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      Want updates on new releases and special discounts, as well as behind-the-scenes bonus material like deleted scenes and commentaries?

      Just sign up for my monthly-ish mailing list and join the fun!

      
        
        NEW: Now all subscribers can instantly download a free copy of the novel Throwing Stones (Glasgow Lads on Ice Book One), which includes crossover characters from the main series.
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      Playing With Fire (Glasgow Lads Book 3)

      Robert McKenzie has a secret. As the only straight player on an all-LGBTQ soccer team, he’s known to fans as “McWhatAWaste.” No one would guess Robert’s actually bisexual. At twenty-one, on the verge of a brilliant career in video games, he’s finally ready to be his true self. The only thing keeping him in the closet is…his gay best friend?

      Liam Carroll has a problem. His gorgeous best mate wants to kiss him and touch him and…everything with him. But for how long? With Robert embarking on a bright future—far from their rough-and-tumble East End streets—Liam may soon be left behind. He can’t risk falling in love with a man he can’t live without. His solution? Keep things casual, see what happens.

      Aye, right. After a single camping trip, the bridge back to mere friendship has been well and truly burned. Now Robert wants more than sex, but diehard cynic Liam won’t drop the barriers around his heart. These two tough center-backs must find a way forward as lovers, or their lifelong bond—the heart of the Warriors team—will rupture for good.
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      Playing with Fire takes place in 2014, and thus the book reflects the language, technology, and attitudes of that time.
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      Liam Carroll couldn’t wait to get his best friend into bed.

      Not in that way, obviously. Robert McKenzie was as straight as the white lines around the penalty area they guarded with their six-foot-three, fourteen-stone bodies. Given his endless parade of long-term girlfriends, Robert was flagrantly, flauntingly, flamboyantly straight.

      Liam wanted to get him into bed because he knew that alone in the dark was the only time Robert might reveal what the fuck was currently wrong with him. And though it was nighttime here on Glasgow Green, they were anything but alone, surrounded by thousands waiting for the Guy Fawkes Night fireworks to begin.

      “Should’ve brought gloves.” Standing beside Liam near the center of one of the park’s paved circles, Robert clutched his coffee cup with both hands. “Wish they still did bonfires.”

      “Aye, right, cos Glaswegians and open flames are such a safe combination. Here, these are still warm.” Liam handed him their communal container of chips and gravy, bought from a nearby food stall.

      “Talking of flames,” Robert said as he ate, “you know what I’m dying for?”

      “A blowjob?”

      Robert glared at Liam from under his dark brows. The two of them had quit smoking together on the first of September—over eight weeks ago—and Liam had begun the blowjob response after he got fed up of hearing Robert constantly whinge about craving cigarettes. Like all their inside jokes, this quip usually made his friend laugh.

      But not tonight. Even their annual Guy Fawkes funfair-games showdown had left Robert as solemn as a monk, despite the fact Liam had let him “win” at dodge ’em cars.

      Liam pulled out his phone to check the time, wishing their friends would show up so they could move off onto the grass where it was less crowded. Like hundreds of other people (apparently), they’d agreed to meet here near the topiary statue of Clyde, the mascot of the recent Commonwealth Games. Clyde was meant to be a thistle, the national symbol of Scotland, but to Liam he looked like a demented, purple-haired clown.

      His phone dinged in his hand. The screen showed a group text message to him and Robert from their goalkeeper, Heather. Heather’s day job was in TV production, so she oversaw their amateur football team’s promotional videos—one of which had gone viral last July, turning the Woodstoun Warriors into international LGBT icons.
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      “Our Newlyweds show!” Liam tapped the link in the text. “Let’s watch it now.”

      “We’ll use my phone. Screen’s bigger.” Robert pulled a set of earphones from his inside jacket pocket and plugged it into his device as the video loaded. He put one in his left ear, pushing the edge of his gray knit cap out of the way, then handed the other to Liam so they could listen together.

      Liam shifted closer, pressing his shoulder to Robert’s. “Mmm, cozy.”

      With a grunt, Robert moved an inch to his right so they were no longer touching.

      Now that was odd. Robert had never cared about the space or lack thereof between their bodies, not even way back in school when the other lads had questioned his sexuality for having a gay best mate. Why was he suddenly so skittish?

      The video began with a shot of Liam and Robert sitting in shadow on a small sound stage, their backs turned to each other. Standing before them was their friend John Burns, a short, brawny lad with sparkling brown eyes and sleek, dark hair. He nodded and smiled at the cheers from the studio audience.

      Robert turned up the video’s volume so they could hear it over the DJ announcing that fireworks were starting in fifteen minutes.

      “Welcome,” John said as the applause faded, “to our debut episode of Back-to-Back, a Newlyweds-style quiz show where, instead of competing against other couples, the couple competes against each other.” He retreated slowly as the camera pushed in. “As football fans know, offense wins matches, but defense wins championships. And the heart of every defense—the heart of every team—is that mystical bond between its center-backs.”

      Spotlights fell upon Liam and Robert as they spun their chairs to face the camera, arms crossed over their chests, looking comically stoic.

      “To protect the goal,” John said, “the center-backs’ connection must be near-telepathic.” He tapped his temple for emphasis. “They need to guide each other, they need to trust each other—but most of all, they need to know each other.”

      Liam pressed the screen to pause the video. “Remember how tiny those seats were? I swore they’d collapse under our arses.” He poked Robert with his elbow. “Though they made us look pure huge and manly by contrast.”

      “I think that was the idea.” Robert sipped his coffee, then made a face at the cup. “Ugh, I’d kill for a Starbucks just now.”

      “Only prats say, ‘a Starbucks.’”

      “And only prats say what prats say.” A ghost of a smile played over Robert’s lips.

      Liam felt encouraged by the return of their banter. Maybe this video could melt the thin wall of ice that had formed between them.

      It had been a rough couple of months for Robert, what with the failed Scottish independence referendum and the breakup with his girlfriend, Danielle—not to mention the upcoming five-year anniversary of his father’s death. Still, he seemed unusually withdrawn the last few weeks.

      Robert restarted the video. John continued his intro: “Liam Carroll and Robert McKenzie grew up together in Glasgow’s boisterous and occasionally brutal East End. Friends and teammates since age six, they’ve always had each other’s backs.” John dropped a dramatic pause. “But how well do they really know each other?”

      The words McKenzie vs Carroll fell to the bottom of the screen with a thud, followed by Round One and the ding of a bell.

