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      I coughed as a plume of acrid white smoke surrounded me, momentarily clouding my vision, blocking out the busy crowd in my boyfriend Magnus’s garden. Flailing my arms to clear it, I glared at him. “Are you trying to kill me?” I demanded.

      “Sorry.” He waved a spatula in my direction, teeth flashing white through his dark beard. “I’ve not done this in years.”

      “Who put him in charge of the barbeque, anyway?” I asked, turning to Ryan, my best friend.

      He laughed. “You.”

      “Only because you said I couldn’t be trusted!”

      “You can’t.” He sipped from a glass of Pimm’s, the clear, tea-coloured liquid sloshing around ice cubes and chunks of fruit. “You nearly burnt my house down, remember?”

      “Don’t be melodramatic. I only singed the deck.” I tossed my head. “Sameer put it out in no time.”

      Ryan’s husband grinned. “The moment Ryan gave you matches and lighter fluid, I knew I’d have to man the fire extinguisher.”

      “Serves you right for asking me to do something manly.” I smiled at them. “At least we’ve got the weather for it.”

      We really did. It was a sunny Saturday in mid-August, and London was sweltering. The heat wave that had struck two months earlier seemed here to stay, and the city was hot and humid, the inhabitants miserable. At least Magnus’s flat was a little out of the centre, and his garden provided a welcome spot to entertain friends, well away from the over-crowded parks where it seemed every other Londoner was spending their weekends.

      Aside from Ryan and Sameer, we’d invited my agent, Max, and his wife, my publicist Katy, and Becky, my former beard. Both women had brought their boyfriends along, and I raised my Pimm’s in salute to Becky’s companion, Derek, the doorman at my building. It was a little strange at first, socialising with a man I was used to seeing in uniform sitting behind the stainless steel desk in the large foyer, but Derek and I had exchanged friendly words long before he expressed an interest in Becky. I shouted for him to relieve Magnus of responsibility with the fire and, laughing, he left Becky’s side and went to assist.

      “Owen Barnes, my boyfriend isn’t here to work,” Becky scolded, approaching me. She looked dazzling, as always, cool and relaxed in a light summer frock and backless sandals, her brassy hair pulled into a messy knot.

      “Do you want to have to call the fire brigade?” I asked.

      “Depends how cute the firemen are.” She grinned and linked my arm, leaning heavily on my shoulder.

      “And here was me thinking you were practically married.” I gently elbowed her ribs.

      “We’ve only been dating two months,” she protested. “You sound like my mother!”

      “You should have heard Ira,” Ryan said, hazel eyes lighting with humor as he smirked at his husband. “She was desperate to marry Sameer off.”

      “Yet strangely, not to you.”

      Ryan gasped. “Your mum loves me, and you know it!”

      “She does now,” he conceded.

      “She always has.” Ryan sniffed and stuck his nose in the air, pointedly turning away from Sameer.

      “No fighting,” I chided, although I knew there was no malice in their words. Bickering was what Ryan and Sameer did. I think it was a sort of foreplay for them.

      Sameer slid his arm around Ryan’s waist, pulled him against his chest, and nuzzled his neck until he caved with a laugh and turned to receive a kiss.

      “They’re at it again,” someone with a deep voice said, a trace of discomfort in the tone.

      I looked at the speaker, one of Magnus’s co-workers. Since coming out in a very public way at the presentation of the Carnegie Medal in June—something I still couldn’t believe I’d actually won—I’d made a point of trying to get to know Magnus’s friends. After all, Magnus had been pictured in the newspapers beside me when the story broke, so it wasn’t like his workmates didn’t know we were together.

      The pair he’d invited, Darren and Lee, with wives and children in tow, I’d met before. They seemed nice enough, although they weren’t overly comfortable with public displays of affection. Their kids—a girl and boy each, of around seven and nine—were currently racing through the undergrowth at the top end of the garden, playing a game of catch and chase with Magnus’s niece, Abigail.

      Eric and Lorna, Magnus’s brother and sister-in-law, were sitting on fold-out deckchairs in the shade below a gnarled tree of uncertain species, deep in conversation with Max and Katy and their partners. Catching my eye, Lorna waved, and Max turned to see who she was looking at. Nodding to them, he split from the group and crossed the lawn towards me.

      “Here comes trouble,” Becky said in an undertone.

      Max looked less relaxed than the rest of the party, most of whom were dressed casually in shorts or skirts and T-shirts. His cream linen suit seemed too formal for the occasion, deep wrinkles already worn into the elbows of his jacket, and I wondered that he hadn’t taken it off. Then again, as he approached he looked flushed and sweaty, and I wondered at the state of the pale blue shirt he wore underneath.

      Becky dropped my arm and sauntered away as Max reached us and exchanged polite greetings with Ryan and Sameer. Max had manipulated my friendship with Becky to give the media the impression we were an item in the run-up to the Carnegie, and she’d proven less forgiving than me in the aftermath. Then again, she’d barely known him three months, whereas he’d been my agent for years. He’d represented me when I was just another writer with a dream of being famous, and he’d done his best to shop around the books I was writing in those days—drab literary fiction with queer protagonists and gloomy, metaphor-laden prose. While a part of me still hankered for success in that field, it was in YA I’d made my name, with a sci-fi series written for a bet.

      My agency, Cardwell & Grosse, hadn’t much experience with YA before I turned that manuscript in, and with hindsight I saw Max had been out of his depth. Almost overnight I’d become the most successful author they’d ever represented, and more than my career rested on him doing his job well. With the American market responding to the book with only lukewarm interest, Max had done everything in his power to hide the fact I was gay. Not because he was a raving homophobe, I could concede at this point, but because he hadn’t wanted me to do anything to rock the boat. We’d had some long and frank discussions in the immediate aftermath of the Carnegie and agreed to put the past behind us. He had stuck by me when I was a nobody. It seemed unfair to cut him loose the moment I became successful.

      “Great party, Owen,” he said, slapping my back. “I was just talking with Eric. He says he’s managing your finances now?”

      I nodded. Magnus’s brother and his wife were both accountants, and given I had no love for the guy I’d hired previously, I’d happily given Eric the contract. Not that I had much to manage—despite the newspaper reports that I was a millionaire, that sum was due to be paid in increments with each manuscript of a five-book series I’d been contracted to write, and most of it went towards my mortgage, with a small amount set aside for savings. Sameer, who worked in the IT department of an investment bank, had been harping at me for months to look into the stock market, and Eric had assured me he had a colleague who could get me a decent return on any money I gave him to play with. Given the paltry interest rate my bank was paying on the capital, I’d decided it wouldn’t hurt to see how much I could get in another way.

