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Kyle is a music blogger turned model on the run.

Bryce is an almost-billionaire on the rise.

Their night together was supposed to be just another Vegas hookup.

But neither of them can run away from something that feels this real...
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Chapter One
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THE BARBER, A FRIEND of his mother's, chased him out of the shop. Kyle ended up in front of his own mirror. Maybe there was ale involved. But he had a steady hand, and he refused to shed a tear.

You're sixteen, mate, he told himself. Plenty of time to look pretty after he's out of your life.

His birthday was a month ago in March. So far being sixteen hadn't been a huge improvement on being fifteen. It was past time to take action.

The face looking back at him belonged to a stranger. His melted-chocolate eyes, framed by quirked-up eyebrows and a model's high cheekbones, looked larger when he couldn't conceal them behind a shaggy brown fringe. His plucked-chicken scalp showed tiny but distinct red cuts here and there where his inexperienced hand had slipped with the razor.

Should he shave the eyebrows too? But he'd heard some of the birds say they never grew back. Probably the reason he'd seen girls with eyebrows drawn on in pencil.

People used to think he was smiling even when he wasn't. It was something about the way the ends of his lips turned up. It made him look as if he were forever swallowing a secret laugh.

Nobody would think he was smiling now. His jaw was clenched, his lips thinned. The shaved head sent a message he was a fucked-up bloke you didn't want to mess with.

An angry lad. Dangerous.

Or as dangerous as a skinny sixteen-year-old could ever look.

If I could get a gun, he'd already be dead. It was a thought he'd had a hundred times. A thousand times.

It was a movie he played out in his head to get to sleep at night.

Get a gun, shoot Roman Nigel, be free. A fantasy, of course. He couldn't get a gun. It was a village in England, wasn't it? Not exactly the wild, wild west. If he could, he probably couldn't shoot even his worst enemy. And even if he could shoot the scumbag, he wouldn't be free.

His own life would be over too.

Kyle wouldn't let that happen. He loved beautiful clothes, beautiful music, and beautiful people. It was against everything in his nature to make himself ugly.

But he'd do what he must to keep his freedom.

He'd do what he must to save his mother.

Kyle swept up carefully and went outside to put the trimmings in the bin. The weather was a gray drizzle that felt shockingly cold against his bare scalp. He kept wanting to touch his hand to his skull to feel the long brown hair that wasn't there.

Now it was done and couldn't be undone, Kyle felt a pang of regret. Wasn't there another way? He was glad there was no one out and about in this slop to see him. He dreaded the way the lads at school would take the piss out of him. He dreaded the pseudo-horrified shrieks of the girls.

He didn't even want to imagine what his mum would have to say about it.

But he'd been fighting the man off for two years now.

Throwing punches at a ghost, innit? Wore you down, tired you out. Never worried the ghost any.

♥♥♥
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IT STARTED ALMOST EXACTLY two years ago. April 2010. There was nothing unusual about Kyle fumbling a maths question. Nothing to raise goose pimples on his arms when Roman Nigel told him to stay after class. Kyle wasn't the world's best algebra student, and he steeled himself for another talking-to about his lack of application.

As the other kids filed out into the hall, Mr. Nigel pasted an expression of concern on his face. It was an expression Kyle would come to know all too well.

A face Kyle would come to know all too well.

But Mr. Nigel wasn't a man you'd much notice at the beginning. Like many another maths teacher, male or female, he looked like the generic label in the supermarket. Late thirties or early forties. Dead-brown hair with no highlights in it, just a hint of frost coming in at the temple.

No-color eyes with the lines starting to show at the corners. You wouldn't call them laugh lines. Permanently pursed lips starting to thin and disappear as if he'd once been a dedicated smoker.

Medium-tall. A little too muscular through the neck and shoulders, as if he spent too much time fighting age in the gym.

"Not everyone can be good at maths, Kyle. But you might at least make a token effort."