      “Ooh, nice effect.” Liam looked up from the phone to see Robert’s reaction. The tension had returned to his friend’s shoulders, and a muscle was twitching at the corner of his strong, square jaw.

      On-screen, John took a seat between them as they sized each other up with friendly sneers.

      “Wee fun fact for new fans?” John gestured to his right. “Robert here is the only non-LGBT member of the team. When Warriors recruited Liam two years ago, he refused to join without his best mate.”

      The audience exhaled a chorus of awwws. Liam watched his own face turn nearly as red as his hair.

      “On with the game!” John pulled out a stack of note cards. “Under strict supervision—meaning me—Liam and Robert have answered a series of personal questions submitted by our fans. I’ll now ask the questions again, and they’ll each guess the other’s answer. Correct guesses win points.” He turned to the first card. “We’ll start with favorite films. Robert, what did⁠—”

      “Mystery Men!” the two of them shouted together. Laughter rippled from the audience.

      “That won’t count for points,” John said, “since youse had the same answer. But the follow-up question counts. Robert, what is Liam’s favorite line from this 1999 superhero comedy starring Ben Stiller?”

      “Disco is not dead.” Robert thrust his fist into the air like the villain from the film. “Disco is life!”

      With an electronic ding, a 1-0 graphic appeared on the screen.

      “Brilliant.” John turned to Liam. “What’s Robert’s favorite line?”

      “I cannae believe I missed this one,” Liam muttered, pulling his wool cap farther down to shield his ears against the rising wind.

      “It’s not your fault I changed my answer over the years,” Robert replied. “At least you got the right character.”

      “It wasn’t even a funny line.”

      “Aye, but it was deep—‘There’s no use waiting for the cavalry. The cavalry is us.’” Robert turned up the volume again. “Now stop interrupting.”

      On-screen, John turned to Liam. “What is Robert’s proudest nonfootball achievement?”

      “Going to university even though he comes from a shit area of Glasgow.” A ding sounded, and the score changed to one all. “Am I allowed to say shit?”

      “This is YouTube. You can say anything.” John turned to Robert. “What’s Liam most proud of?”

      “That’s a tough one.” Robert passed a pensive hand through his nut-brown curls. “His cure for hiccups?”

      As he watched Robert and himself share a high-five, Liam wondered when his once-jovial friend would return to him. A glance to his right showed Robert rubbing what he called his “student stubble,” the unruly dark hair that crept beneath his jaw when his studies left no time for grooming.

      “Liam’s greatest fear, Robert?” John asked on the video.

      “I’d say it’s heights.” A buzzer sounded. “You are afraid of heights, mate.”

      “Nah, I outgrew that,” Liam said. “Now my big thing’s zemmiphobia—fear of the great mole rat.” He jutted his thumb at Robert and said to John, “His is anuptophobia—fear of being single.”

      A buzzer sounded again. “Sorry.” John held up the card. “It says here Robert’s greatest fear is scoring an own-goal.”

      Liam nudged his mate, ignoring his edict to stop interrupting the video. “Good answer. Wish I’d thought of it.”

      Liam’s real biggest fear—the great mole rat notwithstanding—was that Robert would someday outgrow him as he found more clever and sophisticated friends. Yet despite making loads of new mates during his first three and a half years at Glasgow Uni in the city’s posh West End, Robert still found time every week to see Liam—apart from football. He often even ventured back to their home district of Shettleston to visit Liam’s big, loud family.

      John posed the next question. “Liam, what would Robert say is your most annoying habit?”

      The video froze, a gray circle rotating in the center.

      “I thought that might happen.” Robert switched his coffee cup to his phone hand. “Too many people around us uploading photos and all.” He thrust his other hand inside his battered black-leather jacket, then quickly pulled it out again. “Och, I’m still reaching for cigarettes that aren’t there.”

      “Hard to quit a seven-year habit in two months.”

      “Not for some people,” Robert said bitterly.

      “Just cos I’m not moaning about it on an hourly basis doesn’t mean I don’t miss smoking.” Liam bounced on his toes to the dance music blaring from the park’s speakers. “But you’re right, I don’t really do addictions. Apart from your video games, of course—especially the one you made for me.” When Robert continued to scowl, Liam yanked out his own earphone. “Okay, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Robert replied, with a swiftness that said he’d anticipated the question. “I’m just tired, is all. Late nights studying this week.”

      “I’ve seen you tired, and this isn’t it.” Liam took a step forward, trapping Robert between himself and the topiary Clyde. “I wanted to wait until our camping trip at the weekend to have this out. But you’ll probably cancel that, seeing as you don’t even want to be near me.”

      Robert gaped at him. “Not want to—where are you getting that?”

      “From you, ya big knob. I’ve known you fifteen years. I can read you like a picture book. And right now your book reads ‘Fuck Off’ in giant pop-up letters.”

      Robert gave a heavy sigh. “Right. I’m sorry.” He shut off his phone and put it away, letting the earphone wires dangle from his pocket. “I just…” He twisted his coffee cup’s cardboard sleeve back and forth, his brows lowered, jaw twitching.

      Knowing Robert’s silence often meant he was searching for the right words, Liam kept his own gob shut and tucked into the chips and gravy again. They’d grown cold and gooey, but he couldn’t afford to waste food. As he ate, he stared up at Clyde’s giant cartoon eyes, which gleamed spooky-white in the park’s floodlights.

      Finally Robert said, “It’s not you. It’s me.” He gave a frustrated head shake. “No, it is you, sort of, but not in a bad way. It’s nothing you’ve done wrong.” He lifted his eyes to meet Liam’s.

      And there it was, that same warmth between them, the warmth that sustained them through good times and bad. But now that warmth felt strangely like…heat. It sent a shiver straight to the base of Liam’s spine. For a moment he was paralyzed by Robert’s earnest, midnight-blue gaze as it sparked inexplicable feelings inside him.

      “Oi, lads!” came John’s voice, this time in real life. “Thought we’d never get here.”

      Liam ripped his eyes from Robert and turned to greet John and his boyfriend—Warriors captain and Liam’s close friend Fergus Taylor.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Fergus said as they all moved out of the circle onto the grass. “Traffic was awful. It would’ve been quicker to walk than take the bus.”

      “Speak for yourself, stamina man.” John held up a pair of plastic carrier bags. “I brought gifts for you big beautiful center-backs. Warriors calendars, hot off the press.”