      “While I’ve got you, I wondered if we could have a word about the release….” Max put his arm around my shoulder and tried to lead me away.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” Katy ran the last few steps towards us and cut smoothly in front of him. “No shoptalk today.”

      He grinned sheepishly. “I was just going to have a quick word⁠—”

      “Owen doesn’t want to hear your ‘quick word.’” She smiled at me. “Whatever it is can wait until Monday.”

      Mouthing silent thanks to her, I broke free of Max with a word about checking how Magnus was faring with the barbecue.

      Magnus had apparently given up when I reached him. Derek wielded the spatula with alarming enthusiasm, turning sausages and burgers under the careful scrutiny of Darren and Lee. I hugged Magnus’s waist, resting my hand on the soft curve of his belly. He tucked me under his arm, sipping from a bottle of beer. I hooked my thumb into the belt loop of his three-quarter jeans and gave his arse a surreptitious squeeze, earning a smile in response.

      “Having fun?” I asked, grinning at Derek.

      “More fun than sitting behind that desk,” he said, flipping another burger. “I keep asking for the AC to be turned up, but the building manager’s already freaking out about the cost.”

      “I’ll have a word with him. See if a few residents complaining the foyer’s getting stuffy won’t help.”

      “It’ll put your fees up,” he warned.

      “I’ve got a contract.”

      “That’s why he won’t turn up the AC.” He turned a couple of sausages, burnt almost black. “I think these are done, if you want to get buns?”

      “I’ll get them,” I said, standing on tiptoe to give Magnus a kiss. His beard tickled my lips.

      I handed over my glass and crossed the garden, down the stone steps to the open French doors that led into his living room-cum-bedroom. Magnus’s flat was a studio, the sofa pulling out into a bed. In the daytime, however, there was no sign the room was anything more than a light, airy lounge, the bedding and his clothes tucked away in a hidden cupboard in the wall between the lounge and kitchen.

      The worktops were piled high with drinks bottles, chopped fruit, and food. I picked up a plate of buns I’d split and buttered earlier in the day and set it on the table, opening the fridge to get a bowl of salad and condiments.

      “Can I help?” Max asked, sticking his head around the door.

      “Only if this isn’t an excuse to talk shop.”

      “No, I promise.” He entered the kitchen. “I think Katy would have my head if I tried.”

      We chuckled. Katy had been working with me for the last eighteen months, ever since the YA books had taken off. She managed my publicity and had been Max’s enforcer until I thanked her personally in my Carnegie acceptance speech. Not something I had planned to do, but ever since she’d been firmly in my corner.

      Pointing Max towards a stack of paper plates and plastic cutlery, I balanced the buns on top of the salad, tucked ketchup, brown sauce, and mustard under my arm, and carried my precarious load outside, where a willing crowd was waiting to relieve me of my burden.

      Soon everyone was tucking in, and I took a seat on Magnus’s lap to eat a burger, gently ribbing Sameer for shunning the meat. Being Muslim, he didn’t eat pork, and Derek hadn’t kept the sausages and burgers separate enough for his liking.

      “It’s not your fault,” I said consolingly, when Derek’s face fell at the realisation. “We should have told you.”

      “I don’t mind,” Sameer said, crunching a carrot stick smothered in garlic dip. “I don’t eat much meat anyway.”

      “Well I wish you wouldn’t eat so much garlic,” Ryan said, wrinkling his nose.

      Grinning, Sameer covered another carrot in dip and waved it in front of his face. “You know what they say, if you can’t beat ’em….”

      “Ew, gross!” Ryan ducked away, and Sameer gave chase.

      “How old are they, again?” Magnus asked, watching the pair run around the garden like children.

      “Too old,” I said.

      Sameer caught Ryan and swung him into his arms, tickling unmercifully.

      “I hope he dropped that carrot,” I said. “Otherwise the next thing we’ll hear is Ryan’s shirt is ruined.”

      Magnus’s workmates excused themselves first. They had something they called a “foreigner” set up for the next morning, which I eventually discovered was a job they were working on the side, around their regular employment. Something to do with a bathroom refit, which they’d teamed up on, Lee being a plasterer and Darren a plumber. I quickly grew bored when the parting conversation turned to tiling and pipe work, turning instead to their wives to thank them for coming.

      Once the first people started to leave, others soon followed. Eric and Lorna had an hour’s drive home, and Abi was flagging. Eric hoisted her into his arms, and she rested her head on his shoulder, smiling sleepily when Magnus waved goodbye. Max and Katy shared a cab, and Becky and Derek called another, explaining Derek was working the nightshift and wanted to get a few hours’ sleep before he was due on duty.

      By the time evening drew in, the heat seeping out of the day, only Ryan and Sameer were left. They helped clear up the plates and glasses, load the small dishwasher, and put the perishables back in the fridge. As the sky paled from brilliant blue to washed-out grey, we moved the deckchairs around the barbecue, now with its grill removed and a couple of small logs placed in the bowl to burn, and sipped our drinks, enjoying the heat and dancing light from the fire.

      “We should do this more often,” Magnus said, slouching in his chair, beer bottle held loosely in his lap.

      “It was fun,” I agreed.

      “It’s nice getting everyone together,” Ryan said. “We’re always talking about doing something, but somehow the week passes by and then I seem to spend all weekend ironing.”

      Sameer snorted into his OJ.

      “Something funny?” Ryan asked, nettled.

      “When was the last time you ironed?”

      “Before we came here,” he said. “That T-shirt didn’t iron itself, you know.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Stop squabbling, children.”

      Sameer grinned. “He knows I love him.”

      Ryan’s expression softened as he took his husband’s hand. “Yes, I do.”

      A burst of sentimentality warmed me as I watched them. Despite all the odds, and so many differences between them, I couldn’t think of a couple I knew who were more in love. Well, except perhaps for Magnus and me, but that was a different sort of love altogether. Ryan and Sameer shared a bond forged over years, marriage and a house and a life that was no longer about “you” and “I,” but “us” and “we.” Magnus and I weren’t at that point yet, although I couldn’t wait for the day when we were. In a couple of years, maybe.