"Yes, sir." He stood awkwardly at the teacher's desk, his book bag slung off one shoulder. A skinny fourteen-year-old, Kyle hadn't got his growth spurt yet. His face was still chubby, with little hint of the cheekbones that would emerge two years later.

Baby fat, he thought. A phrase he hated.

"If you can't do basic calculations, others will end up deciding your future for you."

"Yes, sir." Absolute shite, of course. Baby fat or no, Kyle wasn't a child. He knew from the older kids that nobody used algebra in real life. It was all addition and subtraction, innit? Somebody paid you money, and that's how much you had to spend, and when it was gone, it was gone.

Easy peasy. Who the fuck needed algebra for that?

"You're a bright boy. You can do this. You simply need some tutoring to unlock your potential."

No. Fuck no. Kyle shifted his weight from one foot to the other. The thought of surrendering hours to some wank tutor was agony. Didn't teachers ever consider that kids had other things to do?

Kyle had attended the most amazing all-ages Stoney Rockland concert a few days ago. He'd grabbed some unbelievable footage on his iPhone 3GS.

He was thinking he'd start a blog. Post a YouTube, of course, but just have clips of the best excerpts there. Have links to his own blog where he'd post the whole thing.

Maybe attract some other fans. Get some discussion going. Maybe meet some of them.

Hell, maybe meet Stoney Rockland himself one day.

Other fans did it. He'd seen their photos online, boys and girls no older than him with their arms draped around Stoney's waist or shoulders. Stoney always looked bored or even a little overwhelmed. They said that's how he photographed. That he was really sweet and shy. A little reserved. But always wanting to do the right thing by the fans.

Wouldn't it be amazing to find out for himself? To touch a star? You could die happy then, knowing the magic was real.

"Kyle, are you even listening to me? Or are you daydreaming again?"

When had Mr. Nigel gotten up from his desk? Suddenly he was standing much too close to Kyle. He tried to back up, but he was already at the wall.

"I'm sorry, sir. I'm listening, sir."

The teacher reached forward. Plucked something from Kyle's ear.

A one pound coin. He must have been a magician at some point. The kind who did close work. At Kyle's age, it seemed slightly dirty to think of a teacher having a past life.

"Are you sure? It seems there was something blocking your ears."

Kyle refused to smile. Mr. Nigel was forced to drop his own smile. It was fake anyway. He moved a step closer for a hug. "I'm worried about you, Kyle."

Kyle's shoulders went tense. "Don't, sir." He knew very well that his words could be heard both ways. Don't worry. Don't touch me.

Kyle wasn't a big fan of hugs from people much older than he was. The women smelled of floral scents he considered cheap. The men... well... some of the men who made excuses to hug young boys didn't seem to know the proper place to put their hands.

Kyle's father walked out when he was three. Kyle thought the creeps wouldn't try it on with him so fast if he still had a father.

At least Mr. Nigel wasn't making the tacky grab for his arse. But Kyle still felt uneasy. He squirmed out of the embrace. It might be rude, but he didn't care about that.

"I have to go, sir."

"I'll give you a note for Ms. Eustace."

"Yes, sir."

There was nothing improper about Mr. Nigel's behavior. Nothing Kyle could point a finger at to explain his gut feeling of unease.

Not then.

♥♥♥
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KYLE DIDN'T GO TO FRENCH. Note or no note, it was too late now. He had a crush on a boy in that class. A secret crush he held close to his heart. He had no idea if Harry was into boys, and he wasn't sure if he was ready to know.

For sure, he didn't want Harry's eyes on him as he walked into class twenty minutes after the bell. He'd be too conscious of his skinny legs in his tight jeans.

There was a little wooded park near the school. You weren't supposed to run on the nature path, but Kyle did sometimes. It was the middle of the day. The dogs were walked, the good people at work or school. The path was clear.

A few layabouts were gathered near the small stone bridge at the trailhead. It was a favorite smoking spot. Boys in their late teens, five or six of them, stood laughing and drinking from a brown paper bag. None of them had the slightest interest in a fourteen-year-old child.

