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“In here?” the man asked, opening the door to the house.
He quickly found the bathroom, and started taking off his
clothes right there in the hallway. “Hey!” Yuuki yelled,
gaping at him in amazement. “You like looking at naked
men or something?” The man smirked.

'I:'.ukada and Yuuki are the perfect couple, living a life o
bliss in the shadow of towering Mount Asahidake. Whil
Tsukada is a risk-taking adventurer, homebody Yuuk
runs a café called Fuuka. But after Tsukada dies in a tragi
avalanche, Yuuki sinks into a dark depression, unable to ge
his lover out of his mind. An old schoolmate helps him eas
the pain, but their relationship is uneasy at best.

One year later, a mysterious stranger walks into Fuuk:
carrying a mountain-climber’s backpack. Kamishiro is :
brawny master chef who’s looking for a job. Yuuki ends uj
hiring him, and even throws in room and board.

Soon, they are roommates with separate bedrooms, unti
one fateful night, when everything changes between them..
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Preface

He left the main highway and turned onto a
one-lane country road. Its guardrails bore the scars
of countless fender-benders, and mottled rust stains
blossomed from spots where the paint had been stripped
clean.

A bedroom community appeared, dotted with
old buildings, but no billboards. The scene looked like a
bucolic landscape painting: quaint houses, rolling hills,
soaring mountains in the distance.

- A mutt snoozing in his doghouse injected a
touch of realism, along with the trees wavering in the
soft breeze. The dog suddenly poked out his head and
anphls ears. The bus that traveled this route every
fewhm was coming down the road.

It swayed back and forth as it approached, but
the dog didn’t bother to keep looking. The noise had
W hﬁﬂ, to be sure, but he knew the bus never
d,lBut today was different. Had the dog been

he might have raised a curious eyebrow. ~ *®
: T.jac Whoosh of compressed air sparked a vague

the dog’s muddled mind. Back in the old
master would get off the bus and give him a
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The dog thumped his tail in hopeful anticipatioy L am =
looking at the exit door. Just as he was about to bark gy w
a welcome, the dog realized that something was amiss,

This man didn’t have the same gait as his maste;
or the same pleasant scent. The dog slumped to Ihe/
ground and sniffed discontentedly, his tail going limp,
As he looked up at the man who was paying his fare
the dog recalled how his master had looked. This humat
was a complete mismatch, he realized, feeling a litte
afraid.

Finally, the man exited, rocking the bus with
each step down. One of his legs moved normally, while:
the other limped strangely behind him. The dog turned
his head, looking puzzled.

“Is this the—" the man started to say, looking;
over his shoulder. -_

But before he could finish the sentence, the bus§
door coldly slammed shut. The driver simply couldn
be bothered talking to an out-of-towner. Way out her
in the sticks, he refused to argue with those type-A
personalities from the city who were always complaining
about something.

“Damn. I should have asked where the hel
[ am,” the man muttered, scratching his head. Th
movement caught the dog’s attention, and he looked U,
w1th glittering black eyes.

“Eh?” the man said.

The dog wagged his tail, fighting the urge to da"
back into his doghouse.

“Hey, there.” _

The dog answered with a polite wuff He WO
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fourteen years old, and tired of sleeping away the da,
by himself. Every afternoon, when the neighborhood
kids got out of school, the dog would jump to his fect,
hoping for a little play to break the boredom. Now the
man limped toward him.

Though he was a domesticated animal raised
in a sleepy town, the dog hadn’t lost all of his canine
wariness. The odors assaulting his nose didn’t belong
to his master, though the human moved in his master’s
familiar way. Without a doubt, this man found walking
to be something of a chore.

“Hey, you,” the man said, crouching down to ge!
a better look. The sun streamed over his back and shined
in the dog’s eyes, making him blink.

“Sorry about that! Pretty bright out today, huh’"

The man stood up again, blocking out the light.
It was blazing hot today, but felt quite pleasant in the
shade. Any dog would instantly like a human who could
commiserate with his lot in life. His tail wagged even
faster.

For decades, Hokkaido had enjoyed its reputation as
the perfect summer vacation spot. For an old dog like this
one, a decade was practically a lifetime.

In this valley, the summers were blazing hot and
the winters bitterly cold. When fall arrived, temperatures
fell to the freezing point. Few people stayed over the
winter in such a demanding locale, but dogs didn’t get «
vote on where their owners put down stakes.

“T’ve heard there’s a café called Fuuka around
here,” the man said. “Do you know it? I don’t have the
address, and haven’t seen any signs. No one is around to
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ask. Should I barge in on your master to ask directions?
Or would that leave the wrong impression?”

The dog barked a response, happy to keep the
conversation going.

“Nice work!” the man said appreciatively. “The
noise might bring somebody around. Anybody home?”

The dog barked with a certain nuance this time,
suggesting he understood the man was asking a question.
With a wry smile, the man patted the dog’s head. His
hand was bigger than the master’s and felt even better.

Keeping his hand on the mutt’s head, the man
scanned his surroundings. The mountains rose boldly
above verdant fields, where green foliage swayed in the
breeze.

“Lovely,” he sighed, gazing at the majestic tableau.

The man put out his hand for the dog to lick. His
skin felt rough to the dog’s tongue, just like the master’s
chin at the end of the day. With his other hand, the man
raked through his mass of tangled, jet-black hair that
seemed at odds with his personality. His strong arms
Were scattered with scabs and rough patches.

The dog couldn’t help but feel superior over this
fellow animal. The man obviously had no one looking
after him, At least the dog got a good brushing every
day, and had even been shampooed the week before.

The fact that the man was not a beast sailed right
over the dog’s head.

“Good. Somebody’s coming,
Peering out of his long bangs.

The rabbit had finally been flushed out of the
W0ds. It had been ages since the dog had been hunting,

"

the man said,
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and he turned around to look.

“At last,” the man said, sounding relieved.

The dog lowered his nose and sniffed. Th
approaching human was an old grandmother who ofte;
passed this way. She had never, ever given the dog ;
treat of any kind.

“Well, then,” the man said, nodding at the dog,
The mutt instantly sank his teeth into the cuff of the
man’s tattered jeans.

“Hey, hey, hey,” the man laughed, gently poking
the dog’s nose. The dog whimpered, but didn’t let go.

“Oh, well. Looks like she’s passing us b
anyway. No harm, no foul. You really want to play tha
much?”

The dog energetically wagged his tail, begging
the man not to leave.

“Sorry, but I don’t really have time today, Mayhe
next time?”

“Next time™ was a concept much too abstract for
a dog to grasp, so the man laughed and crouched down
again. His pleasant voice made the dog feel safe, and he
opened his jaws.

“Um, excuse me.”

The old woman gave them a puzzled look. A
stranger rarely showed up in these parts. Was this man
some prodigal son who had finally come home? She
wracked her brain, trying to figure out who he might be.

“Could you tell me if there’s a café called
Fuuka around here?” the man asked, breaking into her
thoughts.

“Fuuka?”
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“A young man runs it.”

“Oh! You must mean Sano-san’s grandson,” the
imother said, nodding vigorously.
“Y%s, yes, that’s right.”

She looked him up and down. He reminded her of
arelative she hadn’t seen in ages. Pangs of grief sprung up
in the woman’s heart, but neither man nor dog could have
known she was feeling that way.

““Over there,” she said quietly.

“Where?”

The woman jabbed her gnarled finger beyond the
doghouse, at a building with white stucco walls covered
in ivy. A path to the front door wound up a small hill.

“That’s Sano-san’s house. They call it Fuuka. A
pun, supposedly.”

“Hey, thanks!” the man said, bowing politely. As
if sharing in the man’s joy, the dog happily wagged his
tail up and down.

Now the old woman'’s opinion of the man shifted
from “suspicious” to “odd duck.” Since the dog wasn’t
afraid of him, he must not be dangerous. Her natural

wariness towards strangers was diminished one tiny
iota,

“Sorry, no more time for fun and games today,”

the man told the dog. “But if I find a job, I'll be back.”
. The old woman wondered if the stranger was
loohnﬁ 0 work at the café. She took one last glance
al man and beast and noticed the stranger’s odd gait as
he crossed the deserted road. She made another mental
im leg, talks to dogs) and continued on her way,
along some nice gossip for her next visit to the
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hospital waiting room.
But if the dog could speak, he would have s
“You old biddy. I figured all that out a long time ago.”

Chapter 1

The counter of Fuuka had just five stools, while
three booths faced the large window. The café was so
small, if you took two or three steps in any direction, you
would immediately crash into a wall.

The building sat alone in a residential
neighborhood at the edge of town. The owner doubled
as the chef, and as far as he was concerned, he had more
than enough room.

In the light of day, viewed from the back, the
crudely-built juncture between the original house and
the café was obvious. But once the sun went down, you
couldn’t really tell.

It was about closing time. Yuuki looked at his
last two customers and sighed. Should he tell them it was
time to go? He grabbed a tray and got up from his stool
in the kitchen.

f “Hey, Yuuki-chan! How about putting another
Parfait on my tab?” a high school girl begged, her face
caked with makeup.

“Keep eating at this rate and you’ll blow up like
aballoon. Let’s call it a night instead.”

“But it’s s000 good.”

It’s 5000 good, ¢h?” Yuuki teased, playfully
%g the girl’s forehead with his finger. The girls
showed no signs of leaving, but he kept on smiling.
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“C’mon, sit down,” the other girl said.

“Time to pay your bill,” Yuuki firmly replied.

“Oh, don’t say that.”

They were only sixteen, but batted their eyelashe
at him like grown women. Yuuki stifled another sigh and
sat down at their table. They had been hanging out ther
for at least two hours now.

“Your hair is really getting long, Yuuki-chan
Way longer than mine,” the first girl said.

“It’s a pain to cut it. Easier to let it grow,” Yuuki
muttered.

“I could braid it for you,” she offered.

“Enough already.”

She reached out and tried to grab his pony!all
but he ducked away and shook his head.

“Now miss,” he scolded, “this isn’t a hostes
club, you know.”

“Oh, gross! Like I don’t know that! But your har
is so—"

Suddenly she fell silent, but her face spok
volumes as she looked into his eyes. Was he ever goin{
to get a haircut?

“What?” Yuuki muttered.

“N-nothing,” she stammered,
attention to the girl sitting next to her.

“My skin’s just been awful lately!” she gushed
spraying spit. “Every day I have a new zit.” .

“Me, too! Do you know anything that works:
They say don’t put your face on your pillow, but how art
you supposed to sleep?”

turning  hel

If you keep pigging out on ice cream, the fal’
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gamcm out somewhere, Yuuki wanted to say, but he
allowed his words instead.

s almost ten. High time you two went

hom”'r

~ “Nah. It’s okay.”
~ “No, it’s not. It gets pretty dark around here

without street lights. Who knows what creeps could be
out e
~ “Will you come with us then?” the first girl

“I’m busy,” Yuuki lied.

The girls shrieked with laughter.

“But you don’t have any other customers.”

They were absolutely right, but Yuuki furrowed
his brows and glared at them. Even after he closed the
doors and turned out the lights, he still had lots to do,
something these clueless girls would never understand.

He had already taken down the “Open” sign and
stowed away the menu board. None of his regulars stuck
around past the dinner hour. These high school kids
Wlﬁs patience, but since he knew their mothers and
mathers he never really complained.

~ “Hey, I saw your ‘Help Wanted’ sign outside,”
mmﬂsmd suddenly. “Could I do that? My mom would

 be okay with it.”
W “I need someone to work days. The school year
Just Md. right?”

about after school lets out? I need a part-

“Try the convenience store. They have a sign
Tl
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“Meanie!” the girl pouted.

Yuuki narrowed his eyes at her. Not that lop,

ago he’d been in the same boat, wanting to make mong,
to supplement his meager clothing allowance. But thes
girls needed so much more, what with cell phone bilj
and cosmetics and a million other things.

The first girl gave him a 500 coin to pay for the
480 yen parfait.

“Keep the change,” she said pertly.

“No, thanks,” he said with a scowl. It was onlj
twenty yen, but it didn’t belong to her. He was trying
tell her not to waste her parents’ money, but she didn!
get the message.

“You’re so cute when you’re mad,”
“See you tomorrow,”

Pretending that she was leaving under gred
duress, she glanced back over her shoulder in a rathe
depressing display of coquettishness.

She didn’t stir his blood in the least, not eve!
the tanned arms or ripe thighs that peeked out of hef
short sailor suit. Her cherubic face nullified the allure ¢
her ripe body. Though there was something cute abot'
her heavy makeup, it only served to remind him of h¢f
immaturity.

“So they finally left? How nice of you to baby’
sit,” said the man sitting at the counter. He looket
exasperated as he smoked his cigarette. The bell hangif?
in the doorway swung back and forth, a linger®
reminder of the last customers of the day.

“Hey, Sano, did she actually call you Yuuk
chan?”

she laughed

3
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“Well, I've known her family since her
4 oihar was alive. When the kids were born, my
-?pmhgd in to help them out.”

gg‘he man at the counter furrowed his brows. For
SW sason, the girls never gave him a passing glance,
mm haw many times their paths crossed.

"Not to mention their claim that no other
cum had been there. How could they miss the big
guy sitting at the counter? But they had just laughed. To
them, he wasn’t a real customer.

~ “A helluva sweet tooth they have. They shouldn’t
scarf down those parfaits all the time.”

At first, Shin only came in once a month. Then
once every two weeks. Then every weekend. Now the
only days Yuuki didn’t see him was when he was away
for work.

“They eat them instead of dinner,”

Yuuki

- “They call that dinner?”

If you're so concerned with their welfare, why
fag W a move and see what happens, Yuuki thought,
Ving his friend a teasing look.

~ Suddenly their eyes met. Yuuki’s heart thumped
"‘%*hﬂnmg manner, and he quickly averted his gaze.
“Yeah, it’s a pain living in the same neighborhood
*m. High school girls don’t go in for blue-collar
ymore. Even you dressed down in jeans and
n, those were the days.”
Aybe it’s that scary look in your eyes, Shin,”
But another voice inside him disagreed.
olently stubbed out his cigarette, betraying
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his irritation, but still managed to smile.

He hadn’t changed one bit since they'd beg
at school together. Except now he worked at a locg
construction company, and had exchanged his schaog|
uniform for a pair of coveralls. With his shortly croppeg
hair, suntanned skin, and stormy good looks, Shin was;
likeable guy, though sometimes he had a sharp tongue.

Back in school, students and teachers both calle
him Shin, as did Yuuki. Shin had gotten into the habit
calling Yuuki by his surname, Sano.

Even now, many years later, Yuuki could only
relate to Shin as a friend. But whenever their eyes met
Yuuki had to look away. Shin’s gaze had become a shar
sword that ripped open old wounds.

“Maybe I should grow my hair out, too. Migh
improve my standing with the ladies.”

“Don’t say things like that. It creeps me out.”

Yuuki hadn’t cut his hair for nearly a year, so il
almost reached his shoulders. For simplicity’s sake. he
tied it back in a ponytail.

But he wasn’t growing out his hair to be popular
with the ladies, as Shin suggested. In fact, he didn'
really know why he had resisted getting it cut. Lucky
for Yuuki, his friends never commented on his quask
effeminate look.

“Maybe I'll just let the top get a little shaggicr.”
Shin said idly. “I'm a long way from becoming on¢ !
the beautiful people.”

Yuuki knew his friend wasn’t being sarcastic, bu'
Shin smiled sheepishly. Once upon a time, he had bee?
one of the “beautiful people,” or so the girls said. Bu!
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W-_-n‘evﬁ' really praising his appearance. Inst‘ead,
v said it in disparaging tones, revenge for all the times
ed them off.

uuki was only average height, but he inherited
hm,m‘s delicate bone structure and white skin.
EMM‘, at age twenty-five, he didn’t exactly reek of

~ Back in the day, Shin always reminded him that
beauty was “skin deep,” and complained that Yuuki was
too timid. Yuuki looked at the familiar face across the

~ In some ways, we're the same now as we were
then, he thought.

- Yuuki remembered their school days, when he
used to think Shin was so arrogant. The way he bowed
his head as he sipped a juice box, sweat dripping off
his face. Shin was on the soccer team and jogged daily
around the field. Not only had the female team manager
hit on him, but Shin always had some girl at his beck
mdéaﬂ-,:

~ Once Yuuki had secretly obsessed about Shin’s
M&m and his toned body. But in the seven years
Since graduation, their friendship had grown into a
comfortable thing,

~ “You've been staying open later than usual,
h"ﬁﬁ’tm‘?” Shin commented. “Why not close up a
- “Whatever. It’s not like I have something better

, hey, no need to be such a martyr about it.”
M had inherited Fuuka from his grandparents.
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The café did most of its business at lunch and dinng
Since they rolled up the sidewalks pretty early in
country, customers were few and far between after cigjy
o’clock.

After Yuuki took over the place four years ag
high school students started dropping by on their wa
home from cram school. Before that, his grandparens
closed earlier so other neighborhood business owner
could gather there for nightly bull sessions.

No one was likely to come knocking once h
hung out the “closed” sign, plus the kitchen was cleanci
out. Feeling grumpy and bored, Shin toyed with hs
cigarette pack and glanced at Yuuki’s face.

She 5 not here anymore. There s nothing more fu
you to do, Yuuki wanted to tell him.

But instead he said, “Had enough to eat? I coull
throw together an appetizer. You look like you're up fo
a couple of drinks.”

“That’s okay, I'm full. Mind if I take a bath?”

“No problem.”

Yawning, Shin trotted through the kitchen anf
into the house. In contrast to the way he hooked b*
thumbs under his belt like an old geezer, the nimbk
footwork he once displayed on the soccer field was st
in working order.

Yuuki watched Shin exit the shop. The!

humming to himself, he locked the front door, stack®

dishes and silverware, wiped off tables. After topping O’

the seasoning shakers, he quickly swept the floor and s

the chairs around the tables. .
Last, he checked the refrigerator, making a ¥
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formt morning. Feeling satisfied to be finally done,
he ced at the clock. Ten- thxrty
Yuuki peered out the dark window. During the
mg@uld see the peaks of Mount Asahidake, but at
s time of night there was only darkness. Yuuki had to
\gine the mountain in his mind’s eye.
~ But such scenery, the sublime work of Mother
Nature, didn’t appeal to him all that much. This room
with a view had a heavy price tag attached, and Yuuki
had come to hate it.
~ “’'m beat,” he muttered, walking through the
kitchen and into the house.

- To his right was a western-style living room.
In the old days, his grandparents drank tea there after
hours. Back then, Yuuki only worked for them part-time,
$0 m&yhad rarely asked him to join them.

~ Now Shin had plopped himself down like he
owned the place, sprawled on the floor in his underwear.
His cheeks were still pink from his bath.

“Put something on or you’ll catch cold,” Yuuki
Warned.
“ “I'm okay. It’s the only way to deal with the

.z

- With a towel draped around his neck and fanning
' With his hands, Shin looked like he did in high
; HB would hit the showers after soccer practice,
i, Mr down the hallways naked from the waist up.
: ers Would get steamed and he’d lead them on a
. Yuuki had witnessed his antics on a number
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“Eh?” Yuuki said.

He looked over at Shin, who held up a can ,
beer.

“Want one?”

“No, that’s okay. I'm taking a bath.”

Ever since he came here to live after
grandparents moved away, Yuuki still sought out the
lingering ghost of a man who had once sprawled on the
floor just like Shin.

There were two cans of beer on the coffee table
One was already empty, so Shin must already be on his
second.

Yuuki never slept well with alcohol in his system
He used to drink instead of using sleeping pills, but no!
anymore. He never felt like he had to drink to keep Shir
company. It wasn’t that kind of relationship.

He took off his oily apron and undid his ponytail.
running his fingers through his fragrant hair. Affer

handling food all day, a wide variety of scents soaked :

into him, and Yuuki couldn’t really relax until he'd
scrubbed them all off.

But washing his hair every night was a pain
Shorter hair would be so much easier, but Yuuki still ha
no urge to get out the scissors.

“I’ll be in Shihoro starting tomorrow,” Shi
called out to him. “We keep getting more overtime. |
might not be able to get back on weekends.”

“For how long?”

“Probably a month. Oh, look, you did it again.”

“Again?” Yuuki asked, looking puzzled.

Shin tiredly got to his feet and grabbed Yuuki'Sl 4

-
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king him off balance.

what the—"

me your hand,” Shin said, dragging him
table.

sat down unsteadily as Shin held his
Just as Yuuki was about to tell him to
Shin softly touched his cheeks, tracing the
f his face. The unspoken boundaries between
1 to dissolve.

n was waiting for more than the workday
n some level Yuuki knew this, yet worried
sht just be wishful thinking on his part. The
ground here was treacherous, and no good
if he lost his footing, though getting swept
onally would be a nice change.

yet when it came to crossing that wavering
still hesitated.

should put something on that,” Shin

’re always doing this,” Shin muttered, like
ous brother-in-law. He went over to a low
d found a tube of hand cream, squirted some
»40d then rubbed it on Yuuki’s hand.

i should do this after you do the dishes,” he
1 you won’t get all chapped.”

Y, what are you doing? That feels weird,”
ed, squirming a little, but he didn’t resist.
 touch made Yuuki feel uneasy, so he tried to
€y were just fooling around.

s fingers were not that dexterous, but he
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deeply worked the cream into Yuuki’s cuticles. Yy,
started to feel a bit flushed.

“That feel good?” Shin asked.

“I told you, it feels weird. Enough already. [y
taking a bath,” Yuuki said. Suddenly he looked wistful,

“What? Out with it.”

“I already said.”

“Must have missed it.”

Their words jumbled together as Yuuki gentlyjiif
pulled his hand away. He knew how quickly thing@§l
could change when one human being touched another.

“I’'m taking a bath. You might as well hit th
sack.”

“Nah, I’ll wait up. Let’s have a drink together.”

“If you’re still awake.”

They used to drink together when Shin got of
work. Being in no condition to drive, Shin would st
overnight. Several months ago, he started drinking 4,
Yuuki’s place on a regular basis. Now Yuuki made surt \
to keep his refrigerator stocked with beer.

He had room to spare, after all. And since ¢
lived alone, there were no family members to compla’
when a friend crashed at his place. And Shin was just?
friend, of course. '

From purely logical standpoint, it was no b
deal that Shin often spent the night, but the truth and {88
the hypothetical truth twined their cords around Yuuk
heart. The term “friend” helped him make sense of |
all.

This is the first time I've seen you get emolic il
like that.
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 Yuuki’s grandmother, native Japanese
specialty, and despite the poor location,
y on business made the café their second

Only once had their brotherly relationship faltcreg

Don't cry now. Consoling words repeated oyg
and over, expressing themselves with arms wrappe
around shoulders, whimpering and weeping togcthe
warm lips blotting away the overflowing tears. ..

What do you say, Yuuki? Just once, to help s gq
to sleep?

Yuuki had stared at him speechlessly. His friend
reddened and smiled and said it was all a joke. Had his
smiling face not swallowed up words that needed to b
said, things might be totally different now. Had Yuuk
nodded and said yes, something might have replace
what he had lost.

From the bottom of his heart, Yuuki hoped for
a stronger embrace, a fierce physical affection tha
would leave him exhausted and dead to the world. Bu
once indulged, the pampered soul became weak, so It
couldn’t surrender himself to the enticing promise of tht
arms reaching out to him.

had already graduated from high school,
 find a good job. He was working as a
hand-to-mouth, when he started helping
‘Fuuka had the relaxed atmosphere of
and at first Yuuki pitched in just for
Two years later, they finally lured him into

lots of siblings at my house, but I never
rents,” Tsukada had told him.

why does Fuuka remind you of your
'ls?’Q

se that’s what I imagine it would be like,”
aid happily. His smile looked so carefree, it
believe he was seven years older. Tsukada’s
1 amiable manner were in sharp contrast to

know, kid, my youngest brother is about

Five years before, Yuuki had met a man name!
Tsukada. Two years after that, they started sleepiné
together. The next two years had felt like a honeymoo?
but Tsukada had died a year ago.

You know, kid, hanging around here feels Ik
being around my mom. Or my grandma.

The first time Tsukada stepped inside Fuuk?
Yuuki had just turned twenty. Tsukada had been eati
at convenience stores, until his boss finally introduc®
him to this place.

since their first encounter, Tsukada had
d him “kid.” And when they hadn’t been
while, he would come right out and tell
2d him, with no shyness whatsoever. At
’t know what to do with a man who was
ut his feelings, but he was soon swept off his
e of emotion.

mped my dumb job and got kicked out
My parents are real hard-asses like
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that,” Tsukada confessed.

During his college years, he’d been obsessgg
with mountain climbing.

“But as soon as I started running the old rat race,
vacations were impossible. I finally ended up looking fy
a career change,” Tsukada laughed, scratching his head

His meager income from his job at a climbin
equipment store made it more of an avocation tha
anything else. But Tsukada had a fierce desire to d
anything connected with the sport. And when he did. his
eyes sparkled like a child’s.

“I love the mountains so much that I ran out of
patience with “normal” life. And this is how I turned out
My store manager is made of the same stuff. It’s a kick
even working for peanuts.”