      I looked to him and smiled. He was so handsome, the fire dancing in the depths of his blue eyes, shining red in the grey just starting to show in his dark hair. He’d had it cut the previous day, the sides neatly shorn but left longer on top, and I itched to run my fingers through it and leave him tousled. Since my assurances his beard didn’t bother me had finally sunk in, he’d stopped shaving and instead concentrated his efforts only on keeping it neatly trimmed. It made him look wonderfully butch and masculine, the perfect foil to my skinny, primped and plucked figure. I think the contrast excited us both.

      “Next weekend,” I said, turning to Ryan and Sameer and interrupting their canoodling. “It’s your turn to host.”

      Ryan raised his glass. “It’s a date.”
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      Magnus was already out of bed when I awoke the following morning. I lay still, eyes closed, warm and comfortable under a lightweight summer duvet that smelled faintly musty from six months in storage but more strongly of him and me, of us. He’d left the thick curtains drawn over the French doors, keeping what little sunlight reached the flat beyond the raised garden from disturbing my slumber. The scent of coffee emanated from the kitchen, and I heard the unmistakable rustle of newspaper pages turning.

      Sunday mornings with Magnus were rapidly becoming one of my favourite things. He’d go to the corner shop to buy a broadsheet newspaper and a packet of croissants, and while he read the news and the “Home & Garden” supplement, I’d curl up with the “Culture & Entertainment” pages, two steaming mugs of coffee and a plate of warm pastries between us, the latter liberally spread with strawberry jam.

      Throwing the covers aside, I pulled on yesterday’s snug black briefs and sauntered to the kitchen.

      “Good morning.” He put down the paper and smiled as I stuck my head around the doorway.

      I glanced at the clock on the wall behind him. “Just. You should have woken me.”

      “You looked so peaceful, I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “And when I did give you a nudge, you refused to move,” he admitted.

      I stretched languidly, using the wall for leverage. I didn’t miss the way his breath caught as he watched, and may have flexed a little more than was strictly necessary to see his reaction. Muscles popped along my spine, and I groaned in contentment. “I don’t know what’s up with me at the moment,” I said when I was done putting on a show. “I could sleep for England.”

      His expression softened with sympathy. “You’re working too hard.”

      I snorted, pushing off the wall and crossing the couple of steps to the bathroom. “It’s hardly manual labour.”

      “It’s still work,” he insisted as I kicked the door closed.

      He had a point, but it felt churlish to complain about writing when he was driving hundreds of miles a week to survey houses, and his friends were knocking down walls and replacing pipes and whatever else builders did. Trades, Magnus called them, and each had a variety of slang and nicknames I was barely beginning to grasp. Sparks and chippies with names like Johnno and Dazza. It was a whole other world, and the last time I’d spoken to them, it had taken me the best part of a conversation to realise the “Genny” Magnus scolded them for leaving on a site was a generator, not a girl. By contrast, I got to sit in my comfortable chair at my ergonomically designed desk and tap away at my computer, no boss breathing over my shoulder, working to a deadline still nine months away. Babies were made faster than my books.

      I gave myself a quick scrub in the shower, brushed my teeth, and ran a comb through my hair, wiping condensation from the cloudy mirror between every pass to see what I was doing. My hair was getting long again, the damp, dark brown locks reaching almost to my shoulders. Something else to add to the “To Do” list. Magnus had suggested I accompany him to his barber, an invitation to which I’d reacted with false horror, assuring him my stylist would deal me a most gruesome death if I let anyone else touch my tresses. I’d never been to a barber in my life.

      Pulling on a pair of short-shorts, navy blue cotton with white piping and an orange stripe up each side, I sashayed back into the kitchen, rolling my hips seductively. Magnus gave me a cursory glance and gruffly told me to sit and drink my coffee before it got cold. I obeyed, but not before I’d seen the smile hiding in his beard.

      “Anything exciting happening in the world?” I asked, cradling my mug and trying to read the paper upside down across the table.

      “You’re in the ‘Books’ section,” he said, pulling out the page and passing it over.

      Putting down the coffee, I folded and re-folded the large paper until it was a more manageable size.

      The mention was brief, a small column referencing the Carnegie win and my coming out, and speculating about the plot of my upcoming second book. I’d finished the last of the edits for Squire, my publisher, more than a month earlier, and the artwork for the cover had been finalised the previous week. The publicity machine was starting to hit second gear, the release being only three months away. Soon I’d be looking out for advance reviews from the critics of this very paper and more like it. I couldn’t deny the nervous flutter of butterflies in my stomach as I considered what they might say.

      “Is it my imagination, or has there been more written about you in the last couple of months than there was in the year before that?” he asked when I was done reading.

      I grimaced. “I’m a gay author, now. They like the novelty.”

      “It’ll wear off.”

      “God, I hope so.” I sighed. “Max warned me this would happen.”

      “You mind?” He looked up, giving me his full attention, hands clasped on the table before him.

      I shook my head. “Not really. I mean, I know I’m gay. I’m all right with it.”

      “That’s good.” He grinned.

      I matched his expression. “Yeah, I don’t know what clued me in….” I reached across the table and stroked his knuckles with my forefinger. “One minute I’m a horny, red-blooded male, chasing skirt all over London, and the next this big caveman grabbed me and made me his bitch.”

      He choked on a laugh.

      “And I can’t get enough,” I added, picking up my cup and taking a sip.

      “The only reason you’d ever have to chase a skirt is to see where its owner bought it,” he said, still chuckling.

      I gasped in faux-outrage. “When have you ever seen me in a skirt?” I demanded, plonking my cup down.

      “That picture you sent when you and Ryan were trying on Halloween outfits.”

      “That doesn’t count.” I pouted, but the effect was somewhat lost when his smile proved infectious.

      “I still don’t know why you were looking for outfits for October in July,” he said.

      “You don’t understand how we do Halloween,” I countered. “It’s more than life-and-death at this point.”

      “What did you go as last year?” he asked, looking expectantly at me.

      “The Addams Family.”

      “Let me guess, you were Wednesday?”

      Affronted, I stuck out my hand up to block his face. “I was Morticia, I’ll have you know!” I smiled at the memory. “Ryan was Gomez. Sameer was Lurch.”

      Magnus laughed easily, catching my hand and pulling it down so he could look at me. “Sameer didn’t mind you stealing his husband?”

