watch. “Avery, chérie, could you call us a cab? We’re off to find new digs. And I have plans to take the princess out someplace before I meet you for poker.” 
“Sure,” she said. “But Rory, I have to protest on behalf of all the marginally decent-looking men in the world. Hearts will be broken beyond any hope tonight. No eye will be on anything but you.” 
“It’s only the brightness that is the star Yamane in this falsely glittering firmament of a cheesy town, darling. It is that star we cling to; that tiny beacon that gives us the hope to go on.” 
Yamane rolled his eyes and made inelegant gagging noises. 
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Rory’s teasing must not have fooled Avery because she took his upper arms and held him away from her for a moment, studying him carefully. 
“Rory,” she asked under her breath. “Are you… Could it possibly be that the biggest player at LSU has met his opposite and equally attractive force?” 
“Quite probably, yes,” he admitted quietly. He let out a long-held breath. “It actually feels kind of good to admit it.” 
“Ha!” said Avery. “It’s about time you stepped in something you couldn’t step away from easily.” She was still laughing when the cab drove up. 
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Chapter Twelve 
Somehow, when Yamane and Rory entered the taxi, they left their anxiety and problems behind. By tacit agreement, they simply ceased to discuss Amelia. They directed the driver to take them to the Venetian, where after a small amount of discussion and a visit with the manager, they got a hotel room for cash and a rather sizable deposit. Rory paid for three nights up front. Yamane thought he was going to break down completely when he saw the marble bathroom. They put their things away and set out again. 
Rory closed the door behind them. “Yesterday I discovered that they have a big aquarium at Caesar’s Palace in the Forum Shops. I thought we might see the fish.” 
“That sounds nice.” 
“If you think it’s dumb,” began Rory, “we can --” Yamane cut him off. “Not at all.” 
They started out on the strip, the still-warm air blowing on their faces as they strolled past partygoers and gamblers just starting their evening. Yamane walked along with Rory, noting the looks of feminine appreciation aimed at him even with the now-fading bruises on his face. 
There was no doubt about it; Yamane’s knight was just a bit shinier than his other lovers had ever been. It made Yamane feel a little tarnished himself, and perhaps a little sad. 
What would it be like, he wondered, to have his heart? 
Yamane put that thought away for some other time because it brought with it a dull pain he was only beginning to comprehend. 
“I think there’s some kind of multimedia presentation, and then you go see the aquarium. I read that Long Beach has an aquarium, but I was too busy being fed to the fishes to see it. Besides that, I was totally broke.” He laughed. “This one’s free, though.” 72 Z. A. Maxfield 
The two men found Caesar’s Palace and entered with the intention of finding the Forum Shops where the show began every hour. Rory was unusually silent as they strolled around while waiting. As people passed, Yamane could see him looking at everyone, as if searching for something specific. 
“Rory?” Yamane asked as they walked past an egregious display of high-end fantasy goods. “Is something bothering you?” 
“It’s nothing. It’s not like the world has always felt safe to me. There’s the bayou and nature. I’ve hunted and fished, and I’ve seen firsthand that death is a natural part of life. 
Then there’s weather, which up until recently seemed like something we humans could outsmart or work around. But I’ll tell you, Yamane, it’s costing me something personal to look at everyone I meet and wonder whether they’re going to try to kill me.” 
“Oh, Rory.” For the first and only time, Yamane wished they had never met. “I’m so, so sorry. The world was never safe at all though, really.” 
“I thought I could rely on people being basically good.” 
“I hate that you lost that because of me.” 
“It’s almost time.” They returned to the fountain in time to find a nice niche to watch from before the crowds formed. “Watch your man-purse, Yamane.” 
“Hey,” snapped Yamane, “It’s a messenger bag.” But he put his hand over it anyway. 
“After this, we’ll meet Avery at the Venetian.” 
“Am I going to be allowed to watch you play this time?” 
“No. I’m sorry, I’d be nervous if you were there. For you, I have to maintain my aura of knightly infallibility.” 
“Right. I’ll go back to our suite and enjoy its amenities by myself.” 
“You can fill up the bath with the blood of virgins or do whatever it is that makes you so beautiful.” 
“Right. How long have you been playing poker?” 
“My standard reply to that is ‘What time is it?’” Rory laughed. “I started playing tournaments when I came of age. I have to admit that the very same naïveté you have pointed out on occasions too numerous to mention has led to some disappointing results for the enemy.” 
“I imagine you’re a formidable liar as well, when you want to be.” 
“I can lie. I don’t like it, but one must pay for one’s education, and with my parents rebuilding their house, it’s been a little tough lately. I don’t rely on poker for money. It has its windfall moments though.” 
“So it seems.” 
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“It’s better when you play as though someone’s life depends on it. All the Delaplaines men are fearsome card players. A fact that never fails to make my stepfather rather cold toward me.” 
“Your real father played?” 
“Yes, and he and my stepfather were best friends. My father died in a car accident when I was ten and after that my mom was lonely, I guess. She married Charles, my stepfather, when I was thirteen.” 
“I wondered why you always talk about your grandparents but never your parents. 
Don’t you get along?” 
“Well, as to that…” Rory picked up an abandoned paper cup from the floor and threw it in a trash bin. “Along with a certain inability to read a card table, my stepfather came with a not-inconsiderable talent for putting away strong drink. My mother and he… It’s not fun at home. I spend most of my time with Grandmère and Grandpère Delaplaines. I’m trying to help Mom and Charles rebuild and that takes money. Plus I had to pay my way through school. Now that I’m a teaching assistant, tuition is free, hallelujah.” 
“Rory, I just realized I hardly know anything about you.” Rory smiled at him. “All you really need to know is that we’re going to get through this together, and when it’s over Amelia will no longer be a threat to you or I’ll no longer be alive.” 
“What a buzzkill.” Yamane punched Rory’s arm. 


* * * * * 
 “Nice boys shouldn’t move like that, should they?” Avery said as Rory threw himself wholeheartedly into some sort of line dance. “Rory is one part John the Baptist, one part John Holmes the porn star, and one part Elmo from Sesame Street.” Yamane agreed with her completely. That was Rory? “Crap,” he said sourly. “He really is all that and a bag of homemade potato chips, isn’t he?” 
“Yeah.” She sighed. “Just when you think you have a handle on exactly what he is, he just --” 
“He just gets better.” 
“You could be out there too,” Avery reminded him. 
Yamane shook his head. “I never learned how.” Never mind that Rory was in the center of a crowd of interested women. 
“He’s into you, you know? I’ve never seen him act like that.” Yamane kept his eyes on Rory. “Like what?” 
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“I see a sweet young man. Intelligent. Loyal. Innocent. Someone unbelievably honest and decent. I see someone I’d trust with my --” Avery smiled. “If you asked any woman he ever dated at school? Do you know what they’d say?” 
“No.” 
“They’d say Rory is charming and hot.” 
“Yes.” Yamane colored faintly. “Well, he is that.” 
“No, you don’t get it. They’d say that’s all he is. That he’s like vapor, you know? You never get hold of any part of him. He’s as ephemeral as fog, like a mirage. Rory Delaplaines, he comes and goes.” 
“Oh, no.” Yamane laughed and shook his head. 
“Well. Yeah. Literally. But as far as I know, he’s never let anyone have any part of him. 
And you own him, Yamane. Can’t you see it? He’d do anything for you. He’d die for you.” 
“I’d rather he didn’t.” Yamane’s hand trembled, and it made the ice rattle in his glass. 
“I know.” Avery put her hand on his. 
“All that doesn’t change the fact that the plumbing is all wrong, and I’m sure there’s a woman out there that he’ll feel exactly the same way about. In the meantime, he’s the best friend I’ve ever had.” Yamane looked on wistfully. “Maybe the only friend I’ve ever had, and I’m not going to screw that up.” 
“Yamane.” Avery leaned over to talk to him, but a group of people walking past them got so loud and raucous he didn’t hear a word she was saying. 
Rory finished up his dance, doing the nastiest grind that Yamane had ever seen, and he came back to the table. Suddenly, the sweet moments they’d shared in his hotel room in Long Beach before Amelia came flooded back to mock him. Yamane sucked it up. 
“I had no idea you could dance like that!” Yamane practically downed his bourbon in one gulp. “You never fail to amaze me.” 
Rory looked at Yamane closely. “Is everything okay?” he asked. “I didn’t embarrass you, did I?” 
Yamane shook his head. “No, of course not, Rory. You were wonderful. I couldn’t take my eyes off you.” Well, that much was certainly true. 
“If you’re sure you’re all right,” Rory said in his ear. “It’s almost time for us to leave. 
Can I do anything? Get you anything before I go?” 
“I’ll be fine. I’ll get myself something to eat from the room service menu.” Yamane smiled. “Plus there are all those virgins to find for my bath.” 
“Well, good luck with that in this town.” Rory rolled his eyes. 
“Hello, does anyone want to explain that?” asked Avery, who was gathering her purse and the light denim jacket she carried. 
Drawn Together 
75 
“No, not really,” said Rory. “It wouldn’t do to give out Yamane’s beauty secrets.” 
“Yamane’s secret is all about DNA, sugar,” said Avery. “Damn him.” They walked to the exit, laughing. Yamane saw Rory and Avery into an elevator going down and pushed the Up button for himself, intending to return to the room alone. 
“You know,” said a voice behind him, “I was on pins and needles to find out who would end up with whom in your little party.” Yamane turned around slowly but couldn’t help clutching his messenger bag in front of him. “Are you talking to me?” He willed his voice to remain calm. He told himself this could not be Amelia’s doing; she couldn’t possibly have found him yet. 
“I’m sorry if I startled you,” said an attractive man in his late thirties, wearing a badge that identified him as belonging to a cardiologist group. Yamane began to breathe again. “I’ve been watching you and your friends with complete fascination. Here we had three tremendously attractive people, and it wasn’t entirely clear for any one moment who went with whom. That is, until your red-haired friend danced.” 
“And then?” 
“And then I knew you wanted him. He’s oblivious, I presume?” 
“Not entirely. I might have mentioned something.” Yamane liked confident men. This one wore an expensive designer suit with casual grace over a crisp white shirt and a wonderfully patterned tie. He was approximately Rory’s height and build, with dark hair and brown eyes. Older. More elegant. Yamane was afraid that for the rest of his life he’d compare every man he met with Rory Delaplaines. 
“I’m Edward,” the man said. He kept his arms folded across his chest in a considering kind of way, as if Yamane were something he was trying to figure out. 
“Hello, Edward, my name is Yamane.” 
“You are the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen,” said Edward, stepping closer. “Do you have the time?” 
Yamane considered him. “I don’t wear a watch,” he murmured, backing into the wall where the elevator button glowed. 
Edward stepped forward again, removing the large expensive watch from his wrist. He lifted Yamane’s good right hand and placed his watch on the delicate wrist. “Now then, as long as you wear this and we’re together, you’ll have the time for me, right?” 
“Pretty forward.” The watch rested next to the bracelet Rory gave him. 
“Well, yes, it is, isn’t it? But I’m counting on you to give me the time all night.” When the doors opened, he swept Yamane into the empty elevator and kissed him deeply. “Do I stand a chance with you, Yamane?” 
“How refreshing,” said Yamane, when at last he could speak. “A man who doesn’t exactly beat around the bush.” 
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“Well, as a cardiologist, I can tell your heart is already engaged, but still -- possibly -- 
open to a fairly bold attempt at seduction, so I thought --” 
“Where? Surely not in an elevator?” Yamane hated himself for enjoying this. 
Edward picked up a ribbon of Yamane’s hair. “Where’s your room?” 
“Oh, it can’t be mine. I share with my redheaded boy. Yours no good?” 
“Mine’s fine. It’s in the tower. I just thought if I came to your place I could monopolize you longer. You look like someone who hits and runs, and I like to cuddle.” Edward had an endearing way of lowering his lashes when he spoke that made Yamane want to draw him out. This was a master of the game. 
“I’ve been known to stay for an encore if the show is good,” said Yamane. What he had with Rory was…inexplicable. He understood this, however sordid it was. Yamane closed his eyes against what casual sex with a stranger could cost him with Rory. He promised he’d never lie, and he wouldn’t. If the subject came up, he’d have no choice but to tell the truth. 
Yamane looked at Edward, a perfectly handsome, urbane man, who wanted him. That he wanted Edward -- and the sexual gratification he promised to deliver -- didn’t particularly surprise him; he was more surprised by any momentary hesitation he felt on behalf of Rory, who had, after all, said, “I can’t.” 
“What are you thinking?” 
“I was wondering if I should tell my new cardiologist I’d like to find somewhere to smoke.” 
Edward laughed. “I don’t care. Smoke in my room; it will give my colleagues something to bitch at me about.” 
“Fine then, thank you.” Yamane’s thoughts returned to Rory and his determination to personally eradicate smoking. “I can see chivalry is not dead.” Edward took Yamane’s face in his hands and kissed him again. “I want to see every inch of you, Yamane.” 
Yamane relaxed against the wall of the elevator and let Edward touch him. When they arrived at their floor, they stepped out together, holding hands. They found the room in the tower where Edward was staying, and then literally tumbled through the door as Edward unlocked it. Edward caught Yamane to him and kissed him harder, walking him to the sofa in the living area of the suite without breaking the kiss. 
He backed Yamane down to sit and kneeled between his legs, removing the ties that held Yamane’s jacket on. “I love these knotted ropes. They’re so… I love the way this unties. 
I wanted to untie it the minute I saw you across that dreadful room.” Yamane said nothing, just allowed himself to be swept away by the sweetness of physical sensation. Edward ran his hands down Yamane’s chest and unbuttoned his shirt, moving his hands around in further exploration. When he felt the nipple ring, he uttered a surprised exclamation and moved the fabric aside to unearth it. His mouth closed around Drawn Together 
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flesh and metal as he pushed Yamane backward, holding Yamane’s arms trapped gently above his head. Soon his expert surgeon’s hands were plunging Yamane into an abyss of mind-numbing pleasure, and Yamane stopped thinking at all. 


* * * * * 
 Yamane lay on his back on the bed, his head on Edward’s outstretched arm, smoking a cigarette while Edward stroked his hair. He brushed his thumb over Edward’s slightly bruised, full lips. “You look like you’ve been making love,” he said idly. “Your lips are swollen.” 
“Does that make you want to kiss me again?” 
“Actually, yes, it does.” Yamane leaned in. “Sorry about the cigarette taste.” 
“Don’t be sorry. I quit about five years ago, but when I’m under pressure I still feel like I’d kill just to lick someone who smokes. I tell my patients that nobody ever really quits.” Yamane kissed him again deeply. “I really like you.” He smiled. 
“Even though you cried out someone else’s name when you --” 
“I did not!” 
“Oh, yes you did!” Edward laughed and tugged at Yamane’s hair. “I assume Rory is your little red-haired boy?” 
Yamane hid his face. 
“It’s okay. I could see how you felt about him, but how shall I put this? Want to go again? I must warn you -- this time I won’t allow your mind to wander.” 
“Mm…promise me?” Yamane put out his cigarette. 


* * * * * 
 When the morning light intruded, Edward, still naked, helped Yamane dress. 
“That was…legendary.” Edward stood by the door as Yamane gave him his watch back. 
“What, no more time for me?” 
“Not this trip, no,” Yamane murmured into his lips. “Thank you.” 
“I hate to let you go.” Edward went to the couch and fumbled in the pocket of his abandoned suit jacket. “Here, take my card. If you’re in Boston, call me at my office.” 
“I’m not likely to do that.” 
“I know. But I’m a pretty good cardiologist. If your heart’s ever really broken, call on me. At least think about it.” 
“Thank you again, really.” Yamane smiled against a lingering kiss. He was still smiling when he left. 
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Trying to be quiet in case Rory was there, Yamane entered their hotel suite. Seeing it empty, he hung up his clothes. He ran a bath and added bath salts. He hadn’t made any mistakes with Edward’s name again because Edward had bitten him on the shoulder right where it joined his neck the second time when it had seemed likely that Yamane would scream. Yamane looked at his back in the mirror and was moderately amused to see a number of marks, including a pretty clear bite. 
Keeping his hand out of the water and in a plastic laundry bag for safety, Yamane let himself gratefully down into the lovely warmth of the bath to soak out any lingering soreness. As he recalled the night before, he experienced a moment of exquisite shame, submerging his head under the water, hair and all. 


* * * * * 
 When he heard rustling next to him, Yamane woke from a vivid dream about an Edward who had red hair and danced. He found Rory in the other bed, staring at him. He checked the clock and realized that he must have been sleeping for hours. 
“You’re blushing,” said Rory. “Did I wake you from a sweet dream?” 
“Must have.” 
“I’m thinking about lunch. Have you eaten?” 
“No, and I’m starving. Do you want to go out?” Yamane swung his legs over the side of the mattress and started toward the bathroom. He wondered if his hair covered the marks on his back. 
“Sure. I can’t believe the size of this place.” He came back into the room and Rory turned over. He still looked tired from the night before, and Yamane wondered how long he’d slept, or even if he had. 
Yamane wanted to ask Rory how his evening went, but wondered what he’d say when Rory asked him what he’d done all night. Instead, he retreated into a sleepy kind of silence and allowed Rory to change the dressing on his hand. The puncture wounds were healing and the swelling was going down, although the hand was still black-and-blue. 
“This is the worst thing.” Rory swabbed the puncture wound with a premoistened Betadine wipe. “I can’t imagine the inhuman cruelty it takes to inflict something like this.” 
“Oh, she’s capable of worse, as I recall.” 
“I bought you another present. I did fairly well last night. I’m playing here at the Venetian tonight.” 
“And here I thought you were this uncomplicated country boy. It turns out you’re James Bond.” 
“Hardly. I’m finding it kind of fun. Did you know you could ask the concierge to get things for you, like tickets to shows? I told him I wanted tickets to see Cirque du Soleil. 
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Would you like to see it tomorrow? I don’t play cards on the Sabbath. Family taboo. Big curse; bad juju.” 
“Sure.” Yamane watched as Rory finished dressing his wound and taped off the bandage. Rory was looking at him with such an expression of devotion that Yamane had to look away. 
“Yamane, I just want you to know I’ve never been as happy as I am here with you,” he said. “I wish I could freeze time and just stay here forever.” 
“Me too,” Yamane whispered. “I feel the same way.” Rory took Yamane’s hand in his and shyly pressed a kiss onto his injured palm. Folding Yamane’s fingers gently over it, he said, “Here, that’s for you, for now.” 


* * * * * 
 Ethan Calderon headed for the back of the sprawling Palm Desert estate, looking for his boss. “Where is she?” he asked two men who sat idly in the game room on the way out to the sun-drenched patio. One of the men jerked his head toward the pool house. 
“I wouldn’t piss her off right now, though. Matt’s in the hospital getting stitches, She’s still postal about that mess up in Long Beach.” 
“Yeah, well. I’ve got something that she’ll like this time.” He waved a piece of fax paper in his hand. He ran across the terrace and knocked on the pool house door. 
“Come,” Amelia Gianfranco shouted over the sound of some ear-piercing kind of kiddie music. He got a good look around when he walked through the door and wished again he’d finished up law school after he quit the force. Working as a PI didn’t pay enough, and he knew damn well what he was doing here could cost someone his life. “I’ve got him,” he told the woman, turning his back on his conscience once and for all. “They vetted the boy toy to play the high-limit tables at the Venetian. What do you want to do?” 80 Z. A. Maxfield 
Chapter Thirteen 
Rory finalized plans for Mystère with the concierge and was just shaking the man’s hand when a newlywed couple entered the lobby in their wedding clothes, followed by a large group of festive-looking men and women. Yamane watched them. 
“Cute, aren’t they?” Rory asked. “They look younger than me.” 
“I can’t imagine. I wonder if I believe in love.” 
“Everyone believes in love, Yamane. I just think people lose hope, is all.” Yamane looked at the bride, radiant in her modest white dress. 
“We could crash their reception and dance,” Rory teased. 
“Absolutely not. Your body should be registered as a lethal weapon when you dance.” 
“That’s a very nice thing you just said.” 
“Like you didn’t know. I want to eat and then shop with you for more clothes.” 
“Okay,” Rory said. They chose a casual restaurant and sat down at a table on the “patio” inside the mall. “Really, I can’t like this place. It’s all just an illusion, isn’t it?” 
“Yes,” Yamane agreed. 
“I’d like to make enough money here to find someplace isolated to hide with you for a while. Someplace natural where we could walk under a real sky.” He looked up pointedly, then away. “But I guess eventually you have to go back to work… I have school…” 
“Yes.” Yamane looked through the menu. “I have work and deadlines.” Rory shot Yamane a look. “At least don’t act like you don’t give a crap, will you?” Yamane was appalled. “Rory, do I really give that impression? Is that what you think?” Drawn Together 
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“No, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Vegas gets to me… I know this has to be harder on you.” He pulled a box out of his pocket. “I was going to wait to give this to you, but here in the dappled Venetian sunlight you look so lovely.” He pursed his lips. 
“Rory, you don’t have to get me something every time you go out! I’m not a little kid.” 
“But I see that isn’t stopping you from eagerly opening the box.” 
“Duh! It’s jewelry, isn’t it?” Yamane gasped as he opened the lid of the largish box. 
Inside was a chunky neck chain, which matched his bracelet in style, but instead of a heart it had a sizable gold padlock with a tiny white gold key dangling from it. 
“Do you like it?” 
“What a stupid question, of course I like it! It’s beautiful.” He swallowed. 
“It’s actually a working lock, which is why the mechanism and key are white gold. 
They told me white gold is alloyed to be stronger than yellow gold. Here, I’ll help you put it on.” He got up and moved around behind Yamane. 
Yamane pulled the hair from his nape as Rory placed the chain around his neck, first opening then closing the little padlock that held it on. 
As he slid the lock around to the front where it was meant to be worn, Rory’s hand brushed against Yamane’s collar and moved it aside slightly. Yamane felt his hands still. 
What seemed like an hour passed before Rory returned to his seat. 
“Rory,” began Yamane, hardly knowing what to say. He knew Rory had seen the marks on his neck and would know exactly what they meant. “I --” 
“Don’t,” Rory said quietly. “I understand. Please don’t say anything.” Rory was silent for a long time. “Just don’t be reckless, okay? You’re in danger, and you’re precious to me.” Yamane could have withstood a tirade. He could have gotten back up if Rory had hit him. He could have held his head up if Rory walked out and never said another word to him. 
But to call him precious in that sweet southern drawl… Yamane wanted to die. He got up and left the restaurant, left Rory, without a backward glance. 


* * * * * 
 Rory dropped some cash on the table. Not seeing, not caring, which way Yamane went, he returned to the room. He packed his things, took half of the roughly twenty-four thousand in cash he’d won from the room’s safe, and left Yamane a note telling him the combination, along with the tickets for Mystère. 
Why he was walking away even he couldn’t have explained, except that when he’d seen the bite mark on Yamane’s neck he had been faced with such blinding jealousy that he knew he would have preferred to die in the ocean at Terminal Island than feel it for one second longer. 
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A rational corner of Rory’s brain still wondered what the hell he’d been expecting. He had told the man he didn’t want him. He’d lied about everything, and it didn’t surprise him at all that Yamane had found pleasure elsewhere. Rory tried to place himself in Yamane’s shoes. He knew he was wrong to feel betrayed. 
Unless… More than once he’d looked at Yamane and his own plumbing had been fully engaged. And since Yamane had come into his life, his plumbing had widened its trajectory, aiming itself not simply at the feminine entities that he’d seen, but encompassing and including the more attractive male ones as well. And damn. None were as hot as Yamane. 
For the first time, Rory admitted he might be as slow as those people who’d called him Forrest at the Anime Expo thought. He’d always admired male beauty in art. Sculpted bodies, chiseled faces, washboard abs, and tight asses. But he’d never put himself in the picture with a man, and now, he found he didn’t have a choice. 
Since meeting Yamane, Rory imagined himself in the picture with men all the time. It was as if he’d finally given himself permission to want one, and oh, crap, did he ever want one. He wanted Yamane. Loved him. Needed him. He wasn’t hardwired to want the fair sex exclusively at all, and Yamane was gone before he’d even had a chance to realize it. 
Rory left the room, went to the lobby, and talked to the concierge he’d spoken with before. He gave the man his cell number in case of emergency. He turned out to be every bit as helpful as Avery said he would be. Rory gave him five hundred dollars and told him briefly about the experience they’d had in Long Beach. The man, whose name was Alexander, was sympathetic, and said he would try to keep an eye on Yamane. Rory told him if there was anything Yamane should need, he was to call. 
“You realize there are thousands of people here. I’ll do my best, but…” Alexander said. 
“Thank you,” said Rory woodenly. “That will be fine.” Rory found himself on the street looking up at the giant property, wondering how things had gone so horribly wrong. He might have gotten through lunch somehow. He might have choked down his food, swallowed his regret, and started a new dialogue with Yamane. They might have gone for a walk, or shopped for clothes, or looked at the moon together. But Rory saw the marks on Yamane’s beautiful body and Yamane knew it. And it was Yamane who walked away. 
Rory headed up the street. He had to find another hotel, another poker room, and another phony glass sky to gaze up at while the greed and the desperation swirled around him like toxic waste. 


* * * * * 
 Amelia had her entourage of men carry her luggage to her rental car. Ethan knew she didn’t really care how they got to the hotel; she just took off and left them standing in the blistering Nevada sunshine cursing her. 
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Ethan Calderon gathered up his team and rented a second car. The four men headed for the Venetian. Strictly speaking, he felt they should be looking at poker rooms in all the major hotels, as he was certain Rory Delaplaines hadn’t had enough cash to bankroll a tournament at the Venetian when he left Long Beach, and he knew without capital, Rory couldn’t afford a room there. Amelia wanted them to focus on the Venetian; she had no grasp of the larger picture. Still, working for Amelia got him a free room, so he couldn’t complain. He wouldn’t complain if Rory Delaplaines lived through this and killed her either, as long as his room was paid for first. 
“Shit,” said Ethan, after parking the car. “Either that kid has friends around here, or he’s one hell of a poker player.” He walked through the lobby to the registration desk, got his keys, and was informed that Amelia was already in the hotel in the luxury tower suite she’d reserved. Ethan walked to his suite with his three new best friends, whom he privately referred to as Manny, Moe, and Jack. Hired muscle is as hired muscle does, he thought, watching them walk ahead of him. Two of the men couldn’t put their arms down they were so bulky, and the third had been hit so many times either as a child or in the boxing ring he acted as though everything came at him down a long cardboard tube. 
“This is it, guys.” He inserted the card key in the lock. Throwing down his duffel, he checked the phone for messages from Amelia, grateful to find none. She was probably tearing the wings off flies or something, and he’d hear from her later. Not for the first time he thought of killing her and just asking Ran Yamane and Rory Delaplaines to make a donation according to their conscience like they do at art museums and historic homes. 
Everyone was tired from the hectic way they had packed up and flown to Vegas, and the screaming fits the boss had thrown at every turn hadn’t helped. Ethan took the opportunity for a quick shower, leaving the bulk twins and their slow companion to man the phones in case they were needed. He had no doubt whatsoever Amelia would be roaming the phony Italian landscape looking for any sign of her quarry before they were ready. After that he wasn’t likely to get a shower or sleep for a long time. 
I’ll find them, and then I’m out. 


* * * * * 
 Amelia paced around the beautifully appointed room. For some reason, it enraged her to know that her prey was flourishing in this level of luxury. She’d hoped to find Yamane in a seedy wino hotel somewhere, cringing in terror. That he’d been shampooing his much-beloved hair in marble baths made her livid. The first thing, she thought, the very first thing she would do to Yamane would be to wax all the hair off his genetically perfect body. 


* * * * * 
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Yamane opened his third pack of cigarettes. He’d walked from one end of the strip to the other in the merciless heat, smoking cigarette after cigarette and thinking. He’d braided his hair as best he could and ditched his coat in a garbage can. Wearing cheap sunglasses he’d purchased at a kiosk, he could be just any long-haired Asian guy in a button-down shirt and jeans. It was hard to imagine Amelia could find him on the Vegas strip, but he still knew better than to take stupid chances. He sat down on a bus bench, hugging his knees to his chest and hiding his face from the still-fierce late afternoon sun. He knew he was already sunburned; it would probably hurt for several days. Thanks to Amelia, Yamane knew he could live with physical pain. It was nothing compared to the pain he felt in his heart. 
Yamane looked at his hands, naked now without a pen to draw with or a sketch pad. 
The one time he’d left the hotel without his messenger bag. There was no hope for it; he had to return to the Venetian, to the room he shared with Rory, where he could get his things and clear out. Making up his mind, he began walking again, but not before throwing his cigarette on the ground and squashing it mercilessly, leaving its corpse there to be kicked into the gutter by fools. 


* * * * * 
 Rory was in the last three players at a sit-and-go table in the poker room at the Mirage. 
Something small and angry inside him made him go for the kill. He played looser and took more chances than he ever had, but still he was winning. Go figure; he’d lost the only thing in Vegas he cared about, but cards were another matter. 
One of the cocktail waitresses gliding around the room had long dark hair like Yamane’s. He’d seen her from the corner of his eye when she had her back turned, and it had slammed into him like a wrecking ball that he’d gone and left Yamane behind. Rory smiled at the waitress and turned on his charm for the sake of using it on someone. She’d already indicated that she’d be happy to meet him after her shift was over at two. He radiated warmth knowing he’d be long gone by then. 
Inside, Rory was frozen with a kind of shock and grief, which, like the artificial everything around, didn’t touch him. He didn’t want food, drink, sleep, or sex. He existed only within the space of the table, the sound of shuffling cards and the rhythm of the game dictating his life. As the dealer button rotated, he looked up to see the time and realized it was almost nine. By eleven fifteen, he’d taken down the other two players. He tipped the waitress with the hair like Yamane’s a hundred dollars and left the room, getting his cash and carrying it carelessly in the pocket of his trench coat. He’d gone from one sit-and-go to another all day and he’d done well. He left the hotel, carrying his messenger bag and pulling his ugly little pilot case. He looked up and down the strip, wondering which of the hotels he’d call home for the night. 
He ended up strolling into the MGM Grand Hotel about an hour and two miles later, basically because it was green. He was tired and he didn’t care anymore. As he walked into Drawn Together 
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the lobby and up to the registration desk, he wondered if Amelia would swoop out of the sky on her broom to try to kill him again. He began to pull cash out of his pocket, handing over whatever they asked for to obtain the room, which he reserved under the name Georges Pompidou. 
By two in the morning he was asleep in one of the bungalow suites, taking time only for a brief shower before his head hit the pillow. His last thought was that he could be with the pretty cocktail waitress, who had Yamane’s hair, or that he could even have been with Yamane himself. He looked at the stack of cash on the table next to his bed and thought, I am such a loser. 