      “Yaaas!” Liam grabbed them and handed one to Robert. “Let’s see what month we’re in.” Since everyone considered them an inseparable unit, they’d been photographed together instead of singly.

      “You two are April,” Fergus said. “I think you’ll fancy it. I know the fans will.”

      Liam set down his chips and gravy, then flipped the calendar pages until he found the right month. “Wow.” He blinked at the photo of him and Robert standing back to back, arms crossed, biceps bulging. Shirtless and mud-spattered, they gave the camera a pair of beastly glares.

      “‘Wow’ is right,” John said. “It’s a shipper’s wet dream. We’ll sell a million calendars for that pic alone.”

      Liam’s gaze lingered on the place where the bare skin of his shoulder met Robert’s. “What’s a shipper?” he asked John.

      “A fan who imagines a romance between two characters—or in your case, real people—who don’t actually have one. They ‘ship’ you guys.”

      “Stop the bus! Really?” Liam turned to grin at Robert. “Rab, did you hear tha—” His smile faded when he saw his best mate staring at the calendar page, face twisted like the sight was making him sick. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Robert flipped through the calendar. “I never realized how naked we’d all be.”

      “Half-naked.” Liam paged back to January. “Look, here’s Fergus with his top on. Just like the women.”

      “Some of my shots were shirtless.” Fergus gave a self-effacing smirk. “I’m a little hurt they didn’t choose one of those.”

      “You’re the captain,” John said. “You need to look authoritative. Besides, you don’t need to go taps aff to be gorgeous.” He shot a quick glance at Liam and Robert. “Not that you two do.”

      “I need all the help I can get,” Liam said. “Maybe this calendar’ll get me a few dates.”

      Robert snorted. “As if you’re ever lacking in that department.”

      “You’re just jealous of my low standards.” Liam turned back to Fergus, shoving his curiosity about Robert to the back of his mind. “Probably best you’ve kept your shirt on, seeing as you’re unavailable.”

      “Aye.” Fergus looked at John. “Now more than ever.”

      Liam admired Fergus’s calendar photo, which had captured the tall, lean ginger in action, delivering his signature deadly volley. Then he rewound his friend’s words in his head. “What do you mean, ‘now more than ever’?”

      “You want to tell them?” Fergus asked John.

      “You said you’d tell them.”

      “I know, but I’m offering to let you.”

      “There’s no need, just⁠—”

      “Are you engaged?” Robert blurted.

      Liam burst into laughter at the ridiculous notion. “Aye, right. That’d be—” He stopped himself just in time, as he realized no one was laughing with him.

      “It’s true,” Fergus said. “We’re getting married.”

      “Congratulations!” Robert gave a broad smile for the first time all night.

      As his three friends shared hugs and back pats, Liam stood stunned, feeling like he’d just fallen down the rabbit hole. John and Fergus had met in June—what, five months ago? In what possible universe could this be a good idea?

      As Fergus turned to him for a hug, Liam managed to paste on a smile. “Congrats, mate,” he said. “This is…huh.”

      “We want to marry on the thirty-first of December,” John said. “Are you both free?”

      “On Hogmanay?” Liam asked. “Bartenders always work that night.”

      “We plan to do it directly after midnight on the thirty-first,” Fergus said, “so it’ll be more like Tuesday night, which you usually have off.” His hopeful eyes met Liam’s. “Also, would you consider being my best lad?”

      “Your what?”

      “It’s a best man who’s single, like a maid-of-honor versus a matron-of-honor. My brother’s my best man, obviously, but I wanted you to have a place of…significance.” Fergus tugged on the fingers of his gloves. “What do you think?”

      I think you’ll regret this. I think I need to throw up.

      When Liam saw Robert and John watching them closely, he stammered out an, “I’d be honored.”

      “Thank you.” Fergus beamed with what looked like relief.

      “That’s the date, then.” John put his phone to his ear. “Mum’ll want to know we’ve confirmed it so she can start planning.”

      “Mine too.” Fergus pulled out his phone. “Sorry,” he said to Liam and Robert. “We’ll just be a second.”

      As the happy couple began chattering to their mothers, Robert shifted close to Liam and spoke in a low voice. “What the fuck’s wrong with your face?”
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      Robert hated to lay into his best mate like this, but sometimes Liam needed help finding the brake pedal on his mouth.

      Liam touched his own reddening cheek. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ve seen less phony smiles on beauty-pageant contestants,” Robert whispered. “Can’t you at least pretend to be happy for them?”

      “Fergus is only twenty-five. John’s twenty-two.”

      “Can you imagine either of them with anyone else?”

      “That’s my point. They’re a great couple. Why ruin it by getting married?” Liam seemed to choke on the M-word.

      Robert knew why his mate hated the idea, what with his dad running off when Liam was only four years old, leaving Mrs. Carroll with another baby on the way. “Happy marriages do exist. My parents had one.”

      “I know they did, but—” Liam clamped his lips shut, making Robert wonder if he’d been about to suggest the McKenzies hadn’t lived long enough to hate each other.

      “Mum, just ring his mother and ask her yourself,” John said. “Okay, bye for now!” He slipped his phone back into his pocket. “She’s freaking out about finding a dress in time. Says she’s petrified of wearing the same color as Fergus’s mum. That’s the word she used—petrified—like it’s a zombie wedding.”

      “Why midnight on New Year’s Eve?” Robert asked John. “Why not on a weekend?”

      “You’re kidding, right?” asked Liam before John could answer. “Even I know that’s the first day gay marriage will be legal in Scotland.”

      “Right.” Robert felt a pang of guilt for forgetting the historic occasion. “That’s me being a poor ally,” he joked, even as an uneasy voice inside him said, You’re not an ally at all.

      “Not to quibble, but it’s same-sex marriage,” John told Liam, “not gay marriage.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “For one thing, they’re not all gay,” John said. “Some are lesbian or trans. And some are bisexual.”

      Robert’s neck tingled at the sound of the word, like the syllables were trying to crawl beneath his skin and make themselves at home. He wished like mad for a cigarette, anything to do with his hands to hide his reaction.

      Liam opened the remains of their chips and gravy. “But if a lad marries a lad, then that’s it—he’s gay. Or straight, if he marries a woman.”

      “I don’t think it works like that,” John said. “Being bisexual’s not something you grow out of.”

      “It should be.” Liam swiped the last pair of chips through the congealed gravy. “Obviously I get the whole experimentation-when-you’re-young thing, but at some point it’s like, just find the balls to admit you’re gay.” He shoved the chips in his mouth. “Stop messing with people’s heads.”