      “Sameer was just grateful we didn’t force him into a corset.”

      Magnus started. “You’re not going to do that to me, are you?”

      I leant over the table and stroked his face. “Not if you don’t want to,” I promised. “Ryan and I were thinking we could be the Flintstones. I can see you and Sameer as Fred and Barney.”

      Laughing, he caught my hand and kissed my palm, the bristles of his beard digging into my skin. “Whatever you want.”

      I smiled as I withdrew. “What I want is for the papers to get over the fact I’m gay,” I said, picking up the folded page I’d discarded and tossing it aside. “How many different ways can they report it, anyway? Aren’t their readers bored by now?”

      “They’ll stop. It won’t be newsworthy forever.”

      “Well I wish they’d hurry up about it,” I grumbled, slouching in my chair. The metal slats had warmed under my body heat, but the changed position made goosebumps erupt on my thighs. I crossed my legs to keep contact with the seat as minimal as possible. “You need cushions.”

      “You need to put more clothes on.” He eyed me, although not without appreciation. “Aren’t you cold?”

      “You tell me.” I waggled my eyebrows.

      Shaking his head, he reverted his attention to the paper.

      I drank my coffee and watched him, thinking about the column I’d read. Like most of the others I’d seen, the article speculated about the sexuality of my characters. Not an unfair question to ask, I grudgingly admitted, but it still galled that they assumed a gay author would write about gay characters. Yet, wasn’t that exactly what I was doing? So did I really have the right to complain about an assumption that was one day going to be proven correct? Was I really that transparent, or was that what all of us who created art did? We only ever understood the world through our own filters.

      Max wasn’t worried about the speculation. After I’d come out, and Katy had read him the riot act, he’d spoken to Squire to mend bridges, only to find I hadn’t burnt any. The people at my publishing house seemed rather more pleased than not to find themselves representing the first openly gay YA author on the market. It seemed I’d unwittingly hit marketing gold, yet despite their assurances, I couldn’t help thinking coming out had hurt my chances of the books being successful in America—already a nation I’d been struggling to conquer. I’d signed the film rights to a major studio months earlier, but they seemed in no hurry to put the project into production. Max had been quiet on the subject recently, and I supposed I should resign myself to collecting the retainer fee and not thinking what it would be like to see a multimillion-dollar franchise bearing my name.

      At least the media was leaving Magnus alone. Apart from those initial photos, taken at the Unicorn Theatre when the Carnegie was presented, and a couple of early phone calls from journalists wanting to hear “his side of the story,” there had been nothing more written about him than was currently stated on my Wikipedia page: namely that I was in a relationship with a building surveyor who preferred to stay out of the limelight. Everyone he worked with had known about his sexuality before his face appeared in the papers, so aside from some ribbing from his colleagues about being my kept man, nothing more had been said.

      Remembering Lee and Darren bitching about their boss at the barbecue, I asked Magnus how his job was going.

      “Hmm?” He looked up, giving me his full attention.

      “Work. I’m just wondering how it’s going.”

      “Same shit, different day.” He grimaced. “Nothing changes.”

      “Darren said something about the pilot coming to an end?” The trial with a new client had seen Magnus’s workload double, and I for one would be grateful when it was over.

      “Yeah, it looks like they’re happy with our performance.”

      “Does that mean they’ll be more reasonable in their expectations in future?”

      He snorted. “It means they’ll want more of the same on a bigger scale. We’re looking at taking on an extra hundred jobs a month.”

      I boggled. “There’s no way you can manage that,” I protested.

      “Not on my own,” he agreed mildly. “They’re considering hiring a second surveyor.”

      “Well, it’s about bloody time.”

      Every job AMB Construction received, Magnus had to visit to do an initial report on the damage for the insurance companies who referred the work to them. He’d been helping to train one of the trades to cover for him when they were desperate, but the bloke was a joiner, not a qualified surveyor. Most of his evenings had been taken up in recent months with rewriting the guy’s surveys. The arrangement certainly hadn’t eased his workload.

      “I’ll be glad when we hire someone and get him up to speed,” he agreed. “I’ve been asking if we can reduce our postcodes, given the influx of additional work we’ll get, but so far my boss isn’t biting.”

      “Your boss is a greedy bastard.”

      “He’s desperate,” he corrected. “You know half the stuff I see doesn’t actually convert to jobs for our trades, and we need to keep the place afloat somehow. If that means running myself ragged for a few more months, that’s what I’ll have to do. I’ll survive.”

      “I wish you didn’t have to do it,” I said. “I don’t like seeing you looking so run-down.”

      “You’re one to talk,” he countered. “I think we both need a holiday.”

      I sighed. “That would be nice. Just faceplant on a beach somewhere and not move for two weeks.”

      “After we take someone on and I get him trained, I’m going to put in for some time off,” he said, taking my hand. “And I’m going to prise you away from your damn laptop, too. Maybe at the end of September.”

      “My birthday’s in October. We could go somewhere for that. Celebrate in private.” I would be turning twenty-nine on the fourth, which this year fell on a Saturday. Visions of romantic long weekends took root in my head.

      “You don’t want to spend it with your friends?”

      “I’m sure Ryan would understand, and we can always have a party afterwards. I want to spend time with you.”

      Magnus smiled, his expression softening with fondness. “I think that sounds great. Not that your friends get in the way, but you do have a habit of getting very drunk when they’re around.”

      “Last night I was not drunk!” I protested. “I’m the very model of decorum.”

      “How you can say that with a straight face while wearing… those.” He gestured below the table to my attire.

      “They’re shorts,” I said primly.

      “Barely.”

      “I see you noticed.”

      “How could I not?”

      Standing, I rounded the table. “Complaining?” I asked, stepping into his arms.

      “God, no.” He dropped a kiss on my abdomen, sliding his big hands down my torso to cup my arse.

      I placed a hand on his head, cradling him against me. “We should take the weekend off next week. I won’t open my laptop, and neither will you.”

      “What about Ryan’s barbecue?” he asked, his words muffled against my skin.

      “I’ll call him and ask to postpone it. I want to spend two days lying in bed doing absolutely nothing.”

      “Nothing?” he asked, squirreling his fingers into the legs of my shorts, stretching the cotton.

      “Well, maybe not nothing,” I conceded, squirming as he found his target.

      He chuckled. “No, this certainly doesn’t feel like nothing.” He cupped my cock and balls, and I bit my lip as he began to mouth me through the thin material.