According to Tsukada, having his income cul
in half was not a big deal. He wasn’t cut out to bet
salaryman, and Yuuki couldn’t even imagine him int
suit. Tsukada’s uniform was tattered jeans and a fadel
polo shirt, topped by a smock with the store’s logo silk
screened in neon colors. He wore it without complain:
even in sweltering weather.

To a single child like Yuuki, Tsukada seemed like
an older brother at first. But soon his old high schod
classmates started to seem dull by comparison.

“What a waste!” Tsukada exclaimed, wh?
Yuuki’s grandparents decided to close the cafc. wh
couldn’t they just pass it on Yuuki?

“But I'm not even half as good a cook as
grandma,” Yuuki had protested.

m)

*You can get good. Give yourself a crash cours]
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skills!”

dn’t feel like looking for another job, so
 spurring him on, he took up the reins and
 the saddle. It was Tsukada’s idea to keep
rer’s traditional Japanese menu, and then
to lighter meals like pasta.

on, Tsukada-san! You’re just worried you
place to eat.”

no, no. That’s not it at all!” Tsukada

someone who had trouble boiling water,

nitely had a refined palate. Every night after

ould perch on a stool and grade Yuuki’s

S On a steep curve.

ing back to his cheap apartment became a

Tsukada ended up spending at least half the
o

* don’t you sleep at your girlfriend’s
i asked one day, an innocent question that
ged their relationship.

out batting an eye, Tsukada made his sexual
quite clear. He also made clear that any
sed in his direction would not drive him
€ Tsukada had been so honest, Yuuki didn’t
had to dance around the subject.

idn’t you tell me before?” he asked.

be told, having feelings for a guy my kid
15 a bit, shall we say, complicated.”

kind of feelings?”

a said he loved him, but Yuuki couldn’t
impact of those words, having no
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on his voice sounded flat.
] here,” Shin muttered. He grabbed the
stowed in back to keep people from

experience with romance. In the meantime, they begy
sleeping together on a regular basis, wrapped in eag)
other’s arms. Moaning, at the mercy of his pleasure
Tsukada shed his usual cocky manner. That convincef
Yuuki that Tsukada felt real love and affection for him,

But now no one sat at the counter looking at thy
view through the window. The year had gone by i
flash. On a clear day, Yuuki could see the snow-covere
mountain peaks. Somewhere within that majesii
tableau, an avalanche had taken Tsukada away fron
him.

t doing any good there in the kitchen,”
publed by the shadow of the man who

down the chair in Tsukada’s favorite spot,
the counter, then sat down.

where—"

. but I want to sit here.”

space that had been empty for so long was
by his old classmate. Yuuki felt tears welling

When the first accident reports came in, Yuuk
was speechless. It had to be a lie. How could Tsukad
be dead?

This past January, he marked that fau
anniversary on his new calendar.

As if 1 would ever forget the day he died, It
thought bitterly to himself.

As the day approached, Yuuki found himsel
plagued by insomnia. He had gone through the last ye¥
in a frenzied haze. Now that he had time to look back
the past weighed heavily upon him.

At closing time on the last day of April, he tor¢ _Oﬁ
the page on his calendar and threw it away, uncover
the day he never wanted to think about. He ran his fing
over the mark he’d made. That day was coming. Jus
then Shin showed up on his way home from work.

“Can you whip up a little something for me’

“Shin—"' _

Though he was playing the role of customés
Shin looked more depressed than Yuuki had ever

s is the first time I’ve seen you get emotional

n hurried behind the counter and pulled Yuuki
Yuuki could push him away, the warmth
started to melt his icy heart.

?!!

1 and Tsukada had undoubtedly run into each
‘but Shin had never spoken of it.

why now? wondered Yuuki, looking at his

se¢ we’'ve known each other a long time,”
>n last month rolled around, you still had
your face. Last week your mood definitely
Now it’s scraping rock bottom.”

traced the dark circles under Yuuki’s eyes

en’t been sleeping,” he said. “I'm going
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to pop by here every day from now on.”

They were old classmates who bickered gy
fought all the time, and then all of a sudden. Sy
changed. He thumped Yuuki firmly on his shoulders,

“Sano!” he barked.

“Hey, that hurts,” Yuuki chuckled, smilin
despite everything.

“Sorry,” Shin apologized, wrapping his amy
around him. It was the only way he knew how to consolt
someone. Like a child, he hugged Yuuki tighter and

tighter.

he couldn’t recall the memory without

touching flesh wasn’t that big a deal, except
rson was your friend. But Yuuki wasn’t
, to Shin or to himself. Hiding behind a
he neither welcomed Shin all the way
d him all the way out. If climbing over that
too painful, he should have just closed the
rst place.
i looked at sleeping Shin and sighed. Their
went on like this because he didn’t want to
he felt at home with, a friend he could talk
“Shin?” Yuuki called out, stepping out of the tub. 1§ thing
He pulled his pajamas over his still-steaming body. lat would they have done back in high school?
Shin had promised to wait up, but was snorin their relationship had turned down this road
on the floor. e met Tsukada? What if Shin hadn’t been the
“Oh, good grief,” Yuuki said, rolling his eyes. i xnown forever?
Since he started working at the crack of dawn t months of trying to ignore the desire,
Shin usually nodded off early like this. No matter hoV unexpected gestures, grew tiring after a
many times Yuuki took him to task, his gripes went became a bigger part of his life, Yuuki’s
one ear and out the other. : often whispered sweet nothings to his
“I keep telling you you'll catch cold. When wil he actually listened to his body, that would
it sink in?” Yuuki muttered, giving him a soft kick. m solved. In any case, being this close to
“Umm,” Shin mumbled drowsily. Iding back was sweet torture.
“Shin,” Yuuki repeated, squatting next to hi"

There was no reaction, which was just as well
Yuuki touched Shin’s mouth. It seemed like o
yesterday when Shin’s lips had accidentally touch
his cheek. That moment had been buried in yuuki®

“Shin.” : .

K€ up and go to bed. I'll get you a futon,”

8oing to the closet. He spread the futon on

bothering to smooth out the creases. Shin
nd, after all. ..



Chapter 2

- set back from the main road and
se that much. It would be hard to
ient location for a restaurant.
was originally the home of Yuuki’s
d far from the main shopping district.
popped up among the regulars, so Yuuki
e a customer as soon as he opened for
ally only the locals came in alone during
 between breakfast and lunch.
to Fuuka,” Yuuki called out.
onal greeting had become a Pavlovian
the bell above the door. Yuuki glanced
; He didn’t just come in for directions.
at the clock on the wall and then satina
ight him a glass of water.
to Fuuka,” he said again, hovering
. Will you be dining alone? was usually
1, but he hesitated. Somebody in the
probably recommended the place and
; soon. Suddenly the bright yellow
man’s feet caught his eye. It was a brand
untain climbers. Yuuki hadn’t noticed
entered. Tsukada had owned one just

ou go,” Yuuki said, setting down a
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glass of water with trembling hands.

“You can see this fluorescent yellow even in ()
middle of a forest,” Tsukada had once told him. “Drop
In a swamp, no problem.”

Remembering Tsukada’s cheerful pillow
gave Yuuki goosebumps.

Slung across his back, the yellow backpack was
set off by Tsukada’s bronzed skin. Because it was 3
lighter pack used for day trips, it hadn’t been damaged
in the avalanche. In Yuuki’s memory, it looked just like
the one at the man’s feet. Tsukada’s had been returned o
his parents as a memento.

“Got a menu?”

“What? Oh, yes,” Yuuki said hastily, pulling a
menu out from under his arm. His cheeks reddened. but
the customer didn’t seem to notice as he scanned the
choices.

The longer Yuuki looked at him, the more out of
place this customer seemed. Fuuka was on the way 0
Asahidake, so it wasn’t unusual for mountain climbers
to stop in. But though the man had the backpack. h¢
wore the kind of casual street clothing found at any stor¢
in the neighborhood.

Even during the summer, the harsh environmen'

of the northern ranges often included freezing

temperatures, and no one would attempt an ascen' |

without rain gear. The man’s dirty sweatshirt was coated
with road dust, and his faded jeans were worn out in th¢
knees. He definitely didn’t look like he’d be climbiné
any mountains, not with those old sneakers, but his
backpack was bursting at the seams.
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en face and unkempt hair made him
suspect. He could have been one of
ho hitchhiked from coast to coast, but
’t a car in the parking space out front.
_eating, the man would probably want
the next bus to the station. Yuuki tried to
re he put the bus schedule.

ou’ve decided, give me a holler,” Yuuki
 leave.

a minute.”

sugh there weren’t all that many items on the
several pages long.
guy knows what he wants, Yuuki thought.
1 make the desserts yourself?”
local bakery does.”
h. Well, fine, then.”
first question out of the gate threw Yuuki
| stride. The man started ordering dishes off
one after another.
-~ Japanese-style plum pasta with wild

Bolognese pasta with peperoncino. The
risotto. And the hashed beef with rice.”

hrimp pilaf. The grated radish hamburger.
led chicken sandwich.”

um—"

enly occurred to Yuuki that the man was
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reading off each menu item in order. a
“You’re not ordering everything on the meny §
are you?”’
“That’s exactly what I'm doing. I want you g
cook everything you’ve got.”
Was this guy pulling his leg? Or planning o stiff
him on the bill?
Yuuki was completely stumped. They werent
exactly in the middle of nowhere, but if a scuffie broke
out, no one would come running. On the other hand
maybe he could call the cops from the kitchen.
Yuuki visualized himself standing behind the
counter, quietly grabbing a knife so the man wouldn’t
notice.

As if reading Yuuki's thoughts, the man riffled
through his backpack. Was he searching for a weapon’
Yuuki was about to beat a fast retreat when the man §
produced a sheaf of ten-thousand yen notes.

“Hey, it’s okay. I have money. I won’t eat and
run. So cook up the whole order. If you don’t trust me _
I’1l pay up front.”

SEhY? ,

No matter how hearty an appetite this man had: §
there was no way he could eat his way through this medl |
at one sitting. Yuuki still didn’t understand what he wds
up to, but at least he wasn’t going to get stiffed. _

Puzzling this over, he returned to the kitchen and
put a pot of water on to boil. Since he usually worke
alone, he was pretty sure he could pull this off, once I §
found his thythm. He felt the man’s eyes burning into M
back all the way to the kitchen.
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It wasn’t cheap, but saved money in the
operation like Fuuka. He rinsed out
n and used it to fry the hamburger, covering
finished the grilled sandwich, Yuuki
s panting like a marathon runner. Every
orders from several customers at the
3o why was he so tired now? He felt sweat
the back of his neck.

y to keep you waiting.”

don’t you have a seat?” the man

“Take your time. I’'m not in a hurry.” tp,
man assured him.

Yuuki hadn’t started this business yesterday, ang
yet his customer was already lowering his expectations
Yuuki lightly slapped his burning cheeks and grit his
teeth with determination.

All right. Let s go.

From the refrigerator he took out a past
container with a scale attached. He always used thin
noodles for the plum pasta, but wanted something
thicker for the Bolognese.

In any case, he couldn’t cook everything at the
same time. He started by dressing the flesh of the plum
with green perilla leaf in the style of a chilled past
salad. The Bolognese was simmered from the start
with parmesan cheese to bring out the sweetness and
umami. He sautéed the sliced garlic in olive oil for the
peperoncino, then tossed in some slender red peppers.
giving the appearance of a fireworks display.

“Thanks for waiting.”

Carrying three dishes at once, Yuuki suddenly
realized he’d forgotten to set out the silverware. The
man smirked as he bustled about, but Yuuki had no tim¢
to take offense.

As he stir-fried the rice in the same frying pa"
used to sauté the garlic, sweat beaded on his brows. BU!
he forgot the mushrooms, and by the time they Wer®
prepared, the rice had already turned mushy.

He filled a bowl with white rice and added s0™
meat sauce from a pouch. He only used a prepackagﬂd’
commercially-available product for meat sauce 3"

untain of dishes awaited him in the kitchen.
‘impulse was to say no, but there was still
e the lunch rush. Stopping to catch his breath,
out to fall over. But he bowed to the man’s
d sat across from him.

thout a word the man arranged the dishes
table, seeming to rank them from “best” to
But the man ate so quietly, Yuuki almost felt

” the man would grunt now and then.

eyes opened wider, fearing that
asteful had touched the man’s palate. His
The fatigue was fading, but sitting here
ant experience. He was about to stand up
ACK to the kitchen, when the man lifted a piece
1o his mouth.

1 did you slice the lemon?” he asked.

n? Um, ah, last night.”
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“And stored it in a plastic container, right?"
“Y-yes.”

“Smells like it. A glass container is better. Fresh
lemon should be prepared every morning.”

“Yes?”

Though he looked like a homeless person,
the man possessed the air of a gourmet. Yuuki lacke
the confidence to lash back at him. The way the man
whittled away at the food on each plate was proof of his
discerning tongue.

He ate almost a third of the pasta and risotto. but
the rice pilaf and hashed beef barely came in contact
with his taste buds. Yuuki was sure he must be stufied by
now, but from the way the guy was gobbling the burger,
he must still have room down there. No doubt he would
detect the ready-made portion of the meal.

The man sniffed the grated radish sauce on the
burger. A deep crease appeared between his brows.

“Same frying pan as the risotto, huh?”

“Yes,” Yuuki admitted.

“This sauce is Japanese-style. The scent of
olive oil is too intrusive. You should use separate frying
pans.”

Whatever, Yuuki thought.

Fuuka just didn’t have that many pots and pans:
What the hell did this guy expect out here in the sticks’
He was about ask him directly when the man suggcﬁfed
that Yuuki hire him.

“What?”

“You have a “Help Wanted’ sign out front.”

“For a waitress.”

say this, but your methods are a mess.
of ingredients is amateurish.”

s this guy he’d never seen before giving
‘hadn’t been a customer, he would have
Yuuki didn’t exactly have the means to
orth several thousand yen. But this guy
y drop-kicked civility out the window.
but no thanks. This kind of place
need a professional chef,” Yuuki said

the hell are you? he wanted to say, taking
ide down a notch.
the guy didn’t seem to give a damn one way
ind slowly got to his feet.
like to borrow your bath,” he said.

Eﬂth?”

m in no condition to be standing in the

ait a minute!”

man ignored him and quickly threaded his
the tables. That was when Yuuki noticed
2 about him was amiss.

‘complete stranger dragged his right foot as
‘He moved briskly because of his long legs,
listed to the right with every step. A climber
a bum leg. Did he have an accident on the
00? Yuuki’s heart thumped in his chest.
here?” the man asked, opening the door to
found the bathroom and started to take off
there in the hallway.
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“H-hey!” Yuuki yelled, gaping at him in amazemen

Maybe this guy really was up to no good. A colg
shiver ran down his back and his knees trembled.

“Like T said, I just wanted to borrow the bath. "

“You said the bath?”

“You like looking at naked men or something?”

Yuuki suddenly realized that the man he wa
staring at was stark naked. Not that there was anything
wrong with that, but his cheeks turned bright red. i

“You're the one standing here naked!”

“I can’t take a bath with my clothes on, can 17"

“You—" Yuuki sputtered. He lunged forward with
every intent of dragging the guy’s sorry ass out of there, but
the bathroom door slammed in his face. Yuuki just stood
there for a minute, gaping with disbelief. Finally his brain
circuitry rebooted and he came to his senses again. The
police! He was about to head back to the shop, when the
door behind him opened.

“The shower’s cold. How do you adjust the
temperature?”

“Ah, um, sorry. It’s an old water heater. The
valve on the right.”

“Got it,” the man said, slamming the door agai

Yuuki slid down the wall until he was squatting
on the floor. A damp footprint was on the floor, made bY
his right foot. Other long marks streaked across the dark
grain of the hardwood floor, like a snake had slithered
down the hallway.

A cold chill swept through Yuuki’s body. Th

scars where the man’s torn flesh had been sewn bac
together had an eerie luster about them. Just hoV
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he? How many side effects did he suffer?
? Yuuki just sat there, ruminating over
unable to even stand up.

~ wavered through the glass door.
m nowhere had taken over his bathroom.
saw the absurdity of it all.

grab me a towel!” the guy barked out the

staggered to his feet, fetched a towel
, and handed it over. The man vigorously
If off, his hair dripping wet. Then he shook
e a dog, sending water flying everywhere.
a hint of self-consciousness, he wrapped the
ind his midsection.
you seen some clean underwear around
¢ man said casually.

wanted to borrow that, too? He must be
compared his willowy frame to the man’s
hysique and frowned. Neither a lender or
the old saying went. But in for a penny, in
-and now he was along for the ride, no matter
he fare might be.
, never mind. I have some,” the man said,
white briefs from his backpack. They were
1, not even high school kids wore them
Yuuki couldn’t help but smile, but his smile
when the man pulled out a neatly-folded
K and slacks.
' You a—" Yuuki gasped.
h?™
¢ chefs with years of experience wore
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uniforms like that. This man must be way mop i
respectable than the grungy creature he appeared to b
As Yuuki wondered what to say now, the man took oty
long white cylinder.

“This might not fit, since your kitchen ceiling i
so low.”

The chef’s hat was at least eight inches tall
Though the kitchen ceiling had never been a problem for
Yuuki or his grandparents, if this guy put on that hat, it
would definitely hit the ceiling fan.

The man wasn’t trying to be disagreeable, but he
still rubbed Yuuki the wrong way. He had scared him
half to death by barging into his house, and now all this
fuss about the hat was pissing Yuuki off.

*“So don’t wear it then.”

“But my head will miss it.”

That stupid hat should be the least of yow
concerns, Yuuki thought, glaring at him. He was aboul
to make a snappy retort, when the man took a bandand
from his backpack and tied it around his head.

“Well, them’s the breaks. This will have to do.”

Just like that, his appearance changed from
master chef to fry cook.

“I"1l be borrowing your kitchen.”

“Whatever floats your boat,” Yuuki snaPP‘"d
back.

The man crossed in front of him and headed back
to the café. Yuuki considered leaving him to his ow?
devices, but if a customer happened to walk in, he'd
screwed. So he hurried after him.

“Can I borrow a pair of sandals?”” the man asked:

an’s tattered sneakers and Yuuki’s kitchen
lined up in the genkon between the house
akers were caked with dust, but Yuuki’s
| never fit the man’s feet. Yuuki pointed at
s in the corner. They seemed to be the only

’ll change your mind once you have a
1 promised.
’t matter. I’'m still not hiring you,” Yuuki
but inside he was seething with anger.
intimidating difference in their height made
; te. He stared at the man, looking for
t soon grew interested in spite of himself.
start with, let’s straighten up around here,”
kitchen was organized around a central
was pretty cramped for a large man. The
2d to himself as he cleared the decks. It was
| that he had years of experience.
don’t have a reach-in refrigerator?” he
ntly.
least he’s not sneering, Yuuki thought. A
with only two regular refrigerators couldn’t

]

take this chicken thigh.”

sh tomatoes or puree?”

’s both, but—"

me.”

handed the man a cardboard box of
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» man added some salt and pepper, and then
>¢ over the chicken.

a taste,” he said, grabbing a fork.
juicy piece from the center, stabbed it
, and held it in front of Yuuki’s mouth. For a
1ki wondered whether he should pluck it off
hold out a plate.

end, he simply opened his mouth wide.
ckled, but it was too late to worry about
' meat slipped into his mouth.
delicious,” Yuuki gasped.

could hardly believe that something so good
ﬁi:ml his own kitchen. The rich flavor fairly
e his mouth, a performance that could

tomatoes. The man grabbed a can of tomato puree frop,
a shelf and studied it carefully, then put on a pot of wate
to boil.

“These tomatoes look pretty good. If you don'
mind—"

“Not at all.”

Yuuki could tell he knew what he was doing
simply from the way he steamed the tomatoes, but he
just held his tongue and watched.

“Have any stock?” the man asked.

“Are bouillon cubes okay?”

His long-suffering sigh made Yuuki want 1o
smack him.

The man lined up olive oil and spices next 1o the

stove and heated the frying pan. been imagined from the price of the ticket.
“Would you get the bouillon ready for me?” " the tomatoes were fresh, they didn’t need
At some point, Yuuki had gone from owner-chef sweet the man explained.

to student. As directed, he simmered the bouillon in 8 bought those at a neighborhood market this
small saucepan and waited for his next instructions. The
man sliced garlic into the olive oil and gently sautéed
it, making sure it didn’t burn. He deboned the chicken
thigh and dropped it into the pan, then browned it 0" ith breakfast today.
both sides. ! Al empty stomach makes for the sweetest
“Can I use this plate?” 5 Out even on a full stomach, this flavor would be
“Sure.” . b1 Painful as it was to admit, this man definitely
The man placed the fricasseed chicken on a plai” s
white plate, then poured the tomatoes into the fryinZ
pan, quickly cutting them with the spatula.
“Now pour in the bouillon,” he directed, turnio® , then. Hire me.”
up the flame. ;
“Okay.” #15 100d was definitely delicious, but hiring him

ki eagerly grabbed a knife and fork and
'the chicken. Come to think about it, he hadn’t
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was a tiger of a different stripe. The fact was. Yy,
simply couldn’t afford a chef like him, no matter how
much moonlighting he did on the side.

“I'm really sorry but—" Yuuki stalled, trying t
think of a way to let the guy down easy. Staring down g
the empty plate, he ran through all the usual excuses iy
his mind.

Your skills are out of joint with this kind of join.
You don 't belong way out here in the sticks.

Maybe Yuuki could just tickle the man’s
professional pride. Just as he was about to do that, the
man said something completely out of left field.

“I’ll work for minimum wage.”

“Huh?”

“Just like it says on your sign. Four hours a day,
minimum wage. I'll settle for that.”

“Ahh, but—" Yuuki stammered, searching fora
reply.

Did the guy even know basic math? Even Yuuki
wouldn’t work for that piddling amount. As Yuuk
scratched his chin, the man grabbed his wrist.

“Sorry,” he apologized, but he didn’t let &
“Looks like you chew your fingernails.”

Yuuki had no such childish habits, but didn’t fe¢
like sticking up for himself just then. The man looke!
him over.

“The mountain—"" he started to say, then closed
his mouth.

“The mountain?”

“You can see Mount Asahidake from he™®
right?”
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e. He wanted to be where he could
Yuuki glanced out the window. The
hed at night was as clear as day in good

climbing with this leg, but I'd like to
place where Yuuki would never go.
were within his reach and yet forever
his touch. He was forced to live that view
out.

vacantly out the window, the man let go
and smiled.

ave of nostalgia washed over Yuuki, the
he had whenever he thought about the

a’s skin had been mottled with dark
ch he said were only snow burns. Yuuki
whenever he compared his pale arm to
K, firm one.

s firm to you? You're hardly flabby
a had said.

skinny’s just skinny. Not the same as being

on muscle without really trying,” Tsukada

i’s skinny arms had the bare minimum in
he yelped like a girl whenever Tsukada
h of his flesh. Several minutes later, on
yelping turned to sighs of pleasure.

n had Tsukada’s scent about him. He was
the same strength. Bit by bit the splintered
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ed to live off the land. Letting me use your
lrﬁ vcr.'n

e who looked as grungy as this guy would
for vagrancy. And even though it was
nperature still got down to the low fifties

pieces of Yuuki's memories started to fall into place.

“But_,’

“Do you have a spare room? If you're worrigj
about giving me minimum wage, you could throw i
room and board.”

Put that way, the money problem disappeared,
Yuuki could still say he needed references, though. No
one would fault him for giving the heave-ho to someone
who showed up unannounced, sniped at his cooking, and
took over his bathroom to boot.

The man pulled off the bandanna. His wet hair
stood up in silly-looking spikes.

“That head of yours,” Yuuki said, trying not to
smile.

“Looks kind of funny?”

Yuuki suddenly burst out laughing, which casl
his reservations to the wind.

“The house is small, but I do have an exi®
room,” Yuuki admitted. ‘

Right now, he used it for storage. After I?'5
grandparents moved in with his parents, they told hi®
they didn’t care what he did with it. .

“Then we’ll call it a deal,” the man said, smili®é
broadly. He stuck out his right hand. ]

“I’m Kamishiro. First name, Keiichi. Here's ™
resume.” .

Yuuki read the meticulous résumé Wi .
amazement. This guy had been a chef for over v
years.

foolish—or heroic? He definitely didn’t
about how he looked. But Kamishiro still
e on his guard, despite his kicked-back

at all your luggage?”

travel light.”

Tsukada, this stranger had stepped into

a yellow backpack. But how would Shin

he found out they were living together? The
sly needed a place to stay. The situation

1 Yuuki’s mind, but he couldn’t send him

ould be a good time to rework the menu,”
suggested.
d vu all over again. He and Tsukada had
‘the menu that so obviously displeased
Yuuki didn’t answer him at first.

ano?”
, 10, I mean, whatever. If you want to change

¢ else had suggested it, Yuuki would
aged. But if this guy said so, he must

menu is fine. I could pull it off with my
Kamishiro shrugged, seeming to give in.

