(Wiseguy, Sonny/Vinnie, 7000 words. This is a different ‘take and outcome of, the
episode “One On One.”)

THE VIVID COLOR OF GODS AND DEVILS

by

Natasha Solten

Gold is the reason for
the wars we wage..-- Bono

Sonny was gold. Bronze. Sonny was coppery doorknobs, dmckkeys of secret rooms
you longed to break into even if it meant your death, gout. Sonny walked in that
rich alluring autumn-colored cloud. Attracting. Curiougesistible. That color created
the feeling of reaching out, of “must touch” even if you kn@ur hand would be
slapped. Because he saw him in this way, Vinnie’s heartowa part field agent, one
part Steelgrave protector, defender, best friend.

Sonny was fascinating to be around, enthusiastic abeutriterested in everything, even
stuff he didn’'t quite understand. He had an affectioohsgisma that infected those
around him. If you were loyal and true, he was opentbeagenerous. He cared if you
got hurt, if you were slighted, if you needed something he quoldde. But the other
side of Sonny, the bitter, angrier side was like ke lkid who exploded if he didn't get
his way. Sometimes the explosion was deadly quietydaustill knew you were in for it.
Other times he threw things, broke TVs, slammed baldedisl against car windows.

The tantrum child inside Sonny was what made him strongimldeof leader people
feared; the fair, open-hearted, caring man made himloxedd.

Some called Sonny evil. Frank once referred to himted tevil in an Armani suit.”
Others treated him as if he were a god, bowing dowmtg kissing his hand, saying yes
yes yes to any request, none too grand for the crowoepohAtlantic City. If Sonny
was a golden god, then was the Royal Diamond Heaver®; tHen the copper devil in
him lived in a Mafioso-created Hell.

Sonny lay back on the taut white sheets of the kingdsbed in Vinnie’s tiny apartment
he’d kept apart from his job just outside of AtlanticyCiHe was gold. He was always
gold. But this early wintry evening he was not a god anddgnot a devil. He was a



guy naked between the sheets, covered in white bandagesetamtiprg the pain in his
eyes, in his voice was a myth.

Vinnie had just finished changing Sonny’s bandages for téietime and Sonny was
embarrassed even though they had once exchanged a kigsy'sven though Sonny had
spared...no..savedVinnie’s life.

Never once in all the months Vinnie had been ondhenjorking for Frank, working for
Sonny, had he ever thought this man would be here now, lie@ijan his apartment. In
fact, Vinnie hadn’'t even set foot in this apartment xsonths.

But in the hospital Sonny had said to him, “Don’t you hanether place? Some place
safe? From your other life?”

Vinnie had frowned. “Huh?”

“Please.” The brown eyes glanced around the sterila,rtdeen landed on the tube going
into his arm. His hands plucked at the thin white shaedhe edge of the pale blue
hospital gown at his waist, a gown that kept fallingha$ left shoulder, wrinkling under
his back. “Get me outta here.”

“You can't go back to the Diamond yet.”

Sonny glanced away. “l know. It's not safe for you.”

“It's okay here,” Vinnie said. “All the cops around. Raat the Diamond they all still
think you're under arrest.”

“l don’t want to stay here!”

Vinnie said, “The doctors would never release you.”

Sonny winced. Grimaced as he said, a little breatHilyhéy knew | was in good
hands... I'd never ask you ...any other time...but...l...can't...stamgs!’t He punched

the side of the hospital bed with his left fist.

Sonny had saved Vinnie’s life. SonwgasVinnie’s life even if they hadn't discussed it.
That one kiss. It had sealed something between them.

When Sidney Royce had accused Vinnie of being a cop and&mwked all too
convinced, Vinnie had thrown his Rolex at Sonny in thecefffinally quit in front of
them both and left to go pack. Sonny had followed him.

Sonny came barreling into his suite, into his bedroom potbgized. He had brought
back the Rolex. He had seemed so desperate, strangalgguhperhaps. And Vinnie



realized he could say anything, anything at all right then neinoe Sonny he wasn't a
cop and Sonny would believe him.

He said, “Sid’s gonna come down on me real hard.”

Sonny replied, “We keep each other alive.” Then he ttaneHe hugged Vinnie. He
kissed him Italian-style on the cheek. He held himttigfhe hug lasted a little too long.
Vinnie stood silently, hands at his sides, thinking how Iugskyvas. Sonny cared. That
easily. That openly. But it was disturbing something inkide inside his heart, and he
shuddered without warning, his breath almost a gasp.