Kyle got round the curve and broke into a run. His long legs pumped in the expensive trainers he'd nicked from the high street shop. He was a good runner and had decent times in the sprint. There weren't many who could catch him when he went full out.

As he completed his third circuit, he saw an adult man by himself leaning rather gingerly against the stone bridge. The layabouts had vanished in a puff of their own smoke. This man held no cigarette to explain what he was doing there.

Roman Nigel.

Kyle backed up around the curve, although he knew Mr. Nigel had already seen him. He wasn't in the mood to talk about why he'd skived off.

Besides, there was something strange about the encounter. The school day wasn't half over.

What was Mr. Nigel doing there?

Had he followed him?

♥♥♥
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"SO WHAT DID HE SAY?" Morgan had appointed herself Kyle's girlfriend. She loved to put eyeliner around his big brown eyes. Sometimes she painted his nails, although Kyle always took the color off straightaway. She was a big fan of pink, our Morgan.

"Nothing really," Kyle said. He wished he hadn't tried to talk to her. He couldn't really explain the fluttery feeling in the pit of his stomach.

"I always thought he were a perv. Most maths teachers are. Did he try to touch the D?"

"Ewwwww. No!" Must Morgan always imagine she was the star of some television drama?

"Well, what then? Tell me."

"It were just a feeling I had." Kyle sometimes tried to speak all proper in school but not when it was just him and her alone.

Morgan wanted to practice French kissing. There was more and more of that since they'd turned fourteen. She had an aggressive tongue. Too aggressive. Too deep.

But maybe it was just him. She knew he was gay. He didn't mind practicing. He wanted to be a good kisser himself. But if all this was supposed to excite him, it was failing miserably.

He broke the kiss off. "I want to download some audio editing software."

"You're just like a boy. All romance, all the time."

"Yeah. But I want to get this right."

"It sounds good enough straight off your mobile if you ask me."

"Good enough isn't good enough for Stoney."

♥♥♥
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KYLE WASN'T A LAD WHO liked to work in total silence. He got enough of a silent house at home thanks to the long hours his mum worked in the local.

There was a green place barely bigger than a parking lot behind the public library. He could tap into the library's wireless there to work on his fan blog. He'd started posting clips. Other serious fans found him on YouTube and followed him home. Some of them were good photographers who shared links or gifs of the images they'd captured.

Of course he could have worked in the school's own library. But he didn't really want to. He couldn't quite say why. 

It wasn't the most comfortable thing, sitting on a concrete bench, thin shoulders stuck up like wings when he bent over his laptop. Pigeons at his feet every time he took out a bag of crisps. 

But it felt safe.

Until it didn't.

"Kyle. I hope that's your maths homework." 

How did his teacher find him? Nobody knew he came here. Not even Morgan. It was his place.

"Yes, sir." He'd already hit the back button. He didn't care to have a teacher, any teacher, but especially this teacher, knowing how he spent his free time.

"You haven't arranged for a tutor. I can set aside an hour a day to help you myself."

"No, sir. That won't be necessary, sir. I have it now, sir."

"Your marks suggest that you don't have it now."

What could Kyle say? He stared at the dirt and picked out the little pigeon tracks where they'd been scratching a few minutes before.

"I will expect you in my office at four o'clock tomorrow afternoon."

"Yes, sir." Kyle had absolutely no intention of keeping the appointment.

When he opened his bag of crisps a few minutes later, he found a note inside. Four o'clock sharp. 

How had Nigel done it? Of course Kyle couldn't eat those crisps. He didn't even feel right about throwing them on the ground for the pigeons.

♥♥♥
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THERE WAS A LITTLE old lady on his block who liked to see his fresh young face. She'd call him in for tea and ask him to help her change a light bulb or clear a stopped-up sink. She tipped well. Better, she left out small items that seemed to beg Kyle to put them in his pocket.

Maybe she left them out for him on purpose― little bribes to keep him coming back. Maybe she was just forgetful.