“There aren’t any hotels or ryokan around her®
Kamishiro explained. “If I didn’t find anything today: "

‘A
)
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Yuuki looked at him. He had just hired , five.
star chef and also let him move in. Maybe he shoulg all |
Shin and let him know about this sudden new tumn of
events.

As he tried to figure out what to tell him, Yuukj
expression darkened. Was this really something he coyld
toss off in a casual chat on the phone?

“Once I get unpacked, I'll man the kitchen. That
okay with you?”

“Is my cooking really that bad?”

“Let’s just say you’re not that great.”

That evening, he would contact Shin. But as he
and Kamishiro got to know each other, Yuuki couldn'
stop thinking about that phone call.

Chapter 3

)

£ 2E

café for two weeks, the phone rang
day, when the shop was crowded with

1 a break,” Shin explained.
' not just twiddling your thumbs, Yuuki
but he didn’t feel like joking around

overcast skies Yuuki could see from the
ably reached across the mountains to
but the rain probably wouldn’t make
ng. Yuuki suddenly felt relieved that
away. It was a selfish feeling that made

Yeah, um, nothing special. Same as usual.”
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But something must have sounded different to Shiy

“You catching a cold?” he asked. A chi|] shot
down Yuuki’s spine. He should have called Shin firg and
explained everything, but getting a call from hin, now
had pretty much taken the wind out of his sails

Every time he didn’t bring up the subject, i

became even harder to say. Yuuki was well aware of
that, but his tongue felt heavy in his mouth.

“Sorry, I've got customers. Call you later.” |

Yet nobody cared if he took a personal cll
during business hours. Yuuki glanced at the counter and
saw only friendly faces, nodding in his direction.

The middle-aged man sitting with Hhi
granddaughter could probably figure out who he was
talking to and the nature of their relationship. With that
in mind, Yuuki didn’t feel inclined to talk like this in
public.

“Well, see you,” he said. A bland farewell. Yuuki
dropped his cell phone in his apron pocket.

“Is everything okay?” the middle-aged mal
asked politely. He was Takai, Tsukada’s old boss.

“Nothing that can’t wait.”

Yuuki apologized for keeping them waiting
Then he set out glasses of water and poured some orang
Juice for the little girl.

“What'’s with him?” asked Takai, pointing ¥
Kamishiro.

“Well, ah, I just hired him.”

Even when asked point-blank, there was no W&
Yuuki could explain why he’d hired Kamishiro on the spo*
Kamishiro wore the same chef’s uniform 1

» e
']
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for a loop that morning, plus a pair of
His head was covered with a bandana,
ooked presentable, there was stubble on

, off a weird vibe. Like an outcast or
muttered.

Imost hit the nail on the head, but still
. somehow. When it came to cooks,
not a word that Yuuki would use to
shiro, but there was nothing he could do
. He cast a glance into the kitchen. Yuuki
him not to look too fastidious.

a café like this, where everybody knew
Yuuki knew a big shot chef could intimidate
And even if he kept a low profile,
‘alone would cause a stir.

‘where’s he from?” Takai asked. “Forget it,
- lf‘”

was too busy to stop him. Takai moved
kitchen and interrogated the chef, and then
shared the gossip like a schoolgirl.

v. He started off at a hotel in Tokyo. He was
‘years! Then he got transferred to Sapporo
- was obviously impressed.

L are you saying? Cooks
" another guy asked.

hotel chain opened a new branch. He's
Ebetsu, so they shipped him up here
‘asking him.”

can get
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“Shipped him up here? But nice to come back |
home, eh?”

Takai ran a outfitting store in the city for

mountain climbers. Once a month he came (0 the cafs
with his seven-year-old granddaughter. Yuuki wouldy
exactly call him a “regular.”

Still, he was a customer with whom he shared
deep roots, and the only other person besides Shin who
knew about his past with Tsukada.

“Have you decided, Sayaka?” Takai asked the
little girl.

“Yeah. What are you having, Grandpa?”

“Hmm. Maybe the sweet corn pasta carbonara.”

“I can’t even say that!” Sayaka giggled. “Tll
have the chicken fried rice.”

Takai didn’t look old enough to even have d |

granddaughter. Though his hair had a few silver strands,
his small frame and easygoing manner said otherwise.
Just the other day, Takai had been whining about turning
fifty. Yuuki still found it hard to believe.

Considering the youthful industry he was in, the
face of an old geezer would send the customers fleeing
Takai had the relaxed tone of a well-seasoned man. Al
of his mountain climbing had served to make him look
much younger than his years. .

“Carbonara and chicken fried rice”” Yuuk
repeated.

“Yes, but no hurry. I left Hirasaka-san in char€®
of the store.”

Though Takai often mentioned him. Yuuk‘.
had never met Hirasaka. He had been hired to repl%
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| he was grateful that Takai had been
e them to meet, Yuuki felt guilty that
vays stuck minding the store.
“had once told him that his boss had
disappearing at the most inconvenient
ida had often wondered if Takai was going
he was.
“have picked up since the last time I
noted, surprised at the big crowd.
working there only two weeks ago,
tion had spread like wildfire.
week, Yuuki’s old friends stopped by in
out the new guy. The next week they
their friends.
s customer base ballooned like a
ramid scheme, one telling two, two telling
0’s talents more than lived up to the hype,
were coming in from out of town.

for waiting. Here's your avocado

' customer looked dubiously at the crust
L deep green dip, topped with pepperoni and
expected only a few slices of avocado on

3¢ dip, known as guacamole, was not familiar
se, but very popular in the U.S. and

< had learned that from Kamishiro.
started out at a French restaurant. After
Sapporo, I became a jack of all trades,
idon to pasta to shrimp chili. I even did the
Year’s soba. With only your own wits to
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fall back on, you can’t help straying outside your fielg
of expertise.”

As Kamishiro patiently answered Takai'y
questions, the business about the menu came up. In fagt
the items Kamishiro had added weren’t limited to any
one cuisine, but were guided by the expectations of a
country town.

In particular, he kept to iﬁexpensive ingredients,
He chose not to stock up on exotic foodstuffs, preferring
to use what he could find locally. j

The customers who ate there were not |

adventurous. The emphasis was on familiar foods
that wouldn’t cause too much head-scratching. As per
Yuuki’s request, Kamishiro’s menu additions were
acceptable to the middle-aged residents and children
that were typical of the region.

With his attention occupied by Takai, Yuuk
found himself neglecting his maitre d’ duties. Since
Kamishiro had started cooking, Yuuki had become
the full-time floor manager. Once Yuuki had tasted
Kamishiro’s cooking, he had no desire to compete with
him,

Though his grandparents did their best. Yuuki
had never really learned about the finer culinary arts. H¢
would never be in the same league as Kamishiro.

“All right. Here’s your chicken fried rice.”

“Is this...an egg?” the little girl gasped. .

A white egg sat in the center of the colorfu! 11
boiled barely long enough to peel the shell. It ji gglfd "
Yuuki set down the plate.

“You cut it open and then eat it,” he explained
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wobbling,” she whined.

~ handed her a fork, and Sayaka

s all smiles. Though he kept quiet, he

, muscular persona which seemed to
. Sayaka’s smile was proof of that.

masu!” she cried, poking the egg with

yellow yolk exploded into the rice. She
with a spoon and took a bite.

L l’!

like it? That’s great, Sayaka.”

going to burst,” her grandfather warned,

cheek, but Sayaka kept on smiling. That

sion people get when eating good food

ling to behold. The rest of the restaurant noise
Yuuki found himself entranced.

me.

. Sorry.”

uld I get a refill on this coffee?”

t a sec.”

ugh it was past two o’clock, the kitchen was

tilt. The original stove, a common home

dn’t been able to keep up. A few days ago,

it with a five-burner commercial model. It

lof August, but the temperature still reached

2h eighties, and the café was feeling pretty

”

they would have to replace the ancient air
> Kamishiro arrived, their expenses had gone
e board, but Yuuki wasn’t worried. Sales had
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gone up, too, plus Yuuki felt secure in knowing thy
someone would be with him from opening to closing,

“Kamishiro-san,” a voice called out from ¢y
tables. “I’ll have a pasta carbonara as well.”

“Got it.”

Kamishiro plucked out a strand of pasta to check
its firmness. The aroma of fresh corn off the cob enticed
the taste buds of other customers. Those who had just
arrived were drawn to the same item.

Yuuki had worried that the kitchen might be too
confining for tall Kamishiro, but by positioning himself
in the middle, with the island pushed against the wall
he created an ideal workspace for himself. Everything
he needed was just a step or two away. “Order for table
three!”

“Table three.”

Yuuki had never asked Kamishiro why he
dragged his right foot. It didn’t seem to affect his
cooking, after all. The unique cadence of his footsteps
couldn’t be heard inside the café. None of the custome®
had noticed that there was anything different about hi™

“Here we go. One sweet corn pasta carbonard:

“Mmm! Looks as delicious as usual.”

Setting his newspaper on the counter, Taka
a deep whiff. The smell attracted Sakaya’s attention:

“Smells good,” she said, leaning forward.

“Want to try some?”

“I’m stuffed. Just a bit.”

Her happy manner made Yuuki smile.
grabbed her grandfather’s fork and took a big bit¢-

“That’s ‘just a bit,” huh?” Yuuki teased.

i took

Sayak? |
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he felt someone’s gaze on the side
nishiro had stopped working to look at
- averted his eyes and went back to

‘me. I'd like to order—"

Sorry. I’ll be right there!”

grabbed his order pad from his pocket and
back tables. In a small restaurant like this,
‘seconds hardly made a difference, but he

steps anyway.

w should I address you as my employer?
ss? President?” Kamishiro asked one day.
<ing guy with attitude to spare actually had

sident?” Yuuki laughed. “Don’t worry about

el

important to make the distinction,”
bbornly insisted.

Yuuki had no experience working in a
nt, seniority ruled the roost in places like
ing Kamishiro working in such a strict
ght a smile to Yuuki’s face.

don’t have to use honorifics with me,”
him. “Anyway, Kamishiro-san, you're
2t than me.”

s beside the point. You sign my paycheck.

St be paid.”

Lmust be paid? What century was he living in?
d, they settled on a simple “Sano-kun,”
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though Kamishiro had a hard time saying it.
“We don’t have to,” Yuuki said over ang over

but Kamishiro stubbornly stuck to his guns. Sometimeg l

he’d throw in a “Hey, you!” or “Yo!”

But he always meant well, and Yuuki tried hay
not to laugh. Yuuki didn’t care if he just called him by
his last name, but Kamishiro never did.

Tsukada had always called him “Yuuki." Evep
now the sound of his voice lingered in Yuuki's ears. His
heart pounded just wondering if Kamishiro would ever
call him that.

Yet Yuuki doubted if that would ever happen,
and laughed at his own foolishness. Just how long had
he known Kamishiro? Yuuki couldn’t expect to be oné
first-name basis when they barely knew each other.

“Hey, you know something?” Kamishiro called
out, gazing lazily out the window.

Yuuki looked over his shoulder and smiled i
him.

“What?”

“About time we closed up.”

“Yeah. Looks like it.”

The hustle and bustle of the dinner crowd b
died off over an hour ago. No more customers could ¢
expected on a weeknight like this.

Hiding his smile so Kamishiro wouldn’t 5
Yuuki slid off the stool at the counter. To make sure %
late customers would barge in, he hung out the “C!05°
sign and locked the door.

“Want something to eat?” Kamishiro asked:

“I’'m not that hungry. Noodles would be fin®:
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1 Yuuki had offered to cook after hours,
of the kitchen didn’t care to share his
never liked eating a heavy meal this late
ways chose something from their list of

e have some somen noodles. Boiled?

is fine.”

spect to Yuuki’s physical well being,
focused on Japanese dishes.

can’t live by noodles alone,” Kamishiro-

laughed and replied that a man’s digestion
Il only after age thirty. Even though he
, Tsukada had still craved deep-fried
playfully warned him of the dangers of
kada proved him wrong by dying first.

out of mackerel. The only soup stock I

's okay.”
shiro had stocked the kitchen with Japanese
ut Yuuki didn’t want to be pampered. He
d of thing could lead to misunderstandings.
Yuuki’s protests to “keep it simple,”
turned the evening meal into a major

tidy up in here,” Yuuki said, starting to wipe

kitchen was Kamishiro’s castle. Yuuki
a stranger could tell who was the actual
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The doorknob rattled, and someone peered
through the glass door.

“Hey!”

Yuuki glanced up and saw a familiar face.

“Shin?”

“Another customer?” Kamishiro asked from the
kitchen.

“Ah, no.”

At least a month had passed since their last
meeting. Yuuki rubbed the back of his neck in dismay.
How could he tell Shin about Kamishiro at this late date?
He opened the door and forced a smile.

“Welcome back. You should have called and said
you were coming.”

“I just got back from the work site. I'm
starving.”

If things had been normal, Shin would have
sat down at the counter. But Shin saw Kamishiro and
stopped in the doorway.

“Who’s that?”

“Ah, um, this is Kamishiro-san.”

It was an awkward introduction. Yuuki gri maced
at the sound of his own voice and stumbled over Wha!
to say.

“A friend?”

“ Ah_n .

Kamishiro came to the rescue. Despitc 113"!“5
never seen Shin before, he flashed him an easygo'
smile.

*“You like somen?” he asked.

“What? Oh, sure—"
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seat. It’ll be done in a jiffy.”
s big hands, Kamishiro tossed some dried
boiling water. The savory aroma filled

, sit down,” Yuuki urged.

well—”
st cleaning up.”
d had this same conversation many times

‘one big difference. Now Yuuki didn’t ask

room and wait for him. And who was

cing in the kitchen?

like chicken?” Kamishiro asked.
” Shin said, nodding his head.

Would know that Kamishiro was older
king at him. But compared to Kamishiro’s

hiro set two steaming bowls on the
i ducked into the kitchen to wash hls
en sat down next Shin.

id you were hungry. Let’s eat.”

'ﬁkay.”

timasu, "’ Shin said quietly.

in,” Kamishiro replied cheerfully.
e slurped his noodles, Yuuki worried about

up the subject of Kamishiro, but Shin saved
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‘ “Something’s funny going on here,” Shiy, saig,
pushing away his empty bowl. He lit a cigarette ang
smirked at Kamishiro. 3

“I seem to have walked into the wrong café e
added. “You think?” ’

Yuuki’s heart skipped a beat.

“Really?” he answered innocently.

“Kamishiro-san, was it? Pleased to meet you,
I’'m Shin Suzutani. I went to high school with Sano.”

“My name’s Kamishiro. I’ve been working here
since last month.” i

“Since last month?” Shin gasped. And Yuuki
hac! never bothered to tell him? Yuuki pretended not to
notice.

“This sure tastes good,” Shin admitted. “So
you changed the menu, huh? Is Japanese cuisine your
specialty?”

“This actually isn’t on the menu, but you're
right, the menu has changed. You should stop by for
lunch sometime.”

“I’ll do that. Next week, my work site is moving
to a national highway project. What do you say. Sano?”’

“Uh, right.”

Now that the ice was broken, Shin had becom®
himself again. He took a drag on his cigarette and
continued chatting with Kamishiro.

“Sano used to make me dinner a couple of tim®
a week. But nothing like this, I assure you.”

“It’s all the same to me. Making three serving is 3

the same as making two.”
“Good to hear. Saving on my meal budget help®
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-wind up at fast food joints.”

 to eat dinner here and crash, but that
ago. There was no going back to
i quietly stirred his bowl with his
e to speak.

me oil too strong?” Kamishiro asked

no. It’s fine. A little hot—"

had been turned off in the kitchen. It
ight. Though it was cool outside, the
ide the café was perfect.

looked up and met Kamishiro’s steely

ou’re not feeling okay, go home. I'll finish

: @-!!
I’'m okay. You should be hitting the sack,

’t give me that,” Kamishiro grumbled,
d the house with a wet hand. His cooking
the day, Kamishiro went back to cleaning

0 you live here, too, Kamishiro-san?” Shin
prise.

I actually sort of invited myself. When I
ki had a spare room, I twisted his arm.”

1 don’t say.”

e was a loud sound of water splashing in the
1ki could hear Shin light another cigarette.

I, thanks for the meal. I'd better be on my way,”
ading up. He stubbed out his cigarette in a slightly
manner than Yuuki recalled seeing before.




76 Raica Sakuragi
. “Shin, I-—" Yuuki started to say.

“Life’s looking up for you, eh?” Shin i
heartily, grabbing Yuuki’s shoulder.

Yuuki’s body sank under the weight of Shin’s
arm. Yuuki sensed that Shin was using him as a cruch
prop up his tottering body.

“I’ll come for lunch next time,” Shin promised.
“You sure have talent.”

“Thanks.”

“Well, take care, Kamishiro-san,” Shin said,
walking away.

During his entire visit, Yuuki had never looked
directly at Shin, even when they were sitting right next
to each other. Yuuki would have loved to make a joke
about his behavior, but he lacked the confidence. He
followed Shin to the front door, but had a hard time
getting the words out.

“Shin, you can keep stopping by for dinner like
this. Really. There’s no reason for you to stay at arm’s
length.”

“At arm’s length? Don’t worry, ['ll keep
bumming meals off you.”

But not crashing at Yuuki’s afterward also meant
they wouldn’t be drinking together. Shin playfully
yanked on Yuuki’s ponytail. !

“You’d better get back there and help him. It®
getting late.”

“Yeah. Good night.”

“G’night.”

As Shin stumbled into the night, Yuuki had #
sudden realization. Shin had finished his job a7
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. and then drove straight to the café. No
ked exhausted.

felt even more guilty for not greeting
‘Even if he didn’t have anything to

I'm okay here.”

lock up and turn off the lights.”

the lights off, Yuuki could clearly see his
‘the window. He looked so pathetic right
look like that when Shin was here?

about 1 go run the bath water?” Yuuki
Kamishiro agreed, inspecting the
liked his hamburgers dripping with sauee,
e kid. That’s what Yuuki would make for

in didn’t show up at Fuuka the next day,
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been falling since morning, and
slow all day. After the last two
Yuuki and Kamishiro decided to
y were discussing what to do with the
hey heard the crunch of tires on gravel,
slamming of a car door.
_evening!” Shin said, bursting into the
the door shook wildly.

‘drunk as a skunk.
. Sano’s here!” he said in a slurred

there, Shin.”

‘myself a drink or two, and now I need
polish off the evening.”

 drink or two. More like a drink or
of alcohol wafted from Shin like a
Kamishiro-san. Nice to see you again!”
g a drunken salute that almost made
’t shown up here for days, and this
appearance? Thoroughly bewildered,
watched from behind the counter.
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“Did you drive here, Shin?"* Yuuki asked politel
“Of course! How the hell would I get herer Shii
bellowed, turning his glazed eyes on Yuuki. Yuuki’s
mouth dropped open. Getting behind the whee| this
sloshed was akin to committing suicide. '

*Whoa, Shin, hold on there.”

The energy went out of Shin’s body like g

marionette with its strings cut. If Kamishiro hadyt

caught him from behind, both of them would have
crashed to the floor.

“Hey, buddy boy! I think something’s wrong
with your leg there,” Shin chortled.

“Shin!” Yuuki warned.

“That’s a good man. [ see, I see, I see. Got abum

leg, eh?”

Shin had drunk himself into a stupor, but some
small part of his senses remained sharp.

“Shin, that’s uncalled for,” Yuuki said firmly.

“Sorry. Sorry.”

Yuuki had never seen Shin so wasted, and had 10
idea what to do next.

“You’re in no condition to eat right now. Lets
get you to bed. C’'mon, we’ll find a place for you e
crash.”

“Sure that’s okay with you? Don’t wanna stick
my oar in.”

“Just stop mouthing off like an idiot.”

Yuuki looked up at Kamishiro. .

What do we do with him? he asked wilh his.
eyes.

Kamishiro said nothing.
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| “but hes really drunk,” Kamishiro
vas acting like he’d never seen the like

never worked in a bar, Yuuki

|

have a bum leg, but I'm still stronger than

»

0 leaned over Shin’s head and began to
.- under the influence slowly sat up with

SR
& no good. Gotta get up early tomorrow.

case, we’ll call you a taxi.”
go to work without my car.”
hemming and hawing made Shin sound
n child. Yuuki looked at Kamishiro in

hiro-san, will you help me get him to the

ou drive him home, then?”
think of a better plan.”
ishiro’s patient smile seemed to indicate that
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he was fed up with the whole situation.

“If he’s so hell-bent on going home, he ca

there on his own accord,” he muttered. vanki "
. , yanking Shin g
his feet. “C’mon. One step ahead of the other

e

Putting an arm around his shoulders for support,
Kamishiro walked Shin toward the door. Yuuki watched
with dismay as Shin tottered unsteadily across the floor
at a half-crouch. Kamishiro opened the door and let Shin
outside. (

“This is one big car,” exclaimed Kamishiro.

The SUV was parked right in front of the café,
but its high wheel base made it difficult to get Shin into
the passenger seat.

“Heave ho!” Kamishiro said, tossing him into
the back like a suitcase. Shin raised an awkward cry and Y
toppled over. They arranged his legs on the seat like 8 e care, then.”
pair of carry-ons. ' '

“Considering his condition, what are the odds of
him making it to work tomorrow?” Kamishiro asked.

“Hard to say.”

Yuuki had never seen Shin with a hangover, bu!
then he’d never seen him this drunk before, either.

“Once I get him home, he’ll probably forget he

was even here.”
“Be careful when you close the door,”” Kamishi®
said politely, though Shin was in another world. :
Yuuki got into the driver’s seat. The key Was il
in the ignition.
“Will you be okay?”
66why?$)

othing. You just might have a hard time
up to his apartment,” Kamishiro said

out,” Yuuki laughed. “His apartment
oor. I've just got to get him as far as the
n I can call a taxi. Can you grab me ten-
m the till?”

Kamishiro returned to the café, Yuuki
Shin and sighed. This was all his fault, so
feel too pissed at his drunk friend.

go,” Kamishiro said, handing him the

»

stuffed the bill into his jeans pocket.
ciously looked at Yuuki and the drunk

Yuuki’s subcompact, the steering wheel
was the size of a tree trunk. And if that
ugh, Yuuki already felt worn out getting
the car. He glared at Shin’s reflection in the
ror. His old high school friend was snoring
wide open. Yuuki grunted and headed for
ment, twenty minutes away.
r windshield wipers need replacing. Don’t
m and get it done,” Yuuki muttered.
early autumn rain snaked across the
obscuring the view. Even though he knew
dead to the world, Yuuki still kept venting
the hell was his apartment, anyway? He’d
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only been there once or twice.
“Tastes so good, delicious,” Shin was moa
“What are you going on about?”
He must still be dreami he café :
e ing about the café, Yyyg
He would be sure to call him tomorrow. after he
got sober. Shin owed an apology to Kamishiro. Yinuki
wondered if he would even remember how disgracefully
he’d behaved. Visualizing the scene, Yuuki started
humming to himself.
“Huh?” Shin mumbled from the back, -
:You awakf.:?" The upper half of his body was as rubbery
What’s going on, Sano?” ! . M
“m you that drunk? Don’t you remember?” unlocked the door and found the light
Shin looked out the window to see where he was, urned it on and saw the cluttered studio and
and then leaned forward to gape at Yuuki. His swollen i ﬁ;ton_
eyes were only half-open, but his brain seemed to be *re futon is already laid out, so you can hit
working a little better.
“Your place is this way?” Yuuki asked. : i
“Turn left there. And then right after the next I've got to get going.”
ngs stood now, Shin should at least
it to do now. Yuuki decided against pulling
joke he’d been mulling over, and found
ling a little disappointed. Shin stumbled

{ the set of keys up to the street light.
h is the key to your apartment?”
ond-biggest one.”

let me help you.”

Ning.

Kamishiro, Yuuki put his arm around
to prop up his body. Though Kamishiro
: off with a minimum of effort, lifting the
tht made Yuuki grimace.

you move your legs on your own here?”
won'’t listen to a thing [ say to them,”

light.”

“My chauffeuring services are not cheap, Shin”

By the time Yuuki pulled in front of Shin’
building, he had finally gotten used to the steerif®
wheel. He managed to squeeze the big car into a parkiné
spot, and then turned off the engine. eful now!” Yuuki gasped.

:Can you walk from here?” “Ouch! That hurt!” Shin cried out. He must have

Hard to say. 2  knees on the hardwood floor.

“Upsy daisy,” Shin grunted, stumbling out of the h, your legs are useless.”
car. He immediately collapsed on the wet sidewalk- bad.”

“For Pete’s sake,” Yuuki muttered, getting 0u'"" Ou just can’t go drinking yourself into this state.”
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As exasperated as he felt, Yuuki just couldn 1 have to get to the work in the morning. Or
abandon Shin, so he kicked off his shoes and stepped '
inside. He leaned over Shin’s back and put his armg
around his waist.

“You’re too heavy! Can’t you get up at al|?”

“I'm trying, I’'m trying,” Shin protested, starting
to giggle.

Every time he tried to stand, he fell flat on his {
face, but Yuuki wouldn’t even try to carry him. | leave early.”

“Fine. Crawl there, then.” h tell Kamishiro-san that I’d be staying

“I’'m trying, I’'m trying.”