* * * * * 
 When the noise of Rory’s cell phone first penetrated his consciousness, he looked around at the unfamiliar surroundings. Where the hell was he? He shook his head. Phone, he thought. Since he’d never carried a phone before, he wasn’t yet accustomed to listening for it. He snatched it off the nightstand. 
“Yes?” he snapped. “Yes, I’m here.” He looked at the clock. Ten a.m. already? 
“Is this Rory Delaplaines?” asked an unfamiliar voice. 
“Yes, who is this please?” Rory sat up. He felt light-headed and a little sick. 
“It’s the concierge from the Venetian. You remember you told me to call you if anything strange happened?” 
Rory was instantly alert. “What? Tell me.” 
“Last night one of our guests was stabbed. People said they’d seen him with a woman who asked a lot of questions about a man with long hair who dressed like a Chinese girl. A few minutes later, some of the lobby staff saw a small man with long hair, sunglasses, and a messenger bag run out the front door like a bat out of hell.” Rory was already pulling on his clothes from the night before. “Did anyone grab the woman? Crap.” He was tossing everything into his case. “Did they get her?” 
“No. They found the guy in the men’s room, and by the time they realized what happened, she was gone. They have security looking over the tapes now. Good thing the place was crawling with doctors when she did him; it looks like he’s going to make it.” 
“Alexander, I totally owe you.” He raced from his hotel room. “You are a saint.” 
“I’m sorry I wasn’t here when it happened. I’d have seen him run by, I think,” said Alexander. “Frankly, I thought you were nuts thinking I’d notice anything unusual about one guest in thousands.” 
“Well, actually, Yamane’s one in a million. He gets noticed a lot.” 
“I can see that. I hope you find him.” 
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“Thank you, sir. Good-bye.” 
Rory punched the elevator button many more times than necessary in his impatience. 
As soon as it came, he jumped in, headed for the lobby. He prayed Yamane’s mind was working the same way his was, and if it was, that he’d had the presence of mind to take Rory’s car and run. 
As long as Yamane got out of Vegas safely, he couldn’t care less what happened. He gave the startled doorman a shove and hailed the first cab he saw. After giving a street address to the driver, he fidgeted, tapped his foot, and looked frantically around until the dismal motel where he and Yamane had originally stayed came into view. “I was never in this cab. You were never here, do you understand? Drive somewhere else, I changed my mind, you never stopped here.” 
The first thing he saw after he paid off the bewildered cab driver with a fifty-dollar bill was that his car was still there in the parking lot where he’d left it. 
He took out the old-style metal key and unlocked the door to the motel room. At first, in the dim light inside, the grungy room looked empty and his heart sank like a stone. From his vantage point he could see the bathroom, the closets, and the beds, but all were deserted. 
He heard a small noise, the tiniest whisper of sound, as if a child were trying to hide but unable to hold his breath for long enough. He looked under the shabby table and saw Yamane curled up between the torn rolling chairs, with his knees drawn up to his chest and his arms wrapped around them. 
Rory got on his hands and knees and crawled over, sitting cross-legged in front of him. 
Yamane’s eyes were open and on him. Some horrible, angry thing welled up inside of him, and blood rushed to his head. Rory reached out and delivered a vicious slap to Yamane’s cheek. 
“How could you not call me, you bastard? Why didn’t you take the car and go? Are you stupid? I could take anything in this world, live with anything, as long as you’re safe.” Rory felt close to tearing at his hair. 
Yamane made a strangled noise and launched himself at Rory, throwing his arms around him and kissing every inch of skin he could reach, finally finding his lips. Rory responded, at first more out of desperation and a need to feel that Yamane was with him and all right than any kind of sensual urgency. He dug his hands into Yamane’s hair and murmured inane endearments into his lips. He broke the kiss and placed several more on Yamane’s closed eyelids. Yamane straddled Rory’s crossed legs, pressing himself against the younger man’s body, and clung there. 
The blood rushed to Rory’s head, singing through his veins, roaring in his ears. And oh shit, he had three cracked ribs, healing bruises, and some pain, but mostly pleasure and inexplicably, desire consumed him. Now, now at the most inopportune time, in the least attractive damn place, he felt like he could swallow Yamane whole and spit out the jewelry afterward. 
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“Oh, damn, you pick the worst possible --” Rory pulled Yamane out from under the table and rolled him onto the floor beneath him. Yamane’s eyes widened as Rory ground into him, his hard cock finding an answering bulge in Yamane’s jeans. 
Yamane’s head fell back and he breathed Rory’s name as he pushed back to get more friction. 
“Oh, jeez. Yamane.” Rory took the smaller man’s hips in his hands and humped him into the hard floor. “This is --” 
“No!” Yamane pushed him off and grabbed for Rory’s belt. “If this is all I get, then I get to taste you, damn it.” 
“Shit.” Rory was shocked by the speed at which the smaller man unearthed his dick. It dropped out into Yamane’s good hand, and he no sooner had hold of it than he was tasting it, giving it experimental licks along the planes and ridges, teasing the tip, which was leaking precum in slippery strings into his mouth. Rory watched the process with a kind of horrified fascination, harder than he’d ever been in his life. 
“Oh, baby,” Yamane said, twisting his hand around Rory’s cock, slicking it with saliva as he gave one last look up into Rory’s eyes. “Swear to me you want this.” 
“Are you kidding me?” Rory clenched his teeth. 
“Swear it. Out loud. Say it,” Yamane ordered. 
“I want this. I want you. Only you, Yamane, please --” Yamane lowered his mouth onto Rory’s cock and swallowed around the tip, deep in the back of his throat. Rory’s head hit the floor hard. He didn’t think he’d ever felt anything quite so exquisite in his life. He watched as Yamane’s head bobbed up and down, his cheeks hollowed and his eyes closed. He looked…worshipful. And, oh hell, there wasn’t a thing about Yamane Rory didn’t like, didn’t want, didn’t love. 
“Hey.” He tried to move Yamane away when he felt the first sparking electric sensations frost his balls that signaled he was going to come. “Hey, I’m --” Yamane slapped his hands away and then rubbed a slick finger around his asshole, and Rory spun into a whole new world. He jerked and shuddered, shooting into Yamane’s hot mouth. Between swallows, Yamane growled a little, deep in his throat, and Rory felt it all the way to his ancestors’ graves. 
“Yamane.” He stared at the ceiling when those lips pulled off him with a pop. Yamane crawled up his body and shared a kiss that tasted like sex and man and his own cum, and he loved it. Wanted more of it. He pulled Yamane to him, digging his fingers through that silky hair and kissing him as deeply as he’d ever kissed anyone. 
He worked on the button and zipper of Yamane’s jeans, wondering how to reciprocate, when Yamane took his hand and showed him what he liked. Stroking hard and fast, Rory skimmed a thumb across the slit of Yamane’s uncut cock and Yamane’s cum splashed into his hand. He couldn’t help himself; he lifted his hand to his lips and lapped at it, tasting Yamane, 88 Z. A. Maxfield 
the bitter and briny flavor of man, licking it off until he realized Yamane was watching him with shocked eyes, probably waiting for him to get grossed out, or… 
“You’re not the only man I’ve ever thought about this way, you know,” Rory said quietly. He kissed Yamane, sharing his taste and his scent. “You’re just the only one I wanted badly enough to complicate my life this much for.” 
“What does that mean?” Yamane asked. 
“That means you can stop looking at me as if you’re afraid I’ll change my mind,” Rory told him, placing another searing kiss on his lips to seal the deal. “We need to move.” Wordlessly, Yamane stood and went to the closet to pull out his bags, which he had already packed. Rory got his own things and followed him to the car. Together they placed their bags in the trunk. Rory got in on the driver’s side. When he put his hand on the stick shift, Yamane took it into his own, placing something in his palm. Rory saw it was the tiny white gold key to the padlock on Yamane’s chain. He pulled the slim gold chain holding the crucifix he was wearing off over his head and gave it to Yamane to add the key. 
Yamane didn’t speak. Instead, he worked the key onto Rory’s chain and handed it back. Rory replaced the chain around his neck. Yamane stared straight ahead as the car left the motel and flowed into the midday Las Vegas traffic. 
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Chapter Fourteen 
“You can breathe now, Yamane,” Rory said an hour and a half north of Las Vegas. “I think it’s okay.” 
Yamane said nothing. Out of the corner of his eye, Rory could detect Yamane nodding his head. 
“Really,” Rory tried again. “We made it, we’re okay.” 
“Stop the car,” Yamane said suddenly. 
“Why? There’s nothing for miles.” 
“Stop the car!” shouted Yamane. He was opening the door before Rory even had time to respond. Rory came to a crawl on the gravel shoulder, and Yamane jumped out of the car, screaming, roaring, smashing his good hand on the hood until Rory, fearing he’d do something really stupid, effectively blocked him. 
Rory stayed by his side as if Yamane were having a seizure, and made sure no harm came to him. Years of frustration poured out of Yamane like pyroclastic debris, scorching and obliterating everything in its path. Finally, sobbing but spent, unable even to pick himself up off the ground, Rory picked Yamane up and sat with him, holding him like a baby until he fell into a deep sleep. 
Rory placed Yamane, now sleeping like the dead, into the passenger seat and buckled him in. He stretched his arm, massaging his shoulder. “You’re not as light as you look,” he murmured as he returned to the driver’s side. 
After driving for an hour, Rory heard Yamane stir. “You are a handful, Yamane.” He sighed. 
“You saved me again.” 
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“I did nothing of the sort. You would have run if I hadn’t come. Your instinct for self-preservation must be pretty strong, I think.” 
“No,” Yamane said. “I’d made up my mind I wasn’t going without you. I could have let her kill me. I just didn’t give a damn.” 
“I’m glad we didn’t have to find out.” Rory read the many signs they passed on the highway. “We’d better find a place along here to eat and sleep. I didn’t plan to drive north. I just went that way out of instinct, but I know some people in Salt Lake City, and then we can cross the country on the eighty.” 
“I don’t care where we go. Just let me know when you need me to drive.” 
“Is this a bad time to ask if you brought the cash I left you?” 
“I brought it,” said Yamane sourly. “Your note made me feel like a whore.” 
“But a very, very good whore. By my count, there was about twelve thousand there.” 
“Yeah, I’ve still got it all.” Yamane looked out the window. 
“On a lighter note, we’ve now got about forty-three thousand total. I won more than I ever have.” 
“You’re like a freak of nature. You’re supposed to lose in Vegas, didn’t you get the memo?” 
“What happened to the girlishly delighted Yamane who liked money?” 
“You didn’t hear? He got someone else killed,” said Yamane, overflowing with self-loathing. “That kind of thing makes a guy feel shitty.” 
“No, Yamane.” Rory slowed the car. “He didn’t die. The man Amelia stabbed was going to be okay. Alexander said he got stabbed in a crowd of doctors or something. He’s going to make it. Was he--” 
“I can’t talk about that right now.” Yamane closed his eyes. “Who’s Alexander?” 
“Concierge. I gave him money to keep an eye on you.” 
“You did?” 
“I told you I’d be there for you, didn’t I?” Rory stared straight ahead. “I told you; you’re precious to me.” 
“Thank you.” Yamane looked like he was going to cry again. 
“Don’t start up again, Yamane, or I swear I’m going to give you children’s allergy medicine and buckle you into the back seat when you pass out. Speaking of which, we’d better stop while we’re still in Nevada or Arizona if you plan on drinking on a Sunday, because once were in Utah, we’re in God’s country.” 
“Really?” asked Yamane. “I could use a drink and a smoke.” 
“How foul,” said Rory. “I could go for a beer about now, though…” 


* * * * * 
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Rory pulled off the highway after they hit the Arizona border at a small town with a GAS/FOOD/LODGING sign and found a serviceable chain motel next to a mom-and-pop Mexican restaurant called El Diablo Azul. Rory and Yamane checked in, and as soon as the door closed behind them, Rory froze. He had no idea what to do with his hands. 
Yamane looked up at him with an enigmatic smile on his face. “Everything changed today.” 
“Yeah.” Rory watched him. “No regrets, though, right?” 
“No!” Yamane was quick to reply. “Well. Does that include this motel?” 
“It’s not quite the Venetian.” Rory locked the door. “Sorry.” 
“No problem. So far no one’s tried to kill me here.” Rory kissed him on the cheek, feeling shy. “That’s the spirit, princess.” He went in for a deeper kiss, and his stomach made a sound like an angry mountain lion. 
Yamane looked down. “When was the last time you ate?” 
“I --” Rory thought back. “I don’t think I’ve eaten in about twenty-six hours. That’s probably a record for me.” 
“I haven’t eaten anything either. Let’s go get something.” Yamane took Rory’s hand and started back toward the door. “When Amelia kidnapped me, she withheld food to see if I’d beg. I went about forty-eight hours one time. I think with water I could go seventy-two.” Rory’s blood froze. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
“No.” Yamane kept walking. “You can go longer if you drink water.” 
“How sick is it that you know that from experience?” asked Rory quietly, squeezing his hand. 
Together they headed through the afternoon heat into the little restaurant next door to their motel. It was all but deserted. They noticed one motorcycle in the parking lot. 
The restaurant looked like a million other small cantinas with a long, deep, rectangle-shaped space with a cashier’s desk in front, a built-up wooden bar in the back, and scattered Formica tables in the center area. Yamane and Rory headed for the bar first, which was deserted until a man with a smile on his face came out of the back to stand behind it. 
Rory ordered beer for himself and bourbon on ice for Yamane, and asked if food was being served at that hour. The bartender told them to seat themselves anywhere. They took a table in the middle of the room and sat down right under the cool air vent. 
“Heaven,” said Yamane. “This is heaven. Your car’s air-conditioning doesn’t work, Rory.” 
“The air works -- it just works poorly. If I didn’t have to do all the registration paperwork, I’d just buy another car,” said Rory, fanning himself with a napkin. “That’ll teach me. I never use the car on campus so I didn’t bother, and now look.” 92 Z. A. Maxfield 
A waiter came with cold water, menus, and a big basket of homemade tortilla chips with salsa. “You like it spicy?” he asked. 
“I do,” said Rory. “Yamane?” 
“I guess. I eat spicy Asian food all the time.” 
“I bring the spicy salsa,” said the waiter. “Muy picante.” He smiled and left them to their chips. He came back with bowls of salsa and marinated vegetables. 
Rory could hardly believe just a few hours ago he’d been jacking Yamane’s beautiful cock. He blushed. Yamane was fanning his mouth around a jalapeño wedge. 
“I have a feeling I’m going to want to drink a lot.” Yamane cooled off his tongue. “I’d better switch to beer.” 
Rory ate chips as he watched Yamane cross the room. The only other customer made his way to the bar at the same time. The man was tall and beefy-looking, but soft around the center and past his prime. He had a head full of graying hair and an amused, if florid face. 
Rory was used to Yamane’s good looks and unusual fashion sense. He was trying to imagine a small-town stranger’s reaction when he distinctly heard Yamane say, “What the hell did you just say?” 
“Oh, here it comes,” Rory muttered under his breath as he got up and walked to the bar. 
“I said, why don’t you cut your hair? You look like a woman. Are you one of those trannies? Do you even still have your dick?” 
Yamane sputtered with outrage. “Of course I have a dick or I couldn’t tell you to suck it, could I?” 
The man started to come after Yamane, but before things could get out of hand, Rory stepped between them. 
“Yamane,” he barked. “Did I fail to inform you how painful it is to have the shit beaten out of you?” 
“Did you hear?” 
“Of course I heard,” said Rory. “Why is it you’re only brave when someone’s about to kill you?” 
“Freaking homo,” muttered the man. He had a look in his eye that told Rory he was trying to get Yamane’s goat because he knew he could. 
“Look, you.” Rory was losing patience with the both of them. “He may be a freaking homo, but he’s my freaking homo, and if you don’t mind your manners you’ll be enjoying that beverage you’re drinking glass and all, do I make myself clear?” 
“You’ve got some nerve, kid.” 
“I do,” said Rory. “What’s it going to be -- do you act like the man your mama hoped you’d be and let me buy you a drink, or do you go home in a paper sack?” Drawn Together 
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The man tilted his head and considered Rory carefully. “I like you, red.” He laughed. 
“Now who’s the freaking homo?” hissed Yamane from behind him. 
“You?” He pointed at Yamane. “Not so much. My name’s Frank; pleased to meet you.” He held his hand out to Rory, who shook it. 
“Mine’s Rory, and this is Yamane.” 
“Okay, I’m drinking single malt whiskey, if you’re buying,” said Frank. 
“The hell you say.” Yamane glared. “That swill you were drinking before was made for lighting barbecues.” 
“Well, I’m drinking single malt whiskey now that he’s buying,” said Frank, jerking his thumb toward Rory. Then he burst out laughing. “Yammy, I think I’m really getting to like you too; the world must be coming to an end.” 
“Color me thrilled,” sneered Yamane. 
“Who the hell are you?” Rory asked Yamane incredulously. “Jeez, you’re like this bipolar multiple personality, Ran Yamane action figure.” 
“I’m hungry, damn it!” Yamane pounded his good hand on the bar. “I’m so hungry I could kill something and eat it right now. And I need nicotine, you sadistic, health-loving prick. I’m going back to the table and eat those chips. Get me a couple of beers.” Rory and Frank watched him go. 
“Newlyweds?” Frank asked. 
“You’ve got no idea,” said Rory. “Is that your bike out there?” 
“Yep, isn’t she a beauty? Much better than women or testy little men, I’d guess.” 
“I think you might be in a position to help me out.” 
“Burying the body will cost you extra.” 
Rory laughed. “You two are a lot alike. Actually, I wanted to know where you’re headed.” 
“San Diego,” said Frank. “How’d you know I don’t live right here?” 
“I can’t believe anyone who lives here would come out at this time of day.” Rory took a deep breath. “I’ll tell you about it over dinner, if you’ll join us.” 
“Okay,” Frank said. “If you’re buying.” 
“Sure.” The bartender finally returned, and Rory put in his drink order. 
On the way back to where Yamane was sitting, Frank said, “What the hell are you doing? You don’t look like the type to get mixed up with a guy like him.” 
“What can I say? Love is blind,” said Rory, sitting down next to Yamane. “Yamane here is the acknowledged world master of queer fu.” 
“Oh, no, you did not just say that.” Yamane shot him a sour look and drank the last of Rory’s beer. 
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“You’ll have to excuse him; he’s had a bad day,” said Rory. “People are trying to kill him.” 
“Jeez,” Yamane said. “What a buzzkill.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 
“It’s okay; we’re not going to let them.” Turning back to Frank, Rory said, “We’re headed southeast, and since you’re headed southwest, I thought you might enjoy using my gas card, to confound the enemy, if you know what I mean?” 
“Somebody tracking you?” asked Frank. 
Rory nodded. 
“Is it legal to use your card? Not that I care much.” 
“I don’t know why not as long as I pay the bill,” said Rory. “But you could run into some trouble from the people who are looking for him. Bad trouble, maybe.” 
“Do I look like I mind a little trouble?” 
Rory grinned. “You look like you cause a little trouble everywhere you go. If you use my card, it may buy us time. I think they found us when I applied to play the high limit tables at the Venetian. That was so stupid.” He’d been berating himself for that. 
“No, it wasn’t, Rory,” Yamane said. “It was just Amelia. She’s evil.” Yamane took out a sketchbook, and Rory noticed he was relaxing. By the time the waiter brought them heaping plates of carne asada and camarones adobado with piles of fresh corn tortillas to make tacos and enough rice and beans on the side to feed a third-world country, Yamane was purring like a kitten. He continued to sketch, eat, and drink until the true dinner crowd started coming in, then finally ordered flan for dessert. 
“I have never seen a little guy like that eat so much. Where does he put it?” 
“Well, if he keeps drinking, he’ll probably be throwing it up.” 
“Hey, I can hear you. I’m right here,” said Yamane. 
“He eats a lot of junk food and he smokes,” said Rory. “His looks are deceptive. He’s totally polluted inside, like the guy in The Picture of Dorian Gray.” 
“If you eat any more, you better order a cardiologist to go with it,” said Frank. 
Yamane burst into drunken tears, sobbing and hiccupping. 
“Oh, here we go,” said Rory. 
“What did I say?” Frank asked. 
“Nothing, I’m taking the princess home.” He helped Yamane to his feet, putting an arm around his shoulder. He left money on the table for the food and a generous tip. 
Outside, with Yamane still sobbing on his arm, he exchanged cell phone numbers with Frank and gave him his gas card. 
“This will only work for about two hundred dollars. After that, cut it up and throw it away. Be nicer to strangers.” 
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Frank laughed. “Now, how would I meet interesting people if I was nice?” 
“Bye,” said Rory. “Take care of yourself.” 
“You too, and take good care of the princess. What a handful. Better you than me, man!” Frank waved. 
“I heard that,” Yamane said between sobs. “You know you want me, Frank,” he added, practically shouting it. 
“Yamane, don’t look now, but people are watching,” said Rory, half carrying, half dragging Yamane to the motel. 
“Well, I know they want me too.” He staggered along. “Everybody wants me except you, you straight bastard. Wait, no! Until today!” He laughed right up until he passed out. 
Rory tenderly carried him the rest of the way. 
“Yep,” Rory said under his breath. “You’re the freaking ninja of love, Yamane.” 


* * * * * 
 Amelia threw a vase at the two big men, who dodged it and stepped back. They cringed in the Venetian Hotel tower suite that she was currently destroying in a fit of rage. “I told you to find him, you idiots. The man dresses like a Chinese doll. How hard is it to find a man who dresses like that?” 
“Apparently, pretty hard,” said Ethan, “or we’d have him by now, wouldn’t you say?” 
“You shut up, Calderon.” Amelia turned on him. “We had him right here, at the Venetian, and you couldn’t deliver.” 
“There are times to hunt with beaters, Amelia, and times to hunt with stealth. How do you think your plan of stabbing a prominent cardiologist worked out?” 
“Shut up. He knew where Yamane was hiding. I told you, the doctor called and warned him off,” Amelia raged. “Saying he’d spent the night with Yamane, that liar.” 
“Amelia, did you seriously stab an innocent man just for being Yamane’s lover?” 
“Don’t say it like that!” she shrieked. “You should have been watching the exits. He probably walked right out the front door.” 
“He was alone, though. Do you suppose the redhead left him?” mused Ethan. “Maybe because of the doctor. Maybe they had a lover’s tiff, or something like that.” He felt Amelia stiffen next to him and decided not to talk about that. “What do you want to do now?” 
“If Delaplaines is still here, you can bet Yamane hasn’t gone far. Check the poker rooms again, damn it!” shouted Amelia. “Look for the redhead. Start from scratch. I want every hole out of Vegas examined. Damn, damn, damn. Sooner or later they’ll make another mistake.” 
“There’s another way,” said Ethan, hating himself even as he said it. 
“What?” Amelia stood still for once. 
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“If they’re still together, we can bring them both to us. I don’t think Delaplaines would sacrifice his family, even for Ran Yamane, and I don’t think Yamane would allow him to do it.” 
“Set it up,” snapped Amelia. 
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Chapter Fifteen 
Rory placed the passed-out Yamane on the solitary queen bed and sat in the chair next to him. When he was lying there sleeping so peacefully, it was hard to imagine him taking on Frank like that. Rory remembered he’d been unusually chilling with Amelia face-to-face as well. Yamane, he guessed, was just one of those people who found his cool when there was real danger, and jumped on chairs if he saw a spider in the kitchen. Rory massaged the back of his neck as he got back up and shucked off his own clothes, down to his briefs. What a roller coaster the day had been. If that was what came from not smoking, Rory would buy Yamane a carton and an ashtray and back away on his knees. He sighed. 
Yamane stirred, rubbing his feet together in his shoes. Rory sat down on the side of the bed with the intention of removing Yamane’s clothes for him, and found himself studying his beautiful face, the profile of which was now facing away from him. Rory gave in to the desire to undo Yamane’s braid. Something about the man’s hair made Rory’s fingers ache to touch it wherever they were. Rory stroked its softness, letting it fall through his fingers like liquid. 
Yamane was still unconscious, but Rory had no misgivings about undressing a passed-out man. He thought of the many times he and his mother had undressed Charles and poured him to bed, yet this was different. Guiltier. Rory relished the opportunity to look his fill. 
I’m just going to make him comfortable. 
Rory unbuttoned the shirt, keeping a careful watch in case Yamane woke up. He slid the shirt off Yamane’s shoulders with the palms of his hands, enjoying the feel of smooth skin gliding under his touch. He removed the shirt completely by lifting Yamane a little to get it out from under him. Holding Yamane in his arms, he pressed a kiss to the base of his throat where the pulse was ticking gently under his creamy skin. This wasn’t exactly consensual. Rory put Yamane down. 
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I’m just going to make him comfortable, he repeated to himself as he placed his hands on Yamane’s fly button. Rory touched first, ghosting his fingers across the fabric over his limp cock. After pulling the jeans off, he put them on the chair with Yamane’s shirt. 
Seeing Yamane like this, in only his briefs, Rory felt heat suffuse his cheeks. Damning the consequences, he placed his hands on Yamane’s body, exploring his shoulders, chest, and abdomen. The hollows of his pelvis, his hips and thighs. He ran his hands lightly over Yamane’s nipple ring and tasted each café au lait-colored bud. 
Rory lay down next to Yamane and held his breath as Yamane sighed and rolled over, facing away from him. Yamane caught Rory’s arm and pulled it around him like a blanket. 
Faced with this, Rory had little choice but to lay beside him, spoon fashion. He used that excuse to pull Yamane into his body and hold him close. 
Rory tried to shove the sure and certain knowledge that he was feeling up a drunken man aside. The pleasure of running his fingers over Yamane’s skin made almost all the guilt recede, leaving only a modicum of shame in its wake. He held Yamane, slipping both his arms around the sleeping man, and touched him as he might have touched himself. He cupped Yamane’s dick and balls with both hands, and then slid down Yamane’s knit briefs… 
None of Rory’s experience prepared him for wanting a passed-out man. Yet the evidence was unquestionably there; Rory was erect and he wanted Yamane. He burned with it. He pressed himself between tight little ass cheeks, his cock grazing the crack, parting it and rubbing along the hidden recess behind Yamane’s balls. 
Yamane’s upper body still felt boneless against him as Rory’s breathing grew shallower, coming in faint gasps. He began to press his erection upward, to get friction from Yamane’s unresisting flesh. He jerked forward and felt the slap of Yamane’s balls against the head of his dick. Yamane made small noises that had the effect of stirring Rory’s senses, and soon Rory was slipping along, gliding between Yamane’s thighs using his own precum to slick the way as he pulled Yamane tight back against his chest. He continued to move against Yamane, doing what felt good to him until he uttered a shuddering cry and emptied himself in a splash of heat high into the junction of Yamane’s thighs. 
It wasn’t long before the enormity of what he’d done hit him and he wanted to die of embarrassment. He touched the creamy wetness and pulled his glistening hand from beneath the covers. Fascinated, he held it up in the still-lit room and then tasted it. 
Still unwilling to comprehend that he’d just gotten himself off on an unconscious man, he left the bed as carefully as he could to keep from disturbing its occupant. He found a towel and dampened it, cleaning himself up and returning to do the same, carefully, for Yamane. 
Rory put on the flannel drawstring pants he usually wore to bed and climbed in beside his lover. If Yamane sensed this, or remembered it, Rory knew he’d have some explaining to do. He pulled Yamane back against him, still feeling the languid warmth of passion’s Drawn Together 
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aftermath in his lower body. Yamane’s mouth dropped open in the relaxed way of children when they sleep, and he began to snore delicately. 
Rory stroked Yamane’s hair, admitting to himself, at last, that this strange and beautiful man had hardly made a move, yet Rory’s “knight” was taken. 


* * * * * 
 When Rory woke the next morning, Yamane was busy repacking yesterday’s clothes. 
He had already showered and was letting his hair dry down. “It’s about time. It’s already nine, and I’m starving,” Yamane said, a happy smile on his face. 
“You’re in a good mood this morning,” Rory said carefully. 
“So, it seems, are you,” Yamane said. He pointed to Rory’s morning wood, which would have been difficult to hide at the best of times, but in the warmth of the early Arizona morning, Rory had thrown off the covers. “When I woke up, I thought I was being robbed.” 
“Shit.” Rory rolled over and put a pillow on his head. 
“Don’t be embarrassed. I thought about taking advantage of the situation, but then I thought, what kind of a jerk would do that?” 
Rory’s eyes snapped open to look at Yamane closely, but he detected no sarcasm. 
“You’re blushing. How cute. I’ll tell you what, I was going outside to smoke, but unless you’re planning a bonfire or a baseball game, what do you say you let me take care of that before I go, okay?” 
Yamane leaped on him. Before Rory really got a handle on what was happening, Yamane’s sweet mouth found him, and before he could even think, he was tangling his fingers in Yamane’s long hair and coming in his hot mouth. He gazed at Yamane afterward, dazed and robbed of speech. Yamane kissed him and shared the flavor of their lovemaking. 
“I need a cigarette.” Yamane grinned. 
“No. You don’t.” Rory ran his hands down Yamane’s back. 
“How about you suck me off?” 
Rory’s eyes snapped back to his, and he knew his face didn’t exactly look…eager. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to. He wanted to taste every square inch of Yamane. He wanted to suck him and screw him and eat his ass. But when Yamane said it? He realized he’d never, ever done it before, and he felt his blood run cold. What if he wasn’t any good at it? 
Yamane got up and sailed out the door, laughing at him. Rory stayed in bed for a few minutes longer. His face was on fire, and his heart was pounding. 
Did Yamane remember last night? Did Yamane know he was clumsy and ignorant and content to hump him like a dog? 
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Finally he got up and used the bathroom, taking a quick shower. He joined Yamane outside, and they went to the same little Mexican place, this time for huevos rancheros and coffee. 
“I love these homemade tortillas,” Yamane was saying. “I read somewhere that every culture in the world has a flatbread. I don’t know why, but I’m just ravenous today.” 
“Uh-huh.” Rory was deep in his own thoughts. “Today we’ll head up to Salt Lake City. 
Then we’ll get some more camping gear and drive east on the eighty. Would you be okay camping out a couple of nights?” 
“I’m not sure I’m exactly your camping type.” 
“How about we try it for one night, and then if you hate it, we’ll go back to motels?” 
“How about we make some kind of trade?” teased Yamane, and Rory’s face flamed up again. “I’m just kidding. You sure are jumpy today.” 
“Sorry.” Rory looked down. He ate the rest of his food in silence. 
When they finished breakfast, Rory and Yamane got into the car and headed north on Interstate 15. Soon they were driving through Utah, listening to the classical music station on the radio, awed by the vast sky and otherworldly landscapes. Rory wondered if Yamane liked the silence, or if he was allowing it to play out between them because he felt as out-of-depth, as uncomfortably new, as Rory did. 
At a rest stop just before Provo, Rory used his cell phone to call his friend Brian. He used the men’s room and came out to find Yamane sitting at a picnic table sketching some children. Rory sat down next to him. The feeling of rightness, the sense of peace that came with being by Yamane’s side, had grown with every look, every word, that was spoken between them that day 
“I like it here, Rory,” said Yamane. “It’s clean and beautiful.” 
“Me too. I wish we were free to camp in Bryce. It’s like being on another planet.” 
“Rory, are you all right?” 
“I am.” Rory was puzzled, but it was true. “I’ve even stopped wishing we’d met under different circumstances.” He got up. “I’m going to get the first aid kit from the car. I want to change the dressing on your hand.” 
When he had the wound uncovered, Rory said, “You know, I don’t know if you still need to keep it bandaged. It’s healing nicely.” 
“Is that your professional opinion, doctor?” Yamane flushed when he realized what he said. Rory smiled at him, unconcerned. 
“Don’t, Yamane, please. I understood then, and I understand now.” Yamane lowered his eyes. “Thank you.” 
Rory finished up. “Let’s go horrify Utah with our bad gay selves, shall we?” 
“Are you kidding me?” 
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“Yes,” answered Rory, “probably. But while we’re in Utah, if instead of flaming, you could quietly sort of smolder, I’d appreciate it.” 
“I may smolder, but you, my friend, brought the wood this morning.” 
“That doesn’t have to mean anything.” 
“That depends,” Yamane told him, “on what you were trying to do with it, doesn’t it?” Rory kept his eyes on the road. 
“You’re blushing!” Yamane began to sing, “Yamane’s got a boyfriend… Yamane’s got a boyfriend.” 
Rory reached over to give Yamane’s good hand a squeeze. “Yamane’s got a lover.” he said, and it was Yamane’s turn to be silent. 


* * * * * 
 When they finally reached their destination, Rory phoned his friend from a Denny’s where Yamane managed an embarrassment of pancakes and some sort of omelet with everything in it. After a while, a young couple walked in with a toddler and two car carriers with tiny infant boys in them. 
Rory got up and gave his friend a bone-crushing hug, and after a few confusing moments, they shoved together a couple of tables and sighed when everyone was seated. 
Rory introduced Yamane to Brian and his wife, Amy. Brian introduced his daughter, Asia, and their twins, Paul and Jared. A waitress came by and Brian and his family got their food order in. 
“So, Rory,” said Brian. “I haven’t seen you in ages. I’m glad you could come and meet the family. Mom and Dad hope you’ll stay at their place tonight. Did you bring sleeping bags?” 
Rory nodded. 
“That’s settled then. I take it you still resist the waters of baptism?” Brian asked. 
“I do. But you’ve been very magnanimous about that, for which I am grateful,” Rory replied. 
“Why do we have so much trouble in New Orleans, I wonder?” 
“Perhaps it’s because we’re drunk, armed, and Catholic.” 
“And you’re an inveterate gambler, don’t forget,” said Yamane. “Although you’re phenomenally good at it.” 
“I do not gamble, Yamane,” said Rory. “I play poker, which for the men of my family is not a gamble.” 
“Yes, I know,” said Yamane. To Brian, he said, “It’s like he’s made a deal with the devil or something.” He looked at those freshly scrubbed, earnest faces. “I mean, not really…” 
“Oh, of course not,” said Brian seriously. “I’m sure we’d have heard about it if he had.” 102 
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Amy nudged him hard and laughed. 
“Rory, Brian said he met you when he was on his mission?” she asked. 
“Yep,” said Rory. 
“But you guys got together again after the hurricane?” 
“Yeah. Wasn’t Asia just born then? He had about a million pictures.” One of the twins gave a sharp cry, and Amy leaned over to pick him up. Asia seemed content to stare Yamane down. 
“Brian told me all about how you volunteered at the shelter together. He sang that pancake song in his sleep for months.” She smiled. “He said when you got out of school you planned to stalk the Snoggs artist until she married you.” 
“Uh, well…” said Rory. 
“Yeah.” Yamane grinned. “You never told me. How did that turn out? With that artist?” Yamane, the shit, took out a sketchbook and began to draw pictures of Asia dancing with Snoggs. 
“Uh, well,” said Rory again. “Allow me to introduce you to Ran Yamane, creator of the Snoggs and Princess Celendrianna.” 
Yamane gave a little wiggly-fingered wave. And smiled, damn him. 
“Holy crap,” said Brian, whose daughter echoed it like a broken record. 
“Crap, crap, crap, crap.” Asia giggled. “Daddy’s funny.” 
“Brian!” said Amy, covering Asia’s mouth with her hand. 
“Sorry, love.” He picked up his daughter. “Okay, there’s a story here…” Rory began to tell it, with constant interruption from Yamane. 
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Chapter Sixteen 
Once at Brian’s parents’ home, Rory and Brian decided to take a quiet walk where they could talk. “Well,” said Brian. “I hardly know where to begin.” 
“Will I be disowned by your wonderful family now, do you think?” asked Rory lightly, but the thought caused him so much pain he could hardly hide it. 
“Of course not. Don’t be stupid. I can’t believe your Snoggs girl turned out to be a guy.” 
“That makes two of us.” 
“Dang,” said Brian. “You’re the last one I ever figured to go over to the dark side.” 
“You and me both, brother. But thinking back…” 
“Are you sure you’re not just switching sides because of the ‘war’? Like a prison romance or something? It’s not fair to him if, when the dust settles, you suddenly start looking at the centerfold in Playboy again.” 
“I never!” 
“The heck you didn’t. I know what you were like; I baptized your best friend. Really, have you thought this through for the long haul?” 
“I don’t think I ever really told myself the whole story. In retrospect, certain things now make more sense,” Rory said quietly. “I can never look at anything else when he’s around. I think I just…belong to him. Ever since the first time I saw one of his drawings. 
’Course, I thought he was a woman. But I can assure you, he’s not any kind of disappointment as a man.” 
Brian said nothing. Rory felt no condemnation in his gaze, just the same caring friendship he’d always felt. He leaned over and hugged Brian tightly. “You are the best man I know.” 
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“You heathen,” teased Brian. “You’re a good guy, and I’m proud to call you my friend. 
Let’s go back -- Yamane’s probably worried we’re deprogramming you or something.” 