      He peeled my shorts down my thighs, freeing my genitals. Taking my mostly soft dick in hand, he pulled back the foreskin and suckled the head, making me gasp. My toes curled, and I dug my fingers through his short hair, revelling in the scratch of his beard across sensitive skin. We’d done away with condoms for oral, and after so long without any sexual contact with another person, then months of only experiencing his mouth with a thin barrier of latex between us, my response to his tongue on my naked flesh was electric.

      I hardened rapidly until he coughed and spluttered around me, sheepishly withdrawing a fraction so I wasn’t pressed so insistently against the back of his throat. I almost wished my dick was smaller so he could take the whole length easily. I loved the way he sucked me from soft to hard in a few short moments, and I loved to do the same to him.

      Seizing him by the longer hairs on top of his head, I pulled him off. “Bed,” I demanded, pushing the shorts down my legs and kicking them off.

      Eyes banked with lust, he blinked at me, slowly processing my words. I loved that I did that, that I made him lose his senses so effortlessly. It made me feel powerful. With Magnus, I was more than skinny little Owen Barnes, whose ribs showed and hipbones jutted at acute angles. When he looked at me the way he did now, pupils blown and a thin strand of spit joining his lips to my dick, I felt like a god.

      He stumbled to his feet, and I slapped his arse as I hurried him towards the bed. Laughing, he scooped me up, and we landed in a tangle of limbs on top of the unmade covers. I stretched across him, kissing his mouth, dipping my tongue inside in languid thrusts. We had the whole day ahead of us, and I intended to use our time well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      On Monday I returned to my flat, intending to spend the week there. Magnus was out from six thirty in the morning to seven or eight at night most days, and as rough as it was not seeing him, I knew if I was there he’d only force himself to stay awake to make our time together seem worthwhile, then by the weekend he’d be grumpy and irritable from sleep deprivation. It isn’t for much longer, I told myself, resigned to text messages through the day and long phone calls before he went to bed.

      It wasn’t like I wasn’t busy. Before I’d come out, I’d been completely blocked on the third book, the course of which would chart the eventual outcome of the series. Now the block was cleared, and I was up to my eyeballs in developmental edits, going over and over an increasingly detailed outline with people Squire had hired to make the series as good as it could possibly be. Every word I wrote was checked in triplicate, and the process was slowing me down. I wanted to write, dammit. Just open my laptop and let the words fly. Squire, however, had different ideas. My books weren’t art to them, they were commodities. A distinction I was learning to live with.

      A phone call from Ryan on Wednesday afternoon provided a welcome distraction. He was off work for the summer holiday, which in the past had meant indulging in six weeks of shenanigans. Since signing with Squire, however, I’d had to actually work most of that time and hadn’t seen as much of him as I’d have liked.

      “’Sup?” I asked, knocking the phone onto speaker and squinting at my Word document. After staring at it for six hours solid, the letters were starting to merge into one another, a fuzzy black and white mess like static on a TV.

      “Are you doing anything?” he asked without preamble.

      “Nothing special. What’s wrong?” I’d assumed he’d called to chat, as we hadn’t spoken since the barbecue on Saturday, but his tone gave me pause. He wasn’t my bestie for nothing, and I could tell when he was upset.

      “I wondered if you wanted to do something for dinner?”

      “Sameer, too?”

      “No, he’s working.” Ryan’s voice was flat, resigned. “That’s sort of what I wanted to talk about.”

      “Come here,” I said immediately. “I’ll order Chinese.”

      “You’re not seeing Magnus tonight?”

      “No, but even if I was, you come first. You know that.”

      I felt his smile in the pause before he spoke again. “I can be there in about an hour?”

      “Take your time.” I disconnected the call, looking thoughtfully at my phone.

      Ryan and Sameer lived in Elm Park, a commuter town on the outskirts of London. Ryan taught at the primary school ten minutes from their house, and Sameer’s office was an hour or more away by tube. I knew Sameer was as frazzled with work as Magnus, perhaps more so. While he might not be a stockbroker, managing the IT infrastructure for a whole host of them came with its own burdens. Something as simple as an internet router dropping out could cost his employer millions every minute.

      Sameer had taken a week off work in July for the Eid al-Fitr celebrations that marked the end of Ramadan, which this year coincided with the end of Ryan’s school year, but Ryan was spending the rest of the long summer by himself. It didn’t seem much of a married life when I thought about it, and unlike my situation with Magnus, for Ryan and Sameer there was no end in sight.

      I backed up my files, unplugged the external hard drive on which they were stored, and shut down my computer. After sending a text to Magnus telling him I was probably going to be distracted that evening, I took a long, deliciously cool shower and changed into a casual T-shirt and loose shorts that weren’t full of holes and stained with baked bean sauce. I was a slob while writing; I own it.

      A pleasant breeze blew in off the Thames through the open French doors, my damp skin prickling pleasurably as it ghosted over me. The flat had been stiflingly hot when I returned on Monday morning, but three days’ constant airing had regulated the temperature, despite the rising heat from the floors below. In winter it was toasty, and living on the seventh floor definitely saved on my electricity bills, but in summer it was decidedly unpleasant if I closed the place up for more than an hour.

      I stepped onto the balcony and looked across a stretch of yellow-and-brown wasteland to the familiar outline of the City, the skyscrapers of the financial district looming metallic grey and blue over the roofs of a succession of drab brown council flats, the sky overhead a wide-open expanse of clearest cornflower strewn with fluffy white clouds. Through the lime-green Plexiglas separating my balcony from the next, I spied a neighbour smoking a cigarette. I waved to her, and she nodded a greeting before stubbing the butt in a terracotta pot and going back inside.

      Ryan arrived shortly thereafter, looking hot and sweaty in pale slacks and a grey T-shirt. Despite the dark rings under both armpits, I flung my arms around him and gave him a warm hug in greeting, laughing off his warning that he stank.

      “The tube’s rank,” he said in disgust, pushing me away after kissing my cheek. “I feel gross.”

      “Get a shower,” I suggested.

      “What’s the point, when I’ve got to put this back on?” He pulled at his T-shirt. “It isn’t like any of your skinny-minny stuff will fit.”

      “I’m sure Magnus left a couple of shirts here,” I said, giving him a shove in the direction of the bathroom. “Go wash up. You’ll feel miles better.”