Kyle never knew. He did know she'd never tell. He was learning what he could get away with. 

"I haven't seen my son in ten years."

"I'm sorry, Mrs. Shane." He wondered how old her son was. She could be anywhere from sixty to ninety for all he knew. The son might be fifty himself.

"Your eyes are very like."

People always commented on his eyes. To Kyle, they were just brown eyes like everyone else's. But the shape of them, the way the light danced in them, seemed to draw people.

♥♥♥
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STONEY'S DRUMMER FOUND the edited YouTube clips and posted the link to Twitter. Kyle's Tumblr blog took off. Other Stoney Rockland bloggers began to reblog his posts. Some of them began to exchange private messages with him.

He didn't want to say he was fourteen. You could be any age on the internet.

He said he was eighteen.

He said he'd gotten backstage. "I didn't meet Stoney, but I was there."

If anyone noticed the video had been filmed from the barrier and not from backstage, they were too polite to say so.

Once Kyle's crush stopped him in the hall. "Cool video, mate."

Kyle wasn't shy but he felt shy then. Harry had never spoken to him before.

"Yeah. Thanks."

"You gonna make any more?"

"The tour for this album's over. I have to wait for the next."

"Yeah."

Harry touched Kyle's shoulder and then went on his way. He wanted to touch someone who had actually seen Stoney with his own eyes. Maybe he believed he could touch the Stoney Rockland magic by touching Kyle.

Maybe he could.

Maybe magic is contagious.

Kyle no longer went to the spot behind the library. He'd buy a small Coke and work in McDonald's, loitering for hours in a back corner with good access to the wireless. No pigeons or dog-walkers in here, but there was plenty of friendly noise. Sometimes kids from his school came in little groups. The boys mostly ignored him, but the girls often came and sat with him.

They thought he was cool. Birds loved music.

It was a fine refuge for three or four days. Maybe even for a week or two.

Then a shadow fell on his table.

"Kyle. Not hiding, are we?"

"No, sir."

"You can't run away from your problems, lad. You need to face them head-on."

Something snapped. "I'm not running away from me problems, sir. I'm running away from you."

♥♥♥
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IT WAS A TERRIBLE THING being fourteen. You had no power. Others told you what to do, where to go, what to read and think.

They even told you what to fucking eat.

"You're too thin, Kyle," his mum said. Nobody could say that about her. At forty-six, with a child moving into his mid-teens, she'd allowed herself to soften at the waist. But she hadn't completely surrendered to time. A few months back, she'd dyed her brown hair blonde. To Kyle, she still looked like a mum. But the older patrons of the local where she pulled ale liked her well enough.

"You're not smoking, are you?"

"No, mum."

"Eat your greens. You can't fill out if you don't get your vitamins."

Kyle pushed them around on his plate. They always said you should tell somebody. But what was there to tell? Kyle knew for a stone-cold fact Nigel was following him. But the man seemed to know exactly what he could get away with.

"Mum, if a teacher made me feel funny..."

"Made you feel funny how?"

"I go places. He always turns up."

"Did he touch you?"

Kyle would always wonder if he should have said yes.

Trouble was he already had a history. He knew he wasn't exactly famous for his honest character.

Two years ago he'd seen a gold bracelet in the shops. Eighteen-karat rose gold. The slight blush in the metal would look perfect against the ivory of Kyle's inner arm.

But he was only twelve. It would be a thousand years before he could earn the money for something like that. He'd been in and out of the shop ever since, only half-aware of the skeptical eye of the woman behind the counter.

He couldn't say why he was so drawn to that particular bit of bling. He even dreamed of wearing it. The weight of the gold, how heavy it would feel on the wrist. So many things in dreams are flimsy. Not that. It felt more real than reality.

One day there was another customer at the counter handling his bracelet, along with several other gold items. A stylish man of about thirty or so, with leather boots that cost more than the entire wardrobe of everyone else in the shop combined. He inspected the bracelet carelessly, as if it were no more beautiful than any of a dozen other pieces he was considering.