* * * * * 

 Later, Rory and Yamane were left on the patio alone. “I never knew people like that existed,” said Yamane. “How amazing.” 
“Brian’s been like a brother to me, which is weird. I still don’t think he’s given up on me, but he never makes me feel bad. That’s what it is; when I’m with him, I always feel good about myself. That’s probably what made me head here. I’ll get the sleeping bags from the car. And no messing around tonight.” Rory reddened. “Okay?” 
“Are you telling me or you?” asked Yamane. 
Rory grinned. “Hell if I know.” 


* * * * * 
 Yamane woke up the next morning in a sleeping bag on the family room floor sandwiched between Asia and her four-year-old cousin, Jacob. They squatted on the ground, one on either side of him, gazing at him with unabashed adoration. 
“Mr. Yummy want pancakes?” asked Asia around the thumb she was sucking. 
“What?” He tried to shake off the sleepy stupor he was feeling. 
“She asked you do you want pancakes, Mr. Yummy? Grandma says if you want pancakes with faces you have to come now.” 
“Pancakes with faces?” he asked, but the children were long gone. He got up and took his toiletry kit to the bathroom. When he arrived in the kitchen, more or less presentable, he found Katherine Olsen pouring happy faces of pancake batter onto a huge griddle, where they would brown a little. Then she poured a pancake around them so when they were flipped the happy face showed up darker than its surrounding pancake. 
“That is so ingenious. I’ll bet you could do designs and animals and names if you did lettering in the negative --” 
“Rory and the kids are on the patio,” Katherine said, and Yamane suspected she was hiding a smile. Yamane went to the window to see what Rory was up to. It took him a minute to realize that they were doing the happy pancake dance. 
“Hey. They’re doing --” 
“Yeah, that’s right; that’s yours, isn’t it? Nobody eats a pancake in this house without it. 
I’ve watched an awful lot of Snoggs, Yamane.” 
“Yeah. No kidding?” Something in her face told him maybe a little too much. “Sorry.” Katherine walked to the patio. “Hey, kids, Mr. Yamane can draw the Snoggs. Why don’t you ask him nicely if he’ll draw you one?” Drawn Together 
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“Mr. Yummy, Mr. Yummy.” Jacob ran at Yamane for a hug and smacked him right in the groin with his head. 
“Ooomh.” Yamane resisted cursing. 
“Please draw some Snoggs for us.” Jacob looked up with pleading eyes. 
Asia ran to her grandmother and pulled on her apron. “Grandma, make Mr. Yummy draw!” 
“I have something much better than Snoggs. I drew a picture of a pretty princess named Asia last night. I’ll go get it.” Yamane hurried to the family room to get the sketchbook out of his messenger bag. When he returned, he showed it to the children. 
“Look, this is from last night. I drew all of your family there. See if you can tell who is who.” The children plopped on the family room floor with the sketchbook between them, occasionally shouting out a name as they turned the pages. When it was time to be seated and eat breakfast, the blessing was observed, with Rory doing the honors. Yamane took his sketchbook back to keep it from getting covered in maple syrup and signed and dated the cover. 
“Katherine,” said Yamane. “I would like you to have this. Thank you very much for your kindness.” He gave her the sketchbook with a formal bow. 
“Thank you, Yamane,” she said, opening it carefully. “This is magnificent. What a treasure for our family. Allen, look at this.” She and her husband looked it over while the grandchildren ate. 
“Mr. Yummy,” said a deep southern voice that never failed to make a shiver run up his back. “Thank you for your kindness to my friends.” Yamane smiled at Rory. “I’m really glad I got to meet them,” he said. “I feel privileged. 
Are you really going to make me camp? Will it be just tenting, or must I kill my food and prepare it too?” 
“Just tenting. I’m planning on eating in restaurants along the way and then stopping to sleep.” 
“Oh, thank heavens.” 
“Because human food lures out the hungry bears,” teased Rory. 
Yamane considered this. “But essentially, aren’t humans a kind of bear food?” 
“Well, yes, I guess so.” 
“So what does it matter if something else smells tasty?” 
“I don’t know. Ask Brian; he’s the Eagle Scout.” 
“Okay, where is he?” asked Yamane. “I’ll ask him right now.” 
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“He just wants to see you off. He likes you,” said Yamane quietly. To Katherine, he said, “Do you have a notepad? I’m going to formulate a list of questions for Brian when I see him.” 
Katherine raised her eyebrows but left the table and came back with a yellow legal pad. 


* * * * * 
 Rory saw Brian look at his watch for the thirteenth time. It was two thirty, and Yamane, holding court among a number of Camping World employees and interested bystanders, was still pelting them with questions ranging from safety, sanitation, and points of interest on Interstate 80. Brian retrieved the cell phone from his pocket and ducked out to make another call to his boss. 
Rory waited till Brian was off the phone to say again, “I’m sorry, man.” 
“Don’t be,” said Brian. “It’s a little scary camping if you’ve never done it.” Rory rolled his eyes. “The thing is, he’s got ice water in his veins when he’s really in danger, but when he imagines something that frightens him, he overreacts. You should have seen him face down Amelia. He sat there eating a piece of fruit when she reached out and stabbed him through the hand with a fork.” 
“I don’t know what I’d do if something like that happened to Amy.” 
“Sure you do. At least, you know you wouldn’t sit there like an idiot and let her get away with it,” said Rory, the bitterness like acid on his tongue. 
“Hey. Don’t be so hard on yourself. You couldn’t possibly know room service would attack your friend.” 
“I should have killed that bitch while I had the chance. I’m sorry if that offends.” 
“I’m not offended. If I didn’t have Amy and the kids to worry about, I’d be going with you.” 
“I love you, bro.” Rory grabbed his hand and pulled him into a rough hug. 
“Back atcha. Let’s put a stop to this, shall we? I’ve got to go back to work so my kids can eat.” 
“Want some money? I won a bundle.” 
“You and your dirty, tainted money.” 
“I swear to you, I never won like I won in Vegas just now. Your Guy up there must love Yamane, because I was doing it for him.” Brian raised a skeptical eyebrow. 
Rory had to laugh when he finally caught up with Yamane, who was writing down another helpful tip on his legal pad. “Okay, I think that’s enough for today.” 
“But wait,” said Yamane. “We’ve got bears covered, but you never told me about snakes. What do you do for snakes?” 
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“Yamane,” said Rory, in the voice he used on traumatized children and attractive undergraduate girls. “Do you or do you not trust me?” 
“Of course I trust you, but --” 
“Then trust me. Thank you very much for your kind attention, but I’ll take it from here,” he said to the men and women who had been helping. 
Yamane allowed Rory and Brian to load the gear onto the conveyor at the checkout as he studied his legal tablet in frosty silence. 
As Brian and Rory placed the gear in the car, Yamane continued to read his notes. “It says here to bury all fecal material. Did we buy a shovel?” 
“Got it.” Rory tried hard not to laugh. 
“But if you bury toilet paper, isn’t that like littering?” 
“You don’t use toilet paper, you use pinecones and then bury them too,” said Brian with a completely straight face. “That way more trees grow.” 
“Well, hell. Who thought of that? You’d think if they could put a man on the moon they’d have a better system by now. Shit,” cursed Yamane. 
“Is he for real?” whispered Brian. 
Rory was doubled up in the hatchback of his car almost in pain from trying not to laugh out loud. “Oh, I hope so, Brian. I really, really hope so.” They said their good-byes and Brian waved as they headed out of the Camping World parking lot. They got a later start than Rory planned, so by the time they pitched their tent it was full dark even though the sun didn’t set until quite late. Rory and Yamane sat in front of a campfire in a secluded area of a standard RV campground, which had showers, a laundry room, a minimart, and even a gift shop. 
The irony of this was not lost on Yamane, who said sourly, “So this is camping? This isn’t camping! This is just the worst motel we’ve been to yet.” He drank a sip of his cocoa. 
“You must think I’m such an idiot.” 
Rory pulled Yamane’s chair closer, then pulled a homemade quilt over the two of them. “No, cher, I just thought for your first time we’d take it a little easy is all.” Yamane’s mouth went dry. “Oh,” he said. “I see. Starter camping.” They sat together like that while they finished their drinks. “This is kind of nice out here.” 
“Rest here awhile and look at the stars. You don’t see those in the city. I’m going to take a shower.” He got his toiletry bag and a towel and draped a change of clothes over his arm. 
Yamane sat in the firelight. He could hear the televisions going in some of the larger RVs and the clink and jingle of someone doing dishes. Every so often laughter floated on the air toward him from where three or four young boys were playing with a glow-in-the-dark 108 
Z. A. Maxfield 
soccer ball. He began to see the attraction of this kind of travel. Between a primitive fascination with fire, the smell of the night air, and the stars, he began to like it very much. 
Especially when he saw Rory walking toward him on the path, bare-chested and still wet, shaking his head like a dog. The little droplets fell on Yamane, who liked the sensation. 
“My turn,” he said. “I’ll grab my things.” 
“It’s pretty deserted,” said Rory. “Maybe I’d better go with you just to make sure that you’re okay.” 
“Stop treating me like a child. I’ll be --” 
Rory shoved him back through the tent flap and fell on him with a kiss. “You’re five feet six inches tall and weigh what, one-thirty? I’m not treating you like a child; I just want you to be cautious.” 
“I understand.” They kissed until Yamane felt breathless. He knelt, looking down at Rory, who sat flushed and aroused on the floor of their tent. 
“Just keep an eye on your surroundings, okay? This isn’t like summer camp.” 
“Like I ever went to summer camp,” said Yamane. “Anyway, why don’t you take your own advice? You’re beautiful, and yet you went alone.” 
“I’m a little bigger than you are, cher.” 
“And yet, you’re helpless against me.” Yamane took his things and left the tent. 
“Hey, little girl, wait up, I’ve been on the road a long, long time…” teased Rory. 
Yamane turned around and pushed him over backward with his foot. “Dirty man.” He spun around and walked down the path to the showers. 
The bathrooms reminded Yamane a little of the bathrooms in public pools. They consisted of a little dressing space and a shower with a curtain. Not a lot of light filtered in there. Yamane sat down to take off his clothes. He gratefully inspected the shower shoes Rory and Brian insisted he buy. 
Yamane took a more thorough shower than usual, as he had been doing since he met Rory. It wouldn’t do to greet him with his dick hard as a baseball bat or to jump on him and lick his face like an overeager puppy, both of which he’d been tempted to do time and time again. He left the shower feeling clean, and if not virtuous, a little less likely to disgrace his ancestors. 
When he returned to the tent, he sensed immediately that something was terribly wrong. Rory stared at the computer, only looking up at Yamane after the third time he called his name. “Rory, what is it?” 
Wordlessly, Rory turned the computer around. On it was an e-mail from his grandmère. 
Dear Rory, 
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I hope this finds you well on your travels. I cannot believe your car is still going. I thought it would have died in about Santa Fe, and I lost a bet to Grandpère Claude. He is still up to his usual tricks, and the sheriff stopped by to tell me that if Claude gives pot to another one of the people from his cancer survivor group he’d have to do something about it. Wait till he finds out his daddy was one of Claude’s fellow potheads before he passed, and everything will hit the fan, for sure. 
Your friend Ame i
l a came by too. She said she has tickets to a concert for you and her and Yamane for Saturday night, and that she’s counting on you being there. I told her I could not make any promises, but she insisted that you would not want to miss the fireworks show afterward. She seemed a little pushy, if you ask me, and a little too old as well. Since she asked about Yamane too, I hope she is her friend, because I could not like her and I am sure you could do better. 
Grandpère and I miss you and long to see your joli beau visage, mon ange, Love, Grandmère 
“Shit,” said Yamane. 
“Shit, shit, shit,” said Rory. 
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Chapter Seventeen 
“That bitch!” 
“Rory, I am so sorry.” Yamane sat with his head bowed. “I am so sorry.” 
“I have to think!” 
Yamane took Rory’s hands in his. He tried not to wince when Rory clutched them, but he couldn’t help it; the pain shot through his left hand right to his toes. 
Rory brought Yamane’s injured hand to his lips for a kiss. “I’m sorry, Yamane,” he said. 
“I forgot.” Yamane reached out and stroked his hair. This seemed to soothe Rory, so he kept it up. Eventually the computer went into sleep mode and what light they had was gone, except for the flickering of the fire outside. Yamane realized he was making a kind of shushing noise. 
“There are three people in this world that I would die for,” Rory said at last. “And that bitch is messing with all of them. Does she expect me to choose?” 
“I can tell you from experience that she only wants you to think you have a choice. She already plans to destroy everything you love just when you think you’ve saved the day. Kind of freeing, isn’t it, knowing that?” 
Rory looked up at Yamane as if he’d gone crazy. 
“I expect the logic of that hasn’t seeped in yet,” Yamane continued. “At first I didn’t understand either when it happened to me. But the fact is that knowing nothing you do will keep her from destroying everything you love is a kind of relief. Hope disappears completely and leaves in its place a kind of rational, bitter ability to think logically about losing everything on your own terms.” 
“Yamane?” asked Rory in the darkness. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
“I’m fine. Although I could use a smoke and a drink.” Drawn Together 
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“Well, I was saving this,” said Rory, who rummaged in his duffel and produced a fifth of bourbon. “In case it got cold…or hot, if you know what I mean.” 
“Thank you.” He twisted off the cap and took a drink. “Whoa.” He made a face. “Okay, that’s better.” He handed the bottle to Rory. 
“Thank you.” Rory sipped from it and handed it back. “You were saying?” 
“Oh, yeah. Now, correct me if I’m wrong” -- Yamane took another drink -- “but if Amelia is in Louisiana with your grandparents waiting for us to come, that means we no longer need to hide, right?” 
Rory sat up suddenly. “Hey.” 
“I mean, it no longer matters where we are. We know where she is, right?” 
“Yes, we do.” 
“And if we don’t need to hide,” Yamane went on, “how about we go into Cheyenne tomorrow, or whatever passes for a town in this godforsaken wilderness, and I buy you a car that doesn’t smell like an open grave?” 
“Hey.” 
Yamane was on a roll. “We’ll get new clothes and arm ourselves, and we’ll go out in a blaze of glory like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.” 
“Well, I guess I know which one of us will be Butch.” 
“I’ll have you know --” began Yamane, but Rory cut him off. 
“Oh, don’t even try, princess.” 
“Rory --” 
“I love my grandparents. I won’t allow anything to happen to them or to you. I just have to think.” Rory took Yamane’s good hand and started crawling from the tent, pulling the smaller man with him. 
“Where are we going?” Yamane still held the bourbon. 
“I want to enjoy the fire a little longer. With you.” 
“May I smoke?” 
Rory pursed his lips. “Sure. I guess we weren’t planning to do any kissing tonight anyway.” Rory left the tent. 
“You heartless shit.” Yamane followed him. 
Rory held out Yamane’s cigarettes and lighter when he emerged and dropped the tent flap behind him. “When we get through this, you’re quitting.” 
“That’s a deal.” Yamane took them and lit up. 
“You’re only saying that because you think Amelia will kill us.” Yamane took a deep drag. “Are you really going to make me choose between smoking and kissing you?” 
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“Not tonight.” Rory pulled him to the ground on a blanket in front of the fire. They sat cross-legged, enjoying the night air until the fire burned down to embers. Rory watched the fire, and Yamane watched Rory. His breath caught in his throat. He caught Rory’s jaw in his hand and brought his lips in for a kiss. Rory came to him, hesitantly at first. Yamane tasted bourbon, wood smoke, and sadness on Rory’s soft lips. He vowed to change at least one of those things before dawn. 


* * * * * 
 Amelia studied Ethan’s impassive face. As always, something about the way he kept his emotions under such iron control irked her, like trying to lift the corner of a Band-Aid and being unable to pry it away from the skin. 
“Delaplaines’s gas card has been used in Arizona, Nevada, and California, as if he’s heading southwest.” 
“So he doubled back, thinking we were following him east?” Ethan was silent for a while. “That’s one interpretation,” he admitted. 
“What do you think it means?” 
“Why would he use a gas card now? He’s been so careful. I’d have to guess it’s some kind of ruse.” 
“You think he’s that smart?” 
“He played pretty smooth poker by all accounts.” Ethan felt a bit envious. “You can’t be stupid and play like that.” 
“It doesn’t matter anyway. If he got my message, he’ll have to come here. There’s no way he’d let Granny suffer for Ran Yamane’s sake.” 
“So then the question is do we chase him anymore?” 
“Nah,” she said. “Let him think he needs to make a trade.” Ethan had nothing to say. What could he say? Amelia Gianfranco was, in his estimation, the most loathsome human on the planet, and prolonged contact with her wasn’t improving his opinion at all. He hid his contempt behind a mask of implacable distant politeness, like a good domestic servant. He could tell Amelia hated it. He took a grim pleasure in thwarting her early on when he discovered that she enjoyed toying not just with her victims, but with her employees as well. Now he watched as she swallowed her disappointment. 


* * * * * 
 Rory and Yamane lingered under the stars long after the fire burned down. Yamane was content to be with Rory, allowing his thoughts to drift as his head lolled on Rory’s arm. 
“I’m feeling unaccountably shy,” said Rory. 
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“Ah.” Yamane hid a smile. 
Rory took Yamane by the hand, helped him up, then led him into the tent. He opened his sleeping bag by unzipping it all the way and laid it on the tent floor like a blanket. “It’s warm out tonight.” 
“Yes.” Yamane just watched him. 
“Okay.” Rory sat cross-legged on the floor. Yamane sat across from him in his most formal fashion, with his knees folded under him and his hands on his thighs. Rory reached out, placing his hands on Yamane’s upper arms, caressing them lightly and sliding down to the forearms, the wrists, and finally unfolding Yamane’s hands in his own. “What should happen here?” 
“Well,” Yamane answered. “Strictly speaking, most men in your place want to use me and pretend I’m a woman.” He said this carefully, keeping any emotion out of his voice. He found Rory’s frank, pure gaze too much, so he looked away. 
“Strictly speaking,” Rory repeated. “Nah,” he said finally. “That sounds like it sucks.” 
“I see,” said Yamane tonelessly. He began to turn away, but Rory held his hands fast, preventing him from moving. 
“I wonder. Might I…?” He gazed at Yamane in such a penetrating way it was almost frightening. “Would it be okay if I take a kind of self-guided tour?” 
“What?” 
“I think I’d like to explore. May I blow you? While I’m sure you could talk me through this, I find I’d prefer to find certain things out for myself.” He rolled his eyes as if he was embarrassed. “I imagine that reflects a certain masculine pride.” Yamane considered this. “How do you know I don’t have masculine pride?” 
“Au contraire, I know you do,” said Rory. “Do you ever find conflict in that?” 
“You mean if two people are too proud to admit they don’t know what they’re doing?” 
“Well, yeah.” Rory shrugged. 
Yamane’s eyes swept down. “Men generally have certain preconceived notions where I’m concerned.” 
“Why do I feel like plugging my ears and singing right now?” 
“You understand I’m used goods, right?” asked Yamane painfully. 
“Shh,” said Rory. “You just tell me if you don’t like something, okay?” 
“Okay,” said Yamane. 
Rory reached out and put a hand under Yamane’s shirt so tentatively and so seriously Yamane wanted to tease him a little. 
“Ouch!” 
Rory jumped guiltily, yanking his hand back as if it were burned. “No way!” he said. 
“Sorry.” 
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Yamane laughed. “I’m kidding,” he said, flopping onto his back. “You idiot.” Rory, whose heart was still pounding with shock, followed Yamane down, unbuttoning his shirt with one hand as he went. Working his way from the top to the bottom, his hands freed skin from fabric; skin to be explored, touched, and tasted. He openly indulged his obsession with Yamane’s nipple ring, drawing it and the sensitive flesh around it into his mouth. The slightly metallic tang, the way it drew up against his teeth, the way Yamane shivered and sighed beneath his lips when he tugged on it gently was thrilling. As he stroked the velvety skin with the flat of his tongue, Yamane came off the ground with a startled cry so sweet Rory redoubled his efforts. He licked at the kanji character over Yamane’s heart and found the tattooed skin tasted the same as any other skin, salty with sweat and vaguely warm, throbbing with every beat of Yamane’s heart as his lips brushed over it. 
Every small place, hollow, and crevice was interesting to Rory. The base of Yamane’s throat, that long and beautiful column with its Adam’s apple, received special attention. He ached to discover everything new and yet familiar about Yamane’s body. He rolled Yamane onto his stomach to do the same to his back. 
“Rory…” Yamane sighed under his assault. 
“Hm?” Rory said, brushing the hair away from the nape of his neck and nuzzling the tender skin behind Yamane’s ear. “You taste just like I imagined…light and electric somehow. Creamy.” 
“Before you do anything really --” 
“This is a self-guided tour; no narrations please.” Rory had no plans except to explore the man’s back, where he was currently leaving a trail of wet kisses. Yamane moaned. Rory smiled into that beautiful skin. When he came to the waistband of Yamane’s jeans, he reached around and undid the fly, which had the effect of making Yamane go still. 
“Don’t worry, cher.” 
Sliding Yamane’s jeans off proved to be a convenient way to find new places to explore, and Rory found he was particularly fond of the small of Yamane’s back, above what was easily the most exquisitely beautiful ass he’d ever seen, and he spent a long time kissing the base of Yamane’s spine in the little hollow above his butt cheeks. His fingers itched, as they had before, to inch their way around to the front of Yamane’s body and touch his erection. 
When he put his mouth on Yamane’s back and gently stroked his cock, Yamane began making an incoherent moaning sound that made Rory smile. 
Rory moved on to Yamane’s legs, kissing the backs of his knees, ankles, and toes. Then, rolling him over onto his back, he started up again, kissing and licking the tender insides of Yamane’s thighs until he came to Yamane’s balls, which he studied with detached curiosity. 
He nosed into them, taking in the scent of soap and man, licking the sensitive perineum behind the silky skin. Yamane’s cock was large for his small frame, uncircumcised, and the shaft stood rigid and tea-colored in Rory’s hand. 
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Experimentally, Rory licked the tip, wanting to taste the glistening drop of moisture there and feel that cock, smooth and rigid on his tongue. Yamane let out a noise so compelling that Rory did it again, finding he liked the way the man’s velvety skin felt against his lips, using his tongue to tease and taunt it. As it grew tauter, he took more and more of it into his mouth, sucking and licking, spurred on by Yamane’s cries, until he felt hands clench in his hair and warm, bitter fluid gushed into his mouth and down his throat. 
Yamane moaned softly. He held Rory’s head to him and murmured, “Rory, jeez.” Rory, for his part, felt damned pleased with himself and continued to lick and nuzzle Yamane’s softening rod. He kissed his way up the hollows of Yamane’s abdomen above his thighs, to his stomach, then his chest, ending up at the nipple ring where he began. Yamane reached down and dragged Rory’s head upward for a long, passionate kiss. “You are --” 
“My turn, right?” Yamane worked loose of Rory’s embrace, and soon Rory found himself on his back as Yamane dragged his lips and tongue down Rory’s abs and took Rory’s cock into his hands. Rory was already erect and straining for release. 
Yamane placed the two middle fingers of his right hand into Rory’s mouth, urging him to suck on and moisten them, and then he slowly, delicately, teased them into Rory’s ass. He moved his fingers cautiously, allowing Rory to get used to the invasion, all the while taking Rory’s cock deep into his throat. 
Rory’s brain was unable to digest the sensual confusion. Between the deep, exquisite pleasure of Yamane’s mouth and the pain/pleasure of his fingers, he skittered from sensation to sensation -- not landing on any one -- until the jumble of all of them came together into a gathering, building, unstoppable climax that rocked and shocked his whole body off the ground under Yamane’s expert assault. They clung together, kissing passionately, and fell asleep in a tangle of sweaty skin, arms, and legs fitted together as tightly as the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. 


* * * * * 
 Sometime in the night, right before dawn, Yamane woke. Tentatively, he snaked his hand to Rory’s cock to touch it again. Rory watched the black shape that was Yamane through sleepy eyes. Their lips met and he clung to Yamane, trying to convey everything he felt that night and every minute since he’d met him. 
Something unspoken passed between them; some promise made that took Rory’s breath away and caused him to tighten his hold on Yamane’s slim hips. Yamane straddled Rory, reaching over his head to his toiletry kit for a condom and a smallish-sized plastic bottle. He held the condom with his good hand and opened it with his mouth, something Rory himself had done many, many times before. He hardly dared to wonder what it meant when Yamane unrolled the latex tube on Rory’s cock, sliding it down in a stroking motion. 
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The light touch sent shivers up Rory’s spine. The pleasure of it bloomed inside him. 
Yamane uncapped the flip top of the bottle with a snap, and Rory watched with growing desire as Yamane fingered and readied his own hole. 
Immediately, Rory rocked against Yamane in anticipation. He felt the pressure of clenching muscles and heat as Yamane guided his cockhead through a tight, hot hole and then mind-numbing pleasure as he passed the ring of muscles. He was burning up, deep inside Yamane, who murmured gentle words to him even as his hair formed a curtain around them. After that, Rory completely lost his train of thought as Yamane took him the rest of the way inside his man’s body and rode him like a god. 
At first Rory lay there, dry-mouthed, taking in the sensation. He could feel Yamane’s thighs bunching as he rose and fell, sensed the undulation of his pelvis as he moved. He could picture Yamane’s ass as he rocked, his own cock gliding in and out, Yamane’s abs tightening, rippling with pleasure and pain as he dug deeper and deeper into Yamane’s body. 
Suddenly, it wasn’t enough to be ridden. He wanted to possess Yamane, to drive his cock into him and leave no doubt that it belonged there. The desire to claim him and shoot his seed as far as he could inside Yamane’s tight, hot channel made the blood leave his head and he rolled them both, one arm clutching Yamane’s neck, and one holding his lower back, but he lost the connection while he shifted and fumbled to get a better angle. He groaned in frustration as his body demanded what it desired. 
“Shit, Yamane,” Rory ground out. “Help me. I --” 
“Shh.” Yamane settled beneath him, pulling a knee up with one hand while his other found Rory’s cock and guided it back into his hole. “I know what you need.” Rory sank into the heat of Yamane’s body as it tightened back around him. Yamane locked his ankles around him as Rory picked up Yamane’s hips with a hand at the small of his back and jerked and snapped into him, dazed by the friction and pressure. He had no words to give Yamane, no pretty phrases, or incoherent babblings of baby or please or good, or even uh. He drove time and again into the sweetness of Yamane’s flesh, learning by listening to his cries what worked, what pleased, what sent Yamane spiraling out of control. 
When Yamane’s head fell back and his entire body spasmed in the deep and hidden places that closed down around Rory’s cock like a vise, Rory felt like they were flying together into a storm. 
Rory’s muscles gave out and he collapsed, rolling them to their sides, unable to make himself draw away except to pull his sheathed cock carefully out and get rid of the condom. 
“Yamane, I --” 
“Shh,” Yamane whispered and reached out for him. Rory gathered Yamane close, breathed in his scent for a long, soothing time, and drifted back to sleep. 
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Chapter Eighteen 
Yamane looked at Rory in the pale light coming through their tent. “Are you all right?” 
“Yeah,” said Rory. “I feel strange somehow.” 
“Like you crossed the great divide?” 
Rory buried his head on Yamane’s chest. 
Yamane stroked Rory’s hair. “I remember my first time. It was with a high school classmate I’d crushed on for a long time, who was straight, and it involved alcohol.” He lit a cigarette without even asking, and Rory didn’t interfere. “It started as a dare, and then became kissing and sucking each other off. Eventually, he screwed me clumsily and we both took showers and went to sleep. In the morning, he was just…appalled.” 
“I’m so sorry, cher.” 
“Oddly enough, I’ve had the same experience many, many times since.” He laughed bitterly. “My revenge has always been to show them the best time they’ll ever have in this life.” 
“You can’t think that’s what’s happening here, can you?” 
“Is it?” asked Yamane directly. “Are you sorry you did something so…? Do you feel it’s unnatural?” 
Rory shook his head and took Yamane in his arms. “I told you. It may be more natural for me than you think. It feels like the most natural thing in the world. I’ll never be ashamed of being with you.” 
Yamane swallowed hard and said nothing, pressing his face into Rory’s neck as Rory held him. Finally, his lips found Rory’s for a deep kiss. 
“I’m sorry, cher, but we’re going to have to move quick from now on.” Yamane bit Rory’s lip gently. “Okay.” 
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“You shower and I’ll pack up. Shout out if you need me.” Rory seemed convinced Yamane needed a bodyguard. 
“I like that; it makes me feel safe,” said Yamane, hugging his towel to him. 
Rory took Yamane’s hand and pulled him back. “Yamane, I’m just a man. This could all go terribly wrong. We could both be hurt or killed. Please, don’t see me as something I’m not.” 
“Are you a man who loves me? Even just a little?” 
“Yes,” said Rory distinctly. “You know I am.” 
“Then I’ll take my chances with you,” Yamane replied. “Whatever happens.” 


* * * * * 
 They arrived at the car dealership in a cloud of foul-smelling exhaust. A man in a pair of khakis and a polo shirt that read “Dick’s Chevrolet, Wyoming’s #1” came up to greet them, shaking their hands and eyeing the car. “I hope you’re planning to buy a car today. It doesn’t look like that one will make it back off the lot.” He had a car salesman smile, but it seemed genuine enough to Rory. 
“My name is Ted, but people around here call me Boomer since my football days.” He looked Rory over. “You ever play?” 
“Nope.” Rory eased into the southern-boy talk as naturally as if he were home. “You sound like you come from the South, sir.” 
“Yep, I’m originally from Savannah, and I played for the Crimson Tide, but I married a girl from Cheyenne whose daddy owns this very dealership. What are you going to do, right?” 
“Right,” said Rory. “I need wheels, Boomer. I’m dead tired of driving that car.” 
“I hear that.” Boomer was looking at Rory’s car. “Got no plates.” 
“I know, can you imagine?” Rory prevaricated. “Somebody took them right off my car at a campground. I can give you the numbers and you can look them up. I have my registration.” 
“Oh, sure, okay.” Boomer seemed relieved. Then he looked at Yamane, and like all people who saw him for the first time, required time to process him. “Stolen at a campground, what people won’t get up to these days.” Rory waited for Boomer to stop staring. 
Yamane said finally, “Rory, what kind of car should we get?” Boomer seemed to come back to himself. “How about you just look around the lot, and I’ll look back in on you after a bit?” 
“Thank you,” said Yamane. “That would be fine.” 
“I’ll be by the trucks,” said Rory. 
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Boomer smiled. “Sure thing.” 
Yamane and Rory walked up and down the rows. Rory had the feeling Yamane was teasing him, but he also had the feeling that the Japanese sensibility where cars were concerned might prove an insurmountable obstacle to their continued harmony. 
“This one’s cute.” Yamane looked into the window of a royal blue Chevrolet Aveo. 
“I’m six-two. Please, can’t we look at the trucks?” 
“But this one is very fuel efficient as well as maneuverable and easy to park.” 
“Yamane, we’re going to war. You don’t go to war in a Chevy Aveo. That’s a damned clown car!” 
Yamane laughed. 
Rory gave Yamane’s hair a tug. “Are you messing with me?” 
“You bet I am. Get what you want.” 
“Thank you.” Rory sighed. “Let’s go talk to Boomer.” Boomer showed Rory around the trucks, finding a black Silverado crew cab with a tow package, an impossibly powerful engine, and a light package that made it look like an emergency vehicle. 
It seemed to Rory that Yamane was still in a mood to tease even as he went through the motions of paying for it. “Now, you’re sure it has enough stuff, Rory. I wouldn’t want you to miss out, if there’s a truck with more lights or a more powerful engine available.” 
“Yeah, yeah,” said Rory, content. 
“Or if one might possibly reflect a more manly character, say if it had those really big wheels or something.” 
“Rory Delaplaines has no need to compensate.” Boomer watched this exchange. “Now, then, Mr. Yamane, I have the wire transfer, and I’ll need your signature, right here, here, here, and your initials all down that page.” 
“Is it possible to get some sort of cargo box for our camping gear?” asked Rory. “I don’t want it to get soaked if it should rain.” 
“If you’re heading east, then three stops down the I-80 there’s a truck parts store that carries tool boxes and cargo boxes, and cargo nets if you need one. You’re doing more camping?” he asked idly while waiting for Yamane to fill out the paperwork. 
“Well, Yamane doesn’t much care for it; he’s kind of a city boy.” Boomer shot Rory a look that said I feel your pain. “Too bad. There are wonderful places to camp on I-80. And I just took my kids up the I-90 to see the faces.” 
“Faces?” asked Yamane. 
“Mount Rushmore,” said Rory. “I hear that it’s awesome. But we’re short on time this trip. We’ve got something at home that can’t wait.” 120 
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“Too bad,” said Boomer again. “Well, next time then.” 
“Yes.” Rory smiled at Yamane. “We have a lifetime to explore together.” Boomer said, “Well.” By which Rory thought he meant blech, but was too good a salesman to admit it. “Here you go.” He held a key out to Rory. “When it comes out, I’ll have a key for each of you. Some of my guys are going to clean it up, and you can just take it with best wishes and good luck to you.” 
“Thank you, sir,” said Rory. 
“Thank you,” said Yamane. “It was a pleasure.” He held his hand out, and Boomer took it, giving it a firm, solid handshake. 
Rory began to unload the camping gear from his ancient Corona and felt not one smidgen of sentimentality knowing it would be towed to the junkyard for scrap metal. He removed the money he’d carefully hidden under the seat, and when he was satisfied he’d gotten everything he needed out of it, he tossed the key on the driver’s seat and left it without a backward glance. Yamane seemed no more sentimental. He practically danced with joy when he opened the door to the new truck. 
“Could you even buy a bigger truck? Not compensating, my ass.” 
“Do you like it?” asked Rory, placing the key in the ignition. “I mean, you bought it. If you hate it…” 
“I like it,” said Yamane. “It suits you, and that suits me because I love you.” Rory’s hand dropped from the key to his lap. He turned to look at Yamane. “This is just crazy, isn’t it?” 
“Yeah,” said Yamane. “But I don’t really care, do you?” 
“No.” Rory keyed the ignition. “Let’s go.” 
Rory drove the new truck east on the interstate, and sure enough, at the third exit there was a truck accessories warehouse. He and Yamane went in and he had the feeling that someone had been apprised of their arrival. 
“Damn,” he heard someone say in a hoarse whisper. “Old Boomer was telling the truth.” 
“Hello there,” said Rory. “I need a gear box for my truck and some other things.” As always, Yamane was the subject of what Rory thought was pretty harmless scrutiny. 
“We need a trash bin,” he informed Rory. 
“Are you camping along here?” asked one of the clerks. “It looks like you’re going to hit some weather. You might want to rethink it.” 
“Thanks for reminding me,” said Rory. “I need batteries for my weather radio too.” 
“You know your truck has the satellite so you’ll get the Weather Channel, but it’s a good idea to keep a radio close by if you’re camping. I’ve been watching the news and you’re driving into some unstable air.” 
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“Thank you, we’ll probably stay in a motel tonight, but I appreciate the warning,” Rory said. He and Yamane waited while the men installed a big silver steel cargo box with a diamond pattern stamped into it. Yamane found an organizer with a trash container in it that he could strap onto the back of the driver’s seat. He placed some of his art supplies in it so they’d be handy. 
“Well” -- they shook the clerk’s hand -- “we have a long way to go ahead of us today, thanks so much.” 
“You be careful out there,” said the clerk. 
“Thank you,” said Yamane. 
They got back on I-80, and Rory had one thing in mind: to get to St. Antoine’s Parish by Saturday. “This is nice.” Yamane played with all the buttons. “I think I like trucks.” 
“It dwarfs you.” 
“You’d better not have just called me a dwarf,” Yamane told him. “I’m hungry.” 
“Can you wait a little?” Rory was concerned by how much time they’d spent at the dealership. 
“Drive as long as you need to. When we do stop, I’ll get some food so we don’t have to stop at all except for bathroom breaks.” 
Rory patted his hand. “It’s not quite as desperate as all that, cher.” Yamane stroked his fingers. “I’ll do whatever needs to be done, Rory. For now I think I’ll catch up on some sleep; somebody kept me awake until late last night.” If his grandparents hadn’t been in danger, Rory would have considered it one of the perfect moments of his life. This truck, his lover, and the open road all conspired to make him feel on the threshold of amazing possibilities. That Amelia Gianfranco was at the other end waiting to destroy everything he cared about gouged away at any pleasure he might feel. 
As mile after mile swept beneath his truck, he vowed he’d never allow her to harm one hair on the head of anyone he loved again. 