Sonny felt it. Pulled back a little. Their eyes n&tnny looking so regretful and full of
longing and perhaps even a little fearful all at theesame. He tilted his head then and
softly touched his lips to Vinnie’s. A test. A monumemist. The gamble of a lifetime
in a hotel that took bets and played them out everyalbgay, all night long. But this
wager was life and death. A soul struggle. The devilbetisng now and it seemed like
the whole world held its breath.

Slowly, Vinnie raised his arms, his hands lightly touchiogi®/’s waist. Their lips
moved very slightly, but that was it. Sonny pulled ba¥kanie dropped his hands. The
brown eyes were shiny, full, faith and worry swirlithggir depths.

Vinnie wondered what his own eyes revealed. His lungs Wweren. He wasn't
breathing for the moment.

Sonny glanced aside. Vinnie felt his lungs finally fillkded a whisper. “Okay. Il
stay.”

Sonny’s “Yeah,” came out fast, like he’d been holdirgbreath, too. “Great.”

Now, in Vinnie’s apartment, Sonny lay on his side facingywom Vinnie who sat on
the side of the bed. His voice was rough, shaky. “guys are lousy shots.”

“Yeah, thank God,” Vinnie replied.

“Thank you.”

Vinnie had pulled the covers over him so the bandagesmwdaden now. “No need to
thank me.” After everything he’'d caused. Lying. PretegdiDeceiving. Almost
getting Sonny killed. And still Sonny had saved him. This thhadeast he could do in
return. “Sonny,” he said and felt his voice fade. “Bmsorry.”

“Shut up.”



The irony was mad. Pure lunacy. The cop and mob#éliene in a small room in a
cheap apartment in the burbs. Cops and mobsters only &pe&eh other if the law was
involved, an arrest was being made. Or if the cop wéag di

Neither was the case here. Not anymore. Vinnie’'s tbadhbeen tender as he’d
changed the dressings. Sonny had been so tense. [Etdble that had gone straight
through Sonny’s right side back to front, just below tbs,was a clean wound. No vital
organs were hit. The second injury, a deep bullet gratrestopper thigh, was not. Even
as Sonny tried to remain still while Vinnie re-bandaged hisipody trembled. His
hands, when he raised them to press tightly againshb&, shook just a little. His
eyelashes made tight lines against his eyelids as heheptdosed during the whole
ordeal.

Now Sonny said it again. “Just...thanks for bringing me lie

“Don’t thank me,” Vinnie said, firmer. “l want you hete.

Sonny sucked in a breath.

Vinnie touched him lightly on his shoulder. “You don’t hasehank me for bringing
you here. | wanted to. | want to be with you. Whateékeris between us, it’s not fake.
It's...”

“Shut up,” Sonny said again, softer.

"I know. It can never work.”

“Vinnie...”

Vinnie waited. The almost whisper. The strange pleading.t@ut Sonny said nothing
more.

“I'm sorry...”

“Don’t apologize!” Not a whisper now.

“l almost got you killed!”

“No. It's a dangerous game. | almost got myself kifled.

“But you were saving my life!” Every detail was therétched on his brain in fine
photographic, holographic clarity.

The phone call had come in the middle of the night mgkinnie from a sound sleep.
Sonny’s voice rasped on the other end. After that dltoossweet kiss, Vinnie might've
thought Sonny had decided to take further steps between tHaybe Sonny was



feeling lonely. Vinnie had felt that way, just beforeeg, unable to think of nothing all
day and into the nighgutthat kiss. It didn’t disturb him that Sonny was a gliywas
Sonny;that was what intrigued him. But this was new territorylHon. And no more
words had passed between them about it. There was notbautheir special closeness
had become something more. Just beyond the water’s edges the darker depths lay,
swam electric sensations and emotions that had beenitgwetween them for weeks.

Through the phone line, though, Sonny’s tone was far gentle. It was firm with a
tinge of fear. He was all business. Panic shot thrMighie’s stomach like flame.
Everything Sonny said and failed to say in that one callesp#hreat.” He could
practically see the red warning light in his mind.

When he hung up, he immediately called Lifeguard. “Somgthup. | need back-up.”

Uncle Mike wanted to pull him out right then and therenrv@ thought he might be able
to salvage the operation. He wanted back-up but he wardistiaint, invisible. He
convinced the Lifeguard to buy him time.

He dressed quickly in jeans. He put on his leather jamkat his white tank.

It was cold out. He didn’t care. He wanted to feeldbid. It gave him a much needed
edge.

Sonny had instructed him to take a cab to another locadHenwould then pick him up.

Vinnie knew it was so no one would see them. No one thenbiamond would know
that Vinnie had gone off with Sonny and two of Sonny’s biggesns. If Vinnie was
going to disappear, all bases had to be covered. Theld wake him where no one
would find the body. The lying, deceiving Fed’s body. Probablfide his identity
even further, they would cut off his hands and head andimae even more remotely.