Kyle loitered a little too close, a nuisance of a baby brother.

When the man had made his selection, and the clerk had put the other items back in the glass case, the gold bracelet was deep in Kyle's pocket. He got only two steps down the road. He figured out later they'd let him get that far― better evidence that he'd deliberately stolen the piece.

He'd been fighting to regain his mum's trust ever since.

Maybe he should have told the easy lie. Maybe it would have changed everything.

Or maybe it would have just made Kyle the Klepto look like a liar as well as a thief.

In any case he never seriously considered it. He told the truth, a little ashamed of how weak it sounded said out loud.

"He doesn't touch me... it's just that he's... he's... he's just always there. It makes me feel like he's watching me."

"Love, you can't make that kind of accusation based on a feeling. Someone could have a feeling about you one day. Not for anything you did wrong. Just for you being... who you are."

For being gay, she meant.

She sounded so sensible. Kyle felt so silly.

Still.

He didn't miss his father. He'd forgotten his face. But suddenly he wished with all his soul that he had a man to talk to.
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Chapter Two
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"KYLE MARCHANE."

He jerked awake on hearing his name from the hated lips. The teacher was perched on the edge of his desk, a faux-casual pose that endeared him to the students. Some students. The girl students.

"Yes, sir."

"Can you come up to the blackboard and answer the question?"

"No, sir."

"What?" Some of the girls giggled. "Do you mind telling us why not?"

"I didn't hear the question, sir."

"You will stay after class, Kyle."

"Yes, sir."

But when the bell rang, Kyle trooped out with all the rest.

♥♥♥
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"I'VE HEARD FROM SCHOOL. You've been skipping classes." Kyle's mother sounded tired.

"I'm going to be a music blogger. School is a waste of me time."

"Kyle, love, we all have to do things we don't want to do to get a living. You can be a music blogger in your spare time, but you'll need a trade that earns money."

How did they get on this subject again?

"Yes, mum."

♥♥♥
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WHEN HIS KNEES WERE acting up, old man Nielsen sometimes paid Kyle to walk his dogs. The thirteen-year-old Alsatian had a trick hip, but the four-year-old black Lab kept Kyle hopping.

"If something happens to me, lad, you be sure and take care of me dogs," the old man would say as he pressed several pound coins into Kyle's hand.

Their landlord wouldn't tolerate one dog on the property, much less two. Kyle had no idea how he could keep that promise. But he nodded.

If you wanted to make people happy, you had to say what they wanted to hear.

One evening when he stopped at Mr. Nielsen's, Kyle noticed a fake Venetian glass paperweight with a swirl of rainbow colors inside of it. It held down a fifty-pound note.

Kyle didn't even think about it. His fingers seemed to move of their own accord.

The note disappeared into Kyle's jeans.

If the old man noticed, he never breathed a word.

If they can afford to forget about that much money, they must not need it. If they're willing to pay to look at me pretty face, I might as well take it.

♥♥♥
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KYLE WENT TO HIS MATHS class late and left early. Sometimes he didn't go at all. He wandered the halls.

Sometimes he found himself in an empty classroom where he could work on his blog or check in with the other fans. Sometimes he actually did his homework.

He wanted to have a future― and not as a semi-pro pickpocket. Of course he did.

Maybe he could sing. Not as good as Stoney, but no one was as good as Stoney. But Kyle could certainly carry a tune and look well on stage.

Or maybe he could be a model. He photographed well. Skinny boys with big eyes always did.

Maybe he didn't need school at all.

Roman Nigel made a coin appear from Kyle's right ear. Well, it wasn't illegal to perform a magic trick, was it? But Kyle still jerked as if he'd been slapped.

"What are you so afraid of, Kyle? You needn't run away from me. I care about you."

"I don't care about you so fuck right off."

"You don't have to make things so hard for yourself. You're imagining things that aren't true. And the only person you're hurting is yourself."

If they weren't true, if they were imagined, why was Nigel standing so close? Why were his big hands― both of them now― on Kyle's thin shoulders?