“Son of a bitch!” Yuuki snapped, veins popping
out on his forehead. But then he started to giggle, too.

By the time Shin dragged his body to his unmade
bed, Yuuki felt the awkward atmosphere between them

somewhat lucidly for a man who was
ded m alcohol.
stock up on supplies tomorrow,” Yuuki

re Yuuki could finish the sentence, Shin
his hand over Yuuki’s mouth.

Yuuki cried out in a muffled voice. What
 now? Even though Shin was not breathing

had been cleanly swept away. , he could still smell booze.
“You want some water?” ‘you forget all about Tsukada-san?” Shin
“Thanks.” taking his hand away. But Yuuki found
Yuuki filled a cup left in the sink, then Squatlﬂd to answer.

down and handed it to Shin, who drained the cup with ‘he muttered.

couple of gulps. He looked like any ordinary drunk right
now.
“Oh, by the way, can you catch a taxi around

forget! Have you told that guy about
you didn’t tell me.”

uuki wailed.

Shin leaned over and kissed Yuuki,
' shocked to resist.

here?”
“If you don’t call first, they won’t come.”
“I didn’t bring my phone. Can you make
call?” Yuuki asked with a smile. :
Just then he noticed that Shin’s eyes, bleary wilh
alcohol, were looking straight at him. ack
“Hey, spend the night. I’ll drive you b
tomorrow.”

ddled his body, forcing him down.
il got caught in the fray, making him

Sano,” Shin moaned over and over again,
s mouth.
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“No, no,” Yuuki pleaded. d his hand under Yuuki's shirt and

Shin sucked hard on Yuuki’s lower lip, and then
forced his tongue into his mouth. A wave of electyie
ran down Yuuki’s spine as his face twisted with shoc
This wasn’t supposed to happen. This idiotic behavig
should be stopped, no questions asked.

But the pleasure only intensified. Yuuki's body
began to expand from the inside out. Like a starving
man, Shin sought out the tender flesh inside Yuuki's
mouth. Yuuki’s heart raced so hard he thought it might
rupture, pressing against his ribcage.

As Shin grabbed his ass and kneaded his
buttocks, Yuuki’s hips began to sway. He was definitely
starved for it, too. He hadn’t been with another man for
so long, sex was only a distant memory. But that still
didn’t mean he would give in.

“No, Shin. We can’t,” Yuuki protested, wrenching
his mouth away with great effort.

But Shin just moved to Yuuki’s neck, his wet lips
trailing across his skin. Yuuki felt a sensation like pits
and needles in the soft place inside his thighs.

He wanted it. He truly wanted it. But logi and
passion warred inside him. He arched his back a0
gazed at a ceiling lamp, but the light looked blurred
distorted. His reason was as confused as his clov
vision.

Begging and pleading would make no diff
Even if he could resist Shin, his body still burned: 20
Shin had definitely noticed. He pulled down YY
shirt and nibbled at his collarbone. -

“Ow!” Yuuki gasped, shrinking from the Pa™

i shrieked. But Shin just slapped his
n’t believe that Shin would raise his

‘to his rough-hewn exterior, Shin was
Sometimes he’d blow off steam after
never actually punched anybody. Back
Shin would often take the blame when
up the AV room, even when it wasn’t

an the shock of being struck, Yuuki was
vastated that Shin had been repressing so
inst him.

No...”
ought that his kind-hearted friend might be
in apology, blaming alcohol for his lack
what oozed from Shin’s clenched teeth

wanted to do this,” he said. “But I
ost cause. “Every time I pretended to
Ou came over to touch me, my heart beat
ould have made a move, but I wanted to
got over Tsukada-san. But you never said

know...”
renc® why? What’s with that bastard
looked at Shin with surprise. Were his
ot, or was he crying?
n sleeping with him?”
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“No, I haven’t.”
“Don’t lie. Why didn’t you tell me about hiny
then?” '
Even when he was drunk, Shin defi nitely kney
how to push his buttons.
“Prove it. Prove you never slept with him,” Ship
muttered. His left arm wrapped around Yuuki’s waist
How am I supposed to do that? Yulki
wondered.
Shin pulled him closer.
“Sano, Sano,” Shin said softly, calling out his
name. Yuuki’s heart felt like it was breaking as Shin's
hands stroked his body.
“Ahh...” he moaned, feeling a tongue sliding
across his bare chest. His jaw trembled slightly, but
Yuuki stopped himself from gasping aloud. Maybe he §
could just forget that this was Shin. Then it wnuld‘bé '
okay. But Yuuki couldn’t forget. Those hands, that voict,
couldn’t belong to anyone but his old friend.
“That hurts,” Yuuki grimaced as Shin gnawed o
his nipple.
Shin’s hands moved lower. Suddenly he beft
down and put his mouth around Yuuki’s penis.
Yuuki’s toes curled as they always did W‘]_l‘m
he felt turned on. Those memories were still with P
Staring blankly at the ceiling, he crawled back thro¥&"
the memories of the past. But though Shin was su¢
frantically, Yuuki’s member didn’t respond. "
“Shit!” Shin snapped, roughly pulling Yuu
legs apart.
Yuuki was too tired to resist. Lifting YU
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saliva-drenched testicles, Shin wiggled his thick finger - of that happening were pretty low, yet
into his hole, then ferociously moved it in and oyt - muttering to himself as he walked along.

“Hah!” Yuuki gasped in pain. He ground his teggy ed to convince a suspicious driver to

together, stifling a cry, then shut his eyes and turned pg
face away. He didn’t want to look at Shin, not when pe all the trouble,” he apologized to the
was scouring the inner parts of his soul. : inside and took ten thousand from the

The rude movements of Shin’s fingertips made then came out and tipped the man another
Yuuki wince, but he tried to block out the pain, The
strain chilled his feet and hands as he panted through
clenched teeth. Shin’s finger kept on ripping inside him.

“No good...” Yuuki moaned.

&lEh??"

Something suddenly brushed against his
stomach. Yuuki cautiously opened his eyes to find Shin
holding him around his waist, his head slumped. No
matter how comical the scene may have looked to the
casual observer, no one was laughing.

“What’s the point if you’re going to be like this”
Shin said tiredly.

Yuuki had nothing to say back to him.

“Go home,” Shin said in a small voice. He s3*%
the futon, clasping his knees to his chest. Yuuki didn'
respond, and headed for the door.

and made it home a hour later.

’t in the mood to get into a fight.
ro would have hit the sack hours ago.

o woke up, Yuuki didn’t know how to
looked like a drowned rat. He wanted to
evidence of being with Shin.

clothes clung stubbornly to his body.
growing more irritated by the minute.
‘memory of Shin’s kiss came back to him
uivered.

ton ‘yanked his T-shirt over his head, the cloth
his neck. He was too scared to look
ight now. Who knows what he’d find?
shing against his raw nipples made him
goosebumps. Hot water would only make it

r. Youkl ought alone made his hand tremble on the

The streets were empty at this houl-
trudged along, the rain soaking him to the ski: il
finally arrived at a main thoroughfare and saw ‘the '
of headlights, but the first two taxis sped past him- r

“They probably add an extra charge for messi’® 2
their upholstery,” Yuuki muttered. “Shin owes me for #55

timidly touched his nipples with just his
were hot and swollen and stained with
ed his teeth and cleansed the throbbing
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wounds. Just then he heard the door open behing him,
and Yuuki jumped with surprise.

“You’re back!”

“Kamishiro-san.”

Kamishiro stood in the bathroom dooryay
wearing only sweatpants. Yuuki should have known
Kamishiro would wait up for him. He had probably begy
worrying about him all night.

Yuuki felt touched by Kamishiro’s concern, but
also mortified. How long had he been standing there!
Did Kamishiro hear him moan when he touched his sore
nipples? Yuuki’s cheeks blushed scarlet.

“What’s that?”

“Umm...”

“There.”

Yuuki thought he must be wondering why he was
fondling his own chest, but Kamishiro was looking at
Yuuki’s throat. .

“Hey!” Kamishiro said suddenly, stepping 0
the bathroom. Yuuki shrank back, but he had no plac¢
to hide.

“What is this? Was it him?”

“It’s...nothing.” ;

For such a big guy, Kamishiro moved “"_‘lb
remarkable dexterity. Yuuki shivered as Kamishif®
touched the back of his neck. ,

“Is this a hickey?” Kamishiro asked. sounding
confused.

His fingers gently stroked the surrounding ared
A sensual heat began to bloom in Yuuki’s body. and 1%

Just because he was feeling stressed-out.
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“You're bleeding!” Kamishiro gasped.
He pushed away Yuuki’s hand and touched pg

nipple. Yuuki didn’t think he was that hurt, by

t heary
about blood only amplified the pain. S

“You're freezing. Get yourself into a ho bath, I

When you get out, I'll tend to your wounds.” Kamishirg
said firmly.
“I’m okay.”

“You’re not okay!” Kamishiro snapped. Yuuki

swallowed hard.

The glint in Kamishiro’s eyes and the way
Kamishiro touched him were both frightenin g, vet Yuuki
had a sudden desire to leap into his arms.

“It really is nothing,” Yuuki insisted, looking into
Kamishiro’s eyes. “He was just horny for sex. The alcohol
made him mean. He gave me a few scratches, but that kind
of behavior is pretty rare for him.”

This has nothing to do with you, Yuuki wanted 0
say. Just don t get involved, okay?

Did Kamishiro get the message? Or was he just
making fun of him? Yuuki’s throat tightened and bis
mouth felt paper dry.

“Oh. Is that 50?7 Kamishiro finally said.

Kamishiro’s eyes reflected the same sadness 2
anger that Shin’s had. Yuuki felt guilty to be the persof
responsible for their pain.

“Good night.”

Yuuki brushed past Kamishiro and exited the
bathroom. As he stepped on the white bathmat. his ]?gs
trembled. The heat he felt from Kamishiro's ﬂectfng

touch consumed Yuuki with an almost insatiable desi™

U
o
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elf not to turn around.

| an,” Kamishiro muttered.

lover?”

ed it, Kamishiro would think that Shin
e marks on his body certainly suggested
said yes, he would be betraying Shin.
't know their complicated history, and
sire to share it with him. Or rather, he

friend.”

case, what’s this all about?”

s is about sex, not affection.”
camishiro-san that much of a goody-two-
never heard of gay sex? Maybe doing it
d never actually occurred to him.

iere’s nothing like that going on with him,
‘Yuuki went on. “Just call it a break-up,

certainly weren’t breaking up as lovers,
not even as friends.

it 507" Kamishiro said.

be so damned understanding! Yuuki

way Kamishiro took everything at face
ting on his nerves. Yuuki was dying to lash
It clenched his fists instead.
say s0.”

so. That’s why it has nothing to do
off to bed now. I have to get up early
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“Well, good night, then.”

“Good night,” Yuuki answered, without tgrm: N
around. He had no willpower left to resist Kamishiryg
gaze. '

Asahidake again,” Tsukada

Takai asked, looking surprised.

from Sapporo needs an experienced
them.”

had been a mountain climbing fanatic
Takai thought Tsukada had gotten a
er his second ascent of Asahidake.
sighed. When it came to the mountains,
ned him without a second thought, or so

1 only be for a couple of days,” Tsukada
“couple of days” had stretched into an

) are you leaving?” Yuuki had asked him.
ond of next month. Golden Week is the
can get off from work.”
came late to the northern latitudes of
by May the cherry blossoms would be
perature would climb and the winter
covered the paths would have melted by

year was different. According to Takai, it
on the peaks,” even in May. Though the
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mountain was only a modest seventy-five hundreq feey
in elevation, it shared the same weather
ten thousand foot peak further south.
“Hey, after you get back, let’s take a fow days off
and go somewhere,” Yuuki had suggested. Byt Tsukada
shook his head.
“I can’t. I’'m already taking my days off for this

conditiong as g

hike.”
“You mean you're not doing it for the store?”

“It’s a freelance job. My old boss asked me to do
a favor for some friends of his.”

Tsukada also participated in expeditions for the

regulars at Takai’s store, and usually took off a few days

before and after. Yuuki’s face fell.

“Sorry,” Tsukada said softly, but apologies didn't
help.

Yuuki sullenly turned his back. Tsukada grabbed
his shoulders and pulled him close.

Later, lying in bed together, Yuuki pouted like
spoiled child, while Tsukada covered him with kisses.
Minutes later, all was forgiven.

“Come climbing with me!” Tsukada suggested

“Perish the thought,” Yuuki scoffed.

“Really? It’s a lot of fun.” :

“More fun than this?” Yuuki teased, thrusting b
hips. y

In retaliation, Tsukada quickly penetrated Yuuki
hole with his finger. A torrent of sensation flooded Yu
with a burning hot intensity.

“No...ahhh...please...” he moaned.

“Should I stop?”

101

5 grandparcnts moved away, the house
small and lonely. Tsukada slept over

laughed.
that, you’d be a wreck.”

ed to fall asleep in Tsukada’s embrace,
'wind up doing it every night. Even if he
breaking into little pieces. Yuuki’s body
d the memory of being held in those strong

Wanna bet how many times you can
proposed.

me?” Tsukada asked with a smile.

san, of course.”

t a fair challenge for a thirty-something

s hardly seems like the body of a thirty-

g his hand under the covers, Yuuki took
swelling erection. Tsukada grimaced
nerves. He was too cute for words.

last conversation was about how many
come. Yuuki’s dreams always turned
filled with deep regret.

A-kun was buried under an avalanche!”
call came as Yuuki was closing for
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the night. A chill raced down his Spine. a sensation &
still remembered. He peered out into the dark aﬂ{&n .
nothing but despair. The rescue team co uldn’t eyep feh
up the mountain until morning. Tsukada would
spend the night under the snow.

“Takai-san, you must be mistaken!”

“There was an avalanche near Kinko Rock The
rest of the expedition returned Just before noon, By
Tsukada-kun...”

“This can’t be true,” Yuuki said over and
over again. “This can’t be true.” He couldn’t think of
anything else to say. The last few customers noticed that
Yuuki was acting strangely. They called out to him, but
he didn’t reply.

have g

Yuuki thought about what he had being doingat

noon that day. Smiling at his customers. Cooking them
food. Playing straight-man to their jokes. While Tsukads
was being buried by an avalanche, Yuuki was his usual
happy-go-lucky self. Suddenly he felt ashamed.

“It’s a lie!” he cried out.

Why didn’t they tell him earlier? He kept
screaming at Takai, who didn’t deserve it. The phom® =

fell from Yuuki’s hands, crashing loudly into the €
register.

nightmare.
GtA lie“.!

d Over and over his lips formed the word
his nightmare. He stared up at the ceiling. Finally ¥

The harsh sound yanked Yuuki out of bis
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y and he could relax.
, in this bed, Tsukada had held him
that he was alone, Yuuki didn’t know

(11
?,
 that burned in his dreams still glowed
‘could hardly stand even thinking about
ling his gentle caresses, Yuuki’s hand
sheets and found his own body instead.

s hand crept under his pajama top, Yuuki
‘Tsukada’s laughing face whenever he

breasts.
e a super triple-A cup,” Tsukada teased.

coursed through Yuuki’s groin, filling
ire.
this, eh?” Tsukada whispered.

 Tsukada touched his nipples, Yuuki would
him. They would cuddle like two spoons
Kamishiro always whispered in his ear.
v don’t run away from me.”

san!”

ing himself only left Yuuki feeling
t he still continued. Now he was stroking
is wrist brushed against the tip of his
ing his body shudder.

” he moaned, though the sensation was
fying. Suddenly Yuuki called out for his
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‘he’d just met.
could dream, couldn’t he?

.hah...”
d feel his heart beat, and pinched the
his chest. His whole body trembled as
ide his shorts.

“Tsukada-san...touch me there...”

“Here?” Tsukada would ask.

“No, there...”

Remembering Tsukada’s touch, Yuuki’s grabbed
his own cock. The only time Tsukada’s big hands moyeg
with grace was when he was stroking Yuuki’s penis,

“How can...you do that...”

“I know all the places that make you feel good”

Yuuki worked the tip of his rod with his thumb,
as his hips thrust forward uncontrollably. '

“Ahbh...ahh...ahh...”

“You’re coming, Yuuki. You're coming...”

Now Yuuki could almost believe that Tsukada
was whispering in his ear. He responded to that voice,
and got lost in his own fantasy world.

He remembered how Tsukada's body had
covered him like a warm blanket. How his arms rippled
with muscle. How his skin glistened with water whenhe
was in the shower.

“Ahh...” .

All of a sudden, the fantasy changed. The image
of Tsukada’s naked body turned into Kamishiro’s naked
body.

You like looking at naked men?

Thats right, Yuuki confessed in his fantasy- I

purred when I saw you.

As Yuuki visualized Kamishiro penetr
his body throbbed.

Suddenly, it was all over, Yuuki closed
and laughed at himself. What an idiot he was. N0
how long he had abstained from sex, he wasn't @

LI, ..
parted in a faint smile for a moment, but
ressed them together and closed his eyes

pack,” Yuuki said, hauling in groceries.
went to the local supermarket for supplies,
to disclose this to his curious customers.
erred his purchases to a plain cardboard
d them to think their ingredients came
otic source.
day Yuuki wasn’t in the mood to keep up
He lugged in bags with the store logo right

about time,” Takai said. He was sitting at

ome,” Yuuki said, but he had a funny
ething was up.

ating hims
s usually dropped off around two o’clock,
rush. Later, high school students often

or a snack on their way home. Kamishiro
to the store while they had a breather.

his eyes
ma :I
bout &
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’ “Don’t we have enough to last us ungj| tom
n_lommg?” Yuuki had protested, followed
sigh. Kamishiro had rolled his eyes.

“Enough with the sighin
everybody the blues.”

Ever since that night at Shin’s apartme i
had P)een sighing throughout the day.plie c:rt;szt::ﬁ
worried that Kamishiro-san hadn’t belicved the excuse
that Shin had hurt him in a drunken fit.

“While you’re at i ing for us tonight*
A éft " atit, get something for us tonight;

“Like what?”’

; “I"d say something you’d like to eat. but you'll
Just tell me you're not hungry again.” Kamishiro
muttered. “How about gazpacho? Cold soup always goes
down easy, even when you don’t have an appetite.”
“Gazpacho, huh?”
“Just buy whatever you like,” Kamishiro said

ls;(c))c»thingl).f, like a parent patting a child for being a good
Y.

by a hea.yy.

2. You're giVing

Whatever, Yuuki thought. It was true, he didn'
have much appetite lately. But he was really starting
to hate how Kamishiro kept looking at him with
sympathy.

“Well, I'm off,” Yuuki said.

“See you.”

He drove to the neighborhood Supcmaﬂfﬂl'
Except for the fresh produce he got at the morni®
farmer’s market, everything else they needed "
available nearby. :

Yuuki looked at Kamishiro’s messy, dashed-0%8
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looked like something you would give
keep him occupied. Was the chef just
thing to do? And why did Kamishiro
about him? It wasn’t like Yuuki was
e or anything.

red wine vinegar, condensed milk...”

e told, Yuuki had been pretty spaced out
night at Shin’s. Just that morning, he
opped three plates while doing the dishes.
mishiro was concerned.
‘part of Yuuki actually wanted to kick up
.. voice in his head told him to just let it
up through the windshield at the overcast
e didn’t feel like it, he would put on a
en he got back to the café.

ike rain,” Yuuki said innocently.

o only smiled. Something told Yuuki
just been talking about him. Maybe
id brought up the stuff about Shin. In turn,
obably filled in the chef about Yuuki and
ationship.

shopping, huh?” Takai asked casually.

h, some things got broken,” Kamishiro said,
led Yuuki’s heart with more poison.

e for lunch, Takai-san?”

, just a break. Some coffee might hit the
»”

rarely stopped by in the afternoon without
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more Yuuki questioned Kamishiro’s

his granddaughter in tow. Had Kamishiro actually agkeq e : d. frastrited. b
more anxious an trated he

him to come over? Yuuki’s imagination was now
completely wild.
“Shall I make a pot?” Kamishiro offered.
“I should really be going,” Takai sighed. “Can|
have a cup to go?”
Fuuka wasn’t known as a specialty co ffeehouse,
but their house roast wasn’t half bad. His grandfather,
who never cooked himself, insisted that Yuuki should
keep serving good coffee after he inherited the café.
Yuuki forced himself to smile at Takai as he went
out the door. Now that the place was empty. he could let
loose with both barrels.
“What did Takai-san want to see you about?
Yuuki asked pointedly.
“Nothing. He was in the neighborhood and
happened to drop by.”
“Oh, really?”
He and Kamishiro stuck to their lies, their mild
expressions frozen on their faces. Having nothing more
to say, Yuuki turned his back and grimaced. He had el
a chill as soon as he walked in, and not because of the
air conditioning,
Kamishiro peered into the grocery bags and du8
out the condensed milk. Yuuki had wondered whY
wanted it, but didn’t bother to ask. e
“So, what do you want to eat today?” Kamishi"®
asked in a motherly tone. Every time he aske
question, Yuuki’s nerves grew even more frayed-
So Kamishiro had sent Yuuki away .ﬂ.;r
own good, and then went on a fishing expeditiof =

running
ok dead right now. I'll go rest in back
iki said. :

to act nonchalant, but felt a little guilty
ishiro to fend for himself.

look a little green around the gills. Go

f said.

pushover Kamishiro was. A real softy. He
i for being such a worrywart. Yuuki
the him and took the sudachi out of the

have found some riper ones, he thought,
green fruit in his hand.

iro held up the condensed milk, his eyes
child’s.

big plans for this,” he said happily. A new
probably just occurred to him, but Yuuki
asking about it. Something else was on

(1 ask you something, will you give me an
he said bluntly.

you were talking to Takai-san about?”
0 suddenly looked bewildered. Yuuki
‘milk from his hand and set it near the

'€ you gossiping about Shin?” Yuuki

thing like that,” Kamishiro said sincerely.
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roughly dragged Yuuki out of the café
him toward the back door.

san,” Yuuki stuttered nervously.

d me to sleep with you. So let’s do it.”
minute. You can’t seriously—"
wasting,” Kamishiro said. He limped
and turned the lock.

cool customer, Yuuki thought.

iro glanced back over his shoulder, tears
his eyes. Yuuki had been trying just to make
now Kamishiro’s face was contorted with
felt a sharp twinge in his heart.
Kamishiro repeated.

hiro-san!”

~up and hurry. You’re the one who
hit the sack.”

they were in Yuuki’s bedroom. The unmade
collateral damage from last night’s jacking
i had no time to feel embarrassed.
owwww!” he cried, as Kamishiro
sed him on the bed.

to let you know, I have absolutely no
h this, so don’t complain if I leave a few
shiro barked.

few bruises?

shivered all over. He’d never had rough
From the very beginning, Tsukada had
i with nothing but tenderness.

ry and undress,” Kamishiro ordered.

way!” Yuuki protested, but Kamishiro
 collar, Yuuki instantly put up his fists.

“Oh, I see. Then you must have bee :
about Tsukada, and what a pathetic creature | o :
after he died.” et

For some reason, Kamishiro smiled.
blush warmed Yuuki’s cold cheeks, and he fo unAd Sﬁgﬁ '
unable to hold back his fury.

“That’s why I don’t care if Shin wants to sl
with me. It’s fine if you want to sleep wi ool

p with me, too, but
you probably don’t do it with guys.”

“Sano-kun, cut it out!” Kamishiro said firmly
though his eyes still looked sad. Don t be so down m;
Yourself, they seemed to be saying.

Yuuki couldn’t stand it. He wanted to be desired,
not pitied. And stop calling him Sano-kun! No matter
how much sympathy Kamishiro showed him, Yuuki still
felt upset by it.

“If you think I'm so pathetic, then just sleep with
me already!” Yuuki snapped, looking Kamishiro rightin
the eyes.

Kamishiro’s dark eyes steadily glared back &
him, without a flicker of hesitation. Yuuki felt that if
he looked away, or even blinked an eyelash, the tens
atmosphere in the room would shatter into a million fif
pieces.

As several painful seconds ticked by, neith
them moved. Finally Kamishiro broke the tension.

“Fine, then. C’mon,” he snapped. grabbifle
Yuuki’s wrist. With his other hand, Kamishiro Cﬂ'?”l"
turned off the stove. But who was the real Kamishi™®

How could the fine line between anger and compassi®
be bridged so abruptly? '

er of
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Kamjsmgl’xst ;}t} e(:;.! he cried, raking his nails actogg : 1 X dz?ring Kamishiro to do it. He was
But that didn’t slow him down in | s i i
Kamishiro easily pinned both of Yuuki's ar : Ie:‘m_ e Kami O'f oot
o s arms behipg . knewthat Kamishiro had sen§ed t_hem,
“You idiot,” he muttered darkly. hlm s i
All of a sudden, everything changed. Kamishirg " 've. it the old college try. Kiss me,”
let go of Yuuki’s wrist and gave him a gentle look. e ; . :
“Kamishiro-san?” Yuuki whispered.
| What had happened? Did the chef suddenly
rt?al]ze how scared Yuuki was? Or did Yuuki Just not tum
him on? Then again, maybe Kamishiro thought the bad
cop routine would make Yuuki instantly surrender.
Suddenly Yuuki turned pale.
“What are you doing?” he gasped.
“Taking my clothes off. You should, too,”
Kamishiro said, giving him a steely look.
Now Yuuki felt relieved for some reason, but his
hands still trembled as he slowly unbuttoned his shirt
“If it’s just intercourse, you can do it the same
way with a man,” Yuuki explained, undoing his ponytail
“You don’t need to hold back. Close your cyes if yoU
want.”