When Vinnie got into the limo Sonny looked frozen overdchhrd, pissed.

Even with back-up, Vinnie felt nervous. Back-ups could f&iét lost. Be life-and-death
minutes off in their timing.

Vinnie gave Sonny his old stand-by, the innocent, blue-eyeel s&onny only looked
away.

For awhile, they tried to reason through all this. Sgmegented the facts. The
Quantico driver’s license was produced. Vinnie made his aggtrgoing through
Sonny’s wallet to show that not everything in it lookedweboard, either.

Sonny’s eyes got shiny and hard as he looked out the winBowawhile, Vinnie
thought Sonny would let him off the hook. But the linomtinued to drive further and



further away from the city, out toward the countrysashel bright stars and fields lost and
fallow in the December pre-dawn.

Vinnie took a deep breath as they pulled off the highwayoaita a bumpy dirt road. He
watched Sonny who never looked away from the side windgexer moved.

The limo stopped. One of the goons opened the door. ®eithstructed.
Finally, Sonny moved. He said, “I'll take care of itHis voice was decisive, firm.

Sonny opened his side door. Without looking up, he motioned VautieVinnie
stumbled from the car, his heart breaking as he lookedthpw@sands of stars leaning
down from a black, slate sky. Vaguely, he heard Sonmgrahg other guys to stay put.

“Move,” he said to Vinnie, and Vinnie started to walk. ¥kealked silently for a long
time, Vinnie trying hard to keep his shaking breath even. Buidast drummed. His
hands, which he’d curled into fists, shook. And he kepkihghabout their tentative
kiss.

They kept moving. A hundred yards. Two hundred yards. @heslirom the limo were
dim and distant now, the weeds and tall grasses hidarg €ven more in the dark night.

Surreptitiously, Vinnie tried to look around wondering if bagkhad even arrived, if
sudden saviors would jump from the field’s surrounding shadgmdsend this horrible
nightmare. But there was nothing to see, and no soundrsaivensteady breaths, and
their footsteps through dirt and dead twigs.

Vinnie bit his lower lip. Hours ago, Sonny’s mouth had toddhien there. Now Sonny
was going to kill him. The man he loved...yes, loved...wasgtorkill him.

The cold night air was scented with dust and old lea®asSonny told him to stop and
Vinnie turned, Sonny’s cologne watfted over him lightly and wane. Vinnie looked at
him. Sonny was staring down at the ground, hands at hi& sidéis right hand he held
a gun pointed at the ground.

Vinnie felt his eyes tighten. His lips pressed hard.s#&ld, trying to keep the tremor
from his voice, “What happened to ‘we keep each other alive’

Sonny glanced up, then down again, said, “You're not goitgg®”

Before Vinnie had a chance to answer, Sonny spoke agaid,hoving back and forth,
voice going soft. “How’d you get to be so perfect?”

“What?”



Now Sonny looked up. “I have to do this, Vinnie. Theylteoa my ass about you being
a cop and they won't let it go.”

Sharp breath. “You don't believe them?”

Sonny gave him a crooked, painful smile. “What | believe...doesatter. If you
are...l...1...” His eyes took on a strange sheen. “I should j)au. But even if nothing
was real for you, it was for me. | can't kill youjrivie. | love you.” He moved his left
hand up, touching Vinnie on the cheek. “I'm gonna shoot thergarthe air and you're
gonna run. You can do that, right? You got back-up, ?ight

Vinnie felt tears form in the corners of his eyes.e @r was so cold they froze against
his eyelids.| love you. Sonny was breaking every creed and oath for hilove you.

Sonny was letting him go. Sonny was saving him.

As Vinnie watched, Sonny raised the gun up, up. Just as bweasis head he heard
the shot. Sonny’s body jerked. But something was of.h&tin't yet pulled the trigger.
Then came another shot. Sonny’s body jerked again amde\caught him as he fell,
yelling, “HOLD YOUR FIRE! HOLD YOUR FIRE!

Sonny’s weight pushed Vinnie to his knees, but he held him &g he watched blood
pool against Sonny’s lower back. He pressed his hand agaafw. “No!”

He heard rustling, men calling out and suddenly the field wasiéid with lights.

Sonny shifted in his arms, turned his head. Looking up at hisimiled softly. “I knew
you had back-up, pal. | just knew.”

Vinnie pulled him tighter to his chest, let his mouth peessb against the top of Sonny’s
head. Then they were surrounded and Frank’s voice aughrthe mayhem yelling
angrily for a medic over and over.