"Don't touch me. You don't have the fucking right."

He ran. Again he ran. This time he didn't return to school for three days.

♥♥♥
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NIGEL DIDN'T REPORT him. Didn't want to draw the attention, innit? Instead it was another teacher who filed the complaint.

"Where have you been, Kyle?" The head was looking at Kyle's attendance record, and he wasn't best-pleased by what he saw.

A shrug.

"You are required to attend school until age sixteen. Until then, you will be respectful to your teachers, or you will land in a situation much less pleasant than this one."

Another shrug.

"Is there a problem at home?"

"No, sir."

"Here then. Is there a problem with school? If you're being bullied, we will do something about it. This school will no longer tolerate harassment of its..." The head hesitated as he struggled for a tactful euphemism. "We don't tolerate harassment of smaller boys. We don't tolerate hazing. The bad old days are gone."

"No one hazes me, sir."

"We have a therapist you can talk to."

By "can" the head meant "must."

Kyle had never really understood what therapists did, other than get a living off a kid's bad luck. He'd had to see one of them after he got caught stealing. She'd said a lot about understanding himself. About how angry he was at not having a father. About how stealing was a way to even the score.

Words. He understood one thing. The price of getting caught was being forced to waste a lot of time.

He was twelve. Then thirteen. He surrendered enough of his free hours to being talked at and then he was free.

He'd learned his lesson. He'd be more careful next time.

Don't steal from just anyone.

Steal from somebody on your side. Somebody who has something to lose if you get caught and taken away.

The school's therapist didn't seem much different. She was middle-aged and middle-weight, with hair the color of a mouse. Hadn't she heard of Miss Clairol?

"Everything you say here is confidential. You can be completely open with me."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Please, Kyle. Don't call me ma'am. Call me Tessa."

Oh. One of those.

"Yes, ma'am."

♥♥♥
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AT LAST SCHOOL WAS out. Summer. Kyle was free. But he couldn't help looking over his shoulder.

He couldn't shake the sensation of being followed.

Kyle liked to run sometimes in the cool of the evening. He didn't go back to the village park. There were a dozen small towns within running distance of Vixensfox. He programmed their names into a randomizing app. On any given day, he'd run to whichever name came up and then back home again.

But Roman Nigel somehow found him anyway. Kyle had paused at a leafy bit of deer track to rehydrate. Suddenly Nigel was standing there, as if he'd materialized from the overgrown bushes that screened the two of them from the road.

"There's been some misunderstanding."

Oh, there was no fucking misunderstanding. He must have been following Kyle. There was no other explanation, since Kyle himself hadn't known he'd come this way until forty-five minutes before. 

"What are you doing here?"

"I wanted to talk to you."

"I don't want to fucking talk to you."

Kyle was getting taller every day. He could go the distance now, but he still had it in him to be a sprinter.

His leggy gallop left his erstwhile teacher far behind.

♥♥♥
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HE WAS SAFE AROUND other adults. Kyle spent more time visiting Mrs. Shane, Mr. Nielsen, and all the rest. They doted on him. Showered him with tips and treats. Mrs. Shane baked English tea biscuits almost every time she knew Kyle was coming over.

His rose-petal skin and huge brown eyes made him look so lovable.

But he didn't feel very lovable. Often he felt hot and sticky inside, as if he were swimming in shame. He kept promising himself he'd never steal again. One thing to steal money. He might be in need of money. But why take rubbish?

There was Mr. Baron, for example. The red-nosed pensioner had nothing of real value, but he had entire cupboards of cheap wine. Stockpiling for the zombie apocalypse, Kyle supposed.

One of the bottles found its way home, although Kyle already knew he'd never open it.

Kyle had taste. He wasn't going to drink a four pound bottle of cat piss.

Senseless to steal it then, wasn't it? He ended up tossing it unopened into a neighbor's bin.

And then there was old man Nielsen's long-dead wife's little collection of miniature glass dogs in a glass cabinet. It was beyond tacky.