12 Raica Sakuragi

it was a shameless come-on, but he
care. In any case, he’d already dragged
h the mud. Why shouldn’t he ask for the
-ds? Yuuki waited for Kamishiro to take
offer. And waited some more. He was
in the towel, when Kamishiro finally

Yuuki gasped, as Kamishiro wrapped his
With enough force that it was almost
mishiro firmly grabbed Yuuki’s chin and

tense, insatiable, unrelenting kiss. Yuuki
is chest heaving. Saliva dribbled from
of his lips, mingling with his tears.
.ahh...enough...” Yuuki moaned.

then Kamishiro’s hot tongue plunged into
ki shuddered all over with pleasure. He
50 hard he couldn’t even undo the rest of his
Jjust grabbed at his shirt instead.

hnn...” Yuuki groaned, as Kamishiro’s
d the roof of his mouth. His saliva tasted
dessert. As their tongues twined together,
‘rough lips gently nibbled Yuuki’s soft ones.

He swept his damp hair away from his face and
looked carefully at Kamishiro. ]

“But there is one other thing,” Yuuki said
tentatively.

“And that is?”

“I don’t suppose you can kiss me?”

“Oh, Sano-kun,” Kamishiro sighed. &

“What? Does kissing a guy gross you o =
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Yuuki’s face had already been transformed |
thing of exquisite sensitivity.

: Again and again, Yuuki stuck out his tongue apg
licked Kamishiro’s unshaved face. Sudden| ¥ Kamishirg's
tongue glided down Yuuki’s jaw to the hollow of his
throat, then moved further south. Not botheri ng to undo
the buttons, Kamishiro ripped off Yuuki’s shirt

“Ahh!” Yuuki gasped again. Though they had
only kissed each other so far, he was overcome by a
wave of pleasure that he usually felt right before he
climaxed.

The wounds left by Shin had already healed by
now. Kamishiro looked at his nipples.

“Which one?” he whispered, but he didn’t wait
for an answer. He attached his mouth to Yuuki’s right
nipple and sucked it with all his might.

“Uhnnn!” Yuuki moaned again.

As could be expected of a man who claimed
be straight, Kamishiro suckled at Yuuki's nipple like
it belonged to a woman. But he missed having a S0
female breast that he could cup in the palm of his hand
Yuuki’s chest was flat as a board.

Kamishiro probably didn’t have a lover, though
at his age, he might have a wife and child stashed
away somewhere. Yuuki wondered about the past ta!
Kamishiro didn’t mention on his résumé. He must ha¥
someone he yearned for in the way that Yuuki B
yearned for Tsukada.

“Hah!™ Yuuki cried out, as Kamishiro’s tongt®
swirled around his nipple. The penis that had s
limp with Shin began to throb inside his boxers.

nto g li\’ing
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. ‘Take off my clothes,” Yuuki pleaded.
rate, Kamishiro’s tongue alone would
e. Gripped by an overpowering sensation,
ed as Kamishiro sucked his nipple over

A

sudden, Yuuki’s hips heaved upwards as

1 »
NONNNONnannan. ..

ievable! Kamishiro hadn’t even touched his

m liquid soaked through his underwear.

ing that something had happened, Kamishiro
hands into Yuuki's jeans. As Kamishiro
gh the semen-soaked pubic hair, Yuuki’s
. came to life again.

so out of control,” Yuuki gasped, his
son. “Let’s take your clothes off, too.”
kissed Kamishiro and quickly unzipped
Yuuki’s heart thrummed at the sight of
s stiff penis. At the same time, Kamishiro
pulled down Yuuki’s soaking-wet boxers.
hiro seemed to be smiling as his penis
‘more erect. But was he smiling with joy, or
? At this point, Yuuki didn’t really care.
on his mind was satisfying the ferocious
led his lonely body.

1t okay to go in, even if you're not loosened
iro asked.

someone who had supposedly never slept
Kamishiro seemed to know a lot about gay

“It okay,” Yuuki whispered.
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The last time Yuuki had had sex was more thang
year ago. All the tension stored up in his body was ready
to burst. He didn’t want gentleness. He wanted it rough
enough to get him through the pain of losing Tsukada.
He wanted Kamishiro to drive his hard erection into him
and make the world go away.

But Kamishiro just inserted a finger into Yuuki’s
hole.

“That’s good,” Yuuki moaned, wrapping his legs
around Kamishiro’s waist. He grabbed Kamishiro’s cock
and started to play with it.

“Wait,” Kamishiro whispered. “Not yet.”

Now Yuuki looked like a dog begging for a treat.
Kamishiro added another finger to the one inside and
kept kissing him. _

“Ahhhh...” Yuuki shuddered, gasping for aiL
Right now, he didn’t even care if couldn’t breat‘he-
Kamishiro quickly put a pillow under Yuuki’s hips
making him feel like he was floating off the bed.

“I’m entering you,”

Yuuki just nodded.

Kamishiro’s hot, hard penis slowly entered
Yuuki’s hole. ]

“Ahh...ahh...ahhhhh...” Yuuki panted, inslinlclwdy
jerking his head backward. After such a long wait, his fl
tingled with electricity. N

: ot i yuuki B8

On the verge of crying out in pain, ip
down on his lip, hard enough to draw blood. The o
of Kamishiro’s engorged cock pressed into the narre”
opening, expanding it to its limits. Yuuki’s legs 10t ir. .-
grip around Kamishiro’s waist and floated into the a
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It was a comical sight, but Yuuki didn’; laugh Hah! Hah! Hah!” Kamishiro panted, in search
Now his toes curled as Kamishiro slid e :
inside him, then pulled back a little.

“Too hard?”

“I-’'m okay,” Yuuki whispered in Voice
drenched with desire. “Keep on going.”

As he took all Kamishiro had to offer, Yuuki
felt his arms get weak. He had been clinging so tightly
to Kamishiro’s back, it was probably covered with
scratches by now. Yuuki was about to apologize, but
was interrupted by a powerful thrust that left him
speechless.

“Ahh...” he moaned again.

Even Yuuki couldn’t make any sense of the
sounds that erupted from his mouth. He grit his teeth
against the pain and rode out the paroxysms of pleasure.
As Kamishiro thrusted deeper and deeper inside him,
saliva dripped from Yuuki’s lips. Kamishiro lapped it up
with his tongue, sending chills down Yuuki’s spine. :

Yuuki came again, spurting on Kamishiros
stomach and the hem of his shirt. Tossed and turned by
sheer ecstasy, Yuuki was reduced to a creature of hiS
lusts.

i the bed stopped creaking as warm

of his cock. As he spurted out the last
body shook with a small tremor. After
finally pulled out of Yuuki.

s kept raging through Yuuki’s bod.y,
gooshing rush, his white waterfall again

” Yuuki whispered.
are you apologizing? Kamishiro wanted
didn’t even have the strength to ask the

“More...” he begged. “More...”

All he could do was repeat the words over fmg
over. Suddenly Kamishiro grasped his buttocks ant
plunged into his deepest depths. As Kamishiro kP
thrusting inside the quivering, fleshy folds, Yuuki’s eyes
flew open. ol

Now it was Kamishiro’s turn. His moans ech .
around the small room,
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like you’re getting a bit of a curl at the
),” Kamishiro grunted back.

veather’s turned cold, but how about a
iy
picked up the scissors and leaned over. He
an okay, but it didn’t come.

chair sat in front of the bathroom mirror,
spread underneath. It was obvious that
something else in mind when Yuuki had
off his clothes.

going to use those things?” Kamishiro
g at the sharp silver scissors. He was
, and maybe even a little afraid.

se. You're always playing with knives
Yuuki reminded him.

rent things,” Kamishiro said stoutly.
take your clothes off.”

cut it with my clothes on?”

to clean up afterward. Hair sticks to
it won’t come out in the wash.”
Kamishiro still resisted, Yuuki told him
‘had stripped naked on the first day they
othing to be embarrassed about.
amishiro pulled his t-shirt over his head.
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meek expression on his face, Kamishiro
chair with a towel around his neck.

| o wet it down,” Yuuki said.

ver,” Kamishiro sighed in resignation,
wel, so to speak.

‘ran a comb through Kamishiro’s damp
a piece, and snipped. Bits of black hair

Yuuki nibbled on his shoulders.

“Maybe first we should do the thing yoy really
like to get undressed for,” Yuuki cooed.

He put his hands around Kamishiro's waig
and licked off the sweat beading up on his skin
Kamishiro jerked a little, which was more than enough
encouragement. Yuuki bent down and started sucking on

his nipple. and speckled the white towel.
“Haa...” Kamishiro gasped. ckles,” Kamishiro grunted.
Shall I continue? Yuuki asked with his eyes. i

“Whatever strikes your fancy. Just don’t get uki kept on snipping, bits of hair drifted to

carried away with yourself.”

In lieu of background music, the television was
blaring from the living room. The morning sunlight
streamed in through the skylight. Yuuki’s muffled
laughter only added to the atmosphere. _

While they were having breakfast that morning
Yuuki had offered to cut Kamishiro’s hair. ]

“Right now?” Kamishiro whined. Watching
him grudgingly strip off his jeans was so enjoyable that
Yuuki could hardly stand it. -

“What length do you think is good?” Kamishir®
asked. ]

Yuuki laughed so hard that tears came to 1S o
as Kamishiro stood there in his lily-white briefs. i

“Okay. Go ahead and cut it,” Kamishiro sighe
but Yuuki’s hands suddenly started to tremble. -

“D-don’t worry,” he nervously assured him-

a pro. I cut my grandfather’s hair someti mes.” hrodh

“Just don’t lop off an ear or cut MY '
okay?”

| like the menu to change with the seasons,”

he’d gotten his hands on such a high-
wner of Fuuka was eager to put him to
ki made the suggestion as he gazed out the
e unmistakable signs of autumn.
the day they were employer and
as soon as closing time rolled around,
the pleasures of each other’s bodies.
night, in the bed that had once seemed so
joyed having sex with Kamishiro. But
they made a point to only talk business. If
'y sigh or innocent gesture would arouse
S even more.
e summer vegetables aren’t in season
uki went on.
U mean shift from leafy vegetables to roots
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and tubers?” Kamishiro asked. He took oyt Yuukj
daily produce from the cardboard box: cauliﬂowe:

potato, sweet potato, cabbage, daikon radish. Suddenly
Kamishiro frowned.

“You need to think these things through, you
know.”

“Ah, hell,” Yuuki whined, reaching out to swat
the chef. “No matter what I suggest, you always say it's
a bad idea.”

“Hey, you!” Kamishiro laughed, quickly ducking
away. They simply couldn’t touch each other, not even
when they were joking around. Because one thing
always led to another, and soon they’d be falling into
bed together instead of opening the café.

The days went on. One morning, Yuuki heard 2
loud barking sound from outside. When he looked out
to see what it was, Kamishiro was standing there with
a mutt.

“You can’t be serious! Are you really bringing
that thing in here?” Yuuki protested. The dog looked U
at Kamishiro with a crestfallen expression. Kamishi®
gave it a sympathetic smile.

“Sorry, buddy, he says no. Guess you're 1
scary.” :
Even more than an amateur like Yuuki, Kﬂ“"_ishlm
should have been a little more concerned about KIt¢ ’
sanitation. Yet he looked utterly dejected at the thoU&
of kicking out the dog.

“Well, let’s go, Jonko,” Kamishiro sighed-

A strange name for a canine that he first thOU&
was a male. As he listened to Kamishiro babbling # =5
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salized that he’d been a little harsh. Maybe
p his defenses and take a few risks.

to himself, Yuuki watched the human
ted friend clumsily descend the hill

be kidding myself,” Yuuki muttered.
king had happened. The same-old,
nued just like before, or so he wanted

wanted them to be just like any other
he knew that would never happen. He
 the thought of parting with the passions
amishiro’s clumsy, earnest lovemaking.

- passions had cost him Shin. But after
ecious peace with Kamishiro, Yuuki found
N away from the rest of his life. He still
sought out Kamishiro every night and
self in pleasure.

side is pretty short,” Kamishiro
mon. It’s not exactly a buzz cut.”

W, [ know. Just shut up already.”

evened up the right and left sides of
hair with a scrupulous eye. Though Yuuki
it was only a trim, Kamishiro’s hair was
h shorter.

hed aside Kamishiro’s bangs and pushed
y wisps that covered his ears. Kamishiro’s

Was usually covered by a bandana, but when
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it was combed, he became a different man entirely ‘smeared shaving cream all over

Yuuki stood back and gave Kamishiro z; 200d then just stared at the top of his head
look, scanning over his rugged features. working up his nerve.

“How about a shave?” Yuuki asked. He blew ,up? I look good with a little stubble,
the hair off the hands and smiled. It was a complete too good to waste, right?”
turnaround from a month ago, when they had ﬁrst th, unshaven face of yours is the real
met. Now Yuuki’s voice was filled with affection and
concern.

“Kamishiro-san, everything in your life except
cooking is a total mess. Your face always has stubble on
it somewhere.”

“I can shave myself, thank you very much. When
it comes to razor blades—"

“You still don’t trust me.” Yuuki sniffed. “Let’s
see your face, then.”

He took a razor and shaving cream from the
shelf and went to work. Surprisingly, Kamishiro didn'
protest.

over and ran the razor over the white
¢ track of skin that appeared behind the
the light.

kin is really smooth,” Yuuki said.
smooth as yours,” Kamishiro smiled,
Yuuki.

ought that Kamishiro was going to hug
e pinched his cheeks.

That hurts! They’re not toys, you know,”

ur cheeks look so luscious,” Kamishiro
“Your beard stings something fierce when yo
don’t shave, you know,” Yuuki grumbled.
“No, it doesn’t. It feels like heaven.” _
He wasn’t wrong, but the way he said it plssed
Yuuki off a little. Only this morning he awoke .
find Kamishiro’s head against his chest. The ?11g'ht
stimulation set his cheeks aflame. When Kamlshlf‘:
buried his face between his legs, Yuuki definitely feltthe ‘
rough stubble grazing his thighs.
“Shut up and raise your chin,’
like an adult addressing a child.
“Okay, okay,” Kamishiro sighed. an
pressed his lips together.

2h already. Close your mouth again.”
doctor,” Kamishiro replied meekly.

- grinned despite himself as he put the
ches to Kamishiro’s face. Close enough
1iro’s breath on his face, Yuuki felt desire

" Kamishiro yelled suddenly.
very tip of his chin, a tiny nick spurted a

. Yuuki directés od, Yuuki stuck out his tongue and licked

d thet € muttered. Kamishiro gave him a glare.

Don’t you like the taste of my blood?”
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“The shaving cream tastes bad,” Yuukj
“Your blood tastes a little salty.”

He leaned over and gave Kamishiro a peck on hig
pouting lips.

“But I don’t hate it,” he whispered in a hoarse

Xplaingq,

voice.

After two or three more kisses on his chin, Yuuki
ran his tongue down to the nape of Kamishiro’s neck
The razor fell from his hand to the floor. He wiped away
the last traces of shaving cream with his thumb, and
brushed Kamishiro’s hair back with his hands.

Yuuki stepped back to admire his work. There
was Kamishiro’s familiar face, but looking a little
different than usual.

He almost reminds me of Tsukada, Yuuki thought
sadly.

A few short hours had passed since daybreak,
and yet his body—still bearing lingering memories from
last night—began to throb of its own volition.

“We still have time, you know,” he said softly-

“Ah.” J

Turning his back to the mirror, Yuuki sat !f
Kamishiro’s lap and straddled his thighs. He licked offa
dot of shaving cream from the tip of Kamishiro's 105
and then puckered his mouth.

“Hmm...” Yuuki moaned, as they tightly
their lips together. »

Yuuki darted his tongue inside Kamishif®
mouth and took his temperature. Kamishiro U
responded with a moan.

Suddenly their lips parted and a pY

pressed

ff of & r

129

i thrust his hips forward, demanding
caresses.

 you want it here?”” Kamishiro smiled,
buttocks and thighs. His low, sexy purr
out in goose bumps.

uuki cried out, his loins undulating with

n’t gotten himself all worked up just to
uff. His pulsating groin almost beyond
ki got off Kamishiro’s lap.

‘morning person, eh?” Kamishiro teased.
ing has nothing to do with it. I want to do
) do,” Yuuki said firmly, kneeling between

y the hair scattered across the floor would
him out, but he didn’t even notice it.
all fours like a dog, Yuuki ran his tongue
hatched scar on Kamishiro’s right leg.

hiro shuddered and started to get up, but
’ grabbed his ankles and licked the scar
iro’s whole body tensed like he had just

. Kamishiro gasped.

several days of sleeping together, Yuuki
n Kamishiro to stop calling him “Sano-
ar he only called him “Yuuki” as sort of a
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a bitch!” Kamishiro shrieked, getting up.

; Yuuki found himself being lifted up
followed by what sounded very much like
out a lollipop. He licked the saliva from

“Wpoa, that’s risky territory there " Kamishigg
gasped again.

. For some reason, Kamish‘iro.’s £4Sps were really
turning Yuuki on. He was only licking Kamishiro’s old
wounds, and yet Yuuki’s loins began to burn.

“Risky territory? Let’s try a place even riskier,”
Yuuki said seductively, diving his hands inside
Kamishiro’s tighty-whiteys.

“Haaaa!™ Kamishiro gasped, looking flustered,
but Yuuki ignored him.

He parted the dark bush of pubic hair and
grabbed Kamishiro’s erect penis. Without a moment’s
hesitation, Yuuki took it into his mouth.

As Yuuki started to suck, his hair fell across his
face. He impatiently pushed it back and kept on sucking,
indulging himself with Kamishiro’s sweet, sweet flesh.
When Yuuki drew in his cheeks, Kamishiro’s erection
brushed against the side of his mouth, leaving behind a
salty taste.

Without lifting his head, Yuuki put his right hand
around the base of Kamishiro’s rod and rubbed the shaf
with his left. The rest of the penis, from the middle 0 the
tip, Yuuki covered with his mouth, fanning the flames 0
Kamishiro’s desire.

“You!” Kamishiro cried, his wais
pumping back and forth.

He was definitely succumbing t
Yuuki reached his finger behind Kamishiro’s cock
massaged the back of his pouch. Kamishir0's !.hl a
suddenly clamped around Yuuki’s wrist. sending =
pleasant heat down his arm.

n want to do it, let’s go to bed,” Kamishiro
nis poking out from the opening of his

? Right here is just fine,” Yuuki purred.
ared his throat in a most ungentlemanly
hen grabbed the can of shaving cream.
can’t be serious,” choked Kamishiro,
ked all of a sudden. “You are not shaving
?

er do something stupid like that,” Yuuki
gh he couldn’t repress a smile at the very
squirted shaving cream on Kamishiro’s

tion completely different from human
Kamishiro’s butt twitch all over.

d?” Yuuki asked, wet with lust.

out!” Kamishiro snapped.

won't shave a thing, I promise.”

L Yuuki was going to do was much more
€ turned his back to Kamishiro and dropped
ien slowly lowered himself on Kamishiro’s

¢ slowly

o the pleasllre'

hhh...” Yuuki sighed, as Kamishiro’s hard
ted him with a squelching sound. The
d as Kamishiro entered him made Yuuki
shaving cream was such a good idea. But
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halfway in and halfway out, it was way too late to retreat
“Haa...haa.. Kamishiro-san...” I
Yuuki panted for Kamishiro to screw the rest nto
him, jam it in deep. He lowered his hips, but Kamishirg’y
cock still didn’t quite hit the mark. '
“I said let’s do it in the bedroom,” Kamishiy
grunted, getting to his feet. Toppled off balance, Yuuki
lunged forward and had to grab the edge of the sink.

But you still need to wait a minute, okay?”
looked in the mirror and watched
> off his face and then slap his cheeks
Then he moved behind Yuuki and
ear.
for waiting,” he whispered.

em,” Yuuki sighed, wondering what

g fotely difforent fied fr
“I need a towel,” Kamishi - : a completely different aroma wa om
“A what?” e ol celouly » sucked the back of Yuuki’s neck. Yuuki

behind, allowing Kamishiro to enter him.

“I need to wipe my face and put on aftershave, or 3 ; 5
pemy P on reflected in the mirror, he closed his

I’ll get razor rash.”

Kamishiro whistled cheerfully as he rummaged
around the shelf above the sink, totally ignoring Yuuki’s
animal desires.

“Where the hell is a towel?” he muttered.

“It...won’t...be...up...there...” Yuuki panted
still holding onto the sink.

“Sex can wait. My tender skin can’t.”

What a big meanie! Yuuki thought, €35
springing to his eyes. He grabbed a towel from anothef
shelf and tossed it to Kamishiro. "

“I was going to wipe you down, really [ W&
Yuuki apologized.

“I want a hot, steamy towel. Shall we throW
the microwave?”” Kamishiro suggested.

“Are you joking?” riod)

“Yeah, just kidding,” Kamishiro SMOFSE
slapping Yuuki’s ass with the palm of his hand.

“That’s mean,” Yuuki pouted.

was this pumping him like a piston from
mishiro stroked his penis with his hand,
| to moan. But compared to his memories
these sweet caresses were tinged with

‘your legs wider,” Kamishiro directed.
t...” Yuuki gasped.

hiro quickly pushed down his jeans for
Xtracted his right leg and spread his legs as
it in ..ahh...ohhhh...”

fingers were the same color as the beige
nto for dear life, supporting himself against
s that shook his body. Having once closed
couldn’t seem to open them again. For a
1dn’t even know which man was violating
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“Hah...hah...ahhhhh.,.”

Without waiting for Kamishiro to come, Yk
ejaculated first, splashing the low shelves n::ar hi
feet. Kamishiro held onto Yuuki’s waist. to keep him
from falling over. Too weak to withstand the constant
thrusting, Yuuki slumped against the sink.

“So you got greedy and came all by yourself
eh?” Kamishiro muttered in a dull voice. All traces 0%
affection seemed totally gone.

Yuuki wanted to believe that Kamishiro was
simply exhausted from their energetic coupling. He
didn’t remember if he had called out Tsukada’s name
in the heat of passion, but Kamishiro must have sensed
who Yuuki really wanted to have inside him.

Why shouldn't he be upset? Yuuki thought.
Nobody wanted to be a substitute for someone else.
Yuuki would have understood perfectly if Kamishiro
had pushed him away. Suddenly Kamishiro pushed his
finger between Yuuki’s clenched teeth.

“You’ll end up with a crooked bite,” Kamishir0
warned. “If you need to take a breather, suck on this
Have a little chew, if you please.”

“Uhhh...” Yuuki mumbled. :

The alignment of his teeth was the last thins
on his mind right now, but he did as told and suck
on Kamishiro’s finger. Kamishiro didn’t give @
about shaving or cutting his hair, but his fingernails W'
always carefully manicured. This was crucial for peoP {
who cooked, he claimed. :

As Kamishiro carefully probed the inside of hiS
mouth, Yuuki’s limp privates stiffened again.
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he thought wildly, as Kamishiro stroked

Kamishiro took out his fingers and
ki’s chin. Now Kamishiro’s lips traveled
earlobe to his cheek to the corner of his

nded Yuuki’s loins. He felt his temperature
ilated for the second time.

it your idea? Or did somebody twist your
other girl asked.
ed it better before. Why did you go and cut

way! This looks cooler on him!”

sat at the counter and teased Kamishiro
cute he was. Kamishiro smiled wryly and
cream. He knew there wasn’t a “cute” bone
 rugged body.

after dinner, and the usual pair of high
were their only customers. Since they never
ing but ice cream, Kamishiro didn’t need
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to hang around. Yuuki tilted his head toward the hous
indicating that it was fine for Kamishiro to leave, byt t!:
king of the kitchen stubbornly stayed where he was_

When Kamishiro was in the kitchen, the girls
always sat at the counter. Tonight they wore their black
winter sailor uniforms, hiking up their skirts even higher
than their typical “summer” outfits.

Every time they swung their legs, they played
peek-a-boo with their thighs, but Kamishiro didn’t even
bother to look. Yuuki wondered if he should lead them
back to their usual seats. But if they wanted to flasha
little booty, let them flash it at Kamishiro and leave him
alone.

“Kamishiro-san, you got a girlfriend?” one of
them asked.

Unlike Yuuki, whom she’d known since he wasa
backpack-toting kid, this stranger had an instant appeal.

Kamishiro smiled and shrugged.

“Sure,” he said.

“That sucks! Really?” she whined.

“Something wrong with that?”

“Where is she? Back in Sapporo?” ]

Taken aback by their nosiness, Kamishi®
winked at Yuuki instead.

That was the same question I 've been wanting 10
ask him, Yuuki thought, feeling disappointed.