The Federal vehicles’ emergency lights pressed blue ancggdlded into the wide sky.
They'd lined themselves up and down the road. Vinnie watitieed go by as he rode
the ambulance with Sonny back to civilization away frshrallow graves and lonely,
voiceless winds, away from ghosts and death and logsth&t country darkness was in
his soul now, and always would be.

It seemed he could not catch his breath as he sat by Sawg. Sonny was conscious
for the entire drive. An |.V. was attached to his wrisle looked hazy and sleepy, but he
never looked away from Vinnie, and Vinnie clutched at his fin@s if Sonny was being
pulled away from him by invisible hands deep into the sekeath. Sonny tugged a

little, said “Ow” once. But Vinnie did not let up. Heolmght Sonny’s hand closer, then
up to his lips and held it there for a long, long timenig let him.



The hospital was a flurry of lights and people in graed blue scrubs writing notes,
reading charts, pushing buttons on machines. They movedlgasloavly...too slowly

it seemed, attaching things to Sonny, turning him, stripping diggcieaning his
wounds. It seemed at first there was so much bloodthButow had stopped. Nothing
was stitched. The first bullet ripped clean througlstie, and it was a wonder Vinnie
hadn’t been struck by it since he was standing righoint fof Sonny when he was shot.
The second had grazed Sonny’s thigh. Both were bandageéty/he€gonny was given
lots of drugs, monitored sedately by a graveyard crew atig iteaas all mostly about
waiting and waiting. Sonny slept a little with Vinnietas side. When he woke he said
to Vinnie, “What are you still doing here?”

Vinnie replied sarcastically, “What if you tried to ege&”
“Am | under arrest?”

“No, but isn’t that what you want everyone to believe?”
Sonny closed his eyes and sighed.

It was morning before he was admitted from the more pabdia of the emergency room
to a private hospital bedroom. Two nurses introducedgékes. One took blood
pressure, then both of them left.

Sonny looked so tired. But he could move. He could wAlkd he was alive.

It wasn't until late in the afternoon that he stdrt@ complain. And by that evening they
were in Vinnie’s never-used apartment loaded with bagssbfdad, prescriptions and
bandages and strict instructions about what to doitvath Someone had brought Sonny
a pair of sweats and a sweatshirt at the hospitalbaPty Frank. Vinnie didn’t know,

but he was pretty sure it was Frank.

But when Vinnie got him to the bedroom, Sonny shucked itHd/d begged for a
shower but Vinnie said he’d have to wait a day. The thramghthrough gunshot wound
was like a puncture, and quickly healing on the outside.tlgugraze was like a burn
with lots of skin missing. Getting that wet might makeorse. And it would hurt like
hell.

Now Vinnie sat beside him and they were finally talking. ti#eli But Sonny was so
upset. Vinnie was exhausted, so he knew Sonny had to be doubly s

“I know the dangers of this life,” Sonny was saying gruffiywake up every morning
knowing. I'm not fooling myself. | chose this life. dts why | was sending you
away...before anything really bad could happen to either of us!”

“And | didn’t trust you,” Vinnie said painfully. “I callfor back-up and put your life at
risk.”



“And you shouldn’t trust me! | risk my own life! Jugdte you, just doing your job. It's
no different.”

Vinnie did not reply.

He stood up. He was tired of Sonny thanking him. And ok&lfrapologizing, but
neither one seemed able to stop. As he stood, Sonngturtiee bed until he was
almost on his back. “Where’re you going?”

“I'm tired. I'll be just outside the room on the cdut

Sonny’s body jerked. “Vinnie, don't...” He hesitated, saatd. “..don’t leave me
alone.” He voice almost cracked.

Vinnie felt himself smile a little. He'd been half aiil Sonny wouldn’t want him
anymore. Even though it was dangerous, even though it leské#dhey would never be
able to be together, Sonny still wanted him.

Vinnie simply nodded, then slowly walked around the fooheflied. He took off his
shirt, his shoes, his socks, then his jeans. He lefhoigs on. Then he climbed into the
bed, glancing down and saw that Sonny was staring at hinmas trance.

Vinnie settled next to him. Sonny blinkedou shouldn’t trust méne’d said.

Yeah Vinnie thought.Right He’d never fallen for a guy before, let alone lblael guy.

But somehow this felt so natural. He stared at Sorfags. The look there was so
open., so...so fucking devoted. It was the headiest feelfiegsaid, frowning, “Fuck.”
Reached out. “Come here.” He pulled him onto his gael sSonny curled into him as
if they'd been sleeping together for months, years.yTihe Vinnie turned out the lamp
and put his hand on Sonny’s bare shoulder. Sonny pushed aglatest him as Vinnie
tunneled his other arm underneath Sonny’s pillow. ks lirushed Sonny’s bangs.
Sonny’s arm was against Vinnie’s chest, his hand on Vinamts He clutched harder
and his breathing hitched. Vinnie’'s head moved down andskBedkihe bridge of
Sonny’s nose.