Yet Kyle found himself nicking the glass Schnauzer and telling the old man the Lab broke it.

They must know, he thought. They must put up with it because it's worth it to them to get some attention. Their own family neglects them, so they turn to Kyle the Klepto.

Besides, it isn't quite right to push temptation right in me face, is it? They make it too hard to resist.

But he couldn't quite convince himself. Always, always, he felt bad and wrong. Always, always, he felt as if he were looking behind his shoulder to see if Roman Nigel was spying on him.

I need to have something. I need to be free to get away with... something.

He couldn't feel right about it. How he wished he understood why he did the things he did.

But he wasn't going to turn himself inside-out for a school therapist. Someone who snooped around in his secrets for money. Someone who tried to hunt down his emotions as ruthlessly as Roman Nigel hunted down his physical location.

Kyle had to have something private, if only in the dark corners of his own mind.

The only thing that made sense was Stoney Rockland's music. Kyle was counting the days until the next album.

The next tour.

♥♥♥
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"I'VE NEVER LAID A HAND on you."

"You follow me everywhere."

"This is a small village. I have the right to walk the public streets like everyone else."

"You're stalking me."

"I always let you go when you want to go. You could be running now, but you're not."

True. Kyle always felt wrong-footed with the man. Maybe it was all in his head.

"Why won't you leave me alone?"

"There's something special about you, Kyle. We both know that. Most people are... distasteful. Fat and sweaty. Disgusting."

"You're disgusting."

"And you're a thief."

"What do you want with me then, mate? Why can't you leave me alone?"

"I want to help you. I want to keep you out of trouble."

Kyle turned. "I've got to finish me run. I'm timing me self."

And he was gone.

Stoney was his only escape. There was a rumor about a pop-up concert in a club in Manchester. Kyle and Morgan left a note taped to Morgan's mother's refrigerator. Morgan wasn't as avid a fan as Kyle was, but she wouldn't be left behind.

Morgan's mum had never lost a moment's sleep over Kyle. She was glad Morgan had a "safe" boyfriend. Kyle's mum was less chill. She knew perfectly well it wasn't completely unknown for a gay boy to give a girl a baby, especially when he was young and experimenting. Kyle knew how she felt. He just couldn't let a mother's feelings slow down his real life.

They were back two days later.

"We were just filming, mum," Kyle said. "I needed someone to take the second camera, innit? Morgan is my film crew."

"I don't want to hear any more about your fabulous YouTube career. You are fifteen years old, Kyle. You will stay in school. You will come home to this house every night. You hear me?"

"Fuck you, you can't make me." He didn't mean to be so hateful to his mum. The words came out before he knew what he was saying.

Kyle didn't go back to school. He thought about it. Morgan went back. But he was always too busy. There was the professional edit of his latest video. There was his blog to maintain. His asks, his private messages, his Instagrams, his Twitter, his Tumblr.

Stoney Rockland's people didn't notice his YouTube this time. Or maybe they did, but they decided he was a semi-pro pirate videographer instead of a mere fanboy, and they decided not to promote his link. Didn't matter. This video was even bigger than the last.

He was becoming a well-known superfan, the go-to boy for information and rumors about Stoney. When news was slow, he couldn't resist inventing some of the rumors himself.

♥♥♥
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LATE AUTUMN. THE NIGHTS came early. Kyle wore a tracksuit with reflective stripes as he jogged down randomly selected country roads.

Sometimes he wouldn't come home. There were no-hopers in every village. Once Kyle trained his eye to see them, he could always meet someone who'd invite him over for the night. He was careful not to go with the older ones. The ones who'd expect him to trade for sex.

Instead, he'd hang with girls his own age or a little younger. Talk music. Swap playlists and mp3s and rumors. They might smuggle him into their bedrooms but they wouldn't try it on when he said he was gay. Or they might try, but not too hard, just wanting to test him with a few kisses.