* * * * * 
 Yamane woke up when it nudged at his conscious mind that the truck was no longer moving. He could see they were at a rest stop, a nice one, and Rory was returning from the bathroom. The sun, which had been bright that morning, was now sliding behind dark and ominous clouds. 
Rory opened the passenger door and asked him if he’d like to use the toilet. “I didn’t want to wake you, but…” 
“I’ll be back in a minute.” The first fat rain droplets were coming down just as Yamane was returning from the men’s room. 
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“It looks like we’re in for something,” Rory said as he handed Yamane some food he’d purchased from the vending machines. 
Yamane looked at the sky. “I really like the rain.” Rory stared at him. “I have an awful feeling you’ve never seen rain like the rain that’s about to come down here. Have you spent much time in the Midwest?” 
“No, this is my first trip.” 
“Prepare yourself, Yamane,” Rory said. “It’s going to rain frogs.” 


* * * * * 
 Six hours of the unrelieved, flat landscape of Nebraska under a blinding electrical storm later, Yamane was vowing it would be his last trip to the Midwest, ever. He was not new to weather, but driving under a huge sky lit up almost constantly by giant slashes of lightning, relentless explosions of earsplitting thunder, and buckets of rain was enough to shatter any illusions he had. Weather was a bad thing. Weather could get you killed. 
“I’m stopping just outside of Omaha, cher. Just a little more, okay?” Rory watched Yamane put his game face on. “It’s fine, Rory. This is a nice, safe truck. 
We’ll be fine.” 
“Liar. I can feel you trembling over here. We’ll find a place to stay soon. Just hang on a little more.” 
“Okay.” Yamane closed his eyes. 
They pulled into a Quality Inn with a vacancy sign and parked the truck. Rory came around and opened the door for Yamane, and without even gathering their bags, led him into the office. He got a key and walked Yamane up the stairs to the second floor where their room looked over the motor court. As soon as Yamane was inside the room, he slammed into Rory like a rocket and clung to him. 
“Crap,” he whispered into Rory’s ear. “Crap, crap, crap. How the hell do people live in this godforsaken place?” 
“Shh.” Rory soothed him. “That was just bluster. It’s only when the winds pick up that it gets really bad.” 
“I just couldn’t. I was hanging on like you said, but I hate this place.” 
“Shh,” Rory whispered, even as his hands undid the button on Yamane’s fly. He didn’t know what compelled him. The explosive weather, the hint of danger, the terrified man clinging to him. It all combined to explode in his brain as a heat wave of such powerful attraction that it manifested itself in the irresistible urge to put his mouth on Yamane. Not later. Not in a minute. But now. 
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Rory fumbled with the man’s zipper as he dropped to his knees, freeing Yamane’s erection from the fabric of his jeans and knit briefs. He gripped Yamane’s hips and drew him forward. When Rory closed his mouth around Yamane’s cock, the man’s knees buckled and he fell back against the door with a thud. 
“Oh, shit,” Yamane whispered, hands wrapped in Rory’s hair. 
Whatever else could be said of him, thought Rory, he was generally a quick study. All the while he was using his hands and his tongue on Yamane, he was relieving him of his clothing until Yamane’s trousers, briefs, shoes, and socks were gone. 
Rory licked his fingers. 
“Open for me, cher.” He circled and tapped against Yamane’s puckered hole. He used his mouth and fingers to turn Yamane into jelly, and when Yamane’s climax left him boneless, Rory held him pinned to the door like a butterfly specimen. 
Rory relaxed his hold and Yamane fell on him, over his shoulder, and in that way he carried Yamane to the bed. 
“Just a storm, Yamane,” he whispered. “Nothing we can’t handle. I’m going to get our things. You rest.” His feelings were all jumbled up, so he just stroked the fine hairs around Yamane’s face back from his forehead and left. 
Even with the cold rain drenching him, Rory’s plans for what he was going to do when he got back to that room remained unchanged. He got into his truck to grab their bags, and when he heard his cell phone ring, it took him a minute to locate it. 
“I’m here,” he said, thinking it was Yamane calling from the hotel. 
“Hello,” said an unfamiliar man’s voice. “This is Ethan Calderon; you might remember me as Jenks. Are you enjoying your new truck?” 124 
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Chapter Nineteen 
Rory froze with shock. He stared dumbly at the telephone in his hand. 
“Rory?” 
“I’m here.” 
“Good, I’ll make this brief. Amelia doesn’t know where you are right now. You’ve done a really good job of eluding us.” 
“So?” 
“This is an information-driven world, and I’m the king of information. Sometimes however, like now, I choose not to pass it along. I assume you’ve decided not to try to hide anymore?” 
“That’s right, why bother?” 
There was a silence on the other end of the phone. “That’s exactly right.” 
“Any particular reason you called?” said Rory. “Or did you just call because you wanted me to know you could?” 
“You’re a fine poker player, Rory, so I won’t try to play you. You’d better be here by Saturday. I can protect your grandparents till then…” 
“Why the hell would you --” 
“Look, we’re all caught up in something here. I’ll try to help if I can. Don’t come at all if you don’t come by Saturday -- there won’t be anything left to come home to.” 
“Why are you telling me this?” 
“Amelia is a vicious psychopath; I’m an accessory to two brutal attacks. The cardiologist lived. Be sure to tell Yamane. They were…close…” Rory was silent. Old news. 
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“Delaplaines. I’m reviewing my options too…” 
“What does that mean?” asked Rory, who heard an electronic hum on the line. 
“Calderon?” No answer; the bastard hung up. What the hell did that mean? 
Rory sat in the truck, looking at his cell phone as if it were an unpredictable dog. Why would Calderon, if that was actually his name, contact him? He looked for the callback number. Restricted. Quelle surprise. 
Rory looked out the now misty window at the rain lashing down. Yamane was waiting for him. They had no food except for some chips left over from the rest stop, nothing to drink except the water from the tap. Rory pulled the truck out of the hotel parking lot and onto the highway. Later he’d think about what Ethan Calderon, or whatever his name really was, had to say. Right now, he needed to take care of Yamane, who was scared of the storm, hadn’t eaten anything except junk food in days, and waited for him to come back. 
Yamane looked out the window. He stood leaning against the wall next to the drapes, watching the lightning streak across the sky, taking his chances by smoking a cigarette, knowing Rory would mess with him when he returned. 
Yamane could see the truck from this side of the building, but the rain was too thick and the lot too dark to make out anything specific. He wished he could see Rory. Watching him when he wasn’t aware of it had become Yamane’s favorite pastime. Rory seemed so pure, so young. He leaned into Rory’s goodness, knowing it was unfair. Yamane wanted to give so much more, but found, always, he was the one taking. He watched the truck pull out of the parking lot, wondering what Rory was up to. 
How simple it had been to buy a truck. The delight with which Rory accepted it made Yamane feel pitiful and stingy somehow. Rory had given so much and was willing to give more, when all Yamane had done was write a check. He stubbed out his cigarette. It was taking a long time for Rory to return. Yamane lay down on the bed, his eyes growing heavy. 
His last diffuse thought was of Rory, but he couldn’t say exactly what it was. It was pleasant and made him smile. 


* * * * * 
 When Rory returned with the bags, he brought food with him and some beer he purchased at a convenience store, along with fruit and bottled water. He found the room foul with the smell of cigarettes and Yamane sleeping peacefully on the bed. Rory placed dinner on the small table, setting it out as though he were home. He was just putting a beer out for each of them when Yamane stirred. 
“Hi,” said Yamane. “That took some time…” 
“I went for food. I want you to eat something that didn’t come out of a vending machine, okay?” 
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“Okay,” said Yamane. He got out of bed nude, and Rory gazed at him, his eyes hot. 
“What?” 
“Nothing, it just never fails to amaze me how finely made you are.” Rory paused in the act of opening his beer. “It gets to me sometimes.” 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m just a man.” 
“Um. Yeah. And the Grand Canyon is just another hole in the ground.” Rory opened a beer for Yamane. “I got chicken Caesar salad, some burgers, and a few pieces of fruit from the market where I bought the beer.” 
“Thank you.” Yamane sipped his beer thoughtfully. He pulled out his plastic fork and began to eat the salad. “I’m sorry you had to go out in that horrible storm.” 
“It’s not that bad. I was the only one on the road. Like I said, it’s not bad until the wind whips up.” 
“It seems kind of windy to me.” Yamane looked out the window. The sky was harder to see now that the lights were on in the room. 
“Hey. Can I have your lighter?” 
“Sure.” Yamane got it from the nightstand. “Why?” 
“I got a candle so we can watch if you want.” Rory pulled an ordinary vanilla-scented jar candle out of one of the grocery bags. He removed the top and lit it, then went to the wall to turn off the lights. “I like to watch a storm. You really can’t see it when the lights are on inside.” The lightning made dramatic displays of light on the walls, the flashes illuminating the two tired men’s faces for only seconds at a time. The effect was strobelike and eerie. 
Rory cut into an apple with his pocketknife and offered a bit to Yamane, who ate it right from his hand, taking a little bite of his thumb with it, which sent shivers down Rory’s spine. He smiled at the smaller man, who continued to chew as if nothing had happened. 
Yamane sat there, gloriously naked, his long hair spilling over his shoulders and trailing down his back. Watching him made Rory feel dumbstruck and primitive by comparison. He ached to put his hands in that hair but prolonged the wait, enjoying the taut silence between them and unwilling to shatter the quiet of the moment. Yamane must have sensed something of this, because he seemed to light up from within, getting a seductive, lazy look in his eyes as he sipped his beer. 
Rory cut another piece of apple, eating this one himself. He began to amuse himself by seeing if he could peel the apple in one piece, at least the part he hadn’t yet cut. He sliced off the peel, then another piece for Yamane, who seemed to be waiting for him. Again, Yamane silently took the apple from his hand with his mouth, this time, not nipping, but licking the fingers that gave it to him. 
Rory ran his thumb across Yamane’s lips. The first time Yamane kissed him was clear in his memory. How he’d teased him about having something on his lip. Rory’s first hot, hot kiss from a man. That kiss was a key to something Rory knew he’d kept locked inside him for Drawn Together 
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a long time. Rory got up and led Yamane to the bed, where he encouraged him to sit astride his thighs and pulled him close for a long, sensual kiss. 
“Yamane,” Rory whispered. “Please…I need you.” They began to undress, but when he got to his jeans, Rory’s hands shook, so Yamane swept them out of the way. Unbuttoning Rory’s fly for him, Yamane skimmed Rory’s jeans down his thighs and swept them out of the way. 
Yamane disappeared for a minute, then returned with a condom and that little plastic bottle of lube. Rory closed his eyes. “I still don’t really know what I’m doing here.” 
“Don’t worry, cher.” Yamane mimicked him. “I do.” Yamane took Rory’s face in his hands and kissed him gently. Unwilling to give up the sensation of those gentle kisses, Rory held him for a long time, savoring the sweetness of being teased and kissed, licked and bitten. 
Yamane left a trail of wetness down his throat and purred in his ear like a cat. Their bodies strained against each other; Yamane straddling him, grinding his flesh against Rory’s until Rory thought he would die from the sheer pleasure of it. 
Yamane opened the condom and unrolled it on Rory’s cock. He took Rory’s hand and squeezed a small amount of lubricant into it. He kissed Rory and guided his hand until his fingers breached the puckered opening of his ass. Rory fingered Yamane, changing the angle and the depth, watching Yamane’s expressive face as he pushed deeper. 
“Kiss me,” Yamane demanded as he slowly seated himself on Rory’s cock. 
Rory pulled Yamane in for a searing, searching kiss and moved automatically when he felt Yamane’s hot, tight body close around him. 
“Don’t,” Yamane whispered against Rory’s mouth. Yamane clutched at his shoulders, slip-sliding soft hands to cradle his neck. “Stay still for a minute, please.” Rory was content to stay joined in this kiss and this way with this man forever. He held Yamane’s body close to his and nuzzled his neck behind his ear, losing himself in that glorious hair… 
“Rory.” Yamane whispered after what seemed like a lifetime to Rory, but could only have been minutes, even seconds. His face was flushed and his eyes were unfocused. “Go.” Rory rocked his hips up into Yamane’s tight heat. He pulled Yamane to him and pulsed up and back, moving his own body like a piston, muscles bunching, jaw clenched as he drove in and out of Yamane’s ass. He slipped his arms around Yamane and fiercely pounded him, pulling him down, more and harder and tighter, uttering inarticulate cries, until their foreheads were pressed together and he felt Yamane tighten and shudder around him. 
Hearing Yamane breathe his name, seeing the wonder on his face, and feeling that tight ass squeeze his cock like a fist, Rory jerked, shooting his own release into the latex. 
“Yes,” Yamane whispered, twining his arms around Rory’s neck and going limp against his body. “Yes…yes…yes.” 
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* * * * * 
 Euphonia Delaplaines was making rice. In her lifetime, she had made enough rice, she supposed, to feed all the people who lived on the planet one meal. She made red beans and rice, dirty rice, curry rice, rice pilaf, and rice plain as a side dish to everything. Every grain lined up would go all the way to the farthest planet in the solar system. 
“Who are you making all that food for?” said Claude Delaplaines. “Rory’s gone, and I’m playing poker tonight with the cancer survivors.” 
“I don’t know,” said Euphonia. “Something’s bothering me.” She sat down at the chipped Formica kitchen table. 
“What?” said Claude. “You feeling bad?” 
“No, I don’t know. I can’t imagine what Rory’s thinking, going off to California like that, and now, he’s off with that Yamane. Something’s wrong, I just know it. How can that little car of his still be going? I just don’t feel easy in my mind, Claude. I truly don’t.” 
“Now, Rory’s a good boy. He has a fine head on his shoulders. I’m more concerned about that Amelia woman. Does she seem a little overdone in the brain to you?” 
“Yes indeed, she does. She keeps stopping by. I thought I would have to throw her out the other day. She’s an odd one.” 
“We just have to wait till Rory gets back. Didn’t he say he’d come by Saturday to meet that woman for her concert?” 
“Yes. Still…well. I’m certain he’s going to be fine. All the same, I just can’t help but think somehow that something’s not quite right.” 
“It’ll be all right, woman. We’ll keep an eye out. Do you want me to stay home from poker?” 
“No. But don’t be driving all polluted, Claude, or Sheriff Rene’s going to lock you up for sure this time.” 
Euphonia finished putting the last casserole in the freezer, thinking that it never hurt to have some food on hand in case someone gets ill or passes, when she heard a knock on the door. She walked to the front of the new manufactured home and saw that Amelia woman standing on the porch. 
“Amelia,” she said. “I must say, it seems as though you’re more anxious to see us than our boy is.” Euphonia didn’t invite her in, and yet she came in anyway. “To what do we owe this pleasure?” she asked with a smile that she knew didn’t bother showing up on the rest of her face at all. 
“I just thought I’d stop by and see you,” said Amelia, looking around. “Rory not here yet?” 
“No, he’s not. I imagine he and that Yamane are looking at some sights on the way home.” 
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“Yes. I imagine they are,” said Amelia in a leering way that made Euphonia grind her teeth. 
Euphonia smiled and then said with a perfectly sanguine expression on her face, “Did I ever tell you that my husband Claude is a cancer survivor? No? Well, come on in, I want to tell you all about it.” 
“Uh…well,” said Amelia, still looking curiously all around the living room of the manufactured home. 
“The thing is, it’s the prostate, you know?” said Euphonia. “It seems like all the men get to a certain age and the prostate just starts going. And of course, that means the men stop going, if you know what I mean.” She took Amelia by the arm and began to lead her to the couch. “Sit right there, dear. I’ll make us a pot of coffee. This is a long, long story.” 
“No, I…” said Amelia, but Euphonia was already headed to the kitchen. 
“So where was I?” Euphonia called from the kitchen, pretending to make coffee. “I thought when Claude was getting up ten, maybe fifteen times a night and peeing only two drops each time that he ought to go the darn doctor, but you know men, don’t you, Amelia?” She returned to the living room, only to find Amelia gone and the front door wide open. 
“And that takes care of that,” she said out loud. 
Seeing that door wide open didn’t stop Euphonia from checking every single closet, cupboard, and drawer to make sure Amelia wasn’t hiding in the house. When she’d checked every space conceivably big enough for the dreadful woman to hide in, she checked spaces too small as well. Finally, she locked all the doors and windows carefully, and made a mental note to ask Claude to load the shotgun. That woman gave her the creeps. She sat down at the computer in her office/den. 
Dear Rory, 
I am so longing to see your sweet face. Amelia was here again today, and I shared the story of your grandfather’s brush with cancer, but she seems to have had somewhere else to go, because when I came out from the kitchen where I’d “put on a pot of coffee” so I could warm to my story, she was gone. 
I must say, cher, that even the thought of Yamane with her makes me worry. I am sure, dear, that if you have the kind of relationship with Yamane where you might guide her as a good friend, you should tell her that she must steer clear of people like that. I cannot be easy in my mind about Amelia. She strikes me as someone who belongs in New York City or someplace like that. I made your favorite casserole s
, o if no one ge s
t il o
l r passes before you 
come home, you may look forward to it. Does Yamane like spicy food? 
All my love, my darling boy, 
Your Loving Grandmère. 
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Chapter Twenty 
Yamane awoke to find a freshly showered Rory bathed in the light of his laptop. He was laughing softly and drinking a beer. The rain still came down outside; however, the thunder and lightning had subsided for the time being. 
“What is it?” said Yamane. “I didn’t think you were supposed to use a computer during a storm.” 
“Oh, this one’s using battery power. I wouldn’t plug it in. My grandmère sent me an email. She wishes me to warn you against friends like Amelia.” 
“Really?” said Yamane. “Me? How odd.” 
“She thinks Amelia must be your friend, because she’s not really my type, and Grandmère is trying to figure her out. Grandmère has her number, though. I hope she doesn’t try to run her off before we get home. I don’t like to think what Amelia would do…” 
“She’ll wait for us. It wouldn’t be any fun for her to do anything to your grandparents unless you were there to see it. It’s just how she is. I thank God every day all I had was a dog.” 
“Ah, cher.” Rory held out his arm for Yamane. 
“So,” said Yamane, sitting down on Rory’s lap and taking a sip of his beer. “What is your type?” 
“Let’s see, I like them super tall,” Rory lied, “with really, really big breasts. I mean, like out to here.” He gestured wildly. 
“Then…what are you doing?” 
“What do you mean? I’m teasing you.” 
“No, I mean, what are you doing with me?” 
“I’m with you because I love you. What do you mean?” Drawn Together 
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Yamane struggled out of Rory’s arms. “You’re a tourist. I have to keep telling myself that. I’m just another roadside attraction. Aren’t you the one who likes novelty? The biggest ball of twine, the largest cob of corn?” 
“People aren’t tourist attractions, Yamane. People love each other for all different reasons. Just because I’m fond of seeing what’s around the next bend on the road doesn’t mean --” 
“Shut up, you’re only making it worse,” Yamane said, walking to the bathroom. He turned on the shower. “I’m so stupid.” He stepped in, letting the water sluice down his chest, enjoying the way it warmed him. 
“Yamane?” Rory pulled the shower curtain aside and got in behind him. 
“It’s hard for me to trust this,” Yamane admitted. 
“You want to tell me why?” 
Yamane rested his head against Rory’s chest. “I think you’re going to break my heart. 
And it’s going to hurt like hell when you do.” 
“Any guy might break your heart. What’s your point?” 
“I love you, Rory. You might be ambisexual or bicoastal or whatever, but I’m gay. I’ve known I’m gay forever. It didn’t take a kiss from a frog prince or a big adventure to wake me up to that.” 
“Maybe I’m not the same. But I’m not a tourist either.” He pulled Yamane under the spray with him until they were wet and sliding against one another, their cocks hard and heavy in Rory’s big hand and he stroked them off together. 
“Oh, shit.” Yamane leaned back against the wall and put his hands over Rory’s as Rory twisted his hand around their dicks. 
“Have a little faith in me, Yamane, please.” Rory leaned in to kiss Yamane as he felt the first splash of cum hit their hands. “Love you.” 


* * * * * 
 Later in the darkness, spooned up to Yamane between the sheets, Rory worried that Yamane really believed what he was saying. It wouldn’t matter how much Rory loved him if Yamane didn’t believe it. It almost made him laugh. Almost. Rory wondered if hiding the truth so completely -- even from himself -- was about to come back and bite him the ass, and not in a good way. Yamane was acting very strange. Even for Yamane. 


* * * * * 
 “That woman makes me look perfectly sane,” Amelia was saying about Euphonia. “It’s a wonder she isn’t locked up somewhere for boring people to death.” 132 
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Ethan allowed himself a brief smile because he was facing away from Amelia pouring her a glass of Chardonnay. 
“Where the hell could Delaplaines be? He has to bring Yamane to me, and the sooner the better. I know I gave him until Saturday, but what is taking him so long?” 
“Well, if he was in California where he was last using his credit cards” -- Ethan handed her the glass -- “it would take him, what, three days at least to get here, right?” 
“So now you think he was in California?” 
Ethan sipped his own wine. “I can’t think where else he might’ve been,” he said carefully. “He could, of course, be anywhere now.” Like Omaha. 
“His grandparents are yokels, and they think the sun rises and sets on him.” 
“If you do anything to his grandparents, he doesn’t have to come back, and he never will. You will have lost everything. Are you prepared to give up Yamane and your revenge?” 
“Listen, have you found out anything about the sheriff in this place? He seems to be interested in the Delaplaines. I’ve seen him parked outside their house twice already, and I don’t want him interfering in my plans. Find out what it will take. He’s probably a joke.” Ethan had already checked on the sheriff. He disagreed. Sheriff Rene Chanfreau was competent and well liked. He had a reputation for upholding the law with a light hand, for letting people mind their own business. He looked the other way, for instance, while Claude Delaplaines grew marijuana for the cancer survivor group, and tended to turn a blind eye when they all got together on nights like tonight and sparked up. Chanfreau had also been a Navy SEAL, which no one in this small town thought about much, but to Ethan, that fact commanded a respect that little else would. 
“It would be better not to underestimate local law enforcement.” 
“Law enforcement,” Amelia sneered. “Barney Fife is probably just eating some of Miss Euphonia’s chicken-fried steak as we speak.” 
Ethan was content to let her rant. If it weren’t for the bulk twins and the slow-witted Jeff, who had become a kind of liability for Ethan as he got to know them, he would be gone. 
His “team,” as he had begun to think of them in Vegas, had started in uncomfortable silence, but as soon as Amelia had stabbed the doctor, there had been a pronounced shift in their behavior. 
Bill and Matt, the two men hired to be muscle, had been completely poleaxed by Amelia’s attack on what they thought of as a noncombatant and were now too frightened by her crazy rages to quit. Jeff, who simply didn’t have the capacity anymore to tell how insane she was, simply did what she told him like a puppy, took her abuse too personally, and lapped up her occasional moments of kindness like ice cream. The whole thing sickened Ethan and he was frozen in indecision. How best to get out of it? How to get the boys, as he had begun to think of them, out of it? 


* * * * * 
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“You take the first driving shift,” said Rory. “I’ll show you on the map where we need to go from here.” He unfolded a map of the US on the small table. He’d marked out their destination and pointed to Omaha, the closest major city to where they were. “We just keep on east from here on the I-80 till we get to Des Moines, then down I-35. No surprises.” He put away his laptop and did one last check of the motel room. “Fine, we’re out of here.” The sun was beginning to heat up the ground, and the damp earth gave off an eerie vaporous steam. “At least the storm is over,” said Yamane, getting behind the wheel of their new truck. “For now, anyway.” 
“I have the radio tuned to the Weather Channel. You can listen and find out what’s up ahead.” He reclined his seat as far as it would go and put a T-shirt over his face, effectively blocking Yamane and the world out. In no time, Nebraska was disappearing from their rearview mirror and Rory was dreaming of home. 
Rory knew he was asleep; he felt the awareness of the truck, the road, and Yamane slip away from him, and into their place came his grandparents’ home, not the shiny, new manufactured home sitting on the land now, but the old house, with its wide screened-in porch. 
The porch swing hung at one end, and two or three wooden chairs, one of which rocked, sat around a small table that was always covered with books and games or frosty cold glasses of lemonade. Whenever Rory came to that home from his parents’ house in the city, he always found his grandmère on that porch, waiting. No matter how hard he tried to surprise her, she had a sixth sense where he was concerned or someone in the town called her, because he’d never once shown up when she didn’t know he was coming. 
Now he dreamed that he came home and no one was there to greet him. He wandered the deserted house; all the things he knew and loved were in place, but his grandparents were nowhere to be found. He searched outside and all over the property, but everywhere he looked was devoid of human life. Even in the town, there was no one in the drugstore, the market, or the movie theater. No cars filled the parking spaces, and no customers waited outside the A&W. 
In his dream, Rory felt the first fat droplets of rain fall from a darkening sky, and as they fell, all the buildings melted away as though they were made of sugar icing. When the rain in Rory’s dream fell in earnest, the entire town of St. Antoine’s Parish disappeared completely as if it had never existed, and with it the sum total of all the real love Rory had ever felt from other human beings in his life. 
Rory clawed his way out from under the T-shirt covering his face and rose up from his sleep, taking deep breaths. For a time, he didn’t know where he was. A gentle hand came out of nowhere to stroke the side of his face. Yamane. 
“You were dreaming. Are you all right?” 
“Yeah,” lied Rory. “It was just a dream.” He felt wetness on his face but wiped it off with the shirt he still held in his hands. “How long have I been asleep?” 134 
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“A couple of hours.” 
“Where are we?” 
“We’re coming up on Des Moines.” 
The events of the previous night were coming back to Rory, squeezing him like a band around his heart. He’d always hoped that when he fell in love, real love, it would feel like home to him. He tried to give that to Yamane, who either couldn’t or wouldn’t believe in it. 
Now, with Amelia threatening his grandparents and Yamane as different and distant from him as the sun, he wondered if he’d ever feel home again. 
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Chapter Twentyone 
Rene Chanfreau looked out the window of his squad car. He felt like he was on a slow amusement park ride, on a track, motoring around tiny St. Antoine’s Parish. He took the familiar route, hardly feeling as though he needed to even steer the car himself, he had done it so often. He’d agreed to do the job because his daddy had done it, and his father before him. Often, people talked to him as though he were his dad, or even his grandfather, referring to things that happened when he was in the Navy, or before he was even born. 
Young people left St. Antoine’s; they didn’t stay there. Like Rory Delaplaines, they came back during the summer to get some vacation booty and run amok. Chanfreau liked Rory more than most. He was a decent, respectable boy. He’d been on Chanfreau’s mind lately for some reason, and the sheriff had been out more than once to see the boy’s grandparents. 
Lately he’d seen a few people in and out of their house that he didn’t recognize, and one of them, the man Euphonia called Ethan, made him wonder. Chanfreau made careful mental notes. He’d seen a woman, a dark-haired, overdone, sharp kind of female, who looked to be about his age, early thirties. She had two men with her who looked like hired muscle, which set alarm bells ringing in Rene’s head. There had also been a slow-looking, younger man with them who trailed along like a pet. All these people had never been here before. They drove rental cars, all in the name of Ethan Calderon, a onetime cop from New Jersey. 
From the look of things, one of the Delaplaines family had bitten off more than he could chew, and he was putting his money on Claude, St. Antoine’s own kingpin of the senior center drug trade. Chanfreau hated to admit it, but he really liked Claude and had looked the other way more than once. If Claude had stepped on dope-selling toes from one of the other, larger parishes, he’d have to put a stop to the whole thing. 
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Chanfreau drove by the motel where he knew the outsiders were staying, and he saw something move behind one of the strips of vertical blinds in an upstairs room. Chanfreau had the creepy feeling that Calderon was keeping his eye on him, even as he was keeping his eye on Calderon. So far in St. Antoine’s, current population 873, Rene’s biggest case had been the emergency removal of a huge hive of bees from the inside of a terrified woman’s chimney. He hardly had to drive around, except to get some dirt on his patrol car so his deputy could wash it off once a week. Rene sighed and turned the corner of Center Street, heading to the drugstore. Yancy, the pharmacist, was a sharp-eyed, intelligent man. If the strangers had put even a foot out of line in town, he’d know it. 


* * * * * 
 Rory drove the seemingly endless interstate as darkness fell on Wednesday. Yamane slept beside him, looking strained, even in sleep. They’d been guarded and distantly polite to one another all day; nothing like the sweet, erotically charged day right after Vegas. For his part, Rory didn’t know what words to say to Yamane, so he said nothing. How could he explain what he didn’t understand? 
According to the news, there was some foul weather coming up from the south into Missouri and Iowa. Yamane would no doubt be disappointed to hear it. As the first rain spattered down around Kansas City, Rory decided they’d driven enough and pulled into a Comfort Inn with a Denny’s right next door. He touched Yamane’s shoulder to let him know it was time to wake up. 
“Rory?” Yamane rubbed his eyes. “Are we stopping for the night?” 
“Yeah. There’s a Denny’s next door to the motel.” 
“Let’s get something and eat in the room. I just want to sleep. You go on ahead; I’m going to smoke.” Yamane turned away. 
“Okay.” Rory went into the office to secure a room. He watched Yamane smoke from the inside where he could see him without being seen. Yamane looked so tired. For the first time since they’d met, Rory thought Yamane might have looked his age. He was still beautiful, but in a haunted kind of way that made him seem translucent. His dark eyes were shadowed with concern as he took a drag on his cigarette, the beautiful hands holding his cigarette and lighter as though he didn’t know what they were. 
As Rory watched, Yamane leaned back against the truck and put his arms around himself. He was probably cold. He seemed very small there, next to the huge vehicle, and Rory’s heart felt tighter somehow. More drops of rain came down, and Yamane looked up at them as if he’d never seen rain before. Rory filled out the information card and paid for the room. 
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Once inside the room, their silence continued unabated. Rory set up his laptop and got out his map, while Yamane put their toiletry kits into the bathroom. When he returned, he stood just inside the sleeping area of the room with his back against the wall. 
“Rory?” 
“Hm?” Rory was checking his e-mail. “Did you say something?” 
“Nothing,” said Yamane, still wrapping his arms around himself. 
Rory turned off his laptop and walked to where Yamane was standing. “Are you cold?” 
“Not really.” Yamane’s eyes began to shimmer. “I just feel…” 
“Me too…” Rory took Yamane into his arms. Rory lifted Yamane off his feet and turned with him, walking to one of the double beds. “Kiss me like you did that first time.” Yamane pushed Rory back onto the bed and kissed him, climbing on top of him. 
“Rory… Rory…” Yamane murmured against Rory’s lips. “I know I hurt you. I am so sorry.” 
“Shh,” whispered Rory. “Just kiss me.” 