      A hot wave of dread washed over Robert’s insides. He knew his friend’s prejudice grew more from heartbreaking experience than ignorance, but at moments like this, they felt miles apart.

      “Bye, Ma. Love you too.” Fergus tapped his phone screen and looked at Liam. “Did you just say what I think you said? How can you be so biphobic?”

      Liam rolled his eyes. “I’m not biphobic, I’m biskeptical. And I just said it’s fine at our age. Do what you want, with whoever you want.” He squeezed shut the polystyrene container, making it squeak. “But then make up your fuckin’ mind.”

      Robert turned away, crumpling his empty coffee cup. He wanted to blurt out the truth—needed to—but to do it now would be the height of melodrama. This was Fergus and John’s moment, not his. Yet he couldn’t just stand here and listen to Liam rant.

      He was on the verge of excusing himself to find the loo when the music in the speakers faded, replaced by the DJ’s voice. “Ladies and gents, it’s time for the countdown!” he shouted. “Are you ready?” A raucous cheer rose from the park in response.

      “Fireworks! Fireworks! Fireworks!” chanted a wee lad to their right. He jumped up and down, his green LED shoelaces flashing in the dark. Despite his tension over Liam’s words, Robert felt that familiar shiver of anticipation, accompanied by a nostalgic throat-lump at the memory of Guy Fawkes Nights with Mum and Dad.

      The crowd counted down from ten with the DJ. When they reached two, Robert heard a low boom as a trio of rockets shot up into the night sky, trailing smoke from their faintly glowing heads. Right on cue, they burst into fiery showers of blue, red, and white sparkles.

      Robert looked over at John and Fergus, their faces seeming to glow with more than fireworks. They were too careful to stand with their arms around each other in public—Glasgow was a gay-friendly city in some ways, but there were still loads of hostile bigots who needed no excuse to prey upon unwary LGBT folk.

      At first glance, the two men seemed totally different. John’s head came only to Fergus’s shoulder, and his rollicking Glaswegian patter was a counterpoint to Fergus’s lilting Highland brogue. But they were like one of those salt-and-pepper shaker sets Robert’s gran used to collect, in which the pieces didn’t match but obviously belonged together because they just…fit.

      Fergus had taken serious damage when his previous boyfriend, former Warriors captain Evan Hollister, had left him and (temporarily) the team when they needed him most. John himself had broken Fergus’s fragile trust, though his betrayal was more a case of good intentions gone horribly wrong. But they’d overcome these challenges—including the poisonous, sectarian-based rivalry of their favorite football teams, Celtic and Rangers—to be stronger than ever.

      If this were a video game, Robert would have cast a protective spell upon Fergus and John, granting them long lives in which to enjoy each other. He would make sure they never left a child alone.

      He turned his eyes skyward again as purple and red sparks descended in swirling spirals. As each firework burst, its light reflected off the smoke from its predecessor, providing a background glow like dry ice on a concert stage.

      “Och,” Liam said beside him. “So gorgeous.”

      That voice, breathy with awe, took Robert’s mind to the last place he wanted it to go—a dream he’d had…was it last night, or the night before? It didn’t matter, as the same storyline played out nearly every time he slept.

      Robert shifted his weight, his foot brushing the plastic bag beside him, the one holding the Warriors calendar. It was that day two months ago, shooting those photos, when everything changed. When everything got weird.

      He’d not even been aware of it at the time. Despite years of secretly fancying men, Robert had always looked at Liam like a brother. They knew each other too well for any attraction to take root. And during the shoot, Robert was too busy—changing outfits, being slathered with makeup and tanning spray, following the photographer’s directions—to lust after his half-naked teammate.

      But that night, lying alone in bed, absentmindedly stroking himself beneath the sheets, Robert had let his thoughts wander over the day’s events. His prick had swelled stiff in an instant at the memory of Liam’s bare skin against his.

      Horrified, he’d yanked his hand away, knowing he could never act on that impulse with Liam, not even in fantasy. It would warp their friendship and their football partnership, two of the most precious things in Robert’s life. But his cock wouldn’t listen to reason—not that night, nor all the nights since, when the most glancing thought of Liam would make this rebellious body part beg for attention.

      And definitely not tonight, as his best mate stood oblivious beside him, looking and smelling and…existing the way he did. Not with the fireworks glinting off his flame-colored hair and lighting up the mass of freckles that clustered near his lips like a signpost reading Kiss Here Please. The thought of them sleeping together Saturday night in their tiny tent, bodies pressed close for warmth, made Robert dizzy with desire.

      Inching away from Liam, he adjusted himself as subtly as possible to ease the ache in his groin. In the last few weeks, Robert had found a way to fend off these thoughts, at least temporarily. He needed more of that, pronto. Then he and Liam could return to the way they were in August when they’d filmed the Back-to-Back quiz show video—at ease, in sync, laughing at their thousand-and-one inside jokes. Robert needed a permanent distraction before he said or did something pure stupid.

      Before he ruined everything.
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      Hannigan’s pub was like an all-in-one emotional minefield and graveyard. But Liam needed the money, and he loved working at a place dedicated to his favorite team—Celtic Football Club, aka the centerpiece of Glasgow’s Irish-Catholic community. So he’d stayed in the job even after the owner’s son had used and discarded him.

      Most nights he kept busy enough to fend off the year-old memories. Most nights there was no time to think about his and Tom’s first kiss, after closing when they were scrubbing anti-Protestant graffiti off the walls of the women’s toilet. Or the first time Tom had gone down on him, in the basement whilst they were meant to be tapping a fresh keg of Smithwick’s Ale. Or the balled-up receipt Tom had tucked into Liam’s shirt pocket during a Friday night rush, on which he’d scrawled, I love you. Let’s do this.

      It was quiet shifts like today’s that tortured Liam most. Luckily he never needed a crowd for conversation. His mother always said he could talk the ears off a dead donkey.

      “Have you ever heard the term best lad?” Liam asked his fellow bartender Scarlett. “Like for a wedding?”

      “Is that the wean who carries the rings?” asked old Billy O’Brien, one of Hannigan’s regulars. Billy had the early shift as a hospital maintenance worker at Royal Infirmary, so he was always here in the late afternoon when Liam arrived.

      “Page boys carry the wedding rings.” Scarlett turned to Liam. “Never heard of a best lad. Where’d you get that?”