      While he did as he was told, I went into the bedroom and rummaged around in the drawer I’d emptied for Magnus to keep a couple of changes of clothes. I found a plain white T-shirt, tight on him, which would fit Ryan well enough. I set it on the breakfast bar in the kitchen and fixed a couple of glasses of Coke with ice and lime wedges.

      Ryan emerged only a moment later, his neat blond hair practically dry already, steam-dampened slacks sticking to his thighs as he moved. He’d left his shoes and socks off, and dropped them in the hall by the front door as he crossed to the kitchen and dove onto his glass, half-emptying it in a couple of long swallows.

      I grimaced as I watched him. “I don’t know how you do that. Don’t the bubbles make you choke?”

      “No gag reflex,” he said with a grin, placing the sweating glass on the counter and picking up the shirt.

      I examined him while he pulled it over his head. A little taller than me at five-nine or ten, Ryan had always been the better looking of the two of us, broad-shouldered with a narrow waist and flat stomach, although nowhere near as toned as he’d been at nineteen, when I’d first befriended him. Marriage had softened his edges. The silver bar through his right nipple winked in the sunlight streaming through the flat, and I tweaked it, taking advantage while his arms were tangled in the T-shirt.

      “Bugger off,” he said, slapping my hand away and yanking the shirt down to cover his midriff.

      I laughed. “I can’t believe you’ve still got that thing. What’s it been now, eight years? Nine?”

      “Something like that.” He tugged the hem of the shirt, straightening it. It was a bit large, but not absurdly so. “Sameer likes it.” His grin was all white teeth and innuendo.

      “I bet he does.” I picked up my drink and sipped. I didn’t want all the details of their sex life, but after ten years of friendship, I knew Ryan had a kinky streak a mile wide. A streak Sameer shared and they often indulged. “So what’s up?” I asked, moving to the living room, Ryan at my heels.

      We curled up on the sofa, a large grey affair with squishy cushions that sagged under our weight. I placed my drink on the floor beside me while Ryan kicked his feet out onto the low glass coffee table and cradled his Coke in both hands.

      “I didn’t want to spend all evening alone again,” he admitted.

      I grimaced sympathetically and rubbed the back of his neck. “Sameer’s got another late one?”

      “He’s always working late at the moment,” he groused.

      “There a reason for that?” I didn’t want to cast aspersions, but any agony aunt worth her salt would say to look for one thing when a partner starts “working late” all the time. Not that I thought Sameer would ever cheat on Ryan. He was absolutely devoted to his husband and besides, he was from good Bangladeshi stock. His mother would kill him if he even considered straying.

      “Shift change. You know the stock market’s open around the clock?”

      I nodded.

      “The Asian markets open at midnight our time, and Sameer’s got to make sure everything’s ready for trading before then. He’s got a few hours between New York and Tokyo to get things done, but if anything goes wrong, he has to stay until it’s fixed.”

      “What’s going wrong?”

      “God, everything.” He slumped dejectedly. “Sameer says all the hardware needs upgrading—they haven’t had new computers in eighteen months—but the directors won’t pay for it. And there’s so much software on each one, they’re slowing down. But of course they can’t afford to have computers running slow, so he’s constantly fighting fires trying to keep the hard drives clean. Not that any of the bastards he works with give a damn. They’re clogging everything up with iTunes and god knows what, and then Sameer gets the bollocking when the internet won’t work like that.” He snapped his fingers.

      “He hasn’t thought of looking for something else?”

      “He threatens it all the time, but wherever he goes, it’s not going to be any different, is it? And who knows if he could even get the same salary somewhere else.”

      “I’m sure he could,” I said, trying to be supportive, even though I hadn’t got a clue what I was talking about.

      Ryan levelled me with a look. “He earns six times what I do,” he said quietly. “We can’t afford for him to go somewhere else for less.”

      I whistled. As a teacher, Ryan wasn’t on bad money—I guessed around thirty grand—which meant… I did a quick calculation and tried to keep the shock out of my expression. I knew Sameer was the breadwinner, but I’d no idea he was bringing in something close to two hundred grand. It was no wonder he worked hard.

      “I bet that’s nothing to you, now,” Ryan said, resting his hand on my leg.

      “Bullshit.” I recoiled quickly. “I told you how my contract works. I’d be lucky to bring in what Sameer does, and most of it goes on this place.” I indicated the flat.

      “Yeah, what did we get mortgages for again?” He laughed. “If it wasn’t for the house, I’d tell him to jack it in. Tell his boss where he could shove his stupid computers.”

      I nodded. “It can’t be easy.”

      He placed his glass on the table and curled against me, resting his head on my shoulder. I carded my fingers through the short hairs on the back of his scalp and felt a shiver run through him.

      “Poor love,” I said, petting him gently.

      He butted his head into my hand. “I miss him so much, you know? I thought when we got married, we were supposed to be together, not apart even more. He’s exhausted by the time he gets home, and we haven’t played in months.” I didn’t think he was talking about a game of darts down the pub. “Do you know the last proper night out we had was when we went to Heaven with you and Becky?”

      I winced at the memory. I’d been trying to prove a point to Max that night, lashing out like a petulant child. It had almost cost me Magnus.

      “Have you talked to him about how you feel?”

      He blew a breath. “I’ve tried. He just asks what I expect him to do. I know he hates it as much as me, and I don’t want it to seem like I’m blaming him for anything. It’s not his fault. He’s so tired, though. I want to be supportive but half the time I end up walking away because I don’t want to start a fight.”

      “Sameer’s never been irritable,” I said, surprised.

      “Well he is after working a sixty-hour week.”

      I pulled Ryan more securely against me. He wrapped his arm around my waist, and I kissed the top of his head, smelling my shampoo in his hair. “It’ll get better,” I promised. “I’ve never known a couple as in love as you two. This is just work crap. Don’t let it get in the way of what’s important.”

      “I feel like an arse,” he said miserably. “I know you’re dealing with it as well. Magnus was telling Sameer what his work was like on Saturday.”

      “Well then, we can cheer each other up,” I said. “Keep the home fires burning for our menfolk and all that.”

      Ryan laughed, and the sound eased the heavy feeling that had settled in my chest. I loved him like a brother, and Sameer was the best thing that had ever happened to him. The thought their marriage could be in trouble was enough to drive icicles of fear into my heart. I refused to accept that something as stupid as work could drive a wedge between them.