* * * * * 
 Rene Chanfreau returned to the sheriff’s office concerned. He had spoken to Yancy, who told him that the strangers in town were looking not for Euphonia and Claude, but for Rory and some Japanese man. Chanfreau knew that Rory often picked up strays, although in his experience they tended to be beautiful young women. That an older woman and a whole bunch of men were in St. Antoine’s Parish looking for Rory Delaplaines didn’t feel right somehow. He picked up the phone in his office and looked up a number from his Rolodex. 
Just in case, he thought he’d call Rory’s mom and see what was what. 
“Hello?” a woman answered. 
“Hello.” Rene consulted the Rolodex again. “Elizabeth? Is this Elizabeth Hutchins?” There was a pause, as though the listener didn’t know what to do. “Yes, that’s me…” 
“Hello,” Rene began. “This is Rene Chanfreau, from out to St. Antoine’s Parish. 
Nothing’s wrong at all, I just wanted to ask you a couple of questions, okay?” 
“Uh, sure,” she said. “Are Mother and Daddy Delaplaines okay?” 
“Yeah, they’re fine, ma’am. I wanted to ask about Rory. Is he there in New Orleans with you?” 
“No, sir, he’s not. He went to California to chase that artist he’s so crazy about. I guess he got into some trouble somehow, though.” 
Rene felt the skin on the back of his neck pucker. “What kind of trouble?” 
“I don’t know much about it. I guess he got mugged and half beat to death, but the officer said he got back in his car and drove off so it couldn’t be too bad. Rory’s tough; he’ll be fine.” She didn’t sound like she believed it 100 percent. Rene could hear a man bellowing in the background. 
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“Did you get the name of the officer you talked to, Mrs. Hutchins, or better yet, the phone number?” He crossed his fingers. 
“Yeah,” she said. “I’ve got it right here on the fridge.” She muffled her voice -- probably with a hand over the receiver -- and yelled something that he couldn’t understand. “It’s a number from over in Long Beach, I guess. Do you want it? My boy’s not in trouble, is he?” 
“No, ma’am, Rory’s a good boy. It’s probably nothing,” said Rene. “But I’ll look into it, okay?” He took down the number, double-checked it with her, and then rang off. He looked at what he’d written. Jenkins. Detective Jenkins. 


* * * * * 
 Rory and Yamane sat across from each other on the double bed. In an unprecedented gesture of goodwill, Rory was letting Yamane smoke a cigarette. Yamane sat cross-legged, watching every move Rory made. Rory just stared back at him. 
“Can you talk to me?” Yamane asked. 
“I’m so tired. I can’t think straight anymore.” 
“I see. A lot has happened. Do you regret --” 
“No. It’s not like that. I don’t regret anything; not about you…never.” 
“Can I draw you?” asked Yamane, putting his cigarette out. 
“Sure,” said Rory roughly. Yamane was concentrating on his sketch pad. He looked up and caught a slight softening of Rory’s features. 
“You’re kind of a player with men, aren’t you, Yamane? You’re like I was with girls.” Yamane pushed his hair behind his ear with one shaking hand, while the other stilled in the act of drawing. “I know it could seem like that.” He smoothed the paper out with his hand and began to sketch in the empty space on the page. “Especially after Vegas.” 
“Don’t. You don’t have to say anything about that.” 
“You say that.” Yamane filled in faces, sketching quickly and quietly. “But you don’t mean it. You want to know. I would in your place, even if it hurt. I went with a man to his room and we had sex all night. Not for either of us was it making love. I suspect he was married with children, and something exotic about me attracted the connoisseur in him. He was kind. He didn’t mind that I called out your name when I came, but he bit me so I wouldn’t do it again.” 
“You called my name?” 
“Sure. I wanted you. You know that. And the day before, if you recall, you told me, ‘I can’t.’ So I thought, well, what the hell? I’m an adult and I wanted him. He was confident and attractive, and just about your size. He really, really wanted me. I liked that. I’m not particularly proud of it, but I’m not ashamed either.” Drawn Together 
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“No…you shouldn’t be. How many times have I done that? It’s all so confusing. I want something different with you.” He plucked the sketchbook from Yamane’s hands and tossed it on the floor. 
“Rory?” 
Rory fought the impulse to toss away civility and simply rut, but lost. He wanted this man. He ached with it. He wanted more than to simply renew his connection; he wanted to possess Yamane completely. Rory pushed Yamane over onto his stomach, ridding his lover of the few obstacles of clothing, not caring if he left others still on. Rory rolled a lubricated condom on his cock and used a couple of fingers coated with his saliva to prepare Yamane for him. He clenched his teeth, trying to get out words he knew he needed to say, but finally gave up. 
“What I feel for you, Yamane,” he said, gripping Yamane’s hips and raising them to his throbbing cock. “I can’t begin to say with words.” Yamane gasped. “I understand.” 
“Ready?” Rory tried to be as gentle, as careful, as he could. 
Moving slowly at first, Rory waited for Yamane to open, to relax against him. The unbelievable pleasure he felt when Yamane began to meet him with a small amount of resistance melted his resolve. Yamane was so hot, so tight, that soon Rory was pushing harder, going deeper with every thrust, grinding into him as his balls slapped Yamane’s thighs. 
Yamane braced himself against the headboard while Rory rocked and twisted on him. 
Reaching around Yamane’s body, Rory grasped his cock, working it with one hand while holding Yamane’s hip in a punishing grip. Yamane pushed back hard against him, his cries smothered in a pillow. 
When at last Rory felt Yamane climax, he allowed himself to tumble into his own searing orgasm. Rory thought about telling Yamane that sex had never meant more or been more powerful for him that it was just then, but abandoned that in favor of maintaining his connection with kisses and gentle nudging. He wanted to stay like this, locked with the man he loved, forever. 
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Chapter Twentytwo 
At ten a.m. on Thursday, Rene Chanfreau finally got ahold of the detective named Jenkins and learned the whole sordid tale of Rory’s encounter with the psychotic Amelia Gianfranco in Long Beach. He cursed soundly as he hung up the phone. He got up from his desk, calling for Ruthie, his dispatcher, to radio his deputy to meet him at the Cajun Heritage Motel. He had known something wasn’t right about those people. Their interest in Euphonia and Claude disturbed him. Damn. Jenkins had called the authorities in New Orleans -- why wouldn’t he? He couldn’t possibly know that Rory spent his summers mostly in tiny St. 
Antoine’s Parish. Chanfreau was out of the loop, as usual. Rory was on the run heaven knew where, and that crazy woman was trying to flush him out using his grandparents as bait. Shit. 
Anthony Laforge, his deputy, was waiting for him just outside the motel. They went to room 203 and knocked on the door, but there was no answer. Neither of the two rental cars he’d seen before was in the parking lot. He used the key card the manager had given him to get into the room. He announced himself as he entered. What he found there made him sick. 
Anthony literally hurled his breakfast over the balcony. Buzzing flies were already gathering in the summer heat over the corpses of the two stocky men Rene had thought were hired muscle. Rene and Anthony cautiously made their way around them to the bathroom where Anthony found another man. 
“Damn!” shouted Anthony. “This one’s alive.” Rene whipped out his radio to get an ambulance on the way, but the way the man was looking, he didn’t think much of his chances. They did what they could for him and tried to keep him comfortable till the paramedics arrived. 
“She shot us,” the man said, something like wonder on his face. “She sent Ethan away to do something. He wouldn’t have let her shoot us. He told me. He wouldn’t let her.” The slow man’s voice faded. Rene felt sickened. 
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Calderon was gone, and Rene didn’t know where. Amelia had cut her ties to him. After the removal of the wounded man in an ambulance and of the two dead bodies by the medical examiner, he waited in the room, alone. He wasn’t sure if Calderon knew what had happened here today. He might have guessed, in which case he’d probably be long gone, but if he didn’t know, he’d walk right back into this room when he got back. And Rene Chanfreau had every intention of being there when that happened. 


* * * * * 
 Rory could hardly face Yamane over their Grand Slam breakfasts at Denny’s. Even as a teenager, he couldn’t have acted like that. They’d made love, nuzzled, shared secrets, and humped like animals. Yamane colored every time their eyes met. Rory sipped his coffee. If he looked at Yamane he’d probably spit it out. He didn’t want to laugh, but it was a little funny. Rory started to do the hand motions to the happy pancake dance, humming the tune under his breath a little, and Yamane held his napkin to his mouth trying to chew and laugh at the same time. Their eyes met then bounced off each other as if they were magnetic opposites. 
“So.” Yamane cleared his throat. “So, today we keep going down the I-35?” 
“Do we? Okay.” Rory started to laugh again. 
“What are you laughing at?” 
“I don’t know.” 
Yamane snorted. “I just can’t look at you without…” 
“Remembering…” 
“Last night…” Yamane sighed. They finished their coffee in two quick gulps and paid the bill. Rory left a nice tip for the waitress and they practically ran out the door, laughing. 
Rory helped Yamane into the truck. Yamane gave him the ‘I’m not a princess’ look, but Rory ignored it. He took Yamane’s hand in his. The closer they got to home, the more he worried about what waited for them there. No matter what happened, he wanted to stay by Yamane’s side. He wondered, though, if keeping Yamane with him might be exactly the wrong thing to do. 
“Kiss me,” he told Yamane. “Then let’s get on the road.” Yamane obliged him. 


* * * * * 
 Ethan opened his door at about four o’clock in the afternoon after running another useless errand for Amelia. The second he opened the door he was overcome by the awful smell of blood and death. He entered the room warily, knowing something terrible had 142 
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happened there, and swallowed hard. His eyes adjusted to the dim light as he made out a figure standing by the window. 
“The stench is really something, isn’t it? I don’t think we have to stay here, but I want to have a word with you,” said Rene Chanfreau. 
“Chanfreau. Can you tell me what happened here?” Ethan asked. 
“Uh, yeah. It seems your girlfriend shot three of your friends and then left in one of your rental cars.” 
“All dead?” Ethan was white-faced with shock. 
“Maybe, maybe not. I don’t know about the slow one. The two big guys are dead. The slow one was still alive when we got here, and now he’s at the hospital. I’m out of the loop. 
I’ve been waiting for you.” 
“And Amelia?” asked Ethan icily. “Any idea where she’s gone?” 
“Nope. Let’s go to my office where we can talk.” As they left the room, Chanfreau closed and locked the door behind him. Ethan’s cell phone rang. He looked at it and mouthed the word “Amelia” to Chanfreau. 
“Calderon. Yes, I saw. What were you thinking?” Chanfreau watched Ethan talk. He wasn’t able to hear Amelia’s part of the conversation. 
“Don’t touch the Delaplaineses. If you do and word gets out, you’ll never get Yamane back, is that what you want? Amelia? Shit.” He hung up the phone. “She knows I’ve been stalling for time.” 
“What does that mean, exactly?” 
“I’ve been trying to figure a way out of this mess!” 
“How about if you start with a visit to my office last week before she got it into her head to kill your friends?” 
“I was trying to stay out of jail,” snapped Ethan. 
“I’m sure your friends would be really understanding about that, except oops, they’re dead.” 
“Shut the hell up. I know! All I want now is for Amelia to get what’s coming to her.” 
“Well, Rory and his grandparents are my first concern, and I’m going to do everything I can to see them safe. Tell me everything you know, and I may not feed you to the gators.” Chanfreau unlocked the squad car and allowed Ethan the privilege of sitting in the back after checking him over for weapons. 
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Chapter Twentythree 
“Talk,” said Rene Chanfreau to the man sitting on the other side of the small interrogation table. Really, it was one of those small portable tables used at picnics and garage sales, made of plastic that folded up easily on metal legs. St. Antoine’s Parish had spared no expense in outfitting its crack team of investigators as usual. 
“First,” said Ethan. “You have to understand, not one of us ever expected it to come to this.” 
“Go on,” said Rene. “So few people tell me that…” He pursed his lips. 
“I know it’s dumb; it sounds crazy even to my ears.” Ethan took the coffee Anthony handed to him. “Bill Rooney and Matt Gonzalez are the two dead men. They were muscle that Amelia hired to help her track down Ran Yamane. Jeff Haggerty was the man everyone called slow. Is he still alive?” 
“Hanging by a thread. He stroked out because of blood loss. It doesn’t look good.” 
“Shit. I was trying to keep it from coming to that.” 
“Let’s start with Amelia Gianfranco and her unholy quest for the artist known as Ran Yamane.” 
“Amelia is the daughter of a man we worked for at one time in New York. We all owed him; he was good to us. He was the kind of man who requires loyalty,” Ethan said quietly, 
“or death.” 
“Ah. Organized crime?” 
“Yes.” 
“What has Ran Yamane got to do with that?” 
“Nothing. Nothing at all. That’s why this is crazy. Amelia is obsessed with Ran Yamane, his art, his looks, everything about him. She was institutionalized for stalking him 144 
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before, and when she got out, she got Matt and Bill on board to help her find him again. She sees Yamane as her property. Decreed by fate. Jeff stayed with her out of loyalty to her father. I was in it for the cash. As soon as I saw it start to go south, I put the brakes on as best I could, but she must have sensed something because she started keeping me out of things. 
She’d send me on errands.” He looked unhappy. “I was trying to keep everyone safe.” 
“So you’re telling me that Yamane just happens to have a crazed stalker who is the daughter of a mob guy, and she’s been using her connections to follow and eventually kidnap him.” Rene didn’t quite believe him. 
“That’s exactly what I’m saying. Not just any mob guy, but a seriously made guy. She started this Yamane thing when they went to the same fancy private school in New York. 
They were in art class together. Her dad thought it was a crush and indulged her for a while. 
When Yamane moved to Japan, she wrote to him. Yamane wrote back, always polite. When he made it big with the Snoggs, he turned his correspondence over to his publicist, but by then Amelia was writing him thousands of letters a year. When Ray Gianfranco saw what was really happening, she was in deep trouble in Japan and it was way too late. He was plenty ticked off about her stay in the institution.” 
“Was? He was?” 
Ethan nodded, drinking his coffee. “He died while she was in Seattle being 
‘rehabilitated.’” 
“That could explain a lot.” 
“If you’re thinking she’s in it because she didn’t see Daddy before he died, think again. 
Amelia cares about no one except Amelia. The boys, now, they probably went along with her in part because of their grief. Ray Gianfranco was what he was, but he was a good man to them. Even they saw how nuts she was in the end, but they were too afraid of her to get out. 
That kind of loyalty and fear go hand in hand.” Ethan thought about it. “Along the way, she’s had other help, but it doesn’t stick from town to town. Mostly I hired guys who were local.” 
“You make me sick,” said Rene. 
“Tell me something I don’t know.” 
“Something you don’t know… Let’s see. There are eight hundred seventy-three people in this town, and they all rely on me to keep them safe. I do it, my dad did it, and my grandfather did it. You bring trouble to this town, and I’ll be sure to shut it down however I have to.” 
Ethan laughed with no small amount of contempt. “I feel like I’m in a Western.” Rene reached out with one hand and snapped the smallest finger on Ethan’s left hand like a twig. He moved so fast that Ethan didn’t even feel it before Rene’s hand was back on his side of the table, casually draped around his coffee cup. Ethan turned white with pain but made no sound. 
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“Anthony, Ethan seems to have hurt his finger somehow,” he called out to his deputy. 
“See to it that Doc takes a look at it, okay?” He got up. Leaning over to Ethan, Rene whispered in his ear, “You think made guys are tough? You try harming one hair on any head in my community, and you’ll find out what alligators eat from the inside of one.” Ethan understood the kind of pain he’d inadvertently bought with his wisecrack. He was lucky he still had a finger; Gianfranco wouldn’t have hesitated to take it right off in front of all his friends and relatives. His whole hand throbbing, Ethan watched Rene Chanfreau walk away, then allowed himself to be led to a patrol car, presumably to go to some doctor. 
He thought of something he hadn’t told Chanfreau. 
“Anthony, that’s your name, right?” Ethan asked the young deputy. 
“Yep,” said Anthony. 
“Tell Chanfreau I have Rory Delaplaines’s cell phone number. It’s brand-new, and I’m not sure even his grandparents have it. If the sheriff wants it, I’ll give it to him -- show of good faith.” 
Anthony glanced at him briefly before looking back at the road. “Why would you do that?” 
“Did you see those three boys in that hotel room?” 
“Yeah.” Anthony tried not to blanch. 
“They were members of my community,” Ethan told him. “And I don’t have any gators.” 


* * * * * 
 Rory thought about everything on the way down the I-35. He had sweet memories of the night before that every so often set off little explosions of wanting in his body, like erotic aftershocks from a major quake. Yamane was everything to him, and now, the closer he got to home, the less he wanted to take Yamane there with him. 
A light drizzle began as he turned off on the I-20 east to cut over to Shreveport. Soon, he knew from experience, that drizzle would turn into real rain spilling over the southernmost states from the Gulf of Mexico. The rain on the windshield made the light and shadow play on Yamane’s face as he slept. Rory pulled off to get gasoline and shook Yamane gently awake to let him know they were stopped if he needed to use the bathroom. Yamane looked a little weak today, and Rory felt responsible. He blushed to think now that maybe he’d been pretty inconsiderate. Yamane returned to the truck, and once again Rory helped him in. Yamane tried to push his hand away. 
Next to Yamane’s ear, Rory said, “I’m sorry. Maybe I was too…” Yamane took Rory’s hand. “I could never be sorry for last night,” he said. “Never.” 146 
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“Did I hurt you?” asked Rory. 
Yamane smiled and shook his head, looking at him from under his lashes, and something flashed into Rory’s mind. He couldn’t tell what it was, but it was as though something dropped into place that wasn’t there before, and it completed a puzzle he’d been working on since Long Beach. He knew then that he couldn’t take Yamane home with him, no matter what. 
Amelia could rant, and Amelia could rave, but if she were completely deprived of her prey, she lost the battle and the war. The trick would be to see to it that she found out at the last possible second. All he needed was to get really, really close… 
Rory’s cell phone rang. He picked it up, and thinking it might be Ethan Calderon or Jenks or whatever he was calling himself today, he closed the truck door in Yamane’s shocked face and held up his hand, indicating he’d take the call in private. “I’m here,” he said. 
“Rory, is that you?” said Rene Chanfreau. 
“Who is this?” Rory recognized the accent but not the voice. 
“It’s Rene Chanfreau. You ought to know my voice; I’ve told you to go home and sober up enough times.” 
“Maybe if you said, ‘What would your grandmère think if she saw you right now?’ I’d be more likely to recognize it.” 
“Maybe. I know you’re in trouble, and I want to help.” Rene got right to the point. 
“I’ve got Ethan Calderon in custody, and all of Amelia’s help is dead or in the hospital. It’s all down to you and one woman now.” 
“Don’t underestimate her,” Rory warned. “She’s going to try to make a trade: Yamane for my grandparents, but Yamane says don’t buy it; she’ll try to kill us all.” 
“That’s what Calderon thinks too. By the way, he gave me this number.” 
“Did he? I wonder if that’s what he meant…” 
“About what?” 
“Never mind. I’m trying to think of a plan, Sheriff Rene.” Rory tilted his head back so that it rested on the tailgate of his truck. “But honestly, I’m scared. I’m in way over my head, and I’m afraid my ignorance is going to get us killed.” 
“I understand. You’ve done really well so far from what Ethan told me. Let me think, and then I’ll call you in the morning and we’ll talk some more. I’m going to check on Euphonia and Claude. I’ll make up some excuse. I’m on your side, and I have Ethan’s brain to pick, even if I have to crack his head like a walnut to get to it.” 
“Thank you, Sheriff.” Rory hung up. 
Something inside of Rory unwound then, and a deep tension that had curled around his heart loosened and relaxed until he could breathe more easily than he had in a week. He Drawn Together 
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sat on the bumper of his truck, just experiencing the sensation of having someone on their side. Closing his eyes, he felt the beginnings of a gentle drizzle on his face. 


* * * * * 
 Amelia thought it was time to end this thing with Yamane once and for all. There had been a time when she’d considered him a friend. When he had known he was hers and had written pretty notes in his own handwriting, sometimes with little sketches attached. That was before he became famous and she started getting computerized letters with a rubber-stamped signature. When he turned his back on everything they had together, giving her a distant, polite, yet cold, shoulder. 
She remembered looking at his face -- that beautiful, mocking face -- at the teahouse they’d gone to in Tokyo as she’d casually dropped Rohypnol in his drink. He’d allowed her to carry him out of the restaurant and back to her rented house. Yamane had known he belonged to her then. He had just kept making such a fuss about that damnable dog. She had wanted his focus on her, so she’d eliminated the dog. It almost seemed like he held that against her, which she thought was quite unreasonable of him. 
Now? She was tired of the game. Yamane belonged to her, and no amount of pretending would make it otherwise. She had known keeping him would require a great deal of patience, but currently hers was wearing very thin. 


* * * * * 
 Rene knocked on the Delaplaines’s door, half-sick about what he had to do. 
“Rene,” said Claude warmly as he opened the door. “To what do we owe this pleasure?” 
“I’m sorry, I really am, but I’m going to have to take you in.” Rene kept his face passive. 
“I told you, you can’t go around peddling drugs in St. Antoine’s Parish, and I gave you plenty of time to stop. Now get Euphonia. I’m afraid you’ll both have to come with me.” Claude looked at him with shocked eyes. “Euphonia? What’s she got to do with it?” 
“Well, she’s an accomplice, isn’t she? Claude, I told you and told you. I can’t have my community thinking it can go get mixed up with drugs, can I?” Rene hated this, hated the look on Claude’s face, hated the fear the old man was experiencing. He had to make this look convincing, though, because he worried that Amelia was watching the house. “Now, go get your wife and your lawyer’s phone number. I’ll wait.” 
“You gotta be kidding me.” 
Rene turned away from him. “Anthony, you go around back and take some of the evidence into custody, and watch out in case Miss Euphonia tries to escape. She’s a wily one.” Anthony had been told his job was to see if he could find any trace of Amelia. 
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Claude was still sputtering, and Rene could see he felt betrayed by a man he thought was his friend. Please, Rene prayed silently, just don’t go having a heart attack before I can tell you the truth. 
“Euphonia.” Claude bellowed for his wife. “Euuphoniaah!” he shouted. “Do you know what Rene Chanfreau is here saying at the door of our house where he used to trick-or-treat, damn it!” 
“Evening, Rene.” Euphonia wandered into the room. “Rene, have you come to arrest my husband for his drug trafficking?” 
“I have, Miss Euphonia, and unfortunately, you must come as well, as his accomplice.” He burned with shame to say those words. 
“I see,” Euphonia said. “I’m glad to see you’re ashamed, Rene Chanfreau, bless your heart. Although I’m sure God will strike you dead for doing this.” 
“Yes, ma’am,” Rene answered. After that, Claude came quietly, apparently seeing little to be gained by arguing. Anthony had gathered enough of Claude’s crop in a Ziploc baggie to put Claude away for quite a while in Louisiana. 
“So. I haven’t been in the back of one of these since the sixties.” He laughed. “Did I ever tell you I was arrested when I went to hear Dr. King speak?” Rene looked in the rearview mirror. “No, I’d like to hear about it sometime,” he said. 
“About today --” 
“I doubt I’ll live long enough to be much of an object lesson to the youth of our community.” 
“Don’t be a fool, Claude. Rene’s not here for you,” said Euphonia, with a perfectly sanguine expression on her face. “This is about that awful woman, Amelia, that Rory’s got himself mixed up with, isn’t it?” 
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Chapter Twentyfour 
Ran Yamane was as happy as a man could be. His fingers were sticky with barbecue sauce, and the chef at the smoke pit was allowing him to try anything he saw that he wanted. 
Rory was laughing and talking with the big southern cook as though they were lifelong friends, even though they’d just met. 
“Do you want to try this?” said Skeeter, the pit master, holding out a small slice of pork tenderloin that had been smoked to perfection. “See that pink ring on the meat, just inside there? That’s how you know it was smoked and not grilled like they try to say is barbecue these days in the city.” 
“Mm.” Yamane ate it and sighed with pleasure. “I didn’t know that.” 
“Yes, sir,” said Skeeter. “It takes a long time to make a good barbecue; it takes smoke, time, and love. Leave out any one, and it isn’t barbecue, right, son?” 
“Yes, sir.” Rory grinned. 
“Can I try a piece of that?” Yamane pointed to some mahogany-colored bits of meat on a piece of aluminum foil. “Please?” 
Skeeter seemed delighted to show off his expertise. “You surely may. Those are the burnt ends of the brisket -- you just go ahead and try that now.” He allowed Yamane to take the juicy brown beef bit from the end of his vast carving knife like he had with the other tidbits he’d fed him, treating him a little like an exotic pet. 
Yamane closed his eyes and ate, moaning over the morsel. 
“He doesn’t get out much,” said Rory. 
“Oh, I can see; fellow like him must spend his days at home with his head in a bag.” Skeeter rolled his eyes. 
“Excuse me?” Yamane snapped. 
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Rory and Skeeter laughed. Yamane had liked the huge, sad-eyed pit master immediately when they’d stopped at this small, family-owned smoke-pit barbecue joint in northern Louisiana. He was taller than Rory by about five inches, which made him a giant to Yamane. He clearly saw more than was on the surface, but seemed nonjudgmental and kind. 
“Where did you say you were from again?” he asked Yamane. 
“Well, I’m originally from New York, but I live in Japan,” Yamane answered. “So you can see why decent barbecue hasn’t come my way before now.” 
“Decent?” Skeeter raised his brows. 
“Amazing,” said Yamane, playing the game. “Incandescent, radiant, fabulous, and mind-altering barbecue.” 
Skeeter smiled at the smaller man’s delight. 
Yamane found Rory staring off into space and touched him tentatively on the arm to bring him back. “Where were you?” he asked quietly, feeling, maybe for the first time in his life, that he had a right to a lover’s private thoughts. 
Rory smiled. “Lost somewhere between your delight at southern barbecue and the beauty of your face when you’re happy.” 
“Oh, Rory.” Yamane put his napkin to his lips and hid an embarrassed smile. “Oh, my.” 
“Now then,” said Skeeter, looking around as though he were about to share the government secrets to a nuclear treaty. “I can see you like barbecue, but I wonder, sir, if you’ve ever indulged in a little thing we here in the south like to call soul food?” Skeeter held his hand up to stop Yamane from answering right away. “I warn you. It isn’t for the faint of heart.” 
Yamane felt like a kid in a candy shop. “Bring it on,” he said. “But I think I’m going to need a drink to go with it. Can I get some bourbon and a beer?” he asked. 
Skeeter laughed as though he’d made the best joke in the world. 
Rory’s cell phone rang, and he got up, taking it from his pocket as he walked. He was heading away from Skeeter, who was talking about greens and pot likker and good corn bread to sop it up with when he answered. 
“Yes? I’m here.” He chanced a look back at Yamane, who seemed entranced by the talk of food. 
“Rory, it’s me, Rene. I think I’ve solved your grandparent problem. I’ve just arrested Claude and Euphonia on drug charges. They’re in jail right now.” 
“You’re shitting me! How’d Miss Euphonia take to that, I wonder?” 
“Oddly enough, she knew why I did it right from the get-go. She’s had her eye on Amelia herself and wasn’t surprised at all when I told her what was happening. She’s knitting me a scarf for the winter, she says, in case I go someplace where it gets cold enough Drawn Together 
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to wear one. And now that she’s found out that Yamane is a man, she says to tell him he’s far better off without a woman like that.” 
“That sounds like her.” Rory closed his eyes and blew out the last of his tension. “So, now what?” 
“I was thinking it might be fun if Yamane never came to St. Antoine’s Parish at all,” said Chanfreau in a musing sort of way, as if thinking aloud. “Only if Amelia thought he was right there, in Miss Euphonia’s house, if you know what I mean.” 
“That’s kind of what I’ve been thinking too. But I didn’t know how to make it happen.” Rory had been running across the country with Yamane on instinct, hiding as best he could. 
He’d been in plenty of fights and wasn’t afraid of catching a fist every now and then, but this was war, as the cop Jenkins had told him in Long Beach. “…prepare for war,” Jenkins had said. “You can’t run forever. Just give yourself high ground to stand on.” Rory was plenty prepared to write a master’s thesis, but he could never conceive of being prepared for war. 
“I hear your brain creaking and groaning, Rory. Don’t work so hard,” said Chanfreau gently. “It happens I’ve done this before.” 
“Rene,” said Rory quietly. “We’re just outside Shreveport, and I’ve thought of a way to leave Yamane here.” 
“Good. Just see to it that he can’t or won’t come down here until we’ve taken care of Amelia.” 
Rory looked back at Yamane, who looked so content. “I will. I promised to keep him safe.” 
“I won’t let her hurt you, you know.” 
“I know.” Rory wished he could voice his fear that Yamane would see this as the ultimate betrayal and give up on him forever. “I’m just nervous. I guess.” 
“Of course you are. I am too. But we’ll make it work, and I’m counting on you to do a few things for me, okay?” 
Rory listened as Chanfreau outlined his plan, paying careful attention to any part he might have in it. He looked at Yamane, unconsciously flirting now with Skeeter, who seemed not to mind the attention too much. Yamane was like a finely tuned race car rolling down a bumpy, gravel country road, and somebody was going to have to put some brakes on him before he got himself into trouble. 
After a fine barbecue meal and more than a few beers, Rory and Yamane went to the Super 8 Motel to settle down for the night. There would probably be one more easy day’s driving before they reached home and Amelia. He turned to watch Yamane, who was lounging like a happy cat on the bed. 
“Rory? Barbecue is a very fine thing. And so is beer. But you know what I wish? I wish we had one of those big Japanese hot springs to bathe in right now. Onsen. I could just soak forever.” 
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“Sounds nice.” Rory was checking his US map and the Weather Channel on the Internet. “They have a Jacuzzi here.” 
“Right, can you imagine? I can’t get within two feet of you without getting hard as a rock.” 
Rory’s head came up. “Really?” He smiled at Yamane, who was stretched out on his stomach on the bed. “Is that so?” 
“Of course.” Yamane swallowed hard. “I always want you.” Rory sat on the side of the bed next to Yamane. “We could take a shower together,” he suggested. “I could wash your hair.” 
Yamane rolled over, laughing ruefully. “I’m not a college coed. I don’t need you to wash my hair. I want you to pound me so hard my head goes through this headboard and the neighbors call the police.” 
Rory blinked. “Well, okay then, as long as we’re on the same page.” Rory drew Yamane into his arms a little forcefully. He found he liked it when Yamane was aggressive with him, his urgency transmitted by his quickened breathing and the way those artist’s hands played over his body. 
Yamane seemed to be everywhere on him at once, drowning his senses and swallowing his protests. Under Yamane’s direction, their clothing fairly flew off their bodies. He maneuvered Rory to a sitting position on the end of the bed and rolled a condom onto his dick. Then he lubed up Rory’s fingers and used them to make himself ready. 
Yamane straddled Rory’s lap with his back to Rory’s chest and lowered himself on Rory’s cock, and Rory looked over Yamane’s shoulder to watch them make love in the mirror over the wooden hotel dresser. 
Yamane’s eyes met his in the mirror, and he said, “Go, baby.” Never taking his eyes off Yamane’s, Rory began to move within his body, pushing and stirring, filling and stretching him until Yamane moaned and dropped his head back on Rory’s shoulder. Rory held Yamane’s torso, skimming his hands down his sharply sculpted abs to the hollows of his pelvic bones on either side of the triangle of his pubic hair, and then up to his chest with its nipple ring, which still drove Rory crazy. He knew Yamane was waiting for him to touch his dick, knew it was aching and throbbing, but he left it alone for a moment while he ghosted his fingernails over other, less sensitive places on Yamane’s body. 
Rory rocked his hips, feeling as though he couldn’t get deep enough, straining, pushing, and pulling Yamane down on his throbbing cock. Finally, he ran his hands down the center of Yamane’s chest. Watching him carefully in the mirror, Rory took hold of Yamane’s rigid cock. Yamane gasped and bit his lip, the expression on his face so aroused and dazed, Rory bit him hard on the neck. Yamane’s eyes flew open. 
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Yamane mouthed, I love you, to him in the mirror as they started a rhythm that, to Rory, looked like a dance. He and Yamane kept their eyes open and on each other until the last possible second. When a powerful climax rocked Rory, he crushed Yamane to him and buried his face in Yamane’s long hair. Seconds later, Yamane’s cum warmed his hands. 
Later, lying naked and spent in bed and sharing a beer, Yamane nuzzled Rory with his head and said, “I’m completely obsessed with you.” Rory stroked Yamane’s hair, smiling sweetly at him. “Me too.” 
“I wonder sometimes, you know, if you and I could make a home together,” Yamane said quietly, almost shyly. “I know you’re younger, and not finished with school, and my work is in Japan. I can’t even imagine how we could do it. Then there’s the fact that you’re straight, which is a total buzzkill, if you know what I mean…” Rory stopped his mouth with a passionate kiss. As if he were starving, he devoured Yamane, kissing, licking, and sucking his lips and neck, then nipping at his collarbone. Rory took Yamane’s nipple and ring into his mouth as if he were waiting for the taut bud to melt like candy. Then he moved and found Yamane’s erection, knowing Yamane would completely forget what he was saying until about six o’clock the next morning, and then he’d realize Rory had never shared his thoughts in return. 