      “Two of my mates are gay-marrying.” Liam opened a cardboard box containing a 10x8-inch picture frame. “You remember Fergus, right?”

      She nodded. “Tall ginger guy from Perthshire, massive fan of Celtic? Where’s he been lately, by the way?”

      “He’s not keen to come to Hannigan’s now that his new boyfriend—fiancé—is a Rangers fan.” Liam smiled at their scandalized gasps. “Anyway, Fergus asked me to be his best lad. He said it’s like a best man who’s single.”

      “I think he made that up.” Scarlett turned back to the box of snacks they kept behind the bar and started counting packets of crisps. “Still, it’s sweet he wants you to be part of the wedding.”

      “Yeah.” Liam pulled the backing off the picture frame and inserted a sheet of white paper reading No Sectarian Songs Please in black block letters. The previous sign had been graffiti’d in green marker by a cheeky customer to read Nothing But Sectarian Songs Please, so from now on the sign would hang encased in glass behind the bar. “But don’t you think they’re a bit young?” Liam asked. “They’re twenty-five and twenty-two.”

      “I was twenty-three when I married my Jeannie,” Billy said.

      “But that was⁠—”

      “What, back in the Stone Age?” Billy’s bloodshot blue eyes sent Liam a warning glare.

      “More like Bronze Age.” Liam snapped the backing onto the frame, then hung the sign on the rustic post beside the dispenser of Powers Irish whiskey. “I’m just saying, these days, who marries so young? Who marries at all?”

      “Maybe that’s the problem,” Billy said. “Lads today got no sense of responsibility.” He nudged his empty glass a few inches forward.

      As he poured the old man’s refill, Liam considered pointing out how Billy spent most of his pay packet here at Hannigan’s, leaving his wife to make do with the few quid left over. Instead he used a more personal example.

      “Marriage doesn’t make men responsible. Ask my da.” He gave Billy his drink. “Oh wait, you cannae, cos he did a runner seventeen years ago.”

      “Ever think that’s why you turned out, you know…” Billy tilted his hand back and forth, palm down.

      “A good dancer?” Liam prompted.

      Billy chuckled. “Maybe that’s why there’s so many lads like you these days. No male role models.”

      Liam laughed and shook his head. Such was the price he paid for being out and proud in the East End. Though any of his neighbors would take a bullet for him—and vice versa—they didn’t pretend to understand why he fancied the lads. Their ignorance could have offended him, but it was more fun to play along. “Maybe if you’d adopted me, Billy, and introduced me to the wonders of womenfolk, I’d have my own wee wifey today. I’m pure gutted, seeing as marriage has clearly made you so happy.”

      “You’ve got me there, mate.” Billy lifted his glass. “Any seats on the fairy train for an old yin like me?”

      “That train never leaves the station.” Liam toasted his customer with a glass of water. “Gonnae get your ticket punched before you die.”

      “If you two are finished flirting,” Scarlett said, shoving the snack box beneath the bar again, “Liam, can you cover for me the third of December? I need three days in a row off and that’s the only one I’ve not sorted.”

      Liam checked the calendar by the cash register. “Aye, nae bother.”

      “Cheers, lad.” She smoothed a rebellious dark curl back into the hair clip at the base of her neck. “Remind me to give you pointers on how to manage Quiz Night. You’ve not worked a Wednesday since we started that circus.”

      “Och, I hate Quiz Night,” Billy said. “Bunch of hipsters coming in, taking over.” He tapped a gnarled finger against the bar. “This pub is no place for thinking. It’s a place for getting drunk and talking the footie with gallus Irish laddies like Liam.”

      Liam smiled as he bent over to examine the spout of their leaky Guinness tap. Though his ma was mostly Italian, he took after his absent Scottish-Irish father. And here in a pub where customers were made to feel as if they’d stepped into a tiny piece of Dublin, his ginger hair and freckles had surely helped get him this job.

      But it was Liam’s ability to read customers that had kept him this job the last two years. He’d developed a sixth sense for when these men needed to talk. He could spot in their postures, in the angle of their smiles or frowns when they asked for another drink, that moment of transition between wanting to be alone with their troubles and wanting to spill them all over the ancient stained wood of the bar.

      Their confessions often started with a moan about football or City Council or the weather. Then small talk led to big talk, about how the customer’s boss didn’t respect him, how his wife didn’t understand him, how his kids shrank into themselves when he walked through the door. How the world made him feel so fucking small.

      Liam knew he might be the only person these near-strangers could open up to. So why had Robert shut him out? Liam had phoned his best mate this afternoon to ask what he’d been on the verge of confessing last night on Glasgow Green. But Robert had dingyed his call, sending it straight to voice mail.

      Things would be different Saturday night at the campsite. Liam would find a way to make Robert talk, even if it meant shutting his own gob and letting the silence stretch out for seconds at a time. Maybe even minutes.

      Scarlett joined Liam at the Guinness tap and gave him a one-armed hug. “Thanks again for covering my shift. Now I can help my sister move house.”

      “It’s taking her three days?” Liam finished unscrewing the tap’s faucet with a small wrench. “Where’s she going, Mars?”

      “Close—Dundee. She got a job at one of those video game companies. There’s a billion of them up there. It’s where Grand Theft Auto was created.”

      Liam nodded. Robert had mentioned that fact only a thousand times or so.

      “It’s her first flat away from home,” Scarlett said, “so I want to get her settled in proper, you know? She’s only nineteen, and I think she’s nervous.”

      “Dundee is a scary place,” Liam managed to quip, though his mind was snagging on Scarlett’s words. He’d always assumed Robert would take a job with one of the gaming companies in Edinburgh, an easy forty-minute train ride from Glasgow. “How long’s it take to get there?”

      “Hour and a half—maybe more, depending on traffic. So it’s not like she can commute from here.”

      “Right.” Feeling unease grow in the pit of his stomach, Liam reached a finger up into the Guinness faucet and pulled out the restrictor disc, the part that slowed the flow to make a proper pour. The disc’s O-ring washer was old and worn.

      “Is your mate McKenzie still doing that rubbish?” Billy asked Liam. “Making video games?”

      “Oh aye,” Liam said brightly, as if he’d not been thinking of Robert just now. “He’s almost finished his degree.”

      “Och, I pure forgot Robert was in that field too.” Scarlett’s eyes sparked with excitement. “Maybe my sister could put in a word for him. What’s his specialty? Art? Animation? Writing? Has he found a job after graduation?”