“Not Sapporo. She showed up after | came
Kamishiro said.

“Seriously?” the girls cried, as the air W
of their balloons. o

Now they were dead set on wringing informa*

here,”

ent out
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Yuuki felt uncomfortable, but laughing
ned to take them in his stride.
t here to entertain the customers, Yuuki
o big ice cream sundaes in front of the
| at Kamishiro.
chan would know,” the big girl said.
mean, that kind of thing is Kamishiro’s
said weakly.
. Who is it?” she persisted.
d for an answer, Yuuki silently cursed
who was feigning innocence back in the

u wait until later! Yuuki thought. There
tely be payback after closing time. Suddenly
opened.

t in the—!” Yuuki gasped, but the rest of
idn’t make it out of his mouth. The last
er expected to see at Fuuka again was
.l'?”

g time no see,” Shin said casually, looking
was out of the ordinary. He looked around
then ambled up to the counter.

if I sit here?” he asked politely.

sure.”

moved to a stool at the very end of the
one that used to belong to Tsukada. Yuuki
the heart to tell him to move.

usual time, the usual place. Was this farce
friendship about to continue on its merry
happened on that rainy night had ended
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‘had been in the café together on countless
this was the first time Shin had spoken to
. Yuuki scowled at himself as he attempted
on them.

have some nice sea bream, would you like
le?” Kamishiro suggested.

at?” Shin grunted, looking blank.

d in butter.”

, why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

his relationship with Shin. Now he was involved With
Kamishiro, but Yuuki couldn’t stop feeling tha none of
this was real. -

‘ ‘_‘So you finally stopped by for a bite to ege
Kamishiro called from the kitchen.

“Yeah.”

Kamishiro knew what Shin had done to Yuuki,
but still faced the man with a smile. True, he was a little
surprised to see him, but certainly not to the same extent
as Yuuki.

“Well, that’s that,” Yuuki muttered to himself.
He ignored Kamishiro’s gaze and set a glass in front of
Shin.

There were so many things he wanted to say,
where could he even start? The more Yuuki thought
about it, the more confused he felt. Just what should
he tell Shin right now? Feeling overwhelmed, Yuuki
headed for the kitchen.

“Sano, just a sec,” Shin called out to him.

Startled Yuuki stopped in his tracks. Shil
grabbed his wrist and pulled him closer.

“Shin,” Yuuki protested.

Shin stood on tiptoe and gazed at Yuuki's face
His eyes moved to the scars still visible along the nap®
of Yuuki’s neck. Yuuki started to sweat.

“What happened to—?" Shin gasped. |

“I'm fine. Forget about it,” Yuuki said 1 A
clipped tone.

Shin didn’t seem to want to pursue the matteh
and started to talk to Kamishiro in the kitchen Every
once in a while, he bantered with the girls.

| burst out laughing. Some of the tension
his body.

et the damn fish. I like red meat better,”
q y

he pretending to forget that terrible night?
nly felt like a load had been lifted off his
put his hand on his chest and heaved a

take a beer, too,” Shin said.
you drive here?” Kamishiro asked

, left the car at home.”
) about last time, his apologetic face seemed

if I do get sloshed, could I just crash here
Shin asked with a smile. “Finding a taxi this
is a bloody pain. Camping out on the floor

ell...” Yuuki muttered, stalling for time.
1 and Kamishiro exchanged glances. Well,
If Shin stayed here tonight, they would
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have to put their “other” plans on hold.

“Wow. This is good,” Shin beamed. disoing :

a perfectly-grilled steal%. s i

As usual, he had arrived at Fuuka on an empty
stomach. He shoveled the meat into his mouth like 50
much hamburger, his eyes sparkling like a little kid’s,

“Nothing beats a cold beer after work,” Shin
declared, but his effusive smile provided no insight into
his soul.

He chewed his way through Kamishiro’s
cooking, and then lit an after-dinner cigarette. The
smoke drifted across the counter and was sucked up by
the ventilation fan.

“Yeah, that really hit the spot,” Shin said, pushing
away his empty plate.

After another drag, he stubbed out his cigarette
in the ashtray as Yuuki watched. Shin seemed cheerful,
but the way he extinguished his cigarette hinted at some
deeper, darker emotions.

“You know something?” he asked Kamishiro.

“What?” the chef asked idly.

“You two are quite a pair,” he muttered, just
as there was a break in the classical music that flowed
through the café. .

The eyes of the two girls sitting next 10 ham
popped wide open.

Oh, come on! their expressions seemed © say
looking back and forth between Yuuki and Kamishi®:

“Don’t,” Yuuki warned, but Shin was just g¢t1%
started.
“I spy a few wicked hickeys. You must be reall
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huh?” he said slyly.

down to me, thumbs up to him. I'm
on for that.”

-

ed his thumb at Kamishiro in the

guy crossed home plate first, huh? That
I barely got to second base.”

iro had been holding his tongue the
he was glaring at Shin.

*11 just pay and go,” one of the girls said,
d yen note on the counter. They darted
¢ before Yuuki could even give them their

because you're so damned easy,” Shin

th a crooked grin. “I was biding my time,
hands to myself, and then some guy moves
nose and gets to play with you 24/7. You
a fool, Yuuki.”

) it, Shin!” Yuuki snapped back.

dn’t stand to see the painful look on
ile he verbally abused him. Their screams
the empty café.

was this person? In all the years they had
other, Shin had never treated him this way.

him into this, Yuuki thought guiltily. I'm
say these terrible things.

knew you were this easy, I would have run
ith you that night.”

please! I'm begging you!”



- Better Than A Dream 143
b

142 Raica Sakuragi

eded to know. Yuuki suddenly touched
His cheek felt ice cold, a chill that
vhole body.

d over the counter toward Kamishiro.

here to atone for your sins? Or was
that you felt sorry for him? Was that it?
wagged your ass in his face?”

Yuuki cried, slapping Shin across the

. Stfmding eyeball-to—eyebgll with - Kamighjpg,
Shin continued to assault Yuuki with words, but the Wiy
his hands quivered on the counter suggested that these
were not Shin’s true feelings.

After Tsukada died, Shin helped fill the gaping
hole left behind, though they had no physical connection
between them. Even now, Yuuki believed that Shin had
really gone out of his way for him.

I should have jumped into his arms back then,
Yuuki thought. That regret was coupled with the regret
of losing a dear friend.

Yuuki gazed at Shin’s profile, a combination of
sadness and resignation. He stood there like a stump, not
moving a muscle. Why was Shin acting like this now?
Yuuki knew the answer, though he didn’t want to admit
it to himself. The sad truth was that he had rejected Shin
and sought refuge in Kamishiro’s arms. But how could
he ever find the words to apologize?

“And yet this is the guy who killed him.” Shin
said, staring at Kamishiro.

“K-killed—?"

“You were going to hide that fact forever, weren't
you? But you killed Tsukada.”

Kamishiro killed Tsukada?

Yuuki noticed a slight quiver in Shin’s voicé b‘ft
Kamishiro said nothing in his own defense. He didn't
run. He didn’t turn away. He just stared back at Ship
without twitching an eyebrow. ‘

“Kamishiro-san?” Yuuki gasped, attemptin® %
smile through his tears.

The pitiful look in Kamishiro’s eyes {0

was spinning out of control and Yuuki
p him. Or maybe he just didn’t want to hear
iro had to say.

u mean you knew about this, Yuuki?
slept with him anyway?” Shin spat out,
nd against his red cheek.

do you mean I knew?” Yuuki said

a had died in an accident, but Shin was
g that Kamishiro killed him. It had to be
glanced anxiously at Kamishiro. 7ell me it
st say it isn't true!

’re right. 1 killed him,” Kamishiro said,
ght at Shin. “It’s my fault that Tsukada’s

hiro-san!” Yuuki gasped.

d it be true? Could the man whose warmth
out and devoured, the man who made his
‘with joy—

sorry I never told you, Yuuki,” Kamishiro

1d o ounds kind of relieved, Yuuki thought. Now
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Kamishiro’s past was finally exposed for all to gee

Kamishiro really had nothing to apo]ogiz.e for
and it vaguely occurred to Yuuki that he ought o say so'
He knew that others had been injured in the a\’alanche'
but it had never occurred to Yuuki that Kamishirg mlgh;
have been one of them.

Showing up out of the blue, insisting on working
for peanuts, no history other than his résumé—it all
made sense now. Yuuki just had never connected the
dots.

iro was suggesting that Yuuki could still
he could never forget Tsukada. Let he
sin, the proverb went. That’s what he was
in to understand.

ald have brushed the statement aside, but
at Kamishiro with his mouth wide open.
dumb crap are you spouting?” he

that applies to both of us.”
,”” Shin muttered to himself.
most thought that he was hearing things,
voice was so hard to understand.
like you is important to Yuuki. If
t hadn’t happened, nothing would have
tween us, either.”
I’m the bigger fool in all this,” Shin
quickly left the café with slumped
ki didn’t bother to run after him. Nothing
 the fact that he had rejected Shin.
orry, Yuuki,” Kamishiro said suddenly.

is he apologizing for now? Yuuki
‘'or Tsukada’s death? For deceiving Yuuki?
rry that they’d even slept together?
couldn’t be sure, and Kamishiro didn’t

“If I hadn’t lost my footing that day, he wouldn't
have died.”
Yuuki didn’t answer, had nothing to say. Out of
all the members of that expedition party, why did only
Tsukada suffer the cruel vicissitudes of fate?
“So you forgot all about Tsukada and jumped
into bed with his killer,” Shin accused.
Though cursed as a murderer, Kamishiro looked
steadily at Yuuki.
“He hasn’t forgotten about him,” he insisted.
He didn’t seem to be saying this to get Yuuki 0
agree with him. He wasn’t criticizing Shin. Maybe he
was just trying to convince himself. o
“He didn’t forget. Not at all,” Kamishif®
repeated.
No, Yuuki hadn’t forgotten. After all, he W8
trying to make Kamishiro into a substitute Tsukada.
“You are a real piece of work,” Shin grimac
“He’s not the kind of ho casually thro%®
person who
the past away,” Kamishiro stated clearly. i
Shin abruptly stopped his stream of abusé:



Chapter 7

w everything all along?” Yuuki blurted

iro didn’t answer. His back was turned,
n’t read the expression on his face. But he
-and that alone made his heart ache. Even
1 his eyes, Kamishiro was still there.

with me already!

n Yuuki had raged against him that day,
i looked at him with those same sad eyes.
Kamishiro was making love to him, he
gritting his teeth to endure the pain.

‘again, hadn’t Yuuki closed his own eyes,
‘time Kamishiro held Yuuki in his arms, his
ve resurrected in his mind. Maybe he had
in the first place to atone for his crime.

if he had, that was sad beyond words. Yuuki
recalled how foolish he had been.

didn’t you tell me earlier?”

had, you never would have hired me. I
the arm you could lean on in Tsukada’s

makes you think I needed an arm to lean
snapped, hating Kamishiro’s matter-of-fact
n’t know the first thing about you! I didn’t
help, and you shouldn’t have barged in

e
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where you didn’t belong!”

Yuuki couldn’t hurl this abuse at hi
face. With his back turned, his rage cx;rtefsm:j race'-
his shaking should [ he o ol

‘ g ers. The anger fouled the ajr with
malice, and Yuuki was glad that this was not the timy ;
day when customers were likely to stop by. "3
inSismd-I thought 1 had been asked.” Kamishirg

“By who? By me?”

“By Tsukada-san.”

Yuuki did not want to look at Kamishiro, but he
couldn’t help but turn around. Kamishiro’s face looked
blurry through Yuuki’s veil of tears. Though his vision
was clouded, he saw that Kamishiro was hanging his
head.

“What do you mean, Tsukada-san said—"

‘_‘I met him three years ago on Asahidake
Mom_ltam. He told me a lot about you. I often asked him
to bring you along, but he said you were a homebody.
Tsukada liked knowing someone was there waiting for
him. Then he could never die. Nothing bad would ever
happen to him.”

But if anything happens, take care of him Jor
me. Was that a joke? Or was Tsukada being serious’
Moments before the avalanche swallowed them up, ¢
look in Tsukada’s eyes had said, Don t forget.

Or so Kamishiro thought. But with the avalanche
barreling down upon them, who knows what Tsukd
was thinking? Rational thought at such a time WO
have been impossible.

“Why did you come here now?”

to-
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‘wanted to apologize, you should have
s instead.”

ore 1 came here. That’s where I heard
— ed.h

me? By Tsukada’s parents?”

that Kamishiro gave Yuuki telegraphed
e delay. Because of him, memories that
time had been brought painfully into the

you not around, I would have been able to
ehind me someday,” Yuuki muttered. If not
the year after that. Or maybe it would take
who knows? But he finally would have found
ut those ghosts to rest.
scars on your leg.”

iro still dragged his leg. Swept along
snow, had he suffered a serious compound
i had heard that Tsukada’s body showed
scars. Had Kamishiro’s blood marked the
‘he lay buried? Had he groaned in agony,
his companions, while Tsukada’s life had
out before he could even speak?

s you in the hospital a long time?”

ee months. Another six months in rehab.”

it he was still alive. He was still alive, unlike

¢ should hate him for that. He stared at
»’s right leg, but no matter how hard he tried,
blame him for surviving.
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“You didn’t kill Tsukada-san. And I’ noy an
about an accident that happened a year ago. That’s
truth. I don’t know enough about the mountains o com:
to the conclusion that you killed him.”

Yuuki looked into Kamishiro’s eyes and
continued.

“When Tsukada-san died, | attended the funeral
as a friend. Not as family, and certainly not as his lover.
Even on the night his remains were returned, his parents
made no effort to contact me. That’s how little | meant
to them. And frankly, you don’t strike me as the Good
Samaritan type, either.”

As Yuuki spelled out the cold, hard facts, he
somehow felt they were talking about a stranger.

One day after Tsukada’s death, Yuuki had thrown
himself at Takai’s feet and confessed everything in his
heart. Afterward, the solid mass of grief in his heart
began to melt, but only slightly. Knowing that it would
never disappear entirely, Yuuki gave up raging against

the dying of the light and tried to let things settle of

their own accord. But forgetting about Tsukada—and
forgiving Kamishiro—was probably impossible now:

“So Tsukada’s parents know who I am?”

Just what had they told Kamishiro? Even if they
vaguely knew of their son’s sexual orientation, Yuuki
had never imagined that his existence mattered to the™
That was why he didn’t even bother to speak to them o
the funeral. Kamishiro was exposing all his raw nerves
to the light. He turned to him and forced a smile.

“You’ve done enough, Kamishiro-san.”

“Eh?”
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to be such a taskmaster up till now. I don’t
s advantage of you any longer. You can go

9%

il me that, Yuuki wanted to say. But he
he raised his voice, his throat would tear

long as you’re around, I'll never be able to
e nothing but pain and misery,” he said, as
d.

call me that! Get out! Get out already!”
called him by his first name one more
could never hold back his tears. Why did
‘have to tell him about Tsukada? He wanted
before it really sunk in.

da had died, and Kamishiro had blamed
the accident. Some man he’d never seen
e to lend a hand in Tsukada’s place. It didn’t
it—physically or spiritually—Kamishiro had
meaning of “‘being there for him.”

‘had been hiding from him every time they
1 together. Now Yuuki was incapable of
- him. Suddenly he remembered their first
T, when Kamishiro had come in with that bright
ack. He had posed as a man living hand to
Yuuki had totally believed him.

mishiro certainly couldn’t have quit his
job on the best of terms. Even though
insisted he could get by on minimum wage,
ed he was rolling in money. His medical
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bills after the accident must have been enormoys,

Tell me something first—

If he could roll back the clock to that summer
day, Yuuki wished he had asked more questions.

“I don’t need your sympathy.”

“That’s not it,” Kamishiro said, but verbal
denials were hard to believe. Or rather, Yuuki didnt
want to believe them in the first place.

He must have appeared so comical to Kamishiro,
Such a stupid drama queen.

“I’m sorry,” Kamishiro said again.

. His voice sounded far, far away. Those clumsy
footsteps that Yuuki’s ears had become accustomed to
|

seemed heavier than usual. Yuuki closed his eyes and
listened to the odd rhythm of Kamishiro’s gait. He
opened them to see Kamishiro standing there with his
backpack, his only piece of luggage. Y
He was wearing the same sneakers, still grimy
with the dust of the road. He had removed the bandand,
but still wore his cook’s outfit. Whether he took the
bus or hitchhiked, he couldn’t help but look like an
overgrown trick-or-treater who had missed Halloween:
' Needless to say, at this time of night, no {rait®
would be stopping at the station. After he kicked h"m
out, Kamishiro would have no place else to £0: Stanlig
out the window at the dark landscape, Yuuki suddenty
‘ felt uneasy.
“Well, then,” Kamishiro said.

“AR”
Was he really leaving? Yuuki was dyin& w;’;
but he choked down the words. If he let him S 8




154 Raica Sakuragi - Better Than A Dream 155
Yuuki muttered.

never considered the option, not even

d. Yuuki closed his eyes. He recognized

ared in his mind’s eye, but he dared not

morning, his resolve would definitely disappear.

Yuulq stood rooted to the spot as Kamishiry
brushed by him. He heard his foot dragging through the
gravel outside the door, maybe for the last time.

“Kamishiro-san—"

Yuuki looked out the window, but the world was
engulfed in black. Not even Kamishiro’s shadow was
silhouetted against the glow of street lights.

When they first met, Kamishiro told Yuuki that
he was prepared to camp out under the stars. But that
was in the summer. Now Kamishiro would freeze to
death if he tried something so foolish.

Yuuki placed one uncertain foot ahead of the
other and finally made it to the door. Kamishiro might
still be in shouting distance, but Yuuki couldn’t force
himself to pull the door handle.

He took several shallow breaths, but his heartbeat
showed no signs of slowing down. Exasperated, he
clucked reproachfully to himself. Nobody was looking
on, and yet he scolded himself to show a little class i
the face of defeat.

Yuuki tore his eyes away from the gloomy
outside world. He didn’t want to look at the place Wher®
Kamishiro had disappeared. He locked the door &t
retreated into the house, making sure not to look at
still-messy kitchen. B

Traces of Kamishiro remained in the HVIS8
room, in his bedroom, in the bathroom. EVETY

i : : his head
Kamishiro’s image rose to mind, Yuuki shook
to drive the phantoms away.
“Maybe 1 should shut this place down

ought you knew. It somehow slipped my
y am sorry,” Yuuki said, bowing his head to
just told him why Kamishiro had left.

seem to have a lot of time on your hands,”

but his face clouded over at once. It was

after Yuuki had closed the café with no
nation, Takai had heard that Kamishiro-kun
e stopped by early one morning to express

n Yuuki told him that Kamishiro had quit,
on Takai’s face.

‘Why—?" he started to say. He seemed so
uki almost had to laugh.

> week wasn’t nearly enough time to heal,
Yuuki had managed things. He was trying
) and run the café like he always had, before
came into the picture. But his gloomy face
tale.

to scold himself for forgetting to smile,
himself with the palm of his hand.

vhat's that for?” Takai asked with surprise.
. Just waking myself up.”

it like he thought, he had forgotten how to
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smile. The artificial cheer on his own face wag
in Takai’s stiff, painted-on expression.

“His name came to me a long time after the
fact. I can’t remember any of the other members of the
expedition, but the severity of his wounds—»

. “¥ shquld have recognized his name as well»

Yuuki said quietly.

Kamishiro’s name had been on Tsukada’s
itinerary. Before the ascent, he’d given a copy to Takai
and Yuuki. Takai still had his copy. Yuuki had burned
his. He didn’t want to touch anything connected to
Tsukada’s death.

“When I think about it now, I can’t remember
him giving you a copy of any other itinerary. He must
have had some kind of premonition,” Takai said.

“That’s not it. I suggested that we go together
sometime, so he probably thought I had some interest
in it.”

A lot of mountain climbers just winged it from
the start, but Tsukada always filed a detailed itinerary
with the local police. Takai, an mountaineering outitter
in his own right, was also informed. Sometimes Ts
even told his parents.

“He did it that way so you wouldn’t worTy;
kun.”

“Eh?”

“Lists of people to contact in case of €me
and stuff like that would just keep you UP
right?”

“I guess so...”

The itinerary included the names an

reflecteq

Sano-

rgency
ni
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of the expedition, plus the climbing
assignments, equipment, and expenses
If the situation arose, Takai was listed
contact. As Kamishiro’s employer, this
now that Yuuki thought about it, he was
> hadn’t been listed.
lice or a mountain rescue team had ever
Yuuki’s heart would have stopped on the
tured himself gripping the phone, sweat
his face. He had lived through the days
following Tsukada’s accident in a panic.
g it now brought a cynical smile to his lips.
time when you were out shopping I asked
ut it. He only confirmed my suspicions
ing else. From that, I figured that he hadn’t

been the same with me,” Yuuki admitted.
him for more information, he only says
that’s that.”

5. Yuuki couldn’t even bring himself
tense. Lingering regrets tugged at his
whenever he looked at the empty kitchen.

he way, I heard from your friend Suzutani,”
nging the subject. “He was at a nearby job
in to buy a plastic tarp. I swear the subject
in idle conversation, but Kamishiro-kun
a compound break of his leg, though he
ed pretty well.”

's okay. Really. He’s not around any more,

bowed several times, and Yuuki found
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himself feeling sorry for him.

“How.about a reﬁ_ll?" he asked, holding up the
coffee pot. With a soft smile, Yuuki took his empty cup

“Your coffee sure is good, Sano-kun.” '

“It’s the only thing I can do well.”

' ‘ “Oh, I don’t know about that. But Kamishiro’s
Java is pretty bad, and that day was no improvement,
When Kamishiro offered me a cup, I didn’t know what
to say. Luckily, you returned just then.”

“Really?”

So Takai had hated Kamishiro’s coffee? Yuuki
couldn’t help smiling at the absurdity of the whole
situation.

“Sano-kun?”

“Oh, sorry. It’s nothing.”

It was funny, though. Kamishiro had studied
the culinary arts for more than ten years, his palate and
technique honed to a fine degree. And yet he couldn’t
make a decent cup of coffee. Well, Kamishiro didn't
smoke, so he probably wasn’t interested in coffee, either
Yuuki wondered if Kamishiro kept his distance from
such temptations because they dulled his taste buds.

Yuuki hadn’t smiled in a long time. Whe?
Kamishiro was still here, he smiled constantly, “’he‘!’e’
they were working together during the day or embraciié
each other at night.

Kamishiro often asked Yuuki about the foods
he liked, but Yuuki had never questioned him i.n ml:d
They didn’t go out drinking together, and Kamishiro v
never volunteered any information about his family
his past.
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ing the differences between Kamishiro

frightening to Yuuki. This is different.
He noticed such things, and yet had

] in Kamishiro’s arms. It simply made no
SOEVET.

mptions had blinded him to the real

see what I wasn t looking for, he muttered

a grin twitching his lips. Tears welled up in

he put them down to laughter. Takai did his
ce.

I'd better be on my way,” he said,

I didn’t get around to making you

o eat,” Yuuki apologized.

s okay. When Kamishiro-kun gets back,

expecting a banquet. Sayaka is dying for

chicken fried rice with the egg on top. When

2 it, the egg always ends up hard-boiled.”

i waved good-bye as Takai left the café. He

the truth about why Kamishiro had left. But

al view the whole affair?

i lifted his ponytail off his neck and sighed

ai’s money, which Yuuki had intended to

sitting there on the counter.

, Sayaka-chan. The guy who makes the

rice isn t here anymore.

d’s hair had grown out a little since

had left. But it could grow down to his knees
ill be alone. He'd always be alone. Yuuki

Should cut it, what with all the split ends, but
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he never managed to follow through. He wasp’y sure
himself about why he needed to drag this mane along
with him. Was he just sentimental?

“T’ll cut it tomorrow,” Yuuki vowed to himself

He said the same thing yesterday, and would
probably say the same thing tomorrow. He grabbed a
lock of his hair and sniffed it. It smelled like Kamishiro’s
hair, but of course it would. They both used the same
shampoo.

Chapter 8

 spent most of the day sitting on the stool at
f the counter, aimlessly looking at the local
g completely listless, he didn’t even bother
kitchen stove. The café felt dark and cold.
s heater on, he had to wear a jacket.

looked out the window and sighed. Just one
live with. It had started snowing in the
October, and there was already almost a
ground. When Yuuki thought of the long
‘the café felt even colder.

around this time, Yuuki had been alone,
pped by on a regular basis, but only to grab
h for the night.

n if Shin were to drop by now, though that
ikely, Yuuki could hardly treat him to
did a quick mental inventory of the
sighed. There wasn’t enough there to
“household, let alone stock a café. When
, Fuuka’s menu went with him.

having Kamishiro’s cooking, Yuuki didn’t
1o take over the kitchen in his place. When
this to customers, they invariably agreed

fact was, in his heart of hearts, Yuuki didn’t
d to do much of anything. He wanted to say




162 Raica Sakuragi
that Kamishiro had been a healing presence for hip but
during all the times they had slept together, Yuyk; ’Was
only trying to forget about the past. Dimly aware of hoy
he was using Kamishiro, he had let himself be pampered
and indulged for months.