* * * * * 
 Amelia threw her drinking glass, and it shattered against the wall of the hotel where she was staying. A banging noise on the door and a man’s voice saying, “Are you all right, miss?” brought her back to herself. It wouldn’t do to trash the hotel room and wind up in jail. 
“I’m fine,” she called sweetly through the door. “I’m just so clumsy these days.” 
“Well, I hear that’s natural in your condition,” said the man kindly. Amelia was posing as a very pregnant woman and found that it went a long way toward explaining anything she did that was a little out of the ordinary. She wondered why she’d never thought of it before. 
“Well, ’night then. Be careful now.” She heard his footsteps retreat down the hall. 
Ethan was playing both sides against the middle, and Rory’s grandparents had been arrested the night before for growing marijuana in their backyard. What rotten, lousy timing. As long as Rory didn’t know, then he’d still be home tomorrow, or Saturday at the latest, if he understood her threat. She thought he understood quite well. The threat remained in place as long as he believed it was real. She’d have to call Ethan and find out what he knew. 
Ethan didn’t worry her. He always ended up on top of the biggest pile of cash. 


* * * * * 
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Rory collected all his belongings and looked back sadly once more at the man sleeping so peacefully on the bed. He told himself leaving Yamane here and going on without him was in Yamane’s best interest. That Yamane would know he loved him and that nothing could tear them apart forever. If only his aching heart would believe it, then the crushing sadness that built as he looked on his beautiful lover’s face would lift a little, and he might be able to hope. He drove away from the Super 8 Motel before dawn was even a growing crack on the horizon, back to the highway, back to Amelia, back to the home he held in his heart as the one place he knew he’d always find love. Rory thought back to the bed where he had left Yamane, the one person on earth he would love for always, and his heart rent in two. 
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Chapter Twentyfive 
Yamane woke to find that Rory wasn’t spooned up to his back as had become his habit, and Rory’s arm wasn’t casually draped over his chest. At first this was a minor annoyance, as Yamane was cold and felt that Rory should still be there to warm him. Plus, he was sporting the kind of morning wood that could kindle a little fire. Yamane listened for the shower and, not hearing it, came fully awake. 
The dimly lit room seemed cold and empty, shabbier without Rory’s vibrant presence in it. Yamane’s first clue that something might be terribly wrong was that Rory’s laptop, which habitually sat on the dining table of every hotel and motel they’d ever stayed in, was gone. A small fear began to gnaw at his consciousness, growing as he found each new disturbing fact. Rory’s suitcase was gone, his toiletry kit was gone, his messenger bag, not there, his phone, missing. Yamane went to the bathroom and stared hard into the mirror, trying to breathe past the panic that threatened to swamp him completely. There was a note on the faucet. 
Yamane, 
Please understand that I’m doing this to keep my promise, the first one that I made to you: that I will keep you safe. The hotel is paid for, and Skeeter will feed you as much as you want. He told me, because I think he loves you too. I told you everything else you need to know last night, without words. 
Love always, Rory 
Yamane ran to the dresser and slipped on a pair of jeans and one of his ubiquitous white shirts. He pushed his feet into shoes without socks and snapped up his wallet and the keys to the room. In the process, he noticed his wallet didn’t feel right. He opened the black leather trifold to discover the only thing in it was his driver’s license, a twenty-dollar bill, 156 
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and a crude smiley face drawing with hearts for eyes that Rory must have thought was cute, but that so enraged Yamane he wanted to scream out loud. 
Yamane had never felt so helpless, so profoundly angry in his life. Not even when he’d had to put down his dog had he felt this awful. He had loved Rory, had given him his heart and his trust and his body, and Rory had lied to him, taken away his dignity and his agency, and hadn’t trusted him back. Shit. 


* * * * * 
 Rory fought the urge at every off-ramp to turn back, to run to Yamane and keep running, staying on the road till Amelia died or lost interest. He knew that right about the time he was thinking that, Yamane would be finding his bed empty and putting the pieces together. His pride would be shredded and his doubts would be growing until he realized that Rory didn’t believe he could protect Yamane, and that he’d rather go alone than watch Amelia kill him, no matter what it cost him. 
He recalled the Yamane he’d found hiding under the table at their dreadful Las Vegas motel and winced again that he’d been the author of such a terrible sadness. He would make it up to Yamane, first by ridding the world of Amelia, then by spending the rest of his life proving how much he loved him. 

The light rain that had threatened the day before was turning into the beginnings of a storm now, and Rory had seen on the Weather Channel that it might be a bad one. There was a hurricane sweeping across the gulf, and it was due to make landfall by Saturday evening. Probably it would be downgraded by then to a tropical storm, but that could still dump a lot of water very fast, and Rory hoped to have his driving wrapped up by then. In the meantime, the bluster around the storm would make driving wet, and he was glad again he had the truck and not his little Corona. 
Amelia, ready or not, here I come. 


* * * * * 
 Rene Chanfreau was having fun, although he should have been acting his age and being serious about his job. Still, it was a good opportunity to flex his muscles and drag out his old skills and teach his deputy, Anthony, some new ones. From Amelia’s history, it seemed she liked to improvise, so he hardly knew what to expect, but sooner or later, if he watched Euphonia’s house, he’d bet something would turn up. 
“I got a call from the hospital today,” he told Ethan, who for reasons of his own was participating willingly in the stakeout of the Delaplaines’s home. “The slow boy, Jeff, didn’t make it. The damage from the stroke was too widespread. I’m sorry.” 
“I was afraid of that,” said Ethan. 
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“We’ll get her,” said Rene. “Tomorrow, Rory will call me from New Orleans. As soon as he gets there, Anthony will drive up there to meet him, and when he arrives in St. Antoine’s Parish, hopefully Amelia will make her move.” The young deputy, Anthony, smiled at this. “I hope she does,” he said. “I don’t think we’ll ever get a better chance.” 
“She will,” said Ethan. “I think she’ll probably call me; she needs information. She’ll want to know what you know, and I’m the only one she knows who can tell her.” 
“Are you sure she’ll call you?” asked Anthony. 
“She’ll call me.” 
“Does she know you’re talking to us?” asked Rene. 
“Probably, but she’ll figure she still has enough leverage to keep me from lying to her. 
Besides, up till now, anyone would tell you I go wherever the pay’s highest.” 
“Develop a conscience, did you?” asked Anthony. 
“I don’t know; I doubt it. I just always figure you don’t kill your own, especially if they’re loyal. That’s a deal breaker, even for me.” 
“For what it’s worth,” said Rene, “he knew you would never have let him down. He told me when we found him.” 
“Thank you, but I did let him down,” said Ethan. 
“Not willingly. He knew that, Ethan.” 
“What next?” asked Anthony. 
“Let’s see what we can do about bugging the Delaplaines house. While we’re at it, let’s put in some cameras. Think of it as a training exercise, Deputy. I don’t think it’s necessary, but how often do you get to do it?” 
“You are having way too much fun, Rene,” said Ethan. 
“This beats all hell out of bees,” Rene replied, opening the trunk of his car and removing several black cases. 
“You use all this as the sheriff of St. Antoine’s Parish?” Ethan asked, his voice a little awestruck. 
“Oh, hell no.” said Rene. “This is just my private stuff. All I need here in town usually is a can of Raid and a roll of duct tape.” The men all laughed as they went to work. 


* * * * * 
 Rory pulled into the driveway of his parents’ house in New Orleans -- their trailer really -- at four thirty in the afternoon on Friday. He was pretty certain when he headed there that his mother and stepfather would still be at work at this hour of the day, and he knew that often they had dinner out on Friday and did more than a little drinking. He entered the place his parents called home. As always, it had that fabricated plastic smell, and 158 
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even though it was large enough for his parents, Rory always felt outsized and claustrophobic when visiting. He took out his cell phone and reached into the refrigerator for a beer he knew he’d find there. He dialed Rene Chanfreau. 
“Chanfreau,” Rene answered. 
“It’s me, Rene, Rory. I’m in New Orleans, at my folks’. I left Yamane stranded like we talked about.” He felt sick at the thought. 
“Good man,” said Rene. “Did you bring the items we discussed?” 
“Yeah.” Rory sipped his beer and closed his eyes. “I have them in the truck.” 
“Good. Then meet Anthony where we decided, and I’ll see you tonight. So far everything’s quiet on this end, but as soon as you show up, I think Amelia will too. She’s been watching your grandparents’ house pretty closely.” 
“How do you know that?” 
“Because I have too.” Rene laughed and hung up. 
Rory sighed. He wished again that, like Chanfreau, he could see this as an adventure. 
The sheriff seemed delighted to finally have a real criminal in St. Antoine’s Parish. Rory wondered what Yamane would think when he saw this tiny town for the first time. 
Thinking about Yamane made his body react predictably. He wondered if the man would ever trust him again. Probably not, he thought. He finished his beer and left five thousand dollars in cash for his mother and stepfather, along with a note saying he’d had some luck in Vegas. As he left, he looked at the progress on the ruins of what had once been his family home and saw that it was coming along nicely. Just now it was covered over in plastic tarps, as the contractors were no doubt expecting rain. 
Rory walked to the building under construction and looked into the bare hole that had once been the window to his room. No trace of his existence remained there. It was as if the storm had washed him away with this little house and all the other little houses around it. 
In that room, Rory had hung pictures of rock bands and Rebecca Romijn as Mystique in the X-Men movie. He had dreamed what sex might feel like, and then actually had it right there in a bed that was no more. He’d read his first manga and become entranced with the Snoggs, and later Princess Celendrianna, there. Nothing he’d experienced in that little room prepared him for where his life had taken him now. He still had hope. It was a slim hope but he held it in his heart. He had a passport and would drop everything and run if Yamane would simply ask it of him. 
Rory called Sheriff’s Deputy Anthony Laforge on his cell phone. It was all arranged. At six, Rory would meet Anthony at a motel about thirteen miles north of St. Antoine’s Parish. 


* * * * * 
 Yamane firmly felt he had not one tear left to cry. Sooner or later, he’d have to figure out what to do. It was not lost on him that he was a very famous professional artist who was Drawn Together 
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stranded in a ghastly motel in a small town where no one knew him as anything but just another oddly dressed, eccentric little man. He needed a cigarette and found it more than a little sad that Rory wasn’t there to ride him about smoking it. He lit up, contemplating what options were open to him. Rory had taken his cell phone, so he couldn’t just pick it up and call someone, but he wondered if he could call his agent on the hotel phone. It had a series of instructions for credit card calls, but he had none, thanks to Rory. As he smoked, he realized he needed to eat, and he had a friend, he thought, in Skeeter. He decided to walk over and see what Skeeter had in the smoker. 
Skeeter gave his little friend Yamane a pulled pork sandwich, made Carolina-style with a vinegar-based sauce and a pile of coleslaw on top, chips, and a pickle, and kept his glass filled with bourbon. Every so often, Yamane’s eyes would glitter with tears, and he’d make some offhand remark, usually negative, about the weather or the mud in the road to cover them up. The rain was beginning in earnest now, Hurricane Fred coming in from the south and destined to weaken into a tropical storm before it made landfall. Odd spates of rain fell, but nothing nerve-wracking, and Skeeter was content to make his trips outside to the smoker under the eaves even if it meant getting a little wet. Yamane had discovered greens the day before and was wiping his bowl with a piece of corn bread from Skeeter’s late wife’s famous family recipe when another customer came in. 
Skeeter saw Yamane notice the new customer immediately; it was rare to see a man in so fine a suit in his place, and a handsome one at that. The man shook water droplets from his silver and black hair as he walked to the other end of the counter where Yamane sat. He ordered a brisket sandwich and a Michelob, and as his striking green eyes swept the almost-empty restaurant, they rested speculatively on Yamane. His eyebrows went up. 
“What are you looking at?” asked Yamane, who was already drinking to forget. 
“I beg your pardon,” said the man. “Don’t people look at you all the time?” Yamane snorted and looked away. Skeeter gave a low laugh he hoped no one heard. 
There wasn’t anyone in the restaurant right now, partly due to the rain and partly due to the fact that it was three thirty and the real crowd wouldn’t start coming in until later when the first folks got off work in the small medical building across the street. 
“My name is Tucker,” said the man, still trying to make conversation with the elusive Yamane. “Mike Tucker. I’m a rep from Walker Pharmaceuticals. The medical center over there is on my circuit. Call me Tucker.” He held up his card. “I have to say, I’ve never seen anything like you before.” 
“What the hell do you mean by that?” 
“Well, you’re really quite --” Mike Tucker swallowed. 
“What?” 
“Testy.” 
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“You got that right. Back up unless you have a cell phone and you’ll let me call Japan on it.” Yamane flung his hair. Skeeter chuckled again. 
Tucker pulled his cell phone out of the inside pocket of his suit jacket and slid it along the bar till it skidded to a stop in front of Yamane’s glass. “Be my guest,” he said simply. “I’m already dazzled; I don’t care if you call the moon.” 
“Not happening. Can I still make the call?” 
“Sure. You can’t blame a guy for trying.” He shrugged and bit his lip to keep from laughing. “And you also can’t stop him from trying as many times as it takes.” Tucker slid his food over to sit next to Yamane, resting his head on his hand. Skeeter watched with interest while Yamane spoke in frantic Japanese for fully ten minutes. Yamane finished his call and handed the phone to Tucker with a dazzling smile. Skeeter worried that he would fall off the bar stool just from looking at it. 
“Oh, my word,” said Tucker. 
“What?” Yamane looked behind him to see what Tucker was talking about. 
Tucker lightly reached out to touch the padlock neck chain that Yamane wore. “You need a bell on that so you can’t sneak up on people.” 
“Do they teach that in southern boy school?” Yamane went back to his sandwich. 
“Yes, they do, but I rarely get a chance to use it.” 
“I’ll bet you say that to all the desperate Amerasian queers you meet at barbecue joints.” Yamane held up his lighter and cigarette to silently ask Skeeter if he could light up. 
Skeeter nodded, giving him permission. He wasn’t about to let the show move outside. 
“Please,” said Tucker, producing his own lighter. “Allow me.” At this, Yamane put his head down on the counter and cried. Tucker turned surprised eyes toward Skeeter, who shrugged. 
“Hey, don’t cry, sweetheart.” Tucker frowned, patting Yamane’s back. “Don’t cry. 
Whatever it is, I’ll try to help. Why don’t you tell me all about it?” Skeeter, who watched this exchange with a kind of detached curiosity, worried a little bit how he’d tell Rory it hadn’t taken Yamane a whole sandwich to make another helpless conquest. As he watched the two leave together in Tucker’s expensive two-seater sports car, Skeeter felt a little sorry for Rory, whose princess had just left with another prince. 
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Chapter Twentysix 
Rory sat in his truck with Anthony, eating the hamburgers and fries they purchased. 
Rory had known Anthony most of his life, as the deputy was only a little older than Rory himself, and they’d run around together in a gang of kids who spent the summers with their grandparents in the small town. They’d chased girls, drank too much, and both had been driven home in the former sheriff’s patrol car a time or so when Rene’s dad was on the job. 
“What’s Rene the third like?” said Rory, just making conversation. “On the job, is he a hard-ass like his dad?” 
“Nah,” said Anthony. “He pretty much turns the other way when the shenanigans are harmless. He doesn’t like drunk driving or drugs, and nobody can go around bullying people.” 
“That’s good, I guess.” Rory took a sip of the beer Anthony brought him. 
“He thinks your Grandpère Claude is a riot. He treats him like a national treasure or something. It about killed him to arrest him and see his face so sad.” 
“I’ll bet. I heard Miss Euphonia wasn’t fooled for a minute.” Rory smiled. 
“Oh, no sir, she wasn’t. You can’t put anything over on Miss Euphonia.” Anthony grimaced. “I wouldn’t dare try.” 
Rory sat quietly and watched his childhood friend. His heart was heavy, like after a funeral, when people mill around a cold buffet together and talk. “What happens next?” 
“We wait,” Anthony told him. 
Rory fished another fry out of the sack and ate it. “Thanks for the food.” Anthony glanced over. “Are you scared?” 
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“I heard.” Anthony’s eyes were wide. “This Yamane fellow; what’s he like? He’s the artist you thought was a girl, right?” 
“Yep. Imagine my surprise.” 
“I’ll bet.” 
“You’ll need a long black wig. Straight hair. And I brought his clothes.” Rory swallowed hard. Anthony stared at him. 
“Rory…” Anthony began. “Are you…? Did you care for this guy or something?” 
“Yep.” 
“I’ll be damned.” Anthony said nothing more, just looked at Rory a little differently, which didn’t affect Rory one way or the other. Pretty soon, the whole town of St. Antoine’s Parish would be buzzing with either the news that Rory had a boyfriend, or Rory got dumped by a guy. Rory was so numb he didn’t feel a thing anymore. He just wanted the whole thing over. 
“You’ll have to move less like a guy and more like a mouse.” 
“You’ve gotta be kidding me.” 
Rory just shook his head and finished his milkshake. “He has this timid way of walking, like he’s expecting something to jump out at him. Unless he’s actually in danger, and then he kind of --” He hoped Anthony was all out of questions. 
“Rory. You know, sometimes all of us feel something for someone we probably shouldn’t. Someone like a guy, I mean. It could just be like that. You know…hormones?” 
“I know.” Rory looked out the driver’s-side window. “But it’s not the first time for me. 
I don’t think I’m hardwired one way or the other. Just growing up down here… It kind of limited my choices a little. I don’t feel ashamed about it. He’s going to hate me forever for leaving him in Shreveport, but I couldn’t take a chance that woman would kill him.” 
“But it’s all right if she kills me, is that it?” Anthony sounded like he was smiling. 
Rory didn’t turn to look because he had tears in his eyes. Well, shoot. “You’re a highly qualified professional, are you not?” 
“Yeah,” said Anthony. “I wash the sheriff’s car every week.” 


* * * * * 
 Ethan’s cell phone rang at just about the time he thought it would. “Hello.” 
“It’s me, you shit,” said Amelia. 
“And a gracious good evening to you too,” said Ethan, looking at the clock. Seven p.m. 
“Cut the crap. What do they know, and don’t lie. I’ll know if you’re lying.” Drawn Together 
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“Basically, they know everything about you, Rory, and Yamane,” said Ethan. “They know you killed the three stooges. They arrested Claude and Euphonia so you couldn’t use them to bargain. I’ve told them everything I know.” 
“Shit, shit, shit,” said Amelia. “You are so damned dead.” 
“Except…” said Ethan. 
“What?” demanded Amelia. “Except what?” 
“Rory’s cell phone number,” Ethan pronounced distinctly. 
“What, what the hell does that mean?” 
“Well, if I haven’t told him, you haven’t told him, and his grandparents haven’t told him, because they can’t, they’re in jail…” Ethan let this percolate. “How could Rory know you still aren’t a threat to his family?” 
“Ah,” said Amelia. 
“Ah,” echoed Ethan. 
“What are you going to want for his phone number?” 
“Out,” said Ethan. “You get his number and we’re done. You don’t know me, and I don’t know you. Cheap at twice the price. I just want out with my head.” 
“You usually drive a harder bargain.” Amelia sounded suspicious. 
“I’m usually bargaining from a position of strength,” Ethan reminded her. 
“Okay,” said Amelia. “You give me the number, then get out of town. We’re even.” You’ve got that right. He gave her what she wanted. “I’m gone.” He hung up. 
Rene Chanfreau stood before him with his arms folded. “Well. Let the tournament begin. Are you really leaving, or will you stay till the fat lady dies?” 
“You mean you’d let me go?” Ethan asked. 
“What can I charge you with?” 
“How about accessory?” suggested Ethan. “Not that I’d be busted up if you didn’t.” 
“The way I see it, the guys in Long Beach who want you can have you. Me? It’s too much paperwork.” Rene looked at Ethan. “Don’t make me sorry.” 
“I’m out,” said Ethan. “I was out as soon as Rory hit the water in Long Beach. I didn’t know about that, you know. Before she did it. After that, it’s all been about staying alive.” He thought about Jeff. “Shit.” 
Rene handed him a beer. “To comrades in arms.” Rene took his bottle, twisted the top off, then held it out for Ethan to touch with his. 


* * * * * 
 Rory was slumped back in the driver’s seat, waiting. He was watching the rain patter lightly on the hood of his truck when the phone rang. He was finally used to listening for the 164 
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annoying sound, and for a brief, happy moment, he wondered if it might be Yamane. He looked at it; the number was restricted. He nudged Anthony awake. “Hello?” 
“Well, hello there, Rory Delaplaines. You have something that belongs to me.” Amelia’s voice. 
“Not right here, I don’t,” said Rory. “He’s smoking in the bar next door. Filthy habit; I never let him do it in the room.” 
“Never mind that. When will you give him back to me?” 
“How about never?” 
“How about your grandma never makes you another chess pie?” Amelia growled. 
“What’s my grandmother got to do with this?” 
“Let’s just say if you don’t bring Yamane home to meet Grandma and turn him over to me, Grandma might just find that double-wide she’s living in burning down around her.” 
“Leave my family alone,” Rory ground out. “This is between you and Yamane. Why drag me in on it?” 
“You’re in it because you’re just another dog,” said Amelia. “And I don’t like taking care of pets.” 
Rory didn’t think anything she said could hurt him, but for some reason, the damned dog reference bothered him. “I’m his dog? Ask Yamane what this dog has been licking, Amelia.” 
“You sick, lying bastard.” 
“It’s no lie, Amelia. Yamane’s been done more times than the Macarena, and I’m only the last in a long line of nameless, faceless guys.” Sometimes it really felt like that might be the truth. 
“I know you’re in New Orleans. Bring him, right now, or don’t bother coming at all.” She hung up. 
Anthony looked him over. “So, how’d it go?” 
“It’s on. Yamane and I are expected home.” He put his head in his hands and kept it there so Anthony wouldn’t see the expression on his face. 
“It’s okay, Rory,” said Anthony with uncharacteristic gentleness. “I’ll bet it’ll be over soon and you and Yamane can laugh at it over a beer.” Rory shook his head. If Anthony were any nicer he’d cry like a baby. 
“Okay, come on, it’s time to see if I move enough like a mouse to fool the cat.” 


* * * * * 
 Yamane woke to find Mike Tucker standing next to the couch in his hotel suite with an armful of roses. 
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“Hello.” Tucker smiled down at him. 
Yamane held his head. It throbbed. “Oh, shit. How long have I been out?” 
“Little while. Six hours. I finished up work for the day.” 
“That’s what I get for drinking.” Yamane rolled over and sat up. 
“Did you wake up at all? Have you eaten since lunch?” Yamane shook his head and got up too quickly. “No.” Tucker held out a steady hand. “You know, it’s not very often a man like me gets to rescue a stranded prince.” Tucker looked for somewhere to put the roses. “I have to make the most of it.” 
“At least you didn’t say princess,” said Yamane idly, looking down on the street below. 
“Why on earth would I say that? You don’t look like a princess to me.” Yamane let the curtain fall back. “I need to do something.” 
“So let’s go eat.” 
“No. I have to find my friend and --” 
Tucker stepped closer. “When you have me right here?” 
“Tucker,” warned Yamane. “It’s not going to happen.” 
“Let me be your friend, Yamane.” 
“I don’t need a friend,” Yamane told him tiredly. “I need to get a grip and see to it that someone I love doesn’t get himself killed, and if you don’t want to help me with that, you can let yourself out.” Yamane waited to see what Tucker would do. 
Tucker capitulated. “All right. If you could just please explain to me what’s going on.” 
“I will.” Yamane pulled the bathroom door shut behind him. He called out, “Have you got any idea where I can find a place called St. Antoine’s Parish?” 166 
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Chapter Twentyseven 
The sky was ominous and rain came down in rivers over the windshield. Rory checked Anthony out of the corner of his eye as he started the engine. Anthony’s disguise would fool no one, especially not Amelia, unless she was looking at him through binoculars smeared with Vaseline. He hoped the weather would help because Anthony could carry an umbrella, which he could hold up to block his face until the last minute. It was hard to see in the rain anyway, and the storm would make the unlit areas around his grandparents’ home dark as pitch. 
“Your guy actually wears this?” said Anthony. “I mean it’s kind of…” 
“On him, it’s something else entirely, trust me. And he’s not exactly my guy.” 
“I didn’t mean anything by it. He must stand out in a crowd, though.” 
“Oh, he does.” Rory bit back a laugh. “Like you would not believe.” 
“Well, it’s not like you don’t,” said Anthony. “You must be quite a sight together.” 
“So we’ve been told.” 
“I still just can’t get my head wrapped around it.” 
“What?” 
“You and some guy. Now, at last, maybe one of the girls in town will go out with me.” 
“Glad to be of service,” grunted Rory. 
“Sorry, man, just wanted to put a tactful spin on it.” 
“It’s okay,” Rory said. The windshield wipers swished back and forth and the tires squealed on the wet asphalt. It wasn’t long now until they’d be pulling off the highway onto Center Street, which basically cut right through downtown and past the local businesses. In the distance, Rory first saw the pharmacy and the Orleans movie theater right across the street from it; they were the first buildings that visitors saw in St. Antoine’s as they entered Drawn Together 
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what the locals referred to as “downtown.” He drove his truck past all the little businesses, the new KFC and Quizno’s restaurants, and finally past the A&W drive-through, with its sign that still read NO CARHOP SERVICE. Then he was through the town itself and on his way out of it. His grandparents’ home was only a mile away. 
Neither man spoke when he pulled into the long drive up to the house. It was always a letdown for Rory, who still hoped to see the old place with its inviting porch and upstairs windows with their blowing gauzy curtains. The house itself had been old and no match for Katrina’s hurricane winds. Once the roof tore off, the whole thing had come down in water and wind like matchsticks. Now in its place there was a manufactured home. Perfectly nice, but not at all the same. 
Rory parked the truck and got out, squelching through the muddy ground around to the side, where Anthony sensibly waited for him. Anyone who saw them in this downpour, with their umbrella shielding them from the brunt of the falling water, would see Rory helping Yamane out of the truck. Rory reached out a hand and straightened Anthony’s wig, which had become slightly askew when taking off his seat belt, making sure the motion looked more like a caress than a wardrobe malfunction. 
Rory looked around and saw nothing out of the ordinary. Anthony whispered under his breath, “What now?” 
“I guess we go in,” said Rory. 
They began the walk to the front door, going about twenty-five feet, when it opened and the unthinkable happened. Rory looked up and saw his grandmère come out onto the porch. 
“What the --” he said, stopping in his tracks. Anthony kept going, pulling him a little forcefully. “I thought Rene said she wouldn’t be here!” he whispered frantically, starting to move forward now, confused. 
“She’s not supposed to be here,” Anthony replied under his breath. “Don’t lose your cool now. Just keep walking. Do your job!” 
“Okay, okay, I got it.” Rory gritted his teeth. He looked hard at his grandmère, who stood placidly waiting with her hand to her face as if she were trying to see him through the rain. Something caught his attention and dazzled his eyes momentarily, some light that played… He couldn’t fathom what it was at first, but it reminded him of something. He saw it flash again and realized in that moment that it was like the little red dot from his laser pointer. 
“Grandmère!” Rory shouted, bursting into a dead run. “Grandmère!” Rory left the false Yamane and hurled himself forward as fast as he could. The rain soaked him and the mud and muck sucked his feet with every step. He reached out a hand to balance himself so he could sprint up the porch steps when a flash of lightning illuminated the sky, and he saw his grandmère’s face had a red dot dancing on it right between her eyes. Only it wasn’t his 168 
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grandmother at all; it was Amelia. She pulled a gun out of her apron pocket and pointed it straight at him. 
Sheriff Chanfreau cursed soundly. 
He was seriously unhappy. Amelia had done the unexpected and dressed in Miss Euphonia’s clothing and apron, and Rory had taken off running to her, blocking his shot. 
Rene ran frantically for a better position, using the laser sight on his SIG to target Amelia again, praying he could get a shot off before she did. Holy crap. He saw the muzzle of Amelia’s gun flash twice and heard three shots ring out. 
Rory was hurled off his feet by the terrible impact of the bullets. His body flew backward and then landed with an enormous splash in a puddle on the partially paved driveway. The third shot killed Amelia instantly, and Rene hadn’t fired it. He slogged through about a hundred meters of marshy ground, trying to find out who had fired the shot that had dropped Amelia Gianfranco. 
Anthony was looking after Rory and calling for medical help, but Rene had an unknown shooter on his hands, and even though he’d done exactly what Rene had been planning to do if it came down to that, Rene had to find out what the hell was going on. 
He saw the minutest movement in a tree, about fourteen feet off the ground, and took cover. Holding his own weapon at the ready, he shouted, “Stand down and show yourself!” to whoever was hiding there. 
Ethan climbed carefully from one slick branch to another holding a Parker Hale M85 
sniper rifle carefully. He leaped down the last six feet or so, skidding and slipping slightly on the wet earth but catching himself before he fell. Rene sighed and came out from behind the tree where he’d taken cover. 
“I thought you’d gone,” he said, blowing out the breath he’d been holding. “I see you’ve been playing with my toys.” 
Ethan looked amused. “Well, you did leave the trunk of your patrol car unlocked.” 
“The hell I did,” Rene shot back. 
“Well, I might have had to…jiggle it a little.” He tossed a crowbar on the ground and handed over the rifle. “You wouldn’t have lasted one day on the force in Jersey.” 
“It may surprise you to know that I lasted awhile as a Navy SEAL,” said Rene, stung. 
“That doesn’t surprise me. I’m the information king, remember? What does surprise me is that you let Rory get shot out there.” 
“He ran right into my line of fire, I couldn’t get a shot off before she did.” 
“I saw your little red dot, by the way. So did Rory. Those things cause more trouble than they’re worth. I hate surprises. I knew she’d pull one, but I didn’t know it would be dressing like the old woman. That threw me for a second.” Drawn Together 
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“It was hard to see in the rain,” said Rene. “Both sides were counting on that.” 
“She had uncanny instincts.” 
“I’d better see to Rory.” 
The two men walked together back to the front of the house where Anthony was kneeling over an inert form. 
“Rory.” Anthony had torn open Rory’s shirt and started pulling on the Velcro that held on his Kevlar vest, pulling it away from where the two bullets had struck his chest. “There’s no blood,” he practically shouted with relief. 
“Ow,” said Rory when he tried to move. “Shit.” 
“Hurts, huh?” said Rene, walking up with Ethan. “I’ll get you some ice. Anthony, did you call for an ambulance?” 
“Yes.” Anthony slipped the wig off his head. “I couldn’t stop him, sir; he just took off.” 
“That’s okay, son,” said Rene. “No one expected Amelia to dress up like Miss Euphonia.” 
“I know. That was one hell of a shock.” 
“I should have known,” rasped Rory. “If it were Grandmère, she would have been on the porch when we drove up. Somehow, she always knows when I’m coming home.” 
“Don’t move, Rory. You might have a broken rib. I want you checked out carefully.” Rene squatted down and touched his bruised chest lightly. “You did good, son. Anthony, could you get the umbrella so Rory can have some shelter here?” 
“Sure thing, I wasn’t thinking.” Anthony moved away to pick it up. 
Ethan stared down at Amelia, whose face looked perfectly composed except for a hole between her eyebrows. “I didn’t think I’d be the one…” Rene heard him mutter. 
“All around, it was a pretty crappy plan anyway. Life is so much easier when you can just kill people who need killing.” 
Ethan’s brows went up. “Are you sure this town isn’t way too quiet for you?” 
“I’m sure,” Rene replied. “I like it that way.” 
“Well, it’s been a blast. How are you going to explain the angle of the shot?” 
“Grassy knoll, magic bullet. Who cares?” Rene frowned. “Is anything going to come back at me from her family?” 
“Nah,” said Ethan. “Her family’s gone. Everyone else knows she was heading this way.” He seemed kind of sad. “I wonder if I could have done anything differently.” 
“It’s all on her, Ethan.” 
“Yeah, I guess.” He shook Rene’s hand and started walking to the road. “I’m off now. I hope I never see you in a professional capacity again.” 170 
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“Me too. I’ve already got a buttload of explaining to do over this.” Rene lifted his hand. 
He had to step over Amelia’s body to go through the front door of Euphonia and Claude’s small home. He hated tracking in dirt, but getting ice for Rory seemed more important. 
When he returned he found Rory and Anthony talking quietly together. He noticed neither man would look directly at the porch where Amelia lay. 
“Is she really dead?” asked Rory as Rene placed a bag of frozen diced vegetables on his chest. “You’re sure it’s her?” 
“Yes, I’m sure on both counts,” said Rene. “Just relax. You’ll be fine, but we’re taking every precaution here. I’m really sorry, Rory; I said I wouldn’t let her hurt you.” 
“You tried. That was messed up, dressing like Grandmère. I just didn’t think. I saw the red dot on her forehead, and I thought… I guess I thought it was Amelia trying to kill her. It doesn’t make any sense now.” 
“You’ve been living in fear for a while now, looking over your shoulder, hiding, and running. It’s hard not to react,” said Anthony. 
“You’ve been awfully nice. Am I way worse off than you’re telling me or something?” 
“No. It’s the job. If I met you in a bar when I was off duty, I’d still probably put your head through a door or something.” 
“Now, children,” Rene warned. “I hear your ride, Rory.” He stood up when the ambulance approached. Rory was picked up carefully and moved to a stretcher, loaded onto a gurney, and rolled into an ambulance, and all the while Anthony held the umbrella over his face so it wouldn’t get wet. 
“Thanks,” said Rory. 
Anthony smiled. “Do I get to keep the pretty dress?” 
“Hell no,” said Rory, smiling back. “Listen. You’ve got to go get Yamane.” He told Anthony where Yamane could be found. “Please,” he whispered. “Tell him he doesn’t have to be afraid anymore.” 