      I made a concerted effort to lighten the mood. I dug out my Dexter DVDs and ordered enough Chinese to feed an army, and we settled in for an evening of murder and mayhem. The DVD played in the background but we talked over it, gossiping about friends, waxing nostalgic about our university days, and remembering why we enjoyed one another’s company so much. I’d missed him, I realised. Time was we’d never go a day without speaking, but somehow we’d let life and partners get in the way of making time for our friendship. While I didn’t think we’d grown apart for a moment, it was nice to reconnect and confirm that nothing between us had changed.

      Sameer called at eight to say he’d managed to get off early, and I shooed Ryan away to meet him. The City was only ten minutes from my flat by tube, and Ryan arranged to meet Sameer at the station to share the commute home. I told him to keep Magnus’s T-shirt until I saw him again, and he bundled his sweaty shirt into a carrier bag, pulled on his shoes, kissed and hugged me, and set off to find his husband. I don’t think it was my imagination his step was lighter leaving than it had been when he arrived.

      The flat seemed quiet and empty once he’d gone. I turned off the TV and collected the plates and takeaway boxes containing the remains of the food, stored what would keep in the fridge, and scraped bones and crumbs into the bin. I washed the dishes, wiped down the table and countertops, and looked around my tidy living room, feeling somewhat lost. I wasn’t in the mood to start working again, it was too early for bed, and I felt too jittery to settle with a book or turn Dexter back on. I’d seen it all anyway.

      Picking up my phone, I called Magnus.

      He answered on the third ring, and just the sound of his deep baritone soothed whatever part of me was getting antsy. I heard the smile in his voice as he said he’d wondered if I was going to call, or if Ryan and I intended to make a night of it.

      “Sameer got off work early.”

      “This is early?”

      I explained what Ryan had told me about the hours Sameer was putting in. Magnus listened in silence until I was done, then made an unhappy sound.

      “He told me some of that, but not how bad it really is.”

      “It makes me feel selfish for missing you. Our situation isn’t half as tough as theirs.”

      “It’s not a competition,” he said gently. “I miss you, too. We’re allowed that.”

      “I know.” I scuffed my foot along the carpet. “I just wish there was more I could do to help.”

      “Being there for him is helping. At least if he’s got company, he won’t be so lonely.”

      My heart hurt at the thought of Ryan moping around his house by himself.

      “And neither will you,” he added.

      “What about you and Sameer?” I countered. “You’re the ones working yourselves to the bone.”

      “Don’t put yourself down. Your job is every bit as hard as mine.”

      I snorted inelegantly.

      “Owen….” He let my name linger, a trace of warning in his tone.

      “All right, all right.” I rolled my eyes. “I know how hard I work. That doesn’t mean it feels the same as doing what you do.”

      “About that, I spoke to my boss today.”

      “Oh?” I perked up.

      “He’s started advertising for another surveyor. He got three C.V.s this afternoon.”

      “That’s great! When’s he going to hire someone?” However soon he said, it wouldn’t be fast enough for my liking, but at least there was a light at the end of our tunnel.

      “He’s set the deadline for applications for the end of the month. A week or so to review them, followed by interviews, and hopefully we’ll have someone on board by the end of September.”

      “That’s forever,” I said petulantly.

      Magnus chuckled. “It’s six weeks, and it’s a miracle he’s working this fast. I’m not knocking it.”

      “Does that mean you can get some time off around my birthday?” I asked hopefully.

      “Maybe. We’ll see. I’ll have to train whoever we take on, don’t forget.”

      “I know.” I sighed, pushing daydreams of romantic country hotels away. “At least it’s something, I suppose.”

      “Cheer up,” he urged. “Tell me how the writing went today.”

      I relaxed as we spoke. I talked about the book’s progress—slow, but inching in the right direction—and he told me about the surveys he’d been on: a couple of burst pipes, a car crashed into a garden wall, and a complaint about the workmanship on an earlier job his company had done.

      “That’s the third one you’ve had recently,” I said, thinking back over previous conversations. “Are your builders that bad?”

      “Not normally.” He sounded annoyed. “They’re being squeezed as much as me at the moment. The project planners aren’t allowed to give them the time they’d usually have to finish each job, and it’s making them sloppy. They can only work so fast, so to speed up they’re cutting corners, and complaints are increasing as a consequence.”

      “That sounds stupid.”

      “It is, but nobody listens when we try to do something about it. The Powers That Be have spoken.”

      “So what happens with this one?” I asked, moving to the bedroom and unbuttoning my shorts. I stepped out of them and kicked them in the general direction of the wash basket.

      “Lee’ll have to go back and fix it in his own time.”

      “He’ll be okay with that?” I asked, surprised.

      “No, but what can he do? If he wants to keep his job, he’ll do it.”

      “That doesn’t sound fair.”

      “Fairness doesn’t come into it.”

      I set the phone on my bedside table, putting the call on speaker while I removed my T-shirt and flung it towards my shorts. “I’d be pissed off if you were working all week, then redoing stuff at the weekends,” I said, climbing into bed. I’d removed the duvet in favour of light sheets, which felt cool and crisp against my bare skin as I snuggled in.

      “What are you doing?” Magnus asked, sounding bemused.

      “Just getting in bed.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmhm.” I burrowed into my pillows. “I’m done working for the day. I thought after we’re done I’d read for a bit and get an early night.”

      “I had a similar plan, myself.”

      I smiled. “I wish you were here,” I said softly. Curling up against his broad, hairy chest and falling asleep sounded perfect right about then.

      “I wish I was, too. Why don’t I come over after work tomorrow?”

      “I’ll come to yours,” I decided. “Parking here’s a pain in the arse.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      We spoke a little longer, made arrangements for him to call me when he knew what time he’d get home, and ended on fond words and promises for the next day. I had a new book on my phone’s e-reader app I wanted to read, but I never got around to it. Within minutes of hanging up, I was fast asleep.
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      Magnus managed to get home at a reasonable time the following day, and we pushed our mutual exhaustion aside in favour of a long evening together. I grumbled when his alarm went off at six the next morning, and he quickly silenced it, pressing a kiss to my exposed shoulder before slipping out of bed.

      “Stay here,” he said, when I made to get out of bed. “We don’t both have to get up.”

      “No, I’m up, I’m up,” I said, repeating the words in the hope it made them true. “I need to get moving, anyway.” I threw back the covers and sat upright, swinging my legs over the side of the fold-out bed and sitting with my eyes closed, waiting for my brain to adjust to being awake.