Sonny whispered, “No, Vinnie...”

Vinnie knew why he said it. There was no future for thedmly ‘now’. And the agony
of being in love rivaled even that of gunshot wounds, demeplies.

Vinnie kissed him again, just beside the eye.
“Damn...” And Sonny was breathing harder again, unsteadyenvey But amidst the

shaking of his chest, he was whispering softly. Vinnie ddse eyes and listened to the
hushed words made of barely audible breaths. “Goddamnyeytav..”



After awhile, Sonny quieted. Vinnie’s palm gently rubbed Sambgck slower,
slower...until they both fell asleep.

Sonny got up a couple times in the night. Vinnie was vgguere of him coming back
to the bed before falling back into an exhausted sleep.

*

The room was gold, like Sonny, in the early dawn. Fal@ early December, the
weather was fairly bright. Vinnie had turned up the h&uinny had thrown the covers
back a little. His golden chest rose and fell slowlguiet rest. Languidly, he opened
his eyes, dark and unguarded.

Vinnie suppressed a sigh. What the fuck were they going2oldey had one, maybe
two weeks before Sonny healed and went back to his oldridevinnie would be
required on another operation.

Without preamble, Sonny said, “It's funny that you have apisrtment under another
name but you use your real name for your fake life.”

“Yeah, well now all that will probably change. Your guysknl'm a Fed now. ['ll
have to get a new identity if I'm going undercover again.work as a field supervisor.”

Sonny nodded curtly, said softly, “Fuck.”
Vinnie said, “You should hate me a lot right now.”

Sonny blinked. “Maybe | sort of do...” Then he reached outt@amched Vinnie’s chin
with the tips of his fingers.

Vinnie leaned his head forward and kissed him. After a és@rsds, Sonny squirmed,
turning his head away. “There’s no future in this, Vincehz

The pet name, which usually only his mother and brother esed and which he had
always hated, now made his heart hammer. Hearindsibmmy’s voice, coming from
Sonny’s mouth... Sonny made the world a different plac&/fionie. Nothing was ever
what he expected when he was with Sonny.

Vinnie pulled him close with a sudden roughness he did not ekpeacthimself. Sonny
did not tense or grimace but Vinnie thought maybe he vilbggiain. All Sonny did
was lean his head back on Vinnie’s chest and turn @érfaugh so Vinnie couldn’t kiss
him anymore.
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Vinnie said, “Pretend we’re not who we are. Fantaisia@as all some sort of fictional
story. How does it end? What would we do if we cowddre out how to be together in
spite of everything, in spite of all this?”

“We could go to Switzerland,” Sonny suggested quietly.

“Or Costa Rica.”

“Or Canada.”

“Then these two guys in this fictional story, would theyhappy doing that?”

“Maybe.”

“Is ‘maybe’ enough to risk it?”

“Maybe,” Sonny repeated.

They lay together silently for awhile. Then VinniedsdiYyou're one of the bravest
people I've ever met.”

Sonny half-snorted. “Yeah. Sure.”
“It’'s true.”

“Naw, I'm just surrounded by a lot of muscle, a lot ofrmag and that buys a lot of
power. You, Vinnie, you're the one who never even begged.”

“l had back-up...a safety net.”
“You weren'’t sure.”
“| was pretty sure. And | had you.”

“You thought | wouldn’t do it? Shoot you in the middle ofwvhere, leave you to rot
through the winter like some dumb animal that'd lostvitgy?”

“l thought you might. But you chose the braver path.”

“Brave? | was too chicken-shit...”

“No,” Vinnie interrupted. “You were better than all tbhers like you. Better. Braver.
Hell, you're the one lying here without a stitch onhe middle of this bed with me.

That's pretty brave. I've never done this...been in shigation before...with a guy. |
played it safe and kept my shorts.”
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Sonny chuckled. “There’s an easy solution to th&idw Sonny turned slightly, ran his
hand down Vinnie’s side. Where Sonny touched, his skin ithgtaarmed. His fingers
tugged lightly at the elastic waistband of Vinnie’s shagrtshing underneath and teasing
the skin over his hipbone. Sonny said quietly, “I havesither. Been in this sort of
situation before.”