* * * * * 
 Yamane was in the bathroom when he heard Tucker call his name. 
“What?” he asked irritably, coming through the door, still trying to loop a rubber band around the end of his braid. He’d done little more than pee and wash his hands, then dragged a comb through his hair as an afterthought. He caught up his messenger bag and key card and was halfway to the door. “Let’s go.” 
“Didn’t you just ask me about St. Antoine’s Parish?” Tucker asked. 
Yamane looked back. “Yes, why?” 
“You need to see this.” Tucker raised the volume on the television, and Yamane’s head snapped around to watch when he heard the familiar name of Rory’s hometown. 
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“The people of tiny St. Antoine’s Parish are reeling from shock today as news spread that they had a suspected murderer hiding in their midst. It seems that Amelia Gianfranco, a New York woman suspected of the grisly murders of three men in a local hotel, had been hiding out in the home of Claude Delaplaines and his wife, Euphonia. Gianfranco, who as recently as a week ago resided in a mental institution as the result of an incident in which she stalked and terrorized a friend of the Delaplaines’s grandson, is said to have gotten off two shots before she was shot and killed by police. Preliminary reports indicate that she attempted to kill the couple’s grandson in the driveway of the couple’s home. The Delaplaines’s grandson has been taken to the hospital for medical treatment. It remains unclear at this time whether he was injured by gunfire. Sources at the hospital say he’s in stable condition.” 
Yamane gaped at Tucker. His head swam. 
“What can I do?” Tucker asked. 
“Where was he taken?” Yamane demanded. “Did they say? Is it on the other news channels?” 
“I don’t know.” Tucker handed the remote control to Yamane. “I can call around; I’m familiar with the area and the hospitals around here. I have contacts in my planner from a number of them.” 
“You would do that?” 
Tucker gazed at him sadly. “Of course.” 
Yamane was already flipping through the news channels when it hit him. 
Amelia was dead. 
Amelia Gianfranco was dead, and he was still alive. 
Yamane’s heart started rocketing around in his chest as he tried to comprehend a world in which he never again had to look over his shoulder to see if Amelia was behind him. He stood frozen, remembering every inconvenience, every threat, every painful encounter. He remembered the way Rory had looked after he’d been beaten. He remembered his dog, Daiki. He felt suddenly weightless, as though a tremendous burden was lifted from him, but found he was no less angry. 
Tucker was trying to get his attention, and he realized he’d dropped the remote to the lushly carpeted floor. As Tucker picked it up, it seemed that he was a long way away, smiling, saying something about never having to worry about Gianfranco again when Yamane thought, I’m free. 
Tucker’s words finally penetrated. “Your friend is fine. I finally tried calling the office of St. Antoine’s sheriff, and eventually, I spoke with the sheriff himself. Rory was wearing body armor. It was all part of a plan. We can go straight to the hospital to see him, if you’d like.” Yamane froze. Tucker looked at him uncertainly. “I’ll take you there, if you want to go.” 
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The truth swept through Yamane’s body like a drug. It was part of a plan? 
A PLAN? 


* * * * * 
 Morning brought a visit from Anthony and a slight break in the seemingly endless sheets of rain. “Hey there,” said Anthony as he came through the door, throwing his baseball cap onto the visitor’s chair. “How are you feeling?” 
“Like I got shot twice in the chest,” said Rory, carefully sitting up. “My abs are killing me, and I’m black-and-blue.” 
“Yep, but you’re alive.” 
“What did Yamane say when you told him Amelia was dead?” Rory asked the question that was burning in his heart. “Is he here?” 
“Rory, I…” said Anthony, looking grave. “I don’t know how to tell you this. Ran Yamane wasn’t there.” 
“What? What do you mean wasn’t there?” 
“His things were all gone; we had the desk clerk open the room. It was totally empty.” 
“He must have changed rooms or changed motels,” said Rory. “What about Skeeter, did you see him?” 
“I did. I’m really sorry, Rory. Yamane got a ride with someone and left.” 
“No,” said Rory. “That can’t be. He wouldn’t leave without… He wouldn’t, without saying anything.” He started to get out of the bed. “Anthony, get the side down, I’ve got to go.” Anthony tried to stop him, but Rory ignored him and started to climb down. 
“Rory, you’re in no shape to go anywhere.” Anthony caught Rory as he practically fell to the ground. 
“I’m going to look for Yamane. I have to find him. Maybe he’s scared, Anthony. Maybe he thinks I failed and Amelia will be after him.” 
“Rory --” Anthony began. 
“If he’s scared, I’ll find him.” Rory put on his jeans. “I know him; sometimes he hides.” He pulled on his shirt, wincing in pain. 
“Look, it’s my day off. I’ll drive you. Let’s talk to the doctor; then we’ll go together,” said Anthony. “I’m telling you, I looked everywhere. He wasn’t there.” 
“No.” Rory walked past Anthony so fast Anthony had to trot to keep up with him. “No. 
I have to find him. I have to tell him Amelia’s dead so he doesn’t have to be afraid anymore.” Drawn Together 
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Chapter Twentyeight 
Rory used his key and burst into the room he’d shared with Yamane. He looked around, but it was empty. He checked the closet, the drawers, and the bathroom. He looked under the bed, which was on a wooden platform anchored to the floor, and under the small dining table. It was totally devoid of anything personal. He turned around in a circle, at last catching sight of himself in the mirror above the dresser. He’d made love to Yamane looking in that mirror. He stood still, as if in shock. 
“He’s not here; I told you. I looked for a note, anything, but there was nothing here.” Anthony followed Rory back outside. “Rory, do you want to go home now?” 
“I’m going to talk to Skeeter.” Rory walked through the parking lot to the small barbecue eatery adjacent to the motel. Skeeter was tending the smoker outside when they walked up. He led them into the tiny restaurant and got beer out of the refrigerator. Rory looked at his as if he didn’t know what to do with it. Skeeter reached over and twisted off the cap for him. 
“Skeeter?” 
Skeeter sighed. “Your little friend left right after lunch yesterday.” 
“That soon?” asked Rory incredulously. 
“Yep,” said Skeeter. “He came in here with his eyes all red like he’d been crying for weeks, and he ate a sandwich. This man came in, I think his name was Tucker, and he starts talking to Yamane, you know, and gives him his phone. Next thing I see, they’re leaving in this guy’s car. I’m sorry, man.” 
“It’s all right,” said Rory, lifting the beer bottle to his lips. “I’m the one --” Skeeter didn’t seem to know what to say. “You’re hungry, right? You can’t go hungry at my place, son.” 
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“Not today, thank you. I don’t feel so good.” He sipped his beer mechanically. 
“Okay, then you just sit here, and if you change your mind, you be sure and let me know, okay?” 
“Sure thing.” Rory gave him a weak smile. 
Anthony finally spoke. “Are you sure you should be drinking? Aren’t you taking pain meds?” 
“It’s only a beer. I’ll go home and sleep it off, Officer Anthony.” 
“Rory, I’m off duty. It’s okay for me to knock your head off. Do you want me to do that?” 
Rory swallowed hard. “Yeah.” His eyes glistened. “Yeah, I think I do.” 


* * * * * 
 Yamane woke up in his hotel bed, his fluffy white robe still belted at the waist. He was covered with sheets and blankets as though a loving parent had tucked him in. He had no memory of how he got there. He looked through the door that led from his hotel bedroom to the sitting area beyond. Tucker was asleep on the couch, fully clothed minus his shoes, jacket, and tie. Yamane sighed with relief that he hadn’t woken up with the man. He hadn’t known what to do with his rage, so for the second time that same day he’d gotten drunk and said to hell with it. Now there was only dehydration and regret, and he found, to his horror, his rage was still as acute as ever. 
“Yamane?” said Tucker sleepily, looking around. “If I’m going to be falling asleep here like this, I need extra clothes and a toothbrush.” He sipped at a bottle of water. 
“Call the desk. I’m sure they have toothbrushes they can send up.” 
“How long are you going to sulk here?” 
“Am I boring you?” snapped Yamane. 
“Again, don’t kill the messenger.” Tucker sighed. “What are your plans?” Yamane flopped next to him on the couch. “It happens I don’t have any. Unlike some people.” He lit a cigarette, wondering why nowadays he felt guilty somehow for smoking. 
“I’m sorry.” 
“It’s probably a good idea for you to buy yourself some clothes. You seem to be lacking some basics.” 
Yamane blew out his smoke on a sigh. “I had clothes when I started this trip. I had to leave them behind, piece by piece, like a trail of bread crumbs. I was sure I had a black coat --” 
“You have a suit?” asked Tucker. “I saw a garment bag.” 
“Yes.” 
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“Then let’s go out for breakfast. We’ll buy some clothes for you later today and you can think about what you want to do.” 
“Breakfast, then shopping,” Yamane repeated. Breakfast. As if his whole world hadn’t come to a grinding end. “All right.” He took a drag off his cigarette. “If I have to start over, breakfast, then shopping it is.” 


* * * * * 
 Anthony drove Rory slowly back to St. Antoine’s Parish. Rory didn’t feel so good, and frankly, he didn’t want to puke in Anthony’s truck. He was staring straight ahead and trying to think motion-free thoughts when Anthony said, “Hey, are you going to be sick or something?” 
“No, the meds wore off. I hurt.” 
“I knew you shouldn’t have left the hospital like that. They would probably have sent you home with a prescription or two.” 
“I’ll get some Tylenol; I’ll be fine.” 
“Rory, you know you don’t have to be strong all the time. Let people help you sometimes. They want to, you know?” 
“Thank you.” Rory closed his eyes. “Right now I just need sleep.” Anthony’s cell phone rang. “Laforge.” He spoke in monosyllables and hung up without saying good-bye. 
“Bad news?” Rory asked after a while. 
Anthony chewed his thumbnail. “I know where Yamane is.” Rory sat up so fast the pain in his chest exploded and he had to suck in a deep breath to keep from crying out. “Where? How did you find him?” 
“That was Rene on the phone. Apparently, he telephoned the police detective who handled your case in Long Beach. Yamane’s manager was listed as a contact number. When Rene called to tell her Amelia was dead, she told him where Yamane could be reached.” 
“I see,” said Rory, but he didn’t. Not really. He still didn’t understand why Yamane didn’t contact him. “Where?” 
“He’s staying at the Windsor Court, in New Orleans.” 
“Ah. Nice digs. Ran Yamane is no man’s cheap squeeze.” He closed his eyes again. This was beginning to feel like the end. “Can you take me?” 
“Sure,” said Anthony. “If you want to put yourself through that.” 
“I think I need to.” 
“I see. All right then.” 
“All right then,” echoed Rory. 
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* * * * * 
 The Windsor Court Hotel was in the business district by Riverfront Park. Anthony and Rory walked into the spacious lobby, their sneakered feet squelching a little on the green marble floors. 
“Wow,” said Anthony. “I don’t feel quite like I belong.” 
“Me neither. Although I’m not at all surprised.” 
“Now what?” 
“I’m not sure.” Rory looked around. This was certainly the type of hotel Yamane was likely to stay in. 
“I’ll try the desk. This can be classified as police business. We’re here to let him know there’s no longer any danger from Amelia.” 
“Well. Yeah, okay. Are we pretending he wouldn’t have seen that on television?” Rory was tired and in pain and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what Yamane was up to. He watched Anthony as he walked up to the elegant wood reservation desk. The lobby was enormous, supported by pillars, but open in a way that made it seem like there were private, secluded places to sit and reflect. He’d turned to look around at the whole of the lobby, which made his head spin, when Anthony returned. 
“You okay? Do you want to sit down?” 
“No. I just made myself dizzy looking around. Did you find anything out?” 
“Yeah, he apparently has a suite on the third floor. Number three-oh-two. What do you want to do?” 
“I’ll go up, I guess.” Rory headed for the hallway with its bank of elevators. 
“Go ahead. I’ll wait here.” Anthony tried to make himself at home in one of the gilt-footed chairs. 
Rory kept walking. He felt exhausted, everything hurt, and he was all out of any kind of patience. Emotionally, he was numb, as he had been since he’d realized Amelia was dead and his family was safe. The terror that had fueled his race across the country had dissipated, leaving him starved for the sight of Yamane’s face. He pushed the button for the third floor. 
The elevator doors opened, and he moved silently on the thickly carpeted floor until he found room 302. He knocked, but heard no sound and got no answer. He knocked again, louder this time, wondering if Yamane was asleep or in the shower. Rory still got no answer. 
His disappointment was a palpable thing; he couldn’t hide it. Everything he’d done had led him to this moment, and the door stayed solidly closed against him. 
Rory reached out to knock again but put his hand on the door instead, then turned to leave. He walked back to the elevators and pushed the button, waiting for whichever one came first. The light on the left elevator lit up, opening for Rory to enter. He was pushing Drawn Together 
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the Lobby button when the other elevator arrived on the same floor, and he distinctly heard Yamane’s voice, saying, “Wait, I have to find the key.” Rory’s hand shot out, stopping the door. He intended to exit the elevator when he saw Yamane, uncharacteristically clad in a charcoal-colored business suit, with another man, also wearing a suit. Yamane held three or four shopping bags, and his companion held more, and they were talking animatedly as they walked toward the room. Yamane looked so different in a suit, Rory thought, that Rory might not have known him except for his voice and that wonderful hair. It was currently caught up in a high kind of ponytail, half-up, and half-down, in a careless sort of way that made Rory want to touch it so badly he bit his lip to keep from calling out. As the men walked away from him, the familiarity they shared and the way they spoke with one another told Rory everything he needed to know. Yamane had moved on. 
The chime on the elevator was ringing, signaling that it wanted to close its doors, so Rory dropped his hand and allowed them to move. His eyes locked with Yamane’s just as the doors slid shut. 
“Shit!” Yamane dropped his bags and ran for the elevator, jabbing the button viciously. 
“Where the hell are the stairs?” 
“Over there.” Tucker pointed out the exit sign. He ran after Yamane. “Think. Don’t run after him. What will you do when you catch him? What are you prepared to say?” 
“Did you see his face?” said Yamane, taking the stairs down two at a time with Tucker chasing him. 
“Yes, I did. Please stop and think.” Tucker caught Yamane by the shoulders. 
“I need to go.” He tried to break free from Tucker’s strong grip. “I can’t… Did you see his face?” 
“I saw it.” Tucker pulled Yamane into his arms. “I saw it. But you said he’s not gay! 
How long is he going to want to live in the Sou h t as half of a mixed-race gay couple? Think, Yamane, and let him go.” Yamane collapsed against Tucker. After some time, they walked up the stairs and gathered Yamane’s shopping bags. 
“I’m going home,” Yamane told him. 
Tucker nodded. 


* * * * * 
 Rory returned to the lobby to find Anthony deep in conversation with a lovely woman about art, which he clearly knew nothing about. She was teaching him, and he seemed to be enjoying learning, so Rory hung back a bit until she moved on. 
“Let’s go.” He moved out from behind a column. 
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“Want to talk about it?” Anthony finally ventured. 
“Not really,” said Rory. “He moved on.” 
“You want to go back to Euphonia’s or…” 
“Yes, I’d like to go to my grandparents’ home. The truck is there.” He thought, but did not say, that it wasn’t his truck, and wondered how he’d give it back. 
“At least you have the rest of summer before school starts again. Euphonia said you would be a teaching assistant in the fall.” 
“Yes.” Rory knew that soon the day would come when he’d feel the pain he was piling up somewhere now. 
“That’ll be something.” 
“Yeah. Something,” echoed Rory. His heart was like a stone in his chest, getting heavier and heavier by the second. 
“Look, I’m really sorry. I know that Yamane meant something to you, and I can’t tell you…” 
“Then don’t,” said Rory curtly. “Don’t tell me. As soon as I’ve got the blood washed off my grandmère’s porch this never happened.” 
“No one will hear it from me.” 
“It’s not about that; I’m not ashamed of loving him. I just don’t want everyone to know I’m such an idiot.” 


* * * * * 
 Yancy’s Pharmacy came into view as Rory and Anthony drove through the town, past the first of St. Antoine’s Parish’s two stoplights, and then the second, until they were no longer downtown. Any minute now, he’d be home. Anthony’s truck pulled into the long driveway to Rory’s grandparents’ house. Rory could see his Grandmère Euphonia, standing there on the porch with her hands folded demurely in front of her. As usual, she was waiting for him. Even today, her sixth sense where he was concerned worked perfectly. The car hadn’t even stopped yet when he leaped out, raced up the stairs, and threw himself into her arms. 
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Chapter Twentynine 
Rory woke in the guest room that was typically his at his grandparents’ home with his mouth dry and his eyes red and sticky from crying. He allowed himself that much grief, at least, but vowed with the first warm rays of the sun he would suck it up and just move on. 
He placed all the things he’d removed from Yamane’s wallet, along with his cell phone and passport, into a large envelope for Anthony to return to him at the Windsor Court Hotel. 
Anthony stopped by early, saying very little, but did what he asked. It was over. 
In no time, Grandmère caught Rory in a swirling vortex of chores and errands that kept him busy for the first few days after his arrival. Preparations for returning to Baton Rouge for school in the beginning of August required some effort on his part as well. Rory’s summer days drifted slowly by, regardless, as they do when the weather is sweltering hot, and Rory spent the long, quiet evenings in a screened patio off the kitchen reading and talking quietly with his Grandmère Euphonia and his irascible Grandpère Claude. It seemed they talked about anything and everything with the glaring, unmistakable omission of his trip to Long Beach, Yamane, or the events that led up to a woman’s demise on their front porch. 
For Rory, this was not unexpected. He was convinced that his grandparents understood the missing two weeks and what they had cost him. His grandmère, in particular, missed nothing where he was concerned. He saw her watching him sometimes with sad eyes. 
Whether her pity was for his loss or his sins, he didn’t have the courage to ask. It was enough for Rory to know that they loved him, would always love him, no matter what foolish things he’d done. Rory acknowledged this in the nucleus of every cell of his body, and when he felt grief, he leaned into the comfort of that love. 
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Later that day, Rory ambled down Center Street, thinking he might like a sandwich or a root beer float when the patrol car cruised up and crawled alongside him, its window sliding down. He slowed down and looked inside to find Anthony waving for him to stop. 
“Hey, Anthony.” Rory waited for him to get out of the car and come to the sidewalk. 
“What’s up?” 
“Nothing much, as usual. We’re going to have to send you off on another trip if we want anything exciting to happen in this town again.” He popped the trunk of the vehicle and said, “Here. I’ve got something in the back for you.” He returned, carrying Yamane’s coat, encased in a plastic dry-cleaning sleeve with the tags from the cleaner still attached. The garment, so unique, brought back such powerful memories Rory had to swallow hard before he could speak. 
“Keep it.” 
“The cleaners had a time getting it nice like this.” 
“Isn’t it evidence or something?” 
“Sort of. But we just thought…you might want it.” Rory absently touched his chest. “No, thank you.” Rory didn’t know what to do with his memories of Yamane; he didn’t want anything physical to remind him. “I’m just going to get a float. Want one?” 
Anthony looked over at the A&W. “Sure.” He put the coat back in the trunk. “Let me lock up the car and I’ll meet you there.” 
Rory smiled. The A&W was only a half block away. The patrol car would be visible from there, and except for three mafiosos coming to town and Rory getting shot by Yamane’s stalker, there had never been a crime in St. Antoine’s Parish. Still, he thought, there were probably weapons in the car Anthony was required to lock up, for protocol. He walked across the street by himself and purchased two floats. 
“Thanks,” Anthony said when Rory came out of the restaurant and handed him a cup that was already dripping with condensation from the heat. “Rory, you’re looking pale. 
Doesn’t Mr. Claude have you outside planting pumpkins or harvesting dope or something? 
You look like a consumptive northerner.” 
Rory had indeed been bagging up dope for the cancer survivors’ poker game that evening, though he didn’t mention it. He thought it might still be a sore spot with law enforcement. “You’re looking fit as well.” 
“Oh, I didn’t mean anything by it. I just hate to see you all washed-out looking.” 
“I understand. I’m fine.” 
“Tell Miss Euphonia I’d like to drop by later. If she sees the patrol car driving up, she doesn’t need to call the lawyer again, okay?” He got up to leave. 
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“Will do.” Rory absently looked down Center Street. “Nice to see you,” he called as an afterthought. 


* * * * * 
 “Well,” said Miss Euphonia, as though she were seeing a particular type of fungus for the first time. “To what do we owe the pleasure, Deputy Laforge?” Rory stood behind her, sleepily taking in the scene. 
“Didn’t Rory tell you I would be stopping by? This isn’t business, Miss Euphonia, and I hope you understand that what we did last Friday night was…” 
“I understand, Anthony.” She headed back to the kitchen but shot him a look over her shoulder. “I do not have to like it.” 
“Understood.” 
Rory came forward. “I forgot you were coming, I must have dozed off.” 
“Well, to tell you the truth, I’m not so sure it’s a good idea now, but…” He looked behind him when Rory heard a scrabbling sound on the porch. “Oh, shoot,” said Anthony, taking off at a dead run. He almost tripped over a cardboard box on the porch. After a few minutes, Anthony returned, looking triumphant with a yellow Lab puppy in his arms. 
“What the hell is that?” 
“It’s a dog, Rory,” said Anthony, as though he were stupid. 
“I can see it’s a dog.” Rory bit his lip. 
“I brought it for you.” Anthony handed the puppy to Rory, and it immediately started chewing on his sleeve. “I thought it might be, you know, good to have something to look after.” 
“I don’t want something to look after.” Rory tried to hand it back. 
“You don’t like it?” 
“Well, of course I like it, I just don’t…” He looked at the puppy so ardently shredding his shirtsleeve and fell in love. 
“What’re you going to name him?” 
“Daiki,” said Rory, without giving it any thought. “Although, if you thought Miss Euphonia was mad at you before, you better not stick around here too long.” 
“Ah…” Anthony took a quick look at the house. “Gotcha. Hey, uh, puppies eat, they need water…” He was backing toward the patrol car. “They poo, you know. And that one will probably chew everything in sight for about two years.” He jumped into the driver’s seat and took off down the long drive. 
“Coward,” said Rory under his breath. To the dog, he said, “He’s a coward, isn’t he? 
Yes, he is, Daiki.” 
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* * * * * 
 Anthony was making the rounds when he got a call on his cell phone. “Laforge,” he said, answering it. 
Yancy the pharmacist’s voice came through the small instrument. “Anthony, don’t look now, but the circus is in town.” 
“What?” asked Anthony. 
“Never mind, just get down here. You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.” Anthony, a little concerned, drove the short distance to Yancy’s place. What he saw, in retrospect, didn’t surprise him at all. He made a quick U-turn and creeped along the curb next to the stranger walking determinedly toward the A&W. In a completely unnecessary show of bad temper, he sounded his siren for a moment, as he would have had he been pulling someone over. 
The stranger whipped around to face him, his long black hair flying in a whirlwind around his shoulders. The man had a temper, but he was beautiful. Nothing Rory said could have done him justice. He walked like a prince and dressed -- well -- like an artist, Anthony supposed. Anthony laughed and took his time getting out of the patrol car. He came around to lean against the passenger-side door, looking the man over, playing the part of cop from a small town for fun. 
“Is there a problem, Officer?” asked Yamane. 
“I know who you are.” 
“So do I,” Yamane told him. “Do you know who you are?” His eyes said he didn’t much care. 
“Yes, I do. Thank you for asking. I have something that belongs to you.” As he had done with Rory, he popped the trunk of the patrol car and pulled out the coat he’d had cleaned. 
“How…?” Yamane took it from him and looked at it. “Why do you have this?” 
“Not important anymore.” He turned to get back into the vehicle. 
“Wait…” Yamane ground his teeth. “I’m looking for Rory Delaplaines. Do you know where he lives?” 
“Yes, I do.” Perversely Anthony didn’t want Yamane to have it too easy. “Well, have a nice day.” 
“Stop!” Yamane roared. “Is everyone in this town on crack? Where can I find Rory?” Yamane was bunching his coat into a wad and walking into the street to face him. “It’s not a difficult question. Where can I find Rory Delaplaines?” Anthony only had to look down a couple of inches to look into the man’s rich, dark eyes. It was hard for him to be nice; Yamane had, after all, broken Rory’s heart. His distaste Drawn Together 
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for the man aside, Yamane was undeniably as striking as Rory had said. A mental image it would probably take a lifetime to get out of his head floated through his imagination. “Get in. I’ll take you. He’s not at home; he’s at the playground.” Yamane got into the patrol car and they drove only minutes, stopping in a small tree-studded parking area next to a baseball diamond. Anthony brought the car to a stop in the shade where they could observe Rory playing with his puppy. 
“What are you doing here?” Anthony finally asked. “I thought you went back to Japan.” 
Yamane watched Rory intently. “I came back. I needed to see him.” 
“Well, that’s okay then.” Anthony didn’t hide his contempt. 
“What the hell’s your problem?” 
“Rory’s my friend. I got to know him, in a way. No one in this town will stand by and see him hurt.” 
“It was wrong of him to leave me stranded like that. To make plans about my situation without me. I should be allowed to decide my own fate. He took away that right.” 
“Oh, heck yeah,” Anthony snapped. “I just hate it when guys love me so much they’re willing to take two bullets in the chest for me.” Yamane’s rage and grief radiated from him. “You don’t know anything! I never, ever imagined he’d take on Amelia like that. I never wanted him to get hurt. I thought we’d have more time. I thought she’d just kill me.” 
“I know what Rory’s face looked like when he left the Windsor Court Hotel. Amelia didn’t do that particular damage. I don’t mind telling you, I don’t want to see that face again.” Anthony looked away. 
“I don’t either. You don’t know me. Don’t presume.” 
“I know you better than you think. I got lessons. I’m the one who wore that coat. You can thank me anytime.” 
Yamane got out. “I can find my own way back.” Anthony was unable to stop himself. “Watch out for the snakes.” Yamane immediately looked at the ground and practically tripped over his feet. 
“I thought so,” Anthony muttered, turned off the car, and then turned the radio on. 
He’d wait and drive Yamane back. It was worth that much just to be rid of him. 
Rory worked up a sweat playing with Daiki. After two weeks, they were getting along pretty well. Rory let him chase a ball, his puppy tail wagging happily. While he was retrieving it, something captured his easily distracted puppy brain, and he took off. Rory looked to see what had attracted him and drew in a deep, steadying breath. 
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“Hello.” Yamane held out his hand to the puppy, getting sniffed and nibbled on in the process. He bent down and picked the dog up. Rory watched Yamane talk to Daiki as he walked. 
“What’s his name?” Yamane asked. 
“Daiki.” 
Yamane gave a little gasp of surprise. “Daiki?” 
“I liked the name,” Rory told him. “I don’t have a lot to say; can I have my dog now, please?” 
“Rory.” Yamane put the dog on the ground and threw the ball. “I wanted to see you.” 
“Do you always get everything you want?” 
“Oh, stop.” Yamane sighed. “You still have the key to this.” He tapped the padlock on the chain around his neck. 
Something inside Rory’s heart came loose and got angry. He reached out and grabbed the gold padlock, yanking the chain so hard it broke. He handed it to Yamane. 
“Have a jeweler put a spring ring clasp on that, it will save you the cost of making spare keys for everybody.” 
A look of horror crossed Yamane’s face. He lashed out, shoving Rory with both hands. 
Daiki dropped to a crouch and his hackles rose. Rory caught his balance. He called Daiki to him sternly and walked away. 
“Rory!” Yamane ran after him. “Please don’t do this. I promised I’d never lie. Ask me, Rory. Ask me what happened.” 
Rory turned. “No. I don’t have to listen to you. It’s not about you. What I felt for you so overwhelmed me I don’t even know who I am anymore.” Daiki was barking at both of them. “Now what? Do I go back to banging coeds because they have beer or their room has air-conditioning and it’s hot out? Or do I troll around in gay bars finding guys to suck off now that I’m part of the ‘I got done by Ran Yamane’ club? I’m not some sexual omnivore who will do anything with anyone, but I know now for damn sure I’m not exactly straight. 
So where do I fit in? What the hell am I, Yamane?” Drawn Together 
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Chapter Thirty 
Rory drove down the highway with no set destination in mind. Of all the shocking things. He’d been poleaxed seeing Yamane like that. It constituted an alien invasion of his hometown. Of course, unless Yancy at the pharmacy had died the day before, the whole town would know about it by then. He’d bet Miss Euphonia got a call. 
Damn. He’d hoped the whole thing would remain a subject untouched. If people were talking, he’d have to tell his grandparents the whole story. He owed them that much at least. 
He turned to go home. 
Daiki yipped out the window crack when he rolled up the gravel drive. There was a strange car parked in front of the house, and he hoped no one had driven over to gossip instead of just calling. Rory saw his grandmère standing on the porch and sighed deeply. 
Sometimes just coming home was all he needed. 
To his horror, the slim figure of Ran Yamane stepped out from behind Miss Euphonia, shading his eyes against the setting sun just exactly as his grandmère was doing. This was not good. He and Daiki got out of the car. 
“Rory dear,” said Miss Euphonia. “We have a guest.” Rory couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Grandpère Claude was seated in the living room, sipping an iced tea. 
“Why don’t we all go out on the porch?” Claude suggested as they entered. “It’s nicer out there.” 
The four of them walked through the tidy kitchen to the screened porch. Rory stopped to get himself some tea and asked Grandmère and Yamane if they cared for any. It was all achingly polite. He wanted to run cold water over his head, or better yet, drown himself. He entered the porch with three sweet teas. 
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“So, Ran then would be your last name, and Yamane your given name,” said his grandmère. “How interesting.” 
“That’s just the way it’s done,” said Yamane politely. 
“But you’re originally from the States, aren’t you?” asked Claude. 
“Yes, I used my father’s name here. But my father never married my mother, and I took my mother’s family name when I moved to Japan.” 
“Oh,” said Grandmère. “What was your last name here?” 
“I’ll trade you mine for Rory’s real first name.” 
“Grandmère,” Rory growled a warning. 
Claude spoke suddenly. “Just what are your intentions toward our grandson?” Three pairs of eyes looked at him and Rory thought if he could just die, really die, right then and there, he’d be fine. 
“Well, first I thought I’d get him an organ grinder’s monkey and one of those hurdy-gurdy things --” 
“Yamane, don’t.” Rory got up, motioning Yamane to come with him. “This is really between us, isn’t it?” 
Yamane got up to follow. Rory’s grandparents said nothing as the two men walked out the screen door and into the quiet darkness of the Louisiana night. Rory pulled a surprised Yamane by the hand and led him away from the house. The evening was balmy and peaceful. The warm air hardly moved around them as they walked past the cultivated areas of the garden to a small grassy area that was shaded by trees during the day but at night was rather ominous and quiet. Rory didn’t know where to begin. 
“Too bad there aren’t any fireflies; they’re kind of an early summer thing,” said Rory. 
“Nice moon, though. I like it when it’s like that.” Yamane indicated the perfect crescent shape in the sky. 
Rory turned to face Yamane. “What are you doing here? We just keep ending up together and neither of us knows why.” 
“I know why,” Yamane whispered. 
Rory led him between two trees to a small bistro table with wrought iron chairs that was hidden from the view of the house. He invited Yamane to sit in one, and he took the other. 
“I want to be with you,” Yamane admitted. 
Rory picked a leaf off the table and toyed with it. “Yamane, you have romantic ADD. I should have known by the way you are with food. You always want what the waiter is bringing to someone else. You love me, you savor me, and as soon as you see a waiter pass by with another ‘dish,’ you want to try that too.” 
“I beg your pardon. What the hell are you talking about?” Drawn Together 
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“Come on, Yamane, you know what you’re like. Being your lover is like being the damned emperor of Rome. There’s a mile-long line of people waiting to knock me off and take my place.” Rory threw the leaf down. 
“You think someone can take your place?” 
“Of course someone can take my place. Didn’t you find someone new even before you finished your lunch at Skeeter’s smokehouse?” Rory took his face in both his hands and kissed his lips. “The Delaplaines men only fall in love once.” 
“Rory --” 
“So it’s important that we get it right. Did you even stop to think that while you were making me your conquest du jour, you also made it impossible for me to return to the life I lived before? At any rate, it is not doing wonders to my reputation around town.” 
“What are you saying?” 
“I’m saying I hate crowds. I’m saying my heart is broken. I’m saying I killed your dragon, princess, and my work here is done.” Rory took Yamane by the hand and led him around the house, back to the front yard and Yamane’s car. “I love you, Yamane. I’m saying good-bye.” 
The last thing he expected was for Yamane to reach up and push him backward with two fists. Yamane’s shove caught him on the chest and rocked him back against the trunk of the car. His knees buckled. 
“Yamane, maybe this is a good time to tell you to knock that shit off,” Rory told him. 
“Oh, hell no! You do not get to do the death scene from Camille,” growled Yamane. “I never met a bigger idiot in my life.” 
“What the --” Rory got back to his feet. 
“You know, there’s this thing, even in Sodom and Gomorrah, we like to call trust,” spat Yamane. “You robbed me, you ditched me, you left me stranded in some roadside motel, and you took away my right to fight my own damned enemy. Do you think I’m the kind of man who would let my very young lover die for me?” Rory was speechless. 
“Your deputy talked to me like I should be grateful. Apparently you had a plan; you had help and information you didn’t mention to me at all. Did you stop to think how scared I was for you?” 
“I could not, would not, let her kill you.” 
“Who are you, Dr. Seuss? Could not, would not. You were wrong to leave me out of it. 
It was my problem. To take it out of my hands like that showed just how little faith you had in me.” 
“I would do it again,” said Rory, implacable. 
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“Even knowing how it turned out?” asked Yamane, taking his car keys out of his pocket. “Even knowing I’d find the first way out of that dump and you’d be stupid enough to come after me before I cooled off enough to talk to you rationally? Even knowing I’d break your heart and go back to Japan and feel like the world’s biggest shit for weeks?” 
“I would never take a chance you’d be harmed. Ever. Even if it meant losing you forever to the next guy with a good story and a cell phone.” 
“You are an unrepentant shit,” spat Yamane. 
“But there’s always more where I came from, isn’t there?” Rory called over his shoulder as he walked back toward the house. 
Yamane sputtered, hesitated, and then ran after him. He threw his arms around Rory’s waist, halting his progress and holding him there. 
“You will be sorry,” he murmured against Rory’s strong back. “I will make you so sorry.” 
“I’m already sorry.” Rory turned in Yamane’s embrace to kiss him. Perversely, he could not let Yamane go. “I’m sorry I ever met you. I’m sorry I ever loved you.” His strong fingers caressed Yamane’s face as though he were memorizing every detail. “And I’m damned sorry my grandparents are home right now.” 
“Come with me,” urged Yamane. “Tonight, right now, come with me.” Yamane took him by the hand and pushed him into the passenger seat of the car. When he got into the driver’s seat, Rory said nothing. He gripped Yamane’s hand tightly as they drove off into the night. 