      He cupped my chin and looked at me, frowning slightly. “I think you’re coming down with something,” he said, pressing his palm to my forehead.

      “I’m fine,” I protested, batting his hand away. “Just slept funny.”

      “Next time, I’ll stay at your place,” he decided, turning away and crossing the living room towards the hidden cupboard where he kept his clothes. “There’s no reason to sleep on the sofa bed when we don’t have to.”

      I didn’t offer any objections.

      He set out the suit he was going to wear that day and entered the kitchen. I heard cupboard doors opening and closing, then the sound of the kettle starting to boil. Grinning, I got out of bed and skipped lightly across the living room. Peering around the open doorway into the kitchen, I saw him rummaging in the fridge, his back turned. With a laugh, I dashed the couple of steps to the bathroom. “Dibs on the shower!” I called, and laughed when I heard him make an exasperated sound in response.

      I brushed my teeth while I waited for the water to warm, the old boiler taking its sweet time firing up. Once the water ran lukewarm, I stepped under the showerhead, gasping as my skin tightened. It heated a little more as I ducked into the spray and wet my hair, chasing the last vestiges of sleepiness away. I cracked open Magnus’s shower gel and poured a liberal amount onto my bright pink shower scrubber, worked the blue liquid into frothy white foam, and began to rub myself down, my movements brisk and economical. I might have beaten him to the bathroom, but I wouldn’t make him late for work by taking the piss with how long I spent in there.

      I ran the scrubber over my chest and abdomen, dug it into the hairs of my armpits, and used my hand to soap around my cock and balls, having learnt a lesson already about getting my pubes caught in the fine mesh. I rolled my nuts in my palm, pausing as I felt something on the left one. Letting the water wash some of the suds away, I took it more tentatively in my hand, the back of my neck prickling with a sudden sense of foreboding. Cupping myself, I ran my thumb over the surface of my nut, pulling the wrinkled skin of my sac taut to feel the small oval organ inside.

      “Fuck,” I whispered, cold sweat breaking across my skin as I traced the outline of a lump. I pushed it with my thumb but didn’t sense any give in it. It was only tiny, maybe the size of a pea, perhaps a bit smaller, towards the inside of my ball where it met the right.

      My mind raced, wondering if it had always been there, if I’d felt it before and hadn’t noticed. I thought back to high school science, cross-sections of the scrotum flickering before my eyes, tubes and ducts and capillaries. Was that what I could feel?

      Magnus knocked at the door, and I leapt in fright. “Hurry up!” he called. “Coffee’s getting cold.”

      “J-Just a minute!” I shouted, heart hammering a tattoo in my chest. Picking up the scrubber, which I’d dropped when he knocked, I dragged it over my legs with a shaking hand, rubbing hard enough to leave the skin red and raw.

      It’s nothing, it’s nothing, it’s nothing, I thought over and over, sluicing the soap off my body and lathering my hair with shampoo, calming myself with the brisk, rhythmic movements. It’s probably been there forever, I just don’t remember. I’d have known. There’d be more symptoms if it was c⁠—

      I shut that thought down before I could finish it.

      Magnus was hovering in the doorway when I exited the bathroom. “About time,” he grumbled good-naturedly. “There’s coffee on the side.” He paused and halted me as I tried to slip past. “Are you all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Fine,” I said, offering a weak smile. “Just caffeine-deprived.”

      He grinned. “We’ll soon fix that.”

      Impulsively, I took his hand and kissed him. “I love you.”

      “What was that for?”

      “Because I can.” I smiled more genuinely. “Now go get in that shower before you’re late.”
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        * * *

      

      He dropped me off at my flat on his way into work. I leant in to give him a quick kiss before I got out of the BMW, but he caught my arm, keeping me still.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked, concern making him frown. “You’ve been awfully quiet this morning.”

      “Just tired,” I said, trying to be reassuring. “I didn’t realise there were two six o’clocks in the day.”

      He didn’t look convinced. “Go back to bed. You’ve been run down recently, you could do with the rest.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, cracking the car door open. “You don’t work too hard, either.”

      “Yes, dear.” He smiled, ignoring the honking of a car behind us to give me another kiss.

      I hopped out and stood on the pavement to wave him off before entering the foyer of my building. Derek was standing beside the desk, just finishing his shift by the look of things. I stopped to say hello and got some gentle ribbing for coming home at almost seven in the morning. We shared a couple of jokes, and I asked how things were going with Becky, making noises about repeating the barbecue sometime soon.

      The normality of the conversation soothed me, the fear I’d felt in the shower melting away until the lump seemed an insubstantial thing, the lingering memory of a bad dream. I let myself into my familiar, comforting home, made a cup of coffee, and switched on my computer, connecting the external hard drive and opening the book files to begin work.

      Magnus texted throughout the day, checking in on me, telling me about the jobs he was going to and passing on regards from a couple of the trades he’d met on a site. I could tell he was worried, and I felt guilty for not telling him what I’d found, but he was already under so much pressure, I didn’t want to add to it.

      I opened my browser, hovering over the Google search bar before starting to type. I hadn’t got further than “lump on” before autofill asked the question for me, and I stared blankly at a series of blue links from which words like “NHS” and “Urological” and the big one, the C-word, jumped out.

      I closed the browser and leapt from my chair as if the mouse had delivered an electric shock. It isn’t… that, I told myself firmly, shutting down the computer. I was young and healthy and if I was sick, I’d know about it. I was sure I’d know. We’d had sex the night before, and everything had been fine—fine—and nothing had hurt or felt weird or anything. I was tired, but wasn’t everybody? It didn’t mean anything more than I needed a good night’s kip.

      I’ll keep an eye on it. If it gets bigger, I’ll go to the doctor.

      So decided, I turned the on TV and started the DVD that was still in the machine. I watched a couple of episodes of Dexter, then remembered I’d read somewhere that Michael C. Hall had been diagnosed with Hodgkin's lymphoma while filming the show. My thoughts soured, I turned it off and watched something else instead—I couldn’t even have said what—talking heads on the BBC or reruns of Friends, something with an endlessly looping laugh track that drowned out the small voice in the back of my mind, screaming that I didn’t want to die.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        License Notes
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Dom on the Side
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Kate Aaron
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		License Notes


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Kate Aaron


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
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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