The stirrings of arousal had nagged at him all night longn én his sleep. But now a
new life sprang into those feelings as Sonny continueddkestris skin just underneath
his waistband. He felt himself harden. Felt his chebtdiy “Canada,” he said between
trembling lips. He’d been there before. It was beautifu

Sonny moved over him now as if he had no injuries whaesoas if the day before had
never happened, as if they hadn't just had a truly bizamgersation at the onset of
dawn beginning to stream through the white curtains atvimgow, and kissed him
softly on the mouth. Vinnie’s arms came around him. tl8erAvoiding the bandage at
Sonny’s back. Sonny’s leg pressed between Vinnie’s. Vioaught it with his own leg
swinging over the back of it and held him firm against lbidyb

Sonny was hard against him, naked. Vinnie’'s hand moved dowkingfrover the curve
of one buttock.

Sonny let up, blinking down into Vinnie’s gaze. “This shoudd happen.”

Vinnie bit the inside of his own cheek, hoping the momegmparn would distract him
from this greater pain.

“I won't be able to let you go,” Sonny tried to explaamd his eyes looked all funny and
glistening.

“Me, either,” he said finally. There was no answet@vhythis was happening. Or
why it should or should not happen. Simply, it was goingappen.

Sonny said, “Dammit, maybe you could put bars on all the wisdtocks on all the
doors. Keep me here. Keep me here....”

Like some fictional storyvinnie thought. Some dark fairy tale*And no one would ever
know.”

Sonny shut his eyes tight, leaned down, kissed him agiis. time both their mouths
opened simultaneously. It was a real kiss now, deepedse, burning, and then they
were moaning into it and Sonny’s hands were tugging at Vinsiegts as Vinnie turned
them in the bed onto their sides. Sonny got Vinnie’s staotvn far enough for Vinnie
to kick them off and they pressed together so fine, so hot.

Vinnie felt Sonny pushing warm and aroused against him. But Swthpeen through
so much. “Think you can do this with all those drugs courdingugh your system?”
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“Let’s see how far we get,” was Sonny’s unconcerngdyre

It shouldn't be.

It couldn’t be.

But it was the sweetest, hottest, most powerful igeietween them.

Vinnie thought,This guy who lives in a golden palace and has devils for breakfast is
kissing me more tenderly, and with a more furious longing than any woman has eve
shown me.

Let's see how far we get.

But that was never a question. They had been wantingoglaeh even if not always
consciously, for far too long.

It couldn’t last, not now as they exploded so quicklyoogéch other. Nor into the future.
There was no place to take this. No place to go witAiitd Vinnie gasped his
frustration and pleasure until he felt like sobbing. Tigasm was one part agony, one
part over the top intense ecstasy that like that darktcgside where he almost lost his
life to Sonny Steelgrave would stay in his soul forever.

This time, he lost his heart.

Sonny’s breath was damp against his neck. Fiery.

Devil's breathed fire. Didn’t they?

That soft/hard body against him, golden and smooth, keptifging all over.

Errant thought:I have to make a world for you.

Sonny whispered, “You bastard.”

Vinnie waited, silently, for the punch line.

It came. “Now I'll never be able to breathe right iaga

After awhile, when they caught their breaths, Vinnie s@ujitzerland?”

Sonny said, “Umph.”

Vinnie said, “ltaly?”
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Sonny bit him at the shoulder just below his neck, theded lightly as if in apology.

He thought about them living on a boat at sea and corsimy@ maybe only once a
month at various exotic ports for supplies.

He thought about them growing their beards long and livikegrhountain men in cabins
they built with their own hands.

He thought about the moon.

All safe places.Away from the things of Man.

One of Sonny’s hands combed absently through his hair. é/dozed off.

Later, he got up and took a shower, leaving Sonny to sleepeahddme more. He went
to the corner market and got them food to last for a feyg,den went home to make
breakfast.

Sonny had found one of Vinnie’s robes. His hair was wit'd shaved.

“You took a shower,” Vinnie admonished when he came imladth grocery bags.

Sonny shrugged. He had a glass of water and was busily dosammeypills, standing
unsteadily at Vinnie’s kitchen counter.

Vinnie set the bags down, touched Sonny’s forehead théhe/dybeen taught to feel for
a fever. Sonny pushed his hand away but smiled as he did i

“Feeling better?” Vinnie asked.

“What can | say? I'm a fast healer.”

“Did you change your own bandages?”

“I managed.”

Later, Vinnie showed Sonny how to play Tetris and MariaghenNintendo. All day he
kept watching Sonny, his eyes straying to his hands, hisswisthe upper part of his
bronze chest exposed by Vinnie’'s robe. He couldn’t helplé wanted him so much, so
badly. The feeling never went away.

Later in the afternoon a smiling Sonny caught his ey His arm and led him into the
bedroom. Sonny lost his robe in seconds flat revealmtevibandages that made Vinnie

wince. Vinnie's jeans followed in a heap on the floor.