* * * * * 
 Yamane opened the motel room door, and Rory walked in first. Rory had the unpleasant thought that this was the same motel where Amelia had killed three people, but knew it wasn’t the same room. That room was still sealed off and unavailable for use, probably forever, because St. Antoine’s Parish was a small town and few people would allow visitors to remain ignorant of the incident for long. 
Yamane shut the door behind them and leaned against it. “Who’s taking care of the puppy?” 
“Grandmère.” Rory gazed at his lover and his mouth went dry. Yamane wore his usual jeans and a white shirt with one of his mandarin coats, this one black with creamy orchids just down the opening on the side where it was tied together. Although it was essentially a black dress with flowers on it, he still seemed elegant in a masculine way. Rory allowed the man’s beauty and charisma to fill his senses. He stood quietly, waiting for Yamane to move. 
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“She was watching through the window.” Rory hadn’t seen her but had no doubt it was true. He relaxed his shoulders slightly, trying to breathe regularly. Around Yamane, he hardly felt like he could breathe at all. 
Yamane came farther into the room. “Would you like a drink?” Rory nodded and watched as Yamane got two of the plastic-wrapped cups from the in-room coffee service and poured healthy shots from a bottle of bourbon he retrieved from the nightstand. “Do you want me to get ice?” asked Rory. 
Yamane slipped off his coat and rolled up his sleeves. He shook his head. “What am I going to do with you, Rory?” He blew out an exasperated breath. 
“Tonight? Anything you want.” Rory downed his drink in one swallow and got up. He began removing his button-down shirt, a short-sleeved, cream-colored plaid that he wore over a tight T-shirt. He pulled both shirts off over his head while Yamane watched him. It made him feel good when he saw the appreciation in Yamane’s eyes. 
“Rory --” 
Rory pulled him to sit down on the bed. “Make a memory with me so that when you’re half a world away I still feel it.” 
“Rory.” 
Rory reached out to unbutton Yamane’s white shirt. “Yamane?” 
“Hm?” Yamane’s muscles rippled as Rory lightly skimmed the shirt down his arms. 
“Do you ever” -- he nipped at Yamane’s neck and slid his mouth down to Yamane’s unpierced nipple -- “I mean, would you ever consider…?” He licked Yamane’s chest and moved to the other nipple, his favorite, the one with the small gold ring through it. He took it into his mouth and his mind went blank. 
“What?” Yamane reached out a hand to stroke Rory through his jeans. 
Rory moaned, luxuriating in the feel of his lover’s hand on his rigid cock. “I want you inside me. Do you ever do that?” 
“What?” Everything stopped as if someone had yelled freeze. 
Rory ignored Yamane as he tried to push him away. 
“Rory, are you serious?” 
“Yes, I am.” Rory looked him in the eye. “I want you inside me. I want that guy to be you. I’ve thought about it since last time. I…regretted not asking before.” 
“Rory.” Yamane’s eyes were concerned. “Have you thought… I mean…?” Rory raised his eyebrows. He gave Yamane a look and said, “Well, duh.” Yamane appeared to be at a loss. “No one -- hardly anyone -- ever asks me that.” 
“Forget it then, if it doesn’t appeal. I just thought, maybe --” Rory resumed his exploration of Yamane’s creamy skin. 
“Rory, stop,” Yamane said finally. “I’m afraid.” 190 
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“Afraid?” 
“I don’t want to hurt you, and I don’t top very often. I told you, people have preconceived notions. I want to --” 
“Ah, cher.” Rory pulled Yamane to him, dying to feel him skin to skin. “Some seducer of innocents you turned out to be.” 
“I beg your pardon?” 
“Yamane.” Rory captured Yamane’s face and held it between his palms. “I love you, and I trust you. Do you want to share that part of yourself with me?” 
“Yes.” Yamane grinned. “Oh, hell yes.” He pushed Rory down onto his back, and his hand traveled to Rory’s zipper. 
“Then do it,” Rory told him. “I want you to do it.” Drawn Together 
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Chapter Thirtyone 
Whatever Rory expected after having made his daring offer, it wasn’t the slow, lazy seduction Yamane was treating him to now. Yamane divested Rory of each remaining stitch of his clothing and was now, literally, examining, tasting, and playing with every square inch of his body. Rory thought he would die from the sheer sweet torture of it. 
“Are you trying to put off the inevitable? Honestly…if you’re not into this --” He felt a hand firmly close over his mouth. 
“Shh, love. I’m taking a self-guided tour.” He swept a hand down between them to stroke Rory’s balls, and Rory gasped and closed his eyes. 
“Do we have to have the lights on?” 
“Yes.” Yamane slipped his tongue into Rory’s belly button and swept it down the light line of hair that led to the triangular tuft of wiry red hair that grew over his cock. He teased Rory’s erection lightly with his lips and tongue, and Rory jerked up off the bed in response. 
Yamane laughed lightly. 
Rory felt him leave the bed for a moment, and when he came back, he was naked and carried a toiletry bag. In seconds, his mouth was on Rory again and Rory’s mind went blank. 
Rory felt a finger tease around his hole, circling, sliding, moving, but never quite entering. 
He strained toward it, wanting Yamane to touch him in that most intimate of places. 
The finger, slick with lube, finally surged past the barrier of strong muscle, then played, entering and leaving him until he wanted to see what would happen if it went deeper. He pushed toward it, and it slipped in farther. He liked this game, a duel of sorts between his body and Yamane. The finger found its way in deeper until it was joined by another. Yamane maneuvered it around -- 
“Whoa!” Rory jerked. “Oh, that!” 
“What? Was that good or was that bad?” Yamane grinned at him. 
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“Oh, good.” 
“Ah.” Sweat started to bead on Yamane’s brow, and the hair next to his face became damp as he continued. 
Rory moved between his mouth and his fingers, growing mindless with pleasure. “Oh,” said Rory with wonder, thrashing against Yamane’s hand. “How come it feels like that?” 
“Later,” Yamane ground out. “Anal 101 later.” He licked Rory’s balls, tugging them, pushing his face into Rory’s thighs and stroking his cock with his free hand. “Okay, Rory?” 
“Mm…” Rory gripped the sheets. “Yes, damn…” 
Yamane removed his fingers, and Rory felt empty. He watched as Yamane rolled a condom on his thick, uncut cock, and gasped as a dollop of cold lube hit the skin of his perineum. Yamane’s fingers returned to work the lube into his hole, and Rory sighed with pleasure. He let out a strangled cry when Yamane touched his prostate again. 
Rory took a deep breath as he moved and stretched to accommodate Yamane’s fingers. 
He wanted to take Yamane into his body completely; he wanted Yamane to break him open and tear him apart. 
Rory stopped Yamane with a hand on his. “I want you in me.” Yamane hovered over him for the briefest of moments. He kissed Rory deeply on the lips, his tongue probing the younger man’s mouth. He hesitated at the entrance of Rory’s body, rocking and nudging against Rory’s hole until Rory knew he’d never wanted anything as badly as he wanted Yamane’s cock up his ass. 
“Yamane.” Rory wasn’t too proud to beg. 
“Open for me,” Yamane said, lifting Rory’s leg with a surprisingly strong forearm. 
“Here I come, love.” He pushed his way in. “Okay?” Rory nodded and concentrated on breathing as he was being filled, expanded, and sometimes, it felt, exploded by Yamane’s body. Once he was in, Rory moved experimentally, shifting his hips a little, watching Yamane’s face. He wanted to taste Yamane, to devour him. 
He reached up and roughly pulled Yamane down for a deep, searching kiss. Yamane’s slick tongue stroked over his, and he felt Yamane everywhere, over him, inside him, surrounding him with heat and scent and man. 
Yamane slipped back slightly, driving into Rory at a different angle. 
Rory’s head dropped back and he uttered a grunt that sounded savage even to his own ears. “That…that!” He grunted again. “Do. That. Again.” The hair around Yamane’s face was damp with sweat and his breath came in gasps as Rory felt his fine ass pump that uncut cock into him like a piston. Yamane’s tight abs brushed Rory’s dick against his body, the friction smoothed by Rory’s precum and his sweat. 
He felt blood rise beneath his skin all across his chest and face as he soared in his lover’s arms. 
“Yamane.” Rory panted, fisting the sheets on the hotel bed. “There, oh harder.” Drawn Together 
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Rory felt himself slide over the edge. His entire body tightened, his senses exploded, and he felt a hot splash of cum travel over his belly and chest. “Yamane,” he whispered, as he gave himself over completely. “Yamane…” 
Yamane watched as orgasm washed over Rory’s features. His lover’s eyes went out of focus as his back arched until his body jumped and shuddered and clenched around Yamane’s cock. Warm, sticky wetness flowed between their bellies as Rory clamped around him like a vise. Yamane thought that was the most erotic thing he’d ever felt. 
The aftershocks of Rory’s orgasm continued as Yamane plummeted into his own. 
Yamane’s muscles stopped working as he poured himself into Rory’s ass, and he slipped onto Rory’s body with an inelegant flop. 
Still gasping for what seemed like a long time, he carefully pulled out, removing the condom and tossing it aside. Even that seemed to waken every nerve ending on his skin as he clutched Rory’s body to him, feeling every hair, bone, and muscle scrape and bump and flex beneath him. 
Yamane opened his eyes and found Rory watching him. He slid up that big, slippery body to lick and kiss away the sad expression on Rory’s face. As they fell asleep together, Yamane pressed his cheek and body close to Rory’s as if there were too much air, too much space, and too much skin between them. 


* * * * * 
 When the sunlight finally teased him awake, Yamane discovered that Rory had been to the bakery while he slept. He and Rory ate pastries, drank coffee, and licked crumbs off each other. “Rory, I have to go to New York,” began Yamane. 
“Really, when?” Rory seemed surprised and not a little disappointed. 
“Tonight,” said Yamane. “I’m promoting an art book, so I have to go for that. I’ll do some cable talk shows and Internet chat rooms and then a gallery show. I’ve never exhibited paintings. It’s new for me.” 
“That’s great, isn’t it?” 
“I wish you could go with me,” Yamane admitted. 
“I start school the first week in August. That’s only a couple of weeks away. I’ll have to find an apartment that takes dogs and move, but I’ll come see your exhibit if I can. I’m not too fond of New York. You’ll have to promise me I’ll see as little of it as possible.” 
“I’ll only show you the finest hotel ceilings.” Yamane smiled, but then it faded quickly. 
“You don’t think that’s all we have, though, do you?” 
“No, but maybe it’s all we get… I don’t know.” Rory sighed. “If that’s all we get, we’ll make it enough, won’t we?” He put his head on Yamane’s chest. 
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“Yes,” said Yamane resolutely. “Yes, we will.” Drawn Together 
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Chapter Thirtytwo 
Yamane kept his eyes closed for most of the flight, but he didn’t sleep. When the plane landed, he was almost the first to get off. There was a long wait until his baggage started slipping down onto the carousel, during which Yamane watched the other travelers as they chatted up their families or greeted friends. 
Yamane was lonely. And maybe, he thought, it was a deeper loneliness than he’d ever experienced, even in his solitary world. His life had been populated by business acquaintances and hit-and-run lovers. No one had ever opened him up to the possibility that the kind of love he’d never experienced would feel this good. He’d mocked romantic love. 
He’d been raised by a single mother whose only value to his father was her beauty. He’d scorned emotional attachment and sentimentality as a construct of weaker and less sophisticated people. People like Amelia, who were driven mad by that kind of nonsense. 
Now Yamane had a notion of what it was like to live as part of a family, and though it had never seemed important before, he was beginning to long for it acutely. He wondered what it would be like to know that someone was always there for him, like Euphonia, who had some second sight and walked serenely to the porch long before there was any indication that Rory would be coming up the drive. 
Yamane’s cab dropped him off at New York Palace Hotel, where the impeccable staff immediately saw to his luggage. He went through the process of registration in hushed tones, awed by the rich and unspeakably elegant hotel entrance. Later, gazing at the beautifully appointed guest room, Yamane remembered some positively awful rooms he’d stayed in with Rory. He hung up his clothes and took his toiletries to the glistening marble bath. He’d grown up in luxury, attended a posh private high school, lived an elegant and understated life in his mother’s traditional Japanese-style country home, but right now, he wished he were sitting on a blanket in front of a campfire with Rory. Yamane didn’t bother removing 196 
Z. A. Maxfield 
his clothes, but smoked a cigarette and stared at the amazing view from his hotel room window. Later, he fell asleep in the chair. 
He woke up disoriented when his cell phone rang. “I’m here,” he said. “Hai, moshi-moshi, Ran desu,” he added, wondering if it was his agent. 
“Rory to moushimasuga, Ran-sensei wo onegaishimasu,” said Rory. 
“What the hell, Rory? Where’d you learn to speak Japanese?” 
“Internet,” said Rory. “But that’s all I know so far. As you probably know, I have a facility with foreign tongues. You promised you’d call.” Yamane relaxed against the chair, loving the sound of Rory’s thick accent in his ear. 
“Gomen-nasai,” he said, “I’m sorry. I fell asleep. What time is it?” 
“Here in Louisiana, it’s time for a little something we like to call phone sex,” said Rory, purring into the phone. “Would you like to know what I’m wearing?” Yamane lit a cigarette, hoping the telltale snick couldn’t be heard. “Yes,” he answered, loving this irrepressible boy/man more than ever. “Tell me.” 
“I heard that. You’re supposed to quit.” 
“Okay, I’ll quit.” Yamane leaned back and took a shameless drag off his cigarette. “Now tell me. Use that nasty southern accent of yours to tell me what you’re wearing, Rory.” 
“Well, I’m wearing big, floppy shoes that are so long I can hardly walk, and they make a slapping sound,” Rory began, his voice a lifeline to Yamane. “And baggy polka-dotted pants, held up by thick…soft…and fuzzy red suspenders…” Drawn Together 
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Chapter Thirtythree 
Rory looked around at the students assembling in his first-ever class as a teaching assistant. He took his notes and the textbook out of his messenger bag and used a black dry-erase marker to write his name on the whiteboard. This was a simple foreign language class for first-year French students, the most basic class in the department except conversational French. He was glad to teach this one, and always thought he’d be good at it because teaching solely in French to students who didn’t know the language yet required a great deal of mime and exaggerated hand gestures, and he liked to clown around. He blushed, thinking of his obscene clown call to Yamane. Rory cleared his throat and busied himself with papers. 
Several students arrived just as the bell rang, and Rory began class, handing out three-by-five cards to each row to be passed back until everyone had one. He began speaking, hearing a groan or two from the back when they realized he would be using only French, and began to describe what each student should be writing on his or her card. 
“Première,” he said, writing the numeral “1” down on the board, “votre nom et prénom.” He wrote “last name, first name” on the board and pointed to each one, using the French term for it until he thought the students would know what to write on their cards. 
“Bon. Alors, votre adresse et numéro de telephone,” he added, for lines two and three, and went over those again in French, pointing to the English equivalents as he wrote the next item on the board. A ripple of sound washed over him that had nothing to do with the French words for telephone number and address, so he turned to see what had caused such a stir. He looked up to see Yamane walking regally to the front of the class in one of his little black coats, his long hair loose and his sunglasses perched on the tip of his nose. Rory tried to hide his reaction as Yamane sauntered to the teacher’s desk, then placed the largest, shiniest red apple Rory had ever seen on it. 
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“Priez de vous m’excuser,” Yamane said. “Continuez.” He sat down in the third row, and one of the students handed him a card. 
It was a contest to see who was more disturbed by Yamane’s appearance in his class, Rory or his students. They had clearly never seen anything like Yamane in their lives. 
Leaving aside his physical beauty, he had a way of sitting and just swinging his foot that called the attention of every person in the room. At one point, one of his shoes balanced precariously on the end of his toes, and the entire class seemed spellbound by it, breathlessly waiting for it to fall, which it did. Yamane slipped it back on, to the satisfied sigh of the people around him, looking just a little flustered to be the center of so much attention. 
The little shit, thought Rory, smiling to himself. 
By the end of the class period, Rory, satisfied that each of his students knew his or her name and how to say it in French along with a smattering of other nouns, said à bientôt to his class and started packing things up to leave. Those students who had petitions for him to sign waited patiently for their turn as he spoke to each one individually. Finally, he was left in the room with his unrepentant third-row troublemaker, and a few students who watched curiously to see what would happen between them. 
“I’d kiss you senseless in front of all these leering teenagers,” said Rory under his breath, “but you don’t deserve it. Why didn’t you tell me you were in town? I’d have picked you up from the airport.” He and Yamane ambled out into the warm late summer day and walked together. 
“I didn’t know I’d be here this soon,” said Yamane. “But things happened faster than I thought in New York and I had a break, so here I am.” 
“I’m delighted.” Rory hugged him and threw an arm around his shoulder. “Daiki will be thrilled; he’s missed you.” 
“Right, the dog missed me,” said Yamane. “I’ve got some shopping to do, but I wanted to know what time you finish up here; I thought maybe we could go somewhere for dinner or something.” 
“You have to see my apartment,” said Rory. “It’s awful, but it takes dogs. How about I make dinner? I’ll call you at, say, five? Then I’ll pick up Daiki and meet you wherever you are, okay?” 
“Sure,” said Yamane. “I’ll be waiting.” Rory walked Yamane to the visitor parking lot and waited while he got into his rental car. Yamane waved brightly as he drove away. 


* * * * * 
 Rory spent the rest of the day in happy anticipation. A surprise visit from Yamane seemed too good to be true. He had eaten that enormous apple at lunchtime, laughing as he remembered the dazed looks his students gave him when he and Yamane had left together. 
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He worried that his apartment, so much poorer than what Yamane was used to, would be a big letdown, and decided that if he knew Yamane was coming in the future he might rent a room in one of the nicer hotels. With a little planning, he could leave Daiki with his grandmère. 
Above all, he wanted Yamane to want to come back, and not to dread the inconvenience of the unattractive apartment he would endure when he visited. He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of that before. Poor motels were a fact of the road, but having nothing better to offer Yamane in his home made him feel kind of sad. 
By the time he called Yamane, he had worked himself into such a state of nerves that Yamane had trouble understanding him. 
“Rory, what are you saying? Aren’t you going to pick up Daiki and fix us some dinner? 
Isn’t that what you said?” 
“Yes, but I thought, since you’re visiting, maybe we should leave Daiki with Mrs. 
Stephens, who is watching him, and go to a hotel or something, you know. Nicer than my place.” 
“Nicer? What’s wrong with your place?” Yamane sounded tired. “Why leave Daiki with someone else?” 
“My place is a total dive,” admitted Rory. “I didn’t think about it till you left. You’ll hate it. I’ll feel bad bringing you there.” 
“Are my lover and my puppy going to be there?” 
“Yeah,” said Rory, “but --” 
“No buts; I want you to meet me at this address.” He gave Rory an address in east Baton Rouge. “I’ll be waiting. Bring my dog, or don’t bother coming.” 
“Your dog!” Rory said, but Yamane had already hung up. “His dog,” he added, to no one in particular. 
Rory went to the department offices to MapQuest the address Yamane had given him, wondering what the heck Yamane was doing way out there. He printed the page and went to get his truck, the long walk easing the tension in his shoulders a little. Sooner or later, Rory was afraid Yamane would get his fill of his pedestrian life. It might begin with his apartment or his job, thought Rory, but would include his summers working at the Ragin’ Cajun and his grandparents’ manufactured home. He might even meet Rory’s mother and stepfather and decide that it was fun to visit Rory’s world, but he wouldn’t want to live there. All those things were fine in a knight but spelled doom for any kind of wannabe prince. 
As a scholar of tales of knighthood and the chivalric code, Rory knew better than anyone that a true knight could only love his princess from afar. For the knight who dared to touch his princess, there could only be tragedy and despair. 
Rory got into his truck and got on the road, first picking up a grateful Daiki from the home of his even-more-grateful puppysitter, Mrs. Stephens. 
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“You’re lucky she’s so patient,” he told Daiki when they were driving. “Wait till I tell your mom.” He wondered what Yamane would think of motherhood but decided he never wanted to find out. He drove his truck for a while, with Daiki sticking his nose out the window, using the MapQuest page as his guide until he came to a large house with a U-shaped driveway. 
Rory’s first impression was that it was simply a mistake; he must have ended up at the wrong place accidentally. He took out the map and got his phone out of the pocket of his blazer when Yamane opened the front door and came out to greet him. 
“Hi.” Yamane’s hair blew around in the breeze. “You found it.” 
“I didn’t think you were here at first; I didn’t see your rental car.” 
“The realtor dropped me off,” said Yamane. 
“What?” 
“I said the realtor dropped me off. She brought me here so I could see it before I signed a lease.” He waited for Rory to understand. 
“You’re going to live here?” asked Rory stupidly. “In Baton Rouge?” 
“Yes. It turns out my talent goes with me wherever I go. I don’t have to give up my work when I move.” 
“Yamane?” 
“Princess Celendrianna is complete in Japanese. It hasn’t been translated yet, but it’s finished… My art book is selling well, and I have this gallery opening. If I wanted to, I could retire now. I could have retired after the Snoggs if I’d wanted. I love my work, but I love you too, and I can do my work anywhere.” 
“I don’t understand.” At that moment Daiki made his presence known by whining and scratching in the window of the truck. Rory unlocked the cab. Daiki jumped straight into Yamane’s arms. 
“What’s not to understand? You are my home. I can only be home wherever you are. 
You’re in Baton Rouge, so I rented this house. When you decide where you want to work, we’ll buy a house together. If you want.” Yamane swallowed. “Was I wrong to think this way?” asked Yamane in almost a whisper. “Was I mistaken?” 
“Oh, hell no, cher.” Rory was immediately contrite. He pulled Yamane to him in a dog-crushing embrace and kissed him like he meant it. “There goes the neighborhood.” He grinned ruefully, looking around. “Are you sure?” 
“Positive,” said Yamane. “I want to pick curtains and go to the washer/dryer place with you.” 
“As if you’d ever put your clothes in a coin-operated machine.” Yamane started to say something, but Daiki jumped from his arms to the flower bed. 
“Oh, no! Daiki!” 
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Rory looked around him, then at Yamane and Daiki. “I was so embarrassed for you to see my apartment. I was worried all the way here.” 
“Why? I’m sure it’s fine. Well…for tonight.” 
Rory laughed. “Show me around, cher.” 
Rory declared the whole house a no-smoking zone. Yamane tossed his cigarettes into the outside trash and left his lighter by the fireplace. 
“We can stop on the way to my place and get you a nicotine patch so you don’t get us killed while you’re quitting. I’ve seen how you get.” Rory nuzzled Yamane’s neck and watched Daiki roll on the grass. Rory sighed. “I can’t believe it.” 
“What?” 
“I would’ve taken whatever you had to offer me, be it a week or a day or an hour. I would have taken scraps, and you’ve given me everything. I just don’t… It’s not what I expected.” Rory’s voice broke a little. He held Yamane as though he couldn’t get enough, and truly, he couldn’t. 
Yamane embraced him just as tightly. “You’re not just my knight; you’re my prince. 
You’re my hero. When I look at you I see all the beauty the world has to offer wrapped up in you like a gift. I know it’s stupid.” Yamane turned away, but Rory caught him and turned him back. “You’ve taken all the sharp edges off of me.” He saw Daiki nudge his paws under an ornamental cabbage and shrieked, “Daiki!” He tore off after the dog. 
“Whoa. Yeah, no sharp edges there anymore.” Rory shook his head to get his hearing back. 
“Well, you know what I mean.” Yamane carried the dog back. “I never knew I could want something as badly as I want to stay with you. When I flew to New York, it was lonely.” 
“I guess that I understand better than most that home isn’t a place. My home has been your heart since the day I met you. If I lost that connection, I don’t know what I’d do.” Yamane’s rich brown eyes searched Rory’s. “You’re safe with me.” 
“Am I?” Rory asked for the reassurance he’d needed since the beginning, when he had no connection to Yamane and felt he had no right. “Am I really safe with you, Yamane?” 
“I belong to you, Rory, and you belong to me.” Rory put his lips to Yamane’s and kissed him deeply, savoring Yamane’s words as though he could still taste them there. “I love you.” 202 
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Epilogue 
“Hey,” said Yamane, “I thought you’d need me to help you tie that.” He watched as Rory expertly tied the bow tie and smoothed the lapels of his tuxedo. 
“I didn’t hear you, lover. Did you just say, ‘Dress, Forrest, dress’?” 
“Okay, I’m sorry, it’s just that --” Rory turned around and Yamane swallowed hard. 
“Oh, Rory, you really are James Bond, aren’t you?” 
“Nope, just another one of Ran Yamane’s rabid fans.” 
“Oh, hey. You aren’t still going on about that, are you?” 
“Nah. Just teasing.” Rory took Yamane’s hands and held him away so he could look him over. “You take my breath away, Yamane.” 
“Rory.” Yamane went to him for a long kiss. They held each other for only a few seconds and reluctantly parted. “I’m afraid we have to go. I can’t miss it. They’re sending a damn limousine and everything.” 
“Ooh, goody. We can make out in the car.” 
“Uh, well. Speaking of that. There’s something I’d like to tell you about the exhibit. I hope you won’t get mad.” 
“Oh, do you want me to keep my hands off? Trying to make the ladies think they have a chance, huh? What some people won’t do to sell pictures. I’m shocked, Yamane. I thought I knew you better than that.” 
“No, Rory, I’m afraid you don’t understand,” said Yamane. The elevator arrived, and they stepped in. “You see --” 
Rory took the empty elevator car as a sign from heaven that he needed to kiss Yamane breathless. Yamane still looked dazed when Rory casually told him, “After you,” and motioned him out. A black limousine with tinted windows waited for them in front of the Drawn Together 
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hotel. The chauffeur opened the door and Yamane entered, followed by Rory, who didn’t wait until the door closed before he took Yamane in his arms again. 
“In an effort to aid you in your subterfuge,” said Rory, “I think I’ll continue to kiss you, because I hear that rich, art-acquiring women love men with swollen, kissable lips.” Rory did his best to create that impression. 
“Rory, I --” said Yamane, but that was as far as he got before Rory’s hands started sliding down the inside of the silk coat he was wearing, and the next thing he knew, he was holding Rory’s head in his lap and whispering, “Go, baby, go” to the ceiling of the limousine. 
Rory surfaced from under Yamane’s coat with a satisfied expression on his face and reached into the bar for a beer, but not before he kissed Yamane thoroughly again. 
Yamane sighed. “You are the grand master of the sneak-attack blowjob.” 
“I think everyone should have a hobby, don’t you?” Rory sipped his beer. Just looking at his lips on the neck of the bottle made Yamane shudder again. “You were saying?” 
“Oh” -- Yamane tried to remember -- “yeah, I just wanted you to know that --” The car came to a jerky stop, and the driver opened the door on Rory’s side, waiting for him to step out. 
Yamane stepped out a moment later, after a quick adjustment and a check in the mirror. “It’s written all over my face, isn’t it?” 
“Kind of.” Rory grinned. “But it looks good on you.” He smiled and squeezed Yamane’s hand, then dropped it, looking casually around. “I’m going for straight guy friend, how am I doing?” 
“You’re a na u
t ral. I’ve been trying to tell you all evening, but I haven’t had the chance, Rory. It’s important that you know…” 
“Yamane!” called a well-dressed man from the doorway. He smoothed his dark hair back and caught Yamane’s hands in his. “I was starting to get worried.” Rory noticed he walked just like a New Yorker. He made no small talk but took Yamane and swept him into the gallery without a backward glance. Rory stood outside for a moment, looking at Yamane’s work through the windows. 
As always, he was drawn in completely by what he saw. The paintings on display there were mostly landscapes, but unmistakably showed Yamane’s eye for pattern and detail. He made a landscape look like a textile somehow, and the way he used color and repeated patterns subtly was all Ran Yamane. These weren’t pictures you put in your living room because they matched the sofa. He took a deep breath. 
Rory ambled into the gallery deliberately, upholding some inner contract to be a die-hard southern gentleman no matter how fast the world moved around him. He languidly sipped the beer he brought with him, and allowed himself to be absorbed by Yamane’s genius. He walked from painting to painting, amazed. He didn’t know that Yamane had such 204 
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a body of work in this medium, for starters, and he hadn’t had any appreciation for just how good at it he really was. Personal prejudice aside, Yamane was so amazing Rory didn’t know where to begin. 
There were large canvases that filled his gaze with a chaos of color, and small canvases like tiny jewels, so beautiful they seemed to beg him to come closer, as if he could be absorbed into them. He was making the rounds when a subtle change in the tone of the conversations around him caught his attention, a kind of hush that made him think Yamane must have entered the room. He looked around and found instead that people seemed to be staring at him. He looked behind him and heard a man near his elbow laugh. 
“Don’t look now, but you’ve been spotted.” He indicated a smaller alcove with the words GALLERIE PRIVÉE on an archway over the entrance. 
Rory meandered in that direction, certain now that people were staring at him. One or two women had their eyebrows raised, and one man put his program to his mouth to hide his grin. No one would meet his eyes. 
“Yamane, what have you done?” Rory muttered under his breath. He entered the dimly lit private gallery and caught his breath. Each and every work on the wall was a pen-and-ink sketch of him. His face, his body, and him with Yamane straddling him in the heat of a passionate moment. He swallowed. He had been captured as early as when they first met, walking to Gladstone’s in Long Beach, and as recently as the week before, playing with Daiki on the lawn at his grandparents’ house. It was…unspeakable. 
“Rory,” Yamane began. “Before you say anything, let me explain.” 
“You little shit,” Rory hissed, but he was laughing. “Everyone out there was looking at me! I couldn’t figure out why.” 
“Well, um… I tried to tell you.” 
“Yeah, now I know, huh? Holy cow!” He looked around and sipped his beer some more. 
“I wanted to show you before, but I didn’t want you to tell me no.” Yamane wrung his hands. “I won’t take it down; it’s my best work.” 
“Of course you don’t have to take it down, are you crazy? Were you that worried I’d be angry?” 
“Well --” Yamane bit his lip. 
“I’m not. I’m an artist’s lover. I just guess it goes with the territory, right?” Rory kissed his brow, brushing the hair back away from his face. “But, damn.” He looked at an outrageously erotic picture of him in the shower. “I guess I won’t be teaching elementary school.” 
Yamane raised his brows. “I guess I’m hot for teacher.” Yamane pushed him to the back of the private room. “This is my most recent, and I wouldn’t let them light up this alcove until I could show it to you. Close your eyes.” Rory did as he was told. From behind his Drawn Together 
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closed eyes, he sensed the lighting change in the room and heard Yamane fumbling around with something against the far wall. 
“Okay, Rory, open.” 
Rory opened his eyes. At the far wall hung a painting about two feet by four feet. In the lower left corner, Yamane had painted a magnificent portrait of himself, in traditional Japanese clothing, the fabric texture and colors so magnificent they just popped off the canvas. 
He had painted himself as a doll, thought Rory, almost cold and lifeless with an eerie, haunting, and ethereal beauty. Yamane’s image was painted on a hill with the night sky as a backdrop, his arms outstretched as though he could touch the stars. He had used a multitude of blues to achieve an inky, dark sky that was at once crisp and clear but vaguely chaotic, as though the heavens were moving, and the pinpricks of light that formed the stars vibrantly alive. Rory had never seen anything like it and it took his breath away. 
“It’s exquisite,” he murmured. “So magnificent. I hope to hell you’re not thinking of selling that; I’ll kill you where you stand.” 
“No, it’s not for sale,” said Yamane quietly. “Watch.” Yamane changed the light slowly. 
Rory couldn’t tell if he was turning it up or down, but the light had a subtle effect on the painting itself, and all of a sudden, Rory saw what Yamane was trying to show him. 
“Oh, Yamane… I’m speechless.” 
Yamane came to stand next to him. “It’s not a trick or glow-in-the-dark paint or something. It’s something I discovered one night while I was painting it. I…was thinking about you, and it just happened.” 
In this light, Rory could clearly see that Yamane had used a pointillism technique to render his image in the cluster of stars. The thousands of pinpricks of paint Yamane used to paint them shone brightly in the dim light and made a perfect picture of Rory’s face in profile. 
“I’m speechless,” Rory said again. 
“And yet, you’ve said that twice.” 
“Yamane, I couldn’t begin to be worthy of something like this --” Yamane cut him off with a kiss. “Pish posh. A guy doesn’t find his prince every day, you know. At any rate, I quit smoking, so you have to stay with me forever. No one else will have me.” 
“Yamane, it’s only considered quitting when you stop wearing the nicotine patch.” He picked up Yamane’s hand in both of his and kissed it. They stood looking at Yamane’s painting for a while, holding each other, completely oblivious to the others milling about the gallery. 
“I have only one question for you,” said Rory, looking into Yamane’s shining eyes. 
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“What?” Yamane asked breathlessly. 
“How are we ever going to find a couch that matches that?” Z. A. Maxfield 
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