How could Yuuki have known then that he
would wind up hating him? All that remained of their
relationship was the unappetizing taste of remorse, a
deep thorn eternally stuck in his side. This was not
simply a problem of the heart. His business had fallen
off precipitously. Opening the café every morning was
becoming a gigantic pain.

He needed to make money, but his expenses just
kept mounting. He was even getting behind on payments
for the stove that he’d purchased with Kamishiro.

“A good thing I didn’t buy the reach-in
refrigerator.”

The refrigerator in the middle of the kitchen Was
the same old household appliance that his grandmother
had used. He was tired of the thing, and had aimed th
replace it sooner or later. Now he was grateful he hadn't
made the investment.

Maybe he should just sell everything. D
finding a second-hand dealer in a place like this, where
new business ventures were as rare as hen’s teeth, woul
be awfully tough.

The best of times, the worst of tim
half-dozen of the other. That’s what it came do!
Yuuki felt depressed whenever he thought of the time
had spent with Kamishiro.

He turned a page of the newspaper an

es. Six of 0%
wn 10-
he

dsawan

] 1
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other mountain accident. Every year,
e tucked into a few columns in the local
they were about hikers who had fallen ill
mb, or hikers who strayed from the trails
h. Tsukada’s case was a bit different.
che was very uncommon, Takai said.
‘scanned the article, recalling those three
- when he had desperately prayed that
turn up alive. Back then, Yuuki didn’t
the television or open a newspaper. He
news from Takai.

had no use for such memories. Hiring
ho wanted a view of those mountains had
| mistake. Yuuki glanced around the café
s rested on the kitchen, but he was looking
g that just wasn’t there.

tomers again,” he muttered. “Guess I'll

rld outside was bright with fallen snow.
the droplets of water on the window
iamonds. Yuuki just stood there, stretching
the view. He hadn’t seen his parents for a
> he should drop everything and pay them a
he was working out the details in his head,
w darkened the doorstep.

iki flinched. Was it Kamishiro?

e bell above the door rang as the door opened.
shadow turned out to be only a young woman
ed winter jacket.

elcome,” Yuuki squeaked out in a high
prised himself.
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Why did these neighborhood girls make him
so uptight? It didn’t help that he had thought she was
Kamishiro, but she also looked a bit strange, with a scarf
wrapped around her neck and over her mouth.

He glanced down at her legs and smiled. Though
the temperature was low enough to turn her nose red, her
legs were completely bare. Yuuki started to make some
witty comment, and then thought better of it. She might
accuse him of sexual harassment, so he held his tongue,

“Long time, no see,” he finally said. “What are
you doing out of school at this time of day?”

“We had exams, so I got out early,” she said.

He smiled kindly at her and turned up the
thermostat. She nodded and sat at the counter.

“I'll take a strawberry sundae,” she said.

“It’s cold today. You should have a warm drink
first,” Yuuki urged. “It’ll be my treat.”

“That’s okay. Michiko wants her sundae,” she
said, referring to herself in the third person.

Yuuki had completely forgotten that her m}me
was Michiko. She was a good customer. A long-time
resident of the neighborhood. Yet Yuuki didn’t ever
know her name, though they certainly saw each othef
enough to be on a first-name basis.

» hasnt changed a bit, Yuuki thought,
hen she used to build igloos in the vacant

up with the sundae,” Michiko whined.
d very depressed today for some reason.
! with his usual conversation-starter:
by yourself today?” Since she wasn’t
she rubbed her frozen hands against her
, trying to warm up.

put the teapot on the stove.

d I wanted a sundae,” she said dully.
making myself something to drink first.
nice cup of cocoa?”

> strange sound of rubbing flesh continued.
d himself, to his great surprise, drawn to the
e sound. She noticed him gazing at her legs.
* she snapped.

ing. You just seem pretty cold.”

okay. See?” she said, flipping up her skirt.
ickly looked away, but an image of navy blue
across his senses.

hen it’s this cold outside, I wear a haramaki

GV M - = t] 7 ne mﬂkenp "
today.” s SRasYgen(Io - not  Wearlia ' Of course,” Yuuki nodded.
" i ic girl, Yuuki thought with
. : . ibs off on fhis an eccentric girl, Yuuki thought with a
Nope. My foundation always rubs dn’t really matter what she wrapped around

scarf.” dher
She heaved a great sigh and slowly unwou?
scarf. The face that appeared had a cherry red nos8

two |
fectd cleten e two large mugs of cocoa and placed

of her.
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“Thanks,” she said, pouting her pink lips.

Even though she claimed to be wearing ng
makeup, Michiko had applied a generous amoun of
“stay-put” lipstick. Yuuki didn’t feel like teasing her
about it, though.

She grasped the mug with both hands and took
a sip. The scalding liquid made her grimace at first, but
she just blew on it a little and guzzled it down. She kept
on holding the warm cup, even after the cocoa was gone.
So she really had been cold.

*“Still want that sundae?”

“Nah. I'm good,” she said brightly.

For a moment she seemed to be her normal
self again, but abruptly sank back into silence. Yuuki
suddenly remembered something and went to the cash
register. He took four ten-yen coins from the register and
set them beside her.

“You never got your change from that night.
Neither did your friend.”

Michiko went a little pale.

Oh, you shouldn't have, Yuuki expected hert to
say. But when she finally spoke, her voice was barely &

felt like he needed to defend his reputation.
that’s one way to put it,” he said quietly.
’s not around anymore. Did he quit?”
ourse. That was it. She had a crush on
lo wonder she showed up here looking so
tersweet memories of being with Kamishiro
ugh Yuuki’s mind.

( Michiko-chan, but Kamishiro probably
k. So—"

it all made sense. Poor Michiko was
pangs of unrequited love.
so are you, Yuuki told himself, feeling

it’s not that,” Michiko said, as if reading

e hadn’t interrupted, his confusion would
vanished, along with the rest of his
ence. Now Yuuki’s submerged emotions
) the surface.

person I've always been in love with is
ko said dramatically.

whisper. ing at?” Yuuki gasped.
“Uh, Yuuki-chan?” she began. 100 e felt this way when Kamishiro was here?

uncomfortable. switching to her backup, now that the chef
“Yeah?” oig Though Michiko looked sincere, Yuuki was
“Are you and Kamishiro-san. ub & time taking her seriously.

steady?” . sounded telling you, it’s not that!” she insisted. She

The san at the end of Kamishiro’s nam ay
almost too formal, like she was forcing herself H:l ¢
it. That night must have really lowered his worth fiS

the stool and stamped her feet like a little
ould only stare at her.
h, sure, Kamishiro-san is cute,” she
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admitted. “But I've always had a thing for
everything feels weird between us. Thath‘s wh
stopped by.”

. So Michiko had completely bought into Shin’s
version of events. If he wanted to, Yuuki could pass the
whole thing off as a joke.

’ “I’'m sorry,” he said, reaching for her mug,
More cocoa?”

She shook her head, then looked at him with
sympathy.

“Don’t worry, Yuuki-chan. |
anybody. Not even my friends. So—"

So say you'll go out with me. Was that what
she was trying to imply? Leaving her face unadorned
hadn’t turned her into a child, but she did seem a little
desperate.

“So now do you understand? Do you?” she
suddenly cried, tears streaming down her face.

Yuuki wanted to scream along with her. Right
now, he would happily cast aside his stubborn pride and
beg Kamishiro to come back.

“I’m sorry, Michiko-chan. It’s my fault, t0o.”

“Your fault?” g

“I chased him away. Now I'm so lonely; I dont
know what to do with myself. I don’t scem to giVé?
damn about anything.”

And that’s why I can't go out with you: Such
a calculating reply made him sick to his stomach: 2
lonely he didn’t know what to do with himself? How
smarmy could he get? He was secretly longing
Kamishiro to return, though he probably never woul

you. Now
y I havep

haven’t told
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nced away, unable to look at her tear-
The phone rang. Debating whether to
Yuuki finally grabbed the receiver.

cun!” Takai said loudly at the other end.
und of his tense voice reminded Yuuki
ish day when he heard the news about
began to tremble.

n’t brimming over with good news, but
hoes of enthusiasm, even joy.

ard that Kamishiro is climbing Asahidake

‘wife’s been watching the store lately.

to her, a guy that matches Kamishiro’s

came in to buy camping fuel. He was there
ago, so you might still catch him!”

i glanced out the window. Kamishiro was in
hood? And he s going to climb the mountain
iddle of the morning?

ada had always set out before dawn, not in
rs between breakfast and lunch. He would
-awake and say, “I just want to see your face
2. Then he would shower grumpy Yuuki
and take off.

as just common sense to start a climb early
ng. What did Kamishiro intend to do at this
hour? Even Takai had his doubts about
apparent plans. Setting off for the Daisetsu
‘time of day was just plain stupid.

ki had no time to waste, and flew out of the café.
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“Yuuki-chan!” Michiko cried. but he didn’t logk
back.

He couldn’t lock up the café with customers still
sitting there, but he didn’t have time to worry about tha
now. He jumped into his car and turned the key with a
shaking hand. Then he jammed the accelerator to the
floor, and zoomed away.

“Takai-san!”

“Ah, you’re here.”

Takai had been anxiously waiting for Yuuki to
arrive. He stood next to an SUV with his store logo
stenciled on the side. The snow at his feet was packed
down from all his pacing around in hiking boots. He
looked like a runner just before a race.

“We’ll take my car,” Takai said briskly. “Yours
would get stuck before we even reach the mountain.”

Yuuki parked his car in the store lot and climbed
into the passenger seat. h

“l can’t believe this!” Yuuki said, sounding
upset. “Your wife noticed that the guy had a bum leg.
Why didn’t she contact me?”

Takai’s warm smile was quickly replaced by &
fierce expression. Cursing his wife under his breath: he
leaned on the horn as the car ahead slowed down 0%
crawl. . od
“T-Takai-san. Be careful,” Yuuki Warme®
nervous about the icy road. o Takal
“If we don’t make it in time, then what? T
asked.
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G 'He_ had also bee1_1 scarred by Tsukadg‘s death, ang
gripping the steering wheel with white knuck
Yuuki knew Takai blamed himself for lettin T e
climb the mountain that day. And now his : Sl'lkﬂda
' 1S mem
that lost life were shrouded in re e
gret.

“Takai-san?” Yuuki said softly.

“Hmm?”

o “Kamishiro-san is a lot like Tsukada-san, isn’t

Even if there was no one to blame, Yuuki cursed
the gooFi weather that had inspired Tsukada to climb the
mountain. Why didn’t he stop him? And why didn’t he
go with him? }

Yuuki never had the chance to see Tsukada’s
frozen body buried in the snow. He never had the chance
to say the things he needed to say. Yuuki desperately
w:mted Tsukada to come back and heal his wounds. He
still wanted to find salvation in Tsukada’s arms. He had
looked for Tsukada’s shadow in Kamishiro’s soul, and
then clung to those foolish desires.

Takai was also chasing Tsukada’s ghost as he
ke:pt on driving. They had to stop Kamishiro from
climbing the mountain. But would they be too late?

“You’re right, Sano-kun. Kamishiro-san is a lo!
like Tsukada,” Takai agreed. .

~ “The way he smiles. The way he talks,” Yuuki
pointed out.
! And the way he holds me, Yuuki thought. He W&
in no mood for history to repeat itself. They had to ™ &
it in time to stop him. Yuuki clenched his fists 0P
knees and said a silent prayer.
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y they hit a traffic light, and Takai

rakes. He turned to look at Yuuki and
th.

Sano-kun. Have you forgotten what

like?” he said gently.

rse not, Takai-san.”

e their height and coloring are similar, but

ai declared.

do you mean?” Yuuki wanted to know.

rested his head against the steering wheel,

ylexed.

you fall in love with him because he looks

-san?” he asked gently.

in love?” Yuuki gasped, blood rushing to

Takai had noticed. Had Yuuki really been that

uh, I mean, don’t you think they look
ki stammered.

really. Why don’t you point out their
> Takai suggested with a smile. The tension
was finally beginning to fade.

nly the guy behind him beeped his horn.

. okay,” he grumbled, stepping on the gas.
started to drive more cautiously.

happened to all that adrenaline? Yuuki
ed. They would never get there at this rate. Takai
auki his cell phone.

e visitor’s center is on speed-dial. My head’s
ng so fast, I completely forgot.”

“Will he even stop there?” Yuuki asked.
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i kept his eyes closed, dreaming of
s untamed hair that framed his strong
ing, a stranger might mistake him for
late thirties. Kamishiro’s long, delicate
tly-trimmed nails were nothing like
by ones.

hat in the world am I doing? Yuuki suddenly
By

’ “He’s supposed to sign a statement before
climbs the mountain. Tell them to make him wajt ifh:
stops by.”

“Got it,” Yuuki said, fumbling with the
unfamiliar phone. For some stupid reason, he kept
ending back in the address book. The first name under
“T” was Tsukada.

His full name wasn’t listed, only “Tsukada-kun,”
how Takai had always addressed him. Yuuki wondered
if Tsukada had ever seen his name on this list. Probably
not.

e understood. He didn’t fall in love
0 because he looked like Tsukada.
e with Kamishiro...because he looked
Or was that just another one of his
cuses? Did Kamishiro embrace him with
ty conscience?

ght suddenly lit up Yuuki’s head like a
ning. If he was Kamishiro right now, where
' Yuuki thought he knew the answer, though
sure.

san!” he shouted.

” Takai muttered, preoccupied with the

“Just my first name or my last name, okay?"
Tsukada always said, usually with a pissed-off
expression on his face.

“So you really don’t think they look alike?”
Yuuki asked.

“Nope,” Takai said, shaking his head.

Yuuki closed his eyes and chased the two men
through his thoughts. Both of them had sun baked skifl
Pink, healthy cheeks. Snow-white teeth that made them
look years younger.

In fact, Tsukada’s baby face often made him look
as young as Yuuki, which he teased him mercilessly
about. Even Tsukada admitted there was a stark contrast
between his muscular body and everything from the
neck up.

He really didn’t resemble Kamishiro at a_“- OF
did he? After all, the corners of their eyes both ¢!
when they smiled. -

“Sano-kun, what are you doing? Hurry and mak®
that call!” Takai urged.

")‘)

shou Temple
shou Temple? You mean where Tsukada—"
. That’s where he’s headed,” Yuuki declared,
eht ahead. Not many people visited gravesites
year, when the temple grounds were covered
t was just too hard to get through.

t wouldn’t stop Kamishiro. He wouldn’t
ntain until he had paid his respects to

Got it,” Takai said. He instantly made a
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sharp U-turn, and was greeted by a chorus of honkin,
horns. Takai rolled down his window and politely boweg
his head to the angry drivers, and then took off

“That idiot!” he yelled, talking
Kamishiro.

But Yuuki wondered in his heart which ope
of them was truly the idiot. Glancing down at the cel]
phone, he saw that the screen had already gone dark.
Tsukada’s name disappeared from view.

about

Chapter 9

ended up going in the opposite direction
e of the Daisetsu Range. The new cemetery
a broad swath of land on the outskirts of the
- soon after it was finished, Yuuki and
passed by it.
like a typical bedroom community,”
‘snorted.
certainly never dreamed that he would be
one day.
as summer back then, and tl_].e plots were
a miniature city. Now the miniature city
andoned.
e roads that bisected the blocks of cemetery
plowed, but the gravestones were still
th snow. It didn’t really matter, since most
isited here in winter.
drove back and forth along the same road,
pick out landmarks. His driving grew more
Yuuki didn’t worry as the car careened back
kept his eyes peeled for signs of Kamishiro,
ng when the car skidded sideways or when
d the curb.
n it! He’s got to be around here somewhere.”
iddenly the tires got stuck and spun around,
A whining noise. Takai slammed into reverse
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apd .ﬁnally maqaged to get them going again. He Was

sighing with relief when Yuuki pointed at somethin

the opposite side. =
“Takai-san!”

Takai swung around to look. A man in a bright
blue jacket was walking between the gravestones. Yuuki
Jumped out of the moving car, not even waiting for Takaj
to stop.

“Sano-kun!” Takai gasped.

Yuuki slipped and tumbled to the ground, but the
snow cushioned his fall. He brushed off his arms and
legs and hurried toward Kamishiro.

“Kamishiro-san! Kamishiro-san!™  Yuuki
shouted, following the trail of footsteps leading to
Tsukada’s grave. The snow proved to be softer than
Yuuki expected, and his legs sank up to his calves. His
shoes immediately felt cold and wet, but he really didn’t
care.

“Kamishiro-san!”

Based on what he was wearing, the man could
have been just another out-of-town tourist, but he wasn"t
carrying skis or a snowboard. A large backpack sat at his
feet, a pair of crampons dangling from the frame-

Was the idiot planning to spend the night Of
that mountain, on that leg, in the middle of winter? The
relaxed look on Kamishiro’s face pissed Yuuki 0 for
some reason.

“You bloody fool!” he shrieked. He SCoOped. .
a handful of snow, smashed it into a ball, and flung it
Kamishiro.

“Hey!” the chef shouted.
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pid ass!” Yuuki yelled back.

ed toward Kamishiro, pelting him with
the way. Kamishiro didn’t even try to
wballs bounced off his waterproof jacket,
and fell to the ground.

the hell were you thinking?” Yuuki hissed

is footprints would vanish with the next
what about the harsh words he kept
Kamishiro? Yuuki suddenly stopped and
sad, staring at the ground. The angry tone
- was staining the snow black, but he didn’t
0 stop.
ot,” he muttered, as cold seeped into his
even couldn’t move his frozen fingertips.
breath released a plume of white smoke,
ed away by the wind.
ishiro-san!”
uki called out his name, he wondered if it
place to tell Kamishiro not to go. Did he
rht to beg him to come home?

Yuuki-san,” Kamishiro finally said in a shaky

ki trembled when he heard his name. As
ot anger left his body, the winter cold set in,
goosebumps all over.

you figured I'd be here,” Kamishiro said
ke he was talking about the weather. “The
e told me where to find Tsukada’s grave. But
sure got in the way.”

the figure gazing at the cloudy sky didn’t look
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hkfc he was a.bout to tragically brav; the unknown, Yuuki
quickly realized that he and Takai had been worryin
over nothing. Suddenly he saw an envelope placed liki
an offering in front of the gravestone.

“But that’s—" he started to say.

“Yes,” Kamishiro nodded.

Yuuki’s frozen ankles made strange popping
sounds as he ran to Kamishiro’s side. Kamishiro tried to
hold him back, but Yuuki shook him off and picked up
the letter.

What did Kamishiro write to a dead man? Yuuki
wondered, as he pulled a sheet of paper out of the
envelope.

“Kamishiro-san, what is this?”

“Read it and you’ll understand.”

Yuuki read it and quickly understood. It wasn't
a letter to a dead man. It was Kamishiro’s official
mountain climbing itinerary. He had listed Yuuki's café
as his current address and emergency phone number.

“You really are a fool,” Yuuki hissed.

“Why?” Kamishiro asked calmly.

“Why did you leave this here, where the sno%
would cover it? They wouldn’t find it until spring’ Wi
if you had an accident?”

“I wasn’t planning to die up there,
said seriously. “But if something did happen, [ want
them to contact you first.”

Yuuki was about to call him a fool ag
anger got caught in his throat. He gripped the paper 50
tightly that his fingertips turned red. :

“No way! There’s simply no way!” he snapp:

] Kamishim

ain, but his

3
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per in half.

e wanted to wad it up and bury it under the
he lunged at Kamishiro, clutching the
his hand.

had made him so angry? What had
sad? Though he kept telling himself that
s only a substitute for Tsukada, if Yuuki
o he’d have nothing left. He didn’t care
0 was climbing the mountain as an act of
Yuuki simply didn’t want him to go, and
whatever it took to convince Kamishiro to
quest. He would kick, scream, even cry
2 baby, until Kamishiro finally agreed to come

hair is a little longer,” Kamishiro said,
it with his hand.
auki pretended that the warm feeling on the
 head came from Kamishiro’s lips. He looked
Ind wrapped himself in Kamishiro’s arms.
t was all my fault,” Kamishiro said quietly, his
f pain. “If I hadn’t gone on ahead, Tsukada-
d have never come looking for me. He told me
drifting off the trail, but I didn’t hear him—"
at’s enough,” Yuuki whispered.
really need to do this. It’s my obligation to

uuki’s body went rigid, but Kamishiro’s honesty
warming the cold knot of stubbornness in his

I hated feeling like a substitute every time I
my arms,” Kamishiro admitted. “Every time
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I saw you looking for Tsukada inside me. | re
and more that I was turning into Shin.”

. “Turning into Shin?” Yuuki gasped  with
surprise.

Kamishiro cupped Yuuki’s face in both hands,
and tilted up his head. Now they were looking into each
other’s eyes.

“I didn’t have the right to ask you to forget about
Tsukada,” Kamishiro said. “Yet every time we slept
together, I heard three words over and over in my head.
Forget about him, forget about him.”

“You’re wrong, Kamishiro-san,”  Yuuki
whispered. He stood on tiptoe and threw his arms around
Kamishiro’s neck. Their cold lips pressed together, and
soon their tongues entwined in a feverish dance. Hot air
flowed out of Yuuki’s lungs and spilled into Kamishiro’s
mouth.

Kamishiro’s cheeks felt icy cold. Just how long
had he been out here? Suddenly Yuuki smiled.

“Sano-kun,” Kamishiro moaned. |

“Call me Yuuki. Your voice sounds nothing like
Tsukada’s, by the way. No way will I ever confuse the
two of you.”

“Yuuki—" _ ;

Yuuki had a sudden, upsetting thought. If Yuuki
finally got over Tsukada, would Kamishiro have 0
use for him? As tears welled up in his eyes, he ga"’z
Kamishiro a long, hard kiss. His breath grew ragged 0
his body began to burn. -

Although the temperature usually ros¢ abo .
zero during the day, once the sun set, it plummeted v
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bellow ﬁ'eezmg.' Just b«_air.lg outside for more than 5 few
minutes was akin to suicide.

y agreed. Turns out he had
other plans.

“No, I'll be back tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow?” Yuuki frowned.

Should he be delighted by Kamishiro’s prompt
reply, or suspicious about the delay? Yuuki looked at
Kamishiro’s heavy jacket and pack, wondering what
was up. Suddenly, it dawned on him. Kamishiro was
still going to climb the mountain!

“You must be kidding!” Yuuki cried out.

“We didn’t reach the summit that day,
remember?” Kamishiro said calmly. “I can’t come back
to the café until I get to the top on my own.”

“But your leg!” Yuuki protested.

“I’ve been to the doctor. He gave me the go-
ahead.”

As if to prove it, Kamishiro suddenly let go of
Yuuki and marched in place. His legs actually looked
more balanced now than when they were living together.
On a day-to-day basis, his progress had been too slight
to notice. But now, one month later, the difference was
clearly apparent. Yuuki could hardly believe this was the
same man. How did Kamishiro manage to recover s0
quickly?

“Kamishiro-san, did the doctor actually say Yo
could go mountain climbing?” Yuuki asked cautio::SlY-

“He said that hiking would be no problem:

“Climbing M. Asshidake in winter JEul
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,” Yuuki scoffed.

knew Kamishiro had already made up

er all, Kamishiro had quit a good job

and work in his café. He wouldn’t give

 at this point. Trying to ignore his own

Yuuki stared at Kamishiro, wondering

th him.

then, they heard a crunch in the snow behind

cleared his throat in an obvious manner.

m! Just wanted to make sure you didn’t

me.‘h

uki turned around with surprise. Takai was

ere, looking at his feet. Yuuki had completely
about him.

*Ah, um, sorry,” he apologized. His cheeks were

entirely from the cold.

atever. At my age, nothing surprises me

‘Takai shrugged.

ishiro just nodded. Though Yuuki’s back

turned to Takai, Kamishiro had seen him

felt no embarrassment whatsoever.

t he ever feel self-conscious? Yuuki

emembering how Kamishiro had completely

in front of him that very first day. Aside from

he man could be a bit dense.

more than his stubbornness, Kamishiro’s

ce really got to Yuuki. He jumped away from

0, not before giving him a sharp elbow in the

*000f1” Kamishiro groaned, doubling over.
S0 you plan to climb that mountain no matter
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what, huh?” Takai asked.

“Yes,” Kamishiro said resolutely.
s You’ve got the stop him, Takai-gan!” Yuuki

“I can’t talk sense into someone cravin i
that thing,” Takai sighed. He was himself ag _;;:11111?11:
mountain climbing fool. Tsukada once said that Takai
had opened the store to feed his addiction.

Yl‘luki stood there with a pounding heart, hoping
that Takai would reconsider. But Takai just stood there
with his arms crossed, staring vacantly into space.
Suddenly he glanced down at Kamishiro’s bum leg, and
then visually checked out the equipment strapped to his
pack.

“Takai,” Yuuki said anxiously, unsure of what to
say next.

“Just a minute,” Takai said, taking out his cell
phone. He quickly made a call and got someone on the
line.

“Hello, Hirasaka-san? You available tomorrow?
Great. Consider yourself booked. I have a guy going 10
Asahidake and back. Call the weather bureau and getd
report.”