      “He does all that stuff. He’s keen to work for a wee startup so he can have his hands in everything.” Liam paused, staring up into the tap’s dark cylinder. “And no, he’s not found a job yet.” At least, not that he’s told me.

      Perhaps this was the secret Robert was keeping. Perhaps an offer had come from a company in Dundee rather than Edinburgh. Perhaps he was leaving Glasgow—leaving Liam—for good. Just like Tom.

      Liam shook his head. The two situations were entirely different. He loved Robert, but not in that way. Not with an unquenchable fire fueled by every glance, word, and touch, a fire that died only after being buried beneath the damp sludge of reality. His love for Robert was pure and clean, feeding them both but burning neither.

      So why did losing him feel like Liam’s worst nightmare?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        IllusiveMan

      

      
        Nice pecs

      

      

      

      

      

      Robert sat on the bed in his one-room student flat, phone in hand, staring at the Grindr profile of the lad who’d just chatted him. He was slim, with black-framed glasses that matched his swooped-up hair and accentuated his high cheekbones. The guy was cute, but not in an intimidating way, thanks to the giddy smile and a profile reading, Patience of a sedated saint. If you’ve got questions, I’ve got answers—not to mention his Mass Effect–alluding username, which suggested he was a gamer.

      Holding his breath, Robert replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Flustrated

      

      
        Thanks

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Nice face

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        LOL. I’d like to see yours

      

      

      

      

      

      Robert bit his lip. Like many others on the app, his own profile featured a photo of his bare chest rather than his face. It was a choice that seemed to inspire skepticism about his looks and sincerity.

      For his profile name, he’d used an online random obscure-word generator, refreshing the page until he found one that amused him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Paranoid

      

      

      

      
        
          
        New here

      

      

      

      

      

      IllusiveMan replied, I totally understand. You know, you’re allowed to type >2 words at a time, concluding with a smiling emoji.

      Robert coughed out a laugh, which reminded him to breathe before answering.

      
        
          
            
              
        Problem is, I’m not out yet, and long sentences contain so many telltale verbal tics. What if you’re secretly a forensic linguist, and one day when I’m Prime Minister you compare this Grindr chat with my Queen’s Speech, then decide to out me? I’ll be ruined, and the country’s economy will collapse, and it’ll be all your fault (and a wee bit mine).

      

      

      

      

      

      After a long pause…

      
        
          
            
              
        OK I need to meet you, like, yesterday.

      

      

      

      

      

      Robert’s pulse thumped harder than ever.

      His two previous Grindr encounters had been brief and awkward. During the first—a late-night, side-by-side wank in Kelvingrove Park—he and his anonymous companion hadn’t even touched each other. The thrill of watching another man masturbate while Robert did the same had worn off the moment it started raining. They’d finished anyway, as it seemed the polite thing to do.

      Now Robert’s thumbs poised over the keyboard, ready to type, Yes. Where? It was probably insane to meet up with someone after a two-minute chat, but he had a good feeling about this guy. He needed someone to clarify things. Someone he could talk to after they…whatever. Someone nice.

      Unlike Robert’s, this lad’s profile displayed his exact location, in another Glasgow Uni student housing flat nearby. For a moment he worried IllusiveMan would be someone he knew, but given GU’s size, the chances of that were small.

      His biggest fear was accidentally linking up with a teammate. Several of the Warriors were on Grindr, though none had mentioned it in months. Hookup apps seemed to be falling out of favor with men who had other options.

      Robert did not have other options.

      Just as his thumbs touched the phone screen, the open laptop in front of him gave a loud burble, jolting his hands and his heart. A Skype notification in the screen’s upper right corner said, DaniDecimal is now online. A moment later, a goofy photo of his ex-girlfriend appeared as his computer sang the incoming call melody.

      In a panic, Robert tapped the Go Offline button on his Grindr app, then dropped his phone facedown, as if IllusiveMan could jump through the screen into his flat.

      When he clicked the green video call icon, Dani’s face appeared, slightly pixelated. “Hey,” they said simultaneously, then shared a nervous laugh. It was always strange, seeing her now for purely academic reasons. They lived only a few streets apart, so meeting in person to discuss their statistical analysis project would have been no hassle. But it was easier this way.

      “How’s it going?” she asked in that solicitous tone that said, How are you surviving without me?

      “Good. You?”

      “Tired.”

      “Aye, you look it.”

      “Oh.” Dani blinked and frowned. “Thanks?”

      “Sorry. It’s probably just the poor video quality.” In any case, seeing Danielle got easier each time they Skyped.

      “So, what’s new?” she asked, taking a sip from the My Statistics Can Beat Up Your Anecdotes coffee mug Robert had given her.

      He was tempted to blurt, I’m hooking up with men and I think I like it. Instead he said, “I saw Fergus and John last night. They’re engaged.”

      She nearly spit out the coffee. “Are they mad? They’re too young.”

      “That’s what Liam said.” Robert glanced at his phone, wondering if he’d offended IllusiveMan with his sudden departure. “But they’re obviously in love, and they’ve already been through a lot.”

      “Hmm.” As Dani pondered this, she stroked the end of her long red ponytail in a way that used to make Robert so hot for her. Now it just made him think of other ginger hair he longed to run his fingers through. “You think maybe they’re doing it just because they can? I mean, for most of their lives, gay marriage was an unthinkable dream.”

      “You’re saying it’s like a forbidden fruit thing?” he asked her.

      “Maybe. Okay, example. When I was younger I had this Yorkshire terrier, Miranda. Every Wednesday when the bin lorry came around to collect the rubbish, Miranda would race up and down beside the fence, barking like mad. She wanted nothing more in life than to catch that truck. Then one day the bin lorry came by, and it turned out someone had left the gate open.” She shook her head sadly. “I was there. I saw everything.”

      “What happened?” Robert asked with trepidation.

      “Miranda ran up to the truck, yapping at the tires, all fierce and triumphant because she’d caught it at last. I went out to grab her before it pulled away and ran her over. But when I got there, she was just sitting on the pavement, looking disappointed, like, ‘Oh, is that all there is?’”

      Robert blinked at her. “I don’t think marriage equality is anything like a dog chasing a bin lorry.”

      “Same principle, though, yeah? People want things they’ve been denied.” She sipped her coffee again. “Anyway, it’s silly, them marrying now, especially with John still at uni. They already live together, so what’s the rush?”

      “Maybe they just want to make things permanent. When two people are right for each other, it’s illogical not to commit just because they’ve yet to reach some arbitrary milestone.” He held up a hand. “I’m not talking about you and me. We had some good times, but I never saw you as The One.”