This time was slower, more beautiful. No surface wésuhtouched, untasted.
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Vinnie traced the smooth skin all around Sonny’s banda§eany’s body was less hairy
than most men’s and what hair there was grew unchaisicially pale, silken. The hair
at his groin, though, was dark and rich. Soft to thelouc

Sonny trembled as Vinnie touched him between the legs,rngpl@oaxing. He felt the
thrum of Sonny’s pulse against his palm. Sonny was gorgeoasith, even pretty, and
very very hard. He groaned, shuddered, gasped, as Vinnie l@agreldim. Vinnie was
not experienced at giving men oral sex, but he knew whigltdteand he did that for
Sonny, knowing afterward that he could do that again and,apat he wanted to do it.

Sonny said, still breathing hard, pushing the bangs from Vmeiges, “| warned you.
You didn’t hafta do that...and swallow.”

Vinnie laughed, feeling a strange heat burn in his chetkganted to.” He grinned. |
want to do it again. But that doesn’t mean | expeat yb

Sonny pushed him over, put a hand over his mouth stoppingohisw“Vinnie,” he
breathed softly, “Don’t you know I'd do anything for you?”

Of course that was true. Had always been true. AndySset about proving it again
and again.

They were so into each other. There was never a goegky’d be compatible in bed,
but still Sonny managed to top all Vinnie’s hopeful expémtat When he was with
Sonny like this, he realized he didn’t have to think, omewverry. He just touched
wherever he felt like it, followed his desire. And whenwas touched, the intensity
surprised him; Sonny was so enthusiastic, so amazing... \Witiew, too many times
he’d worried about their response because he couldn’t altedly..were they enjoying
him? Even if they said yes, he wasn'’t always sure. hbleght too much about what he
was doing, what they were doing. It was enjoyable, lyagtsnever removed from the
reality of boy, girl, room, bed. He thought of himsedfan attentive lover, considerate,
but it had never felt like this, never this seamless,pérgect. With Sonny he fell, got
lost. There was no room, no bed, just him, just Sonnyatwlining warmth and always
impending ecstasy. Not only was it enjoyable, he fuckimgddoeing with him. He
craved him.

When Sonny asked softly, “What do you want, babe?” Virepdied in a rush of air,
“Everything’

He knew he’d fallen fast in love. He thought he’d beelove before, a couple times
perhaps, but it had never been like this. Nothing had everlizeehis.

If Vinnie was waiting for the child side of Sonny to emedgéger and angry, it was

going to be a long wait. Because it never did. Sonrs/ssagood to him, so attentive,
that sometimes Vinnie thoughfthis must be a dream.
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At the end of two weeks, they went on a shopping tripan$astill had his wallet and all
his credit cards. He bought a new suit.

He’'d already been catching up on work via Vinnie’s telepharianie’s phone was a
secure line put in by the Feds. No one could traceaisa if anyone on Sonny’s side
was trying to, they wouldn’t find Vinnie. They wouldibow Sonny had been with him
now for two whole weeks of rest and utter bliss.

Now he planned to return to work in that new suit.

And Vinnie planned to go back to the OCB and prepare for hisjolex

The morning Sonny left, it rained. Earlier, they made lorgently, then lay together in
Vinnie’s bed listening to the storm. Sonny kept telling himdgokes, getting him to
laugh. Laughing was better than crying. Laughter was thiegthad left.

When it was time to get up, Vinnie said, “Remember. Yamdrop by any time. | gave
you a key.”

Vinnie gave it to him on a gold ring. The key opened his aatioioor. But really, it
was the key to his heart.

“I know you gave me a key, Vinnie. | was there. You'tlpassibly think I'd forget.”

Vinnie tried not to pout. Sonny was distancing himself né@etting up. Getting
dressed.

He knew this day was coming. His brain understood. Bunind had refused to
prepare.

He got up and put on his jeans. He picked up his comb fronutkadand ran it
through his hair. “I'll make you breakfast.”

“You don't have to,” Sonny said, turning away from the orinvhere he was tying his
tie.

Vinnie threw his comb at the dresser where it bangetheftide and landed on the
carpet. “None of us has to do anything we do in this lifidl5 voice came out louder
than he’'d intended.

Sonny moved toward him then, fast, maybe faster than ond then he was holding him

and murmuring in his ear, “Okay. Okay, you're right. Okay®” His hand clasped
the side of Vinnie’s head as Vinnie turned away. Sonnyitetgo.
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Blindly, Vinnie left the room and went into the kitcheHe started the coffee maker and
then ran out of energy. He sat down at the coumter lmarstool listening to the coffee
percolate.

Sonny wandered in. He touched Vinnie on top of the h¥ahie made no response.
Sonny got out the mugs and poured them both cups of cdffeadded one cream and
one sugar, just as Vinnie liked it, pushed the mug toward Biomny took his coffee
black, always.