Then Takai hung up, looking quite pleased with
himself. He wasn’t going to try and stop Kamishir®:
Yuuki knew, but at least he could give him some
company on the way up.

“Since we're slapping this thing together. let’s g0
back and get ready,” Takai suggested, starting ©© W
toward his SUV.

“Go back where?” Kamishiro asked, looking puzzled
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his tour package includes a trail guide,” Takai

businesslike. “You can stay at my house.

' of the remaining stuff tonight.”
‘everything I need is right here.” Kamishiro

ting to his pack.

may be prepared to scale that mountain, but

and Kamishiro exchanged glances. Just
i have in mind?
aka-kun and I will be your support team.
the whole thing in a day if we take the tram
first, and then return while it’s still running.
probably be home in time for dinner.”
despite this clever workaround, the trip
be exhausting, Takai explained. They
eeded some high-calorie food in their packs.
s Yuuki and Kamishiro gaped at him, Takai
out his hand.
f we can put it together quickly, we can spend
‘the Asahidake Hot Springs. They say soaking
0od for the bones.”
ai obviously regarded this trek as just a
stroll on a winter’s day. He seemed so totally
uki quickly convinced himself that he should

l!'!

Fakai-san! Count me in
t’s all climb the mountain together!” Yuuki

Though Tsukada had invited him on so many
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occasions, Yquki had never actually been climbing, He
had only waited for Tsukada, never doubting that he
wo'uld return. But Yuuki wasn’t going just for the fun
of it.

Ever since that fateful day, that mountain had
occupied his thoughts. So close, and yet so far away.
Even though he had often read about climbing accidents,
they had never seemed real to Yuuki until Tsukada’s
death. Now he couldn’t stand to wait even a single day
for Kamishiro to return.

“The tram goes halfway up the mountain, right? |
should be able to do this. Take me with you,” he begged
Takai.

*Sano-kun. You can’t take a mountain for
granted, especially in winter.”

Takai smiled faintly, but there was no laughter in
his eyes. He sounded like a man with deep knowledge of
the mountains, which he was, of course.

“The weather can turn bad in an instant,” he went
on. “In any case, this deep snow pack will make the
going treacherous. Climbing a mountain is risky, ﬂn.d
you're not exactly a he-man, Sano-kun. Kamishiro 18
an experienced climber, but he’ll still need lots of help.
Add an amateur like you to the mix, and things could get
really dicey.” .- -

Though Takai’s tone was gentle, he clearly d_‘dn ;
want to carry any more burdens up that hill. Yuukl had
nothing to say. Takai was right, after all. If he tag&
along, he’d only be a ball and chain.

“Well, let’s go,” Takai said.

¢
Kamishiro hoisted his heavy pack. Just
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ded to scale a mountain in winter would
than Yuuki could even carry.

d at each step that Kamishiro took, trying
himself that everything would be okay. But
noticing that Kamishiro still listed slightly

’t worry so much,” Takai said, kindly
n on the back. “You can see for yourself that
ping fine.”

1ki felt a little calmer, but not much.
ippreciate all that you’re doing for him,” he
int tone, feeling a little embarrassed.

ai nodded and touched Yuuki’s hand.

t me see that,” he said.

realized that he was still holding
s torn itinerary. He handed the two pieces to

indeed,” Takai said as he scanned the

something strange about it?” Yuuki asked,
tle nervous. His name, after all, was listed as
’s emergency contact. What would Takai say
Evidently he didn’t even notice.

0, not really,” Takai said. “It’s just a normal

-suddenly he frowned.

kai-san?”’ Yuuki asked with concern.

s just that I share some of the blame here as
imes I just lose track of things, and they fall
ule.”

uuki finally realized that he was referring
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to Tsukada’s accident. The expedition set oyt in the
early morning, and met with disaster while it was still
daylight. But Takai didn’t call Yuuki until it was already
dark outside.

But Takai now seemed to understand how Yuukj
had felt. Though he didn’t hear about Tsukada’s death
until evening, Yuuki still blamed himself for spending
the day in blissful ignorance.

“Deciding who should be contacted first is a
tough call to make,” Takai went on.

Especially if your lover is a man, Yuuki thought.

Takai folded his arms and looked thoughtful.

“What does your wife think?” asked Yuuki.

“Huh?”

“Doesn’t all this waiting worry her?”

“Not really,” Takai admitted. “She’s rather
indifferent to it all.”

“That can’t be true,” Yuuki said in a small
voice.

“Maybe not,” Takai agreed. “Back in the day.
they called me the god of the Daisetsu Range. Thats
why I decided to sign on this time around.” :

“Sorry to tell you this, Takai-san,” Yuuki said
with a grin. “But Tsukada used to call you the monkey
of the Daisetsu Range.”

“Oh, really?” Takai huffed. i

Grateful for their frank talk, Yuuki took ©
after Kamishiro, who was briskly moving towd ihe
car. Despite his heavy pack, he barreled through
snowdrifts like a sled dog.

“For crying out loud! Will you two

get move
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d to the others.
d better not mouth off like that when we’re

ain,” Takai grumbled.
i just laughed.




Chapter 10

for table two.”

ot it.”

s Kamishiro passed the steaming plate to
fingers touched for a moment. Yuuki’s heart
pped a beat.

calm down, he told himself. We have work

ugh two months had passed since
0’s return, Yuuki still got excited every time he
. He was barely able to control his blushing
the café together.
ue to his word, Kamishiro had climbed the
and then returned to the café. On the day of his
suki had gone to Takai’s store to see the three
then spent the rest of the day worrying. As
ed to set, Yuuki suddenly heard someone at

ki? I'm back,” Kamishiro said, his cheeks
the cold air. Yuuki would never forget that
t was now fixed forever in his memory.

1 wanted to wrap his arms around him,
with kisses, seek out the warmth of his
though Kamishiro had reached closure with a
of his life, he simply wasn’t ready to resume
‘per relationship.
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The New Year had come and gone. Though the
climb had been only two months ago, it seemed like
years to Yuuki. Soon their old customers started coming
back in droves, and their days grew very busy.

Now and then, like an airplane hitting an air
pocket, business would drop off for a while. Yuuki
would crank up the background music, trying to fill the
silence. Or he’d go shopping, even if he had nothing to
buy. His desperate efforts to cope must have amused
Kamishiro.

But despite everything, Yuuki was still happy
they were living together again. He was no longer a
prisoner of past. In fact, his days had never been as
peaceful and happy as they were now.

Except for one thing. He just couldn’t seem to
control his lust for Kamishiro. It didn’t take much to get
him going. Their eyes would meet at some odd moment,
or their hands would brush together. Almost instantly,
Yuuki’s heart would throb with all the anguish of a first
love.

“Yuuki, table one needs their tab.”

“Right.”

Yuuki was about to pour himself a cup f’f e
but he hurried over to the register. Another satisfie
customer was waiting to pay his bill. Yuuki gri nned from
ear to ear, sharing in Kamishiro’s accnmplishmcnt as!
it was his own.

“Thanks  for
enthusiastically.

This display of high spirits made the m
Every day, Kamishiro teased Yuuki about his good M

£ SNED he said
coming mn.:

an smjle'
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could put me in an even better mood, Yuuki
himself, but he didn’t dare tell Kamishiro

went back to fill his cup, but accidentally
much hot water into it. Looking at Kamishiro,
ed the overflow into the sink.

tter watch out. You’ll burn yourself,”
teased.

ki sighed. His burning desire for Kamishiro
nt away, even though he “took care of himself”
ght with his own hand. Why couldn’t they just
her again? Was Kamishiro having a hard time,

This time around, their feet seemed to be planted
. Breaking free would be tough, despite their
physical relationship.

ince Kamishiro had returned from the
1, Yuuki hadn’t slept in his arms even once.
Kamishiro had made his atonement to Tsukada,
n’t able to share his feelings about sleeping

-

pite Yuuki's impatience, he sensed that
truly enjoyed his life out here in the sticks.
t, after a long soak in the bath, he headed
his room. Every morning, he got up at dawn
the snow with the neighborhood dog.

the surface, they were just roommates now.
d mornings™ and “good nights” to each other
ggested nothing more.

Yuuki still wished they could spend more
gether after work. Maybe he could suggest that
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they have sex just for something else to do. To keep
each other warm, etc., etc. He had spent the last two
months fantasizing about what to say, how to break the
ice, but never followed through. Just then the front door
opened.

“Welcome,” Kamishiro called out. “Would you
like to sit at the counter?”

Yuuki turned around and saw his old friend
Shin.

“So you finally cut your hair,” Shin said.

“Yeah. I’m just going back to the way it was,”
Yuuki admitted, hanging his head.

They hadn’t seen each other for ages. Shin kept
staring at Yuuki’s new hairstyle, making him feel self-
conscious.

“I’m transferring to Honshu,” he said suddenly.
“The general contractor there took a shine to me.
apparently.”

There was still a lot of baggage between them,
but Yuuki was glad that Shin had come in personally 1
tell him about the move. It couldn’t have been €asy for
him. .

“Uh, sorry about before,” Shin said \mh a shy
smile. Yuuki looked him up and down. Had Shin put of
a few pounds?

- They continued their awkward
going out of their way to be polite to each other.
Shin finally stood up to leave, Yuuki felt relieved.

“Pll be back for O-Bon. Let’s have .
together then,” Shin said graciously. heading _iﬂf
door. Suddenly he turned around to look at Yuukl:

conversation:

When

drink
the
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“It’s a good thing we didn’t sleep together,” he
juietly. “Long-distance relationships never work

They had known each other for ten years. Would
different between them now if Kamishiro had
wn up? Once upon a time, Yuuki had anguished
 possibilities, but now he knew they would never
‘than friends.

Il be making twice what I've earning now.
$ I'm lucky,” Shin shrugged.

Its not just luck. You're a good guy, Yuuki
to say, but that would sound too much like a
ving a child a pat on the back. His face suddenly
d uncomfortable. When Yuuki didn’t reply,
e clouded over.

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have come here,” he sighed.

" “Don’t say that!” Yuuki protested. “I’m glad you
"

Shin smiled and held out his hand. As Yuuki
k it, their eyes met for a brief moment. The
exchanged were genuine.

““See you around,” Shin said, and then he left.

‘He always said good-bye like that. Yuuki could
ieve that he would be stopping by tomorrow
y after. Despite all that had happened between
be a day would come when they could finally
together without feeling strange. Or so Yuuki
ey had been friends for so long. It was a shame
go.

k in the kitchen, Kamishiro was probably
g :-about Shin’s visit, Yuuki thought. But instead,
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his unsociable cook was preparing for the next day.

“What was that all about?” Kamishiro asked
casually.

“No big deal,” Yuuki muttered. Talking about it
wouldn’t really change anything.

“Huh?”

“It’s nothing important.”

Yuuki wore a mask of indifference as he started
cleaning the café. They managed to end the day without
a cross word between them.

“Here’s your order.”

A sudden rush of customers near closing had
kept the café open until ten o’clock. The week before,
Yuuki had argued that they should take their last orders
around eight, especially since they didn’t serve alcohol.

“Why fence ourselves in with rules and
restrictions?”” Kamishiro protested. Since they failed t0
reach a consensus, Yuuki was getting used to working
off the clock, though he didn’t like it.

“After you finish, go ahead and take a load off,
Kamishiro suggested. :

“[ know that. You don’t have to tell me,” Yuuki
huffed. -

Yuuki definitely didn’t possess Kamishir0's
boundless energy, and had often pointed this out duri"®
their “discussions.” Their working conditions Wer®
different, too. Why wouldn’t he be tired, running arouf!
like he did all day? Yuuki gave Kamishiro a hard 100K
but the chef just kept arranging pots and pans.
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' He still refused to take even a meager salary.
word got around that Kamishiro was back again,
ales had more than doubled.

“] can’t pay you what you’re worth,” Yuuki
d, “but at least let me pay you something.”

I’m not working here for the money,” Kamishiro
jubbornly.

" Yuuki offered to pay him enough to meet the
qum income tax requirements, but Kamishiro still
‘his head.

~ “I’m not really looking for financial reward,” he

LCa.

~ As hot water rained down over his head, Yuuki
in the shower and sighed. He stretched his arms
his head, trying to loosen his tense shoulders. He
pent so much time dragging the past behind him.
be it was time to cut his losses and move forward.

~ “Ahhhh,” he said, as the hot water worked its

* He had really wanted to take a bath, but was too
tient to fill the tub.
~ His calves felt as tight as drums. Since he spent
y on his feet, the lower half of his body was
nt source of irritation. He raised one leg and
ed his strained muscles.
~ “Man, that’s stiff,” he muttered.
. I wonder how Kamishiros big fingers would
The thought popped into his head, striking a flame
 his body.
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“Ahh...”

He turned the shower head to one side and
stroked the back of his thighs, all the while famasizing
about Kamishiro’s thick, strong arms.

Here.. like this...touch me...slowly ...

Yuuki moved his hand up between his buttocks
and touched that throbbing part of him. His sphincter
twitched and quivered. When would Kamishiro finally
enter him again?

The water from the shower head pattered onto
the tile, as his stifled gasps echoed off the walls.

“Hmmm,” Yuuki moaned, grabbing his hard
cock with his other hand.

Those nights of passionate sex seemed so long
ago. Yuuki felt pangs of hunger in his heart, but there
was no way he could share them with Kamishiro.

“Ah...ahhh...ahhhh...” he panted.

His hole still felt too tight to accept a single
finger. Impatiently wiggling his ass, Yuuki massaged his
testicles, hoping to hurry things along.

“Damn,” he spat out, impatient to finish.

He was standing with his cheek pressed against
the shower wall. A strange position, to be sure, but he
didn’t want to stop stroking himself long enough ©
move.

“More...more...” he moaned from between his
clenched teeth.

Suddenly the bathroom door opened.

“Oh, sorry!” Kamishiro said, hearing
shower running.

“What?” Yuuki gasped.

the
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' Kamishiro peered around the door, then quickly
y when he saw what Yuuki was doing.
Sorry!” he said again, and then slammed the

' Blood rushed to Yuuki’s head. Kamishiro had
aim like this, and had run away.

- “Wait!” Yuuki cried out, running naked down the
Water dripped all over the floor, but he didn’t
was almost in a state of shock, but he kept on

~ “Kamishiro-san!” Yuuki said, finally catching up
n. The chef slowly turned around.

‘What?” he asked serenely, but his eyes were
ering everywhere.

* They both cleared their throats at the same time.
g felt the blood running to his head as their eyes

d together.

- Then suddenly, it happened. Without a second
ght, Yuuki heaved his naked body against Kamishiro,
‘was still wearing his chef’s smock.
~ “I didn’t hear the shower running, so 2
lishiro started to say, but Yuuki’s ears were deaf to
‘EXcuses,

~ “Oh, Yuuki...” Kamishiro sighed.

. “Kamishiro-san.”

~ Yuuki couldn’t stand it any longer. He covered
ishiro’s wet mouth with his own, straining against
ainful desire to come on the spot.

* Yuuki pushed Kamishiro against the wall and
hed himself against his body. Saliva dribbled from
omer of Kamishiro’s mouth and ran down his chin.
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Yuuki greedily licked it off with his hot tongue.
Suddenly, without warning, Yuuki’s i

spurted like a geyser, though Kamishiro hadn’ e

touched it. h e

I cant believe it, Yuuki as his hi

jerked and shuddered. i o

. “Yo_u...” he moaned, clinging to Kamishiro
grasping his arms. Kamishiro grabbed Yuuki’s hand;
and held them tight. A trail of semen stained his smock
and continued down to his jeans, but Kamishiro wasn’t
complaining.

“Take me,” Yuuki begged. “Take me.”

He didn’t care if Kamishiro was only doing him
a favor. That would be more than enough for Yuuki. He
wanted Kamishiro more than anything else in the world,
but was still too scared to find out if the feeling was
mutual.

: The first time Kamishiro had thrusted inside
him, Yuuki had pretended he was Tsukada. Back then,
that was what he thought he wanted to feel. Looking at
Kamishiro now, standing close enough to feel his breath,
Yuuki was still unable to cry out his name. His body
quivered with fear and confusion, craving the contact
that would wash it all away.

As Yuuki nipped at Kamishiro’s neck, he could
feel his heartbeat. He fastened his lips to the skin like he
was a vampire sucking blood.

“Son of a bitch!” Kamishiro gasped, scooping
Yuuki up in his arms. Yuuki wrapped his legs around his
waist, clinging to Kamishiro like a child.

“Son of a bitch!” Kamishiro gasped again.
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" His rough voice set Yuuki’s loins on fire. He had
sjaculated minutes ago, but feeling Kamishiro’s
on against his groin made Yuuki’s cock stand at

- Kamishiro carried Yuuki down the hall to his
om and kicked the door open. Then he threw him
e futon like a piece of luggage. The sudden pain
‘Yuuki howl, but it quickly turned into a sweet
bing as Kamishiro loomed over him.
. “Kamishiro-san,” Yuuki said, looking straight
is eyes. “Why have you been giving me the brush-
ver since you came back?”

 Yuuki hadn’t exactly thrown himself at
ishiro, either. But he had at least indicated that he
interested.

“I've been wanting you all this time.” Yuuki

pered, nibbling on Kamishiro’s earlobe.

" He felt Kamishiro’s hot tongue on the nape of

“Yuuki...” Kamishiro moaned, as he played
ki’s hair. Suddenly he stopped and gave him a

dering look.
“Am 1 the one you really want?” he asked

| “Ves. Yessssss,” Yuuki gasped, his hips
idering. He undid the buttons of Kamishiro’s smock
trembling fingers.
“] was worried that you might regret it if we slept
sther again,” Kamishiro explained.

. Then why didn't you come right out and say so!
ki thought wildly.
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But he only flashed a wry smile. Truth be to]q
they had both felt too intimidated to make the first
move.

As they moaned each other’s names over and
over, their erections grew even harder. Yuuki unbuttoned
Kamishiro's jeans and slipped them off, along with his
briefs. He caressed Kamishiro’s bare buttocks for a
moment, and then grabbed his swollen cock.

“Hey!” Kamishiro yelled, but he wasn't
objecting.

Yuuki massaged the sensitive tip of Kamishiro’s
member with the ball of his thumb. Kamishiro furrowed
his brows and clenched his teeth, trying to hold back.
Suddenly Yuuki kneeled on the futon and raised his ass.

“Hurry! Enter me!” he begged, his bottom
undulating with desire. “I want you soooo bad,
Kamishiro-san...”

Kamishiro grabbed Yuuki’s thighs, lifted them
up, and shoved his erection into him.

“Ahh!” Yuuki cried out, finally feeling that
longed-for sensation. His hole pulsed greedily, trying t
swallow Kamishiro up.

“Haaa...haaaa...haaaa...” Kamishiro panlt_‘:d
driving his his shaft into Yuuki’s depths. Yuuki’s hips
shook in a kind of sweet agony.

Kamishiro’s rod kept on exploring, buryir
deeper and deeper as Yuuki screamed and groaned. \

“Kamishiro-san,” he moaned. “Don’t stop. don't
stop...”

Just then Yuuki felt something erupt inside

“Sorry!” Kamishiro gasped with embarrassii

12 i[St’lf

him.
qent,




206 Raica Sakuragi

but Yuuki just grinned. His anal muscles clamped aroy
e ) ; nd
Klamlshlro s drooping member, like they were sad to see
him go. All of a sudden, the penis came back to life.
‘ ‘_‘You’re like a kid who can’t get enough,”
Kamishiro teased.

“That’s fine by me. As many times as,..”

But before Yuuki could finish the sentence. the
steel rod inside him began thrusting again, seiting his
flesh on fire. )

As Kamishiro penetrated him deeply, Yuuki
felt his eyes fill with tears. Kamishiro had unveiled the
depths of his heart, making his desire bubble over. He
wanted to quiver with this pleasure all night.

“Ahhh...haaaa.. haaaa...” Yuuki moaned,
moving his hips gently from side-to-side.

He reached his arms back to Kamishiro as if to
say: Taste me. Devour me. Never let me go. Suddenly
Kamishiro tensed all over.

“Kamishiro-san!” Yuuki screamed, as Kamishiro
filled him a second time. He was panting so hard, he felt
about to faint. Kamishiro pulled out and turned Yuuki on
his back.

“Yuuki,” Kamishiro whispered, darting his
tongue inside his mouth. Their hot tongues danced
together for a while, until they finally came up for a.
Though Yuuki’s body glowed with pleasure, his lust Was
still not quenched.

“Let’s do it again!™ he yelled.

Again and again. To the morning light.

Kamishiro grabbed his cock with his large hand
Yuuki responded minutes later with a sopping wet emission-
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See? This is how much I want you...
[ came. I saw. 1 conquered. Kamishiro had

red those words when he reached the summit of the

He came. He saw. He conquered. And now Yuuki

fed to experience that feeling for himself.

. “Maybe we should take tomorrow off,” Yuuki
gested lazily. Everything below his waist was still
ing deliciously numb.

“If you're really serious about climbing that

int in, you’d better shape up,” Kamishiro advised.

G‘Huh?'!!
“Oh, nothing.”
Yuuki merrily stole another kiss. It was going to

another late morning for both of them.




Afterword

1 A big hello to everyone! My name is Raica
ragi, and 'm deeply honored that you’ve read this

This is my first bunko edition paperback for
m Publishers, and actually the first bunko paperback
 ever written. A novella, to be more precise, a bit
ter than an “illustrated novel.” I'm still amazed that
s able to pull it off.
. This story takes place in the country, that wide
Id right outside the window. People are few and far
ween there. How does anyone get any work done
d place like that? On this stage splashed with local
or, we have the story of a broken-down cook and a
oken café owner. Big bear meets long-haired
oi-uke.
. After seeing other illustrations by Katsumi
nami, I fell in love on the spot. “I want her to draw
long-haired wke!” I thought. Those desires gave birth
ous fruit, and I loved her initial sketches. This one?
one? Or this one? I practically swooned in agony,
7as so hard to choose!
Asanami-sama, thank you from the bottom of
t heart. Your delicious gift of the “Hey, grab me a
vel!” sketch is greatly appreciated.




Speaking of delicious gifts, the subject of fipe
cuisine was only a small part of the story at first. [ |ike
to cook, but usually just make stuff that can be slapped
together in a couple of minutes.

But halfway through my first draft, Kamishiro
suddenly became a professional chef, and T couldn’t
really fake those types of recipes. After much agonizing,
I finally appealed to a friend for help. My friend. who
works as a chef, kindly created some recipes for me.

If you are interested in Fuuka’s menu, please let
me know, so I can send you recipes.

My friend also told me about the licenses needed
to run a café. When he asked, “Does he have his chef’s
license?,” I broke out in a cold sweat! But it turned out
to be not that important.

The story begins at the end of summer and
concludes the following winter. “Fuuka” can also be
read “kazahana,” a term for when the wind whips the
snow into the air like flower petals. I'd be happy if this
brings to mind the dancing white snow carried in by the
wind from the frosty mountain peaks.

The long winter has already begun in Hokkaido.
Though it looks very picturesque, it is a harsh time of the
year for people living there.

Alas, I don’t have a cook to whip up a warm
meal to cure what ails me. My cats share their warmth
as 1 contemplate the long winter nights to come. “NOt
again!” [ sigh to myself. But don’t worry that I'm about
to drop dead under a snowdrift. Take this as proof that
I’'m alive and kicking!

My “Cat in my Lap” website:

http://sakuragi.skr.jp/neko/
Drop me a line and let me know how you're

¢! Until we meet again—

December 2006
Raica Sakuragi




5 Raica Sakuragi Better Than A Dream 39

or behind him.

nade his way to his bedroom. When he
, next morning, Shin would again demaqd
uuki would again be astounded at his
e. The gentle curve of their em_otions,

always returned to their same indifferent

“There you go,” he said gently.

Shin cracked open his eyes and crawled Unde |
the covers. Clutching the blankets around him,
breathing soon grew relaxed and even.

“Don’t sleep with your stomach sticking oy
Yuuki snorted. “G’night.”

Shin was already fast asleep, but that didy|
bother Yuuki. This dance would doubtlessly continue fir
some time to come.

Shin’s passions simply weren’t strong enough o
overcome the taboos. And Yuuki wasn’t brave enough
overcome the circumstances that had defined their lots it
life. When fraternal love and erotic love were placed or
the scales of life, it was clear which side would win.

But if their warm times together continued like
this, so be it.

Yuuki picked up the hand cream and put !
back in the hutch. Last year at this time, a collectios
of photographs adorned the shelves. But since Shin hal
started sleeping over, they reminded Yuuki too much of
the photos that had been displayed at Tsukada’s funera-

As if to exorcise Tsukada’s ghost, Yuuki ha
rid the house of every trace of him. Constant reminde®
were just way too painful.

He hated himself every time he felt Shin’s €Y
on him. Even though he tried to put it out of his mind
Yuuki knew that their relationship had slowly ch‘d"g"'q
to something else. He felt guilty about so calml!
discarding the past like a gust of wind blowing 2"
across a beach.

“Good night,” he called out one more M

day no different than the last. Every day
re of the same.