      “Aw, thanks,” she said, green eyes rolling.

      “Would you rather I be languishing away on your account?”

      She tilted her head back and forth. “Mmm, I suppose not,” she said with a smirk.

      Robert relaxed a little. Each time they joked about their relationship, a fraction of the tension between them melted away. Soon, he hoped, they’d be proper friends instead of exes who happened to work together.

      They went on to discuss their project, which studied the Glasgow Effect, a phenomenon in which Glaswegians had shockingly short life spans—even shorter than residents of places with worse poverty and higher rates of addiction and heart disease. Something about this city was sending its people to an early grave.

      Though this fourth-year independent project was just another hoop to jump through to get his combined degree in mathematics and digital media, lately it had captured more of Robert’s passion than the video games he designed. His own mum and dad had died young of “preventable causes,” so he held this daft hope that his and Dani’s work might help others avoid the same fate.

      Why he thought the two of them could succeed where dozens of top scholars had failed—well, that was a mystery he preferred not to explore.

      Finally Dani sat back and rubbed her neck. “After working with all this depressing data, you must be dying to escape Glasgow.”

      “You mean before it kills me like it did my parents?”

      Her face softened. “That’s not what I meant, but…yeah. You should get out for your own good. Save yourself.”

      “Maybe.” Unlike Dani, who came from Edinburgh, Robert truly loved Glasgow. But the tech jobs in this city were mostly banking-related, a field he knew he loathed after the financial stats course he’d taken last year.

      “Don’t feel guilty for wanting to make something of yourself,” Dani said. “You’ve come a long way from the streets of Shettleston, and it’s all down to your hard work and talent. You deserve more.”

      He turned his head to look at his other pillow, where the Warriors calendar lay open to April. By the end of that month he’d know where following his dreams would take him—Edinburgh, Dundee, or somewhere much, much farther.

      “I deserve more than what?” he asked Dani. “My mum and dad, they worked hard cleaning houses and waiting at tables. We were still poor.”

      “They weren’t as educated as you.”

      Robert snorted. “You think a degree is all we need in this shit economy?”

      “It helps.”

      “Okay, let’s say I get a job and it pays decently. But then the company decides to downsize or shift focus or make one of a million decisions that I’ve got no control over but totally ruins my life.”

      Dani shrugged. “Then you find another job.”

      He shook his head at her middle-class naiveté. “Then because I’ve already been sacked, I’ll play it safe. I’ll be so feart of losing what I’ve got, I’ll be all, ‘yes-sir, no-sir,’ until I’m dead inside, until I’m just living for the weekend when I can drown my pain in whisky and football.”

      Dani looked at him sideways. “That’s called ‘life,’ mate.”

      “It’s a crap life. My parents thought they’d be safe if they kept their heads down and did what they were told. But it was a lie. They still lost their miserable jobs that made them want to drink and smoke themselves to death.” He paused to smooth out the catch in his voice. “The only way to be safe is to be independent. Be my own boss.”

      “This again?” She shook her head. “Starting a business is the riskiest thing in the world.”

      “Not these days,” Robert said. “Besides, I’ve already made hundreds of pounds from my wee mobile games. Think what I could do with a team of developers, or with a better artist than myself.”

      “That would be cool. Someday.” Dani sat back in her chair. “Do you think me a coward for continuing for my master’s?”

      “Of course not. You love academics.”

      “I do.” She gave that mischievous smile Robert used to find so enticing. “I want to spend the rest of my life creating unsolvable problems.”

      After he and Dani signed off, Robert lay back in bed and picked up the calendar to study the photo of him and Liam for the tenth time since he first saw it last night.

      He slid his finger over Liam’s bare shoulder, noticing that someone had Photoshopped out most of his freckles. They’d also erased the scar on Liam’s right elbow, the one he got when they were eight years old, at the height of their brief, imaginary career as the East End’s premier skateboarding duo.

      Thankfully, the calendar people had left Liam’s face untouched, though its expression was one seen rarely seen off the pitch. Nobody would guess, based on this threatening glare, that those amber eyes usually glowed with amusement. Or that those lips, twisted here in a snarl, nearly always curved upward in a toothy grin.

      Had Liam examined this photo so intently? Had he lain in bed like this, eyes lingering on Robert’s chest, mouth watering at the thought of tasting Robert’s nipple, fingers tingling at the thought of tracing the line of hair below Robert’s navel, down inside his football shorts…

      Robert shut the calendar and slapped it down onto the bed beside him. This was impossible. Even if he could hook up with Liam—whilst camping Saturday night, for instance—he definitely shouldn’t, considering he might move away in six months. It wouldn’t be fair to Liam to start something, then leave him behind.

      Heart racing, Robert rolled over and grabbed his phone. He restarted Grindr and returned to IllusiveMan’s profile, then tapped the chat bubble, expecting to be blocked or at least chided for his rude departure.

      
        
          
            
              
        IllusiveMan

      

      
        There you are.

      

      

      

      

      

      Robert let out a breath of relief, then typed, Here I am. After another breath, he added, Wish you were too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      It took ten minutes to hide every object in Robert’s flat that gave a clue to his identity. He stuffed his course notes inside his desk, slid his laptop into its bag, then tucked his wallet and family photos into the drawer beside the refrigerator.

      Finally he scanned the posters on his wall—of musicians, of footballers, of the Glasgow skyline. Nothing illuminating there.

      Nothing but the Woodstoun Warriors banner above his bed, the violet-and-white crest bearing their sword-and-ball logo. To hide that would be disloyal to everything Robert was.

      “You stay,” he whispered to the banner.

      Just as he heard a knock, Robert spied the Warriors calendar on his bed. Quickly he shoved it under his pillow, then went to open the door.

      Behind it was the face he’d been peeking at all week on his phone. Illusive gaped up at him in surprise, then jerked his head to look at the door number. “Three-twelve,” he said. “Yes, I’m here to see Flustrated?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Aye, right.” Illusive tried to peer around him. “Where’d he go? Did he chicken out?”

      “Why don’t you think I’m Flustrated?”

      “Usually when a profile doesn’t show a face, it means a man’s…” He gestured at Robert. “The opposite of what you are.”

      “Sorry?”

      Illusive gave an exasperated sigh. “Tell me you’re not one of those gorgeous lads who doesn’t know he’s gorgeous. It’s pure tedious.”