When it was time for Sonny to leave, Vinnie felt slighglnicky, the same way he’d felt
in the middle of the night when Sonny had walked him tacdmer of the dead,
December field on the outskirts of Atlantic City. Oftitys time there was no back up.
He never begged.

Still, it felt as if Sonny were putting a gun to his head.

Sonny kissed him on the cheek. The cab was waitingdeuts Christmas wreath
decorating its front grid. The rain was falling. Whemie shut the door his body felt

far far away, as if he were floating on the storrky. sit felt like the rain from that sky
pelted his face, cold and unforgiving.

*

EPILOG

Frank had been going over the details of the new cakévvinie for days now. Vinnie
had learned everything in a day, but Frank was never easilynced. Vinnie’'s
photographic memory, and his ability to assess a situatiaitively in seconds flat was
still under suspicion from Frank. As a result, he iaed. Grumpy.

Frank just looked at him. “I thought a vacation would do good. Two weeks. That's
enough time, isn’t it? And we don't start this casecadfly until after Christmas.”

Vinnie just rolled his eyes.

Frank got up, poured himself a cup of coffee, then one ifmi®. He brought it over. It
was black. No sugar. No cream.

Frank ignored Vinnie’s frustrated sigh. “So what'd you do?”
“Huh?”

“For two weeks? | never asked you. What'd you do?”
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Vinnie shrugged.

“After Steelgrave bullied himself out of the hospitau also vanished. Where’d you
go? | lost track of you. You never called.”

“l hung out at my apartment mostly.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Is everything all right with your family?”

“l guess. | haven't talked to them in awhile.”

Frowning now, Frank said, “l only ask because you seetardimmaybe. Moody. | know
the Steelgrave case was hard, but it's over now.”

“Yeah.”
“Vince, you can talk to me. You know that.”

Vinnie glanced at his field supervisor, at the big, silly ibgiasses, the pale blue eyes
beneath. Frank might seem gruff, but he was a softierneath it all. Vinnie knew that
yes, in fact he could talk to the man. But he didn'ttwa talk. He didn’t want to talk to
anyone about Sonny. Ever. It was just too crazyottiing else, he didn’t think he
could withstand the looks of confusion, of horror at hisiadion that he’d spent two
glorious weeks with that mob-kingrou and Sonny Steelgrave? Are you nuts?

“Yeah. | know,” Vinnie finally replied.

Frank waited awhile. Drank some coffee. Finally, lear@d his throat. “Okay, then
let’s get back to work.”

Vinnie glanced down at the paperwork wondering how mucpeloRrank would want to
go over it and over it, how much longer before he cowdtigo away for awhile, escape
this town and lose himself in another case.

Just then, Frank’s phone rang. Frank picked it up, Bstéor a moment, then handed it
to Vinnie. “It's your answering service.”

Vinnie took the phone, listened. The number they gave diirettirn the call was locked
in his memory. He didn’'t need to write it down. Whenhung up he turned to Frank.
“| gotta make a call.”

“Here. Use my phone.”
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Vinnie hesitated.
Frank said, “Don’t mind me.”

Vinnie looked at the phone, then without waiting he diateditumber he knew by heart.
If the OCB flagged it, well so be it.

It was a direct line. It did not go through Sonny’s seaket Sonny answered on the
second ring.

Vinnie had not heard that voice since the morning Sonny leftad been five days.
“I's me. I'm at work.”

“Yeah you,” Sonny said softly. “I've been thinkin’.”

“Don’t hurt yourself,” Vinnie muttered, but before he evamshed those words, Sonny
was saying something that made his stomach flip, his bremgth ¥Canada. I've been
thinking Christmas in Canada. And maybe more.”

Vinnie took a shaky breath and his eyes got suddenly warmk f@s looking at him
strangely. Vinnie put a hand over his eyes to block Frastki®, then laughed gruffly.
“‘Me, too. Me, t0o.”

“I'm gonna use my key. Okay if I let myself in?”

“You moron, what took you so long?”

“Had some things | had to take care of.”

“I'm coming home,” Vinnie said, and hung up.

He stood, still not looking at Frank. “I'm cutting out ftwe rest of the day.”

“What? Who was that?”

Now Vinnie looked up. “And Frank? | don’t know if I'm thght person for this case.”
“What are you talking about?”

“I think I might be moving.”

“Moving?”

“Yeah.”
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“Where?”

“Canada.”

(end)

Notes: The quote “Away from the things of Man” is from the vemyderful, very funny

existential movie “Joe vs. The Volcano” circa 1990. The titldhisf story is stolen from
a modern translation of a very ancient Chinese poem by Han Yu.
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