      “Oh.” Robert felt out of his depth. “I thought you meant I looked wrong.”

      “There’s no looking wrong unless you lie.” Illusive examined him with pursed lips as he removed his coat. “Like if you’d said you were a twink instead of a jock—not that I would’ve chatted you in that case. Can I come in?”

      “Right. Of course.” Robert stepped out of the way to let Illusive pass, but left the door propped wide open.

      The lad noticed. “Let me guess—your headmistress has very strict rules about gentlemen callers.”

      Robert gave a nervous laugh. “I-I just thought we could⁠—”

      “Relax, mate. Frankly, I was surprised you invited me here.” He spun Robert’s desk chair around and sank into it with emphasis, as if he now owned the place. “Usually guys want to meet somewhere public first.”

      “Even guys who are—you know⁠—”

      “Closet cases? Aye, especially them.” He propped his ankle on his knee and waggled one bright-yellow high-top Converse, a stark contrast to his otherwise all-black outfit. “They think everyone on Grindr’s an ax murderer.”

      Robert shrugged and attempted a joke. “The walls here are thin. Anyone could hear me scream.”

      “True,” Illusive said with a chuckle. “Also, you’re so huge, only a rhinoceros could take you down.”

      Robert nervously licked his dry lips, wondering if they’d still be dry when it came time to…use them. “Rhinoceros? Is that one of those gay tribes, like bears and otters?”

      The lad’s laughter boomed against the walls. “I love it.” Propping his elbow on the arm of the chair, he leaned his head on his hand. “What sort of man would be a rhino? Proper old, of course, so he’d have that leathery skin.”

      “But well hung,” Robert said, “to match the horn. Downs a constant diet of Viagra.”

      Illusive’s cackle eased Robert’s nerves enough to let him take a single step—small on the outside but large on the inside—and shut his flat’s door.

      “Ooh, alone at last,” Illusive said. “This is where you tell me you’re the ax murderer, aye?”

      “No.” Robert crossed the room on shaky legs to sit on the edge of the bed. “This is where I stop talking and start sucking.”

      “Oh my God, you’re adorable.” Illusive stayed put. “Not at all what I expected.”

      Robert felt a wee bit knocked back by his companion’s demurring. “What did you expect?”

      “Well, in our chat you said you’re not out yet, and you look like you could pass for straight anywhere on the planet. So I’m guessing you’re at the start of your journey.”

      “And?”

      “You’ve got questions. Questions about what certain things feel like.” Illusive steepled his index fingers together, then met Robert’s eyes. “Like a man’s hand on you, a hand that’s not your own.”

      One not-so-small part of Robert twitched in agreement. “I’ve had that, actually.” He cleared his throat and looked away. “With another lad I met on Grindr.” It felt rude to mention it, as though Illusive would be jealous.

      “And how was it?”

      He winced, thinking of how his last Grindr hookup had seized Robert’s cock like it was a lifeline. “He wasn’t as nice as you.”

      Illusive’s dark brows popped above the rims of his glasses. “Nice?”

      “He didn’t want to chat. Neither did the one before him. They never even looked me in the eye.” He forced himself to meet Illusive’s gaze. “It was like being reduced to a single organ.”

      “And how did your single organ feel about that?”

      Robert scanned his ceiling, searching for the perfect word. “Rather liberated, to be honest.”

      “Liberated.” Illusive’s voice softened, and his eyes went distant for a moment. “I like the sound of that.” Then he blinked hard and spoke brightly again as he examined Robert’s place. “Don’t you just love these third- and fourth-year student flats? Finally having our own kitchens, our own bathrooms…” He stood slowly and came over. “And best of all, a double bed.”

      “Aye.” His skin tingled as he watched Illusive sit beside him with a hungry gaze. Robert had often been the target of gay men’s admiration, and he’d had to work hard to convince them he was straight. Now he didn’t have to do that. He didn’t have to lie. So even though his heart was slamming against his ribs, Robert found himself breathing more easily than he had in years.

      But when Illusive moved in for a kiss, Robert jerked his head away. “No.” He stopped himself. “Sorry. I don’t know why I did that.”

      Illusive sat back. “Is it the glasses? I can take them off.”

      “No, don’t. They-they look good on you.”

      “Thanks. Also, they make me not blind, so that’s a bonus.” With a crooked smile, he took Robert’s hand. “Shall I try again?”

      Robert nodded, but the moment Illusive leaned forward, he said, “Stop.”

      Illusive sighed. “What is it you want?”

      “I want—other things. Just no kissing.”

      Illusive’s expression darkened for the first time. “Why? You worried it’ll mean you’re gay?”

      “I already know I’m—” He couldn’t say the word gay, as that would be a lie, but he also couldn’t say bisexual, as that would be the truth. “I already know I fancy lads. I know I want to-to touch you and suck you. But I cannae kiss you. I don’t know why.”

      Illusive pulled back and crossed his arms. “Well, it makes me feel like a prostitute, so you’d best explain or I’m away.”

      “I’m saving it.” Robert clamped his mouth shut as his own words echoed in his mind. Wait, what?

      “Ohhhhh.” Illusive’s eyes regained their playful glint. “There’s a lad, isn’t there? Someone you fancy?”

      Robert glanced past him at the Warriors banner. “He’s a friend.”

      “A gay friend, I hope?” When Robert nodded, Illusive said, “Good job. So you’re saving your first gay kiss for this mate of yours. That’s the most romantic thing I’ve heard all week.”

      “It’s not romantic.” His chest grew tight as a vise again. “I don’t know what it is.”

      Illusive gave a soft gasp. “And you want someone to practice blowjobs on. So that when you and this friend get together, you’ll be able to impress him.”

      Robert shut his eyes. Was that what he was doing? Whatever happened to trying to forget Liam? Wasn’t that the whole point of this “date”?

      “I don’t mind,” Illusive said. “I rather fancy being part of someone’s journey, especially if it ends in love. It’s nice to make a difference in someone’s life.” He reached up and stroked Robert’s hair soothingly. “Wee favor, though? Let me suck you first so you can see how it’s done.”

      “Oh.” Robert hadn’t expected this, but he couldn’t think of a reason to refuse, especially since most of the blood had abandoned his brain at the sound of the words Let me suck you. “Okay.”

      “Great!” Illusive dropped to his knees, insinuating himself between Robert’s thighs. “Now just relax. But pay attention. But relax.”

      Robert leaned back on his hands, his gaze glued to the dark, wet space between the lad’s red lips
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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