They called him things like pretty. Cute. Kawaii. There was something about him that made girls want to protect him.

"You should go back to school," they'd say.

Or: "You should go back home."

Kyle pocketed silly things from them. Things they'd never be sure they didn't really lose themselves. Nail polish. Body glitter. A handful of coins from a jar.

But most of the time he did go home. He wasn't ready to be a real runaway.

And then the worst happened.

Nigel made friends with his mum.

One night, quite late, he walked inside to see her having a glass of red wine with Roman Nigel.

Kyle gawped at them, then turned to leave.

"Kyle," his mum said. "Don't be rude."

He went to the cupboard. Pulled out a glass. Poured himself some wine. It was cheap nasty stuff but it wasn't about the taste.

It was about the defiance.

"You drink now, son?"

He tossed back half the glass, doing his best to miss his taste buds.

"Mr. Nigel wanted to warn me that the school is asking questions about where you've been."

Kyle slammed down the rest of the wine. It was vinegar, but the little bubble of giddiness in the back of his brain felt all right.

"You must attend school, Kyle," his mum said. "I can be fined if the authorities decide I'm the one keeping you out."

"School is a waste of me fucking time."

"Is that the way to speak to your mother?" Nigel asked.

Of course it wasn't. Kyle already felt a stab of guilt. But he couldn't seem to stop himself. "She's a decade older than you are, mate. Why don't you leave her alone?"

"Kyle!" His mum was shocked. "Is that what this is about? You want me alone forever?"

♥♥♥
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KYLE WAS THE ONE IN the wrong. Kyle was the one who was never where he was supposed to be.

Kyle was jealous. Kyle was spoiled. Kyle was a mama's boy who wanted his mum's undivided attention forever.

Kyle was the one making up stories.

Nigel was ever so kind and patient. He never quite touched Kyle any more, not even on the shoulder. He never stepped foot in Kyle's room.

He was just there. Always there. Popping up in the most unexpected places. Making the most unexpected comments whenever nobody else was about.

Every time Kyle had himself half-convinced he was imagining the whole thing, Nigel would catch him alone and say something off. "You're not like the other kids. You're special. If only you valued yourself more..."

"Fuck off, mate, I'm not talking to you. Why do you insist on pushing your way into me life?"

"You are talking to me. You will listen to me. You will treat me with respect."

"Fuck you."

"Your mum and I are engaged. I am your father now, lad."

Kyle turned on his heel and kept running.
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Chapter Three
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MORGAN PHONED, AND Kyle realized he might as well get it over with. He could have texted a selfie but he decided he'd better get used to how people reacted in person.

She was standing near the stone bridge, a French cigarette in her mouth and a gold lighter in her hand. Gifts from Kyle, who'd lifted them from their previous owners.

"Why, love, why? Your beautiful hair!"

"I'm tired of being loved for me luscious locks." He sang a bit of an old Pavement song.

She struggled to keep the smile off her face. "You're not me date for the Titus Andronicus concert looking like that."

Kyle shrugged.

Without notable success, she tried to breathe out perfect smoke rings. Kyle only knew what she was trying to accomplish because they'd both watched the same YouTube compilation of Stoney doing it perfectly.

Stoney did everything perfectly.

All Kyle got out of cigarettes was a coughing fit.

"I'm going to America," he said. He had to say it to somebody or he'd never go through with it.

"Go on with you, you are not."

"I am though."

She handed him the cigarette. He drew on it cautiously, but he still choked. Business as per fucking usual. Morgan giggled. Bald or not bald, Kyle didn't look so tough when he was coughing.

Fuck smoking. It was all very well for some, but it made Kyle look stupid. It must have taken him several minutes to catch his breath.

Finally he said, "There's a three-hundred-pound flight to Orlando out of Manchester every day."

"You have three hundred pounds?"

Kyle's shoulders lifted an inch or two. A micro-shrug.

"You're going to run away to Disney World then? What, are you nine?"

Another half-shrug.

"I always thought you'd end in Paris. Your pretty face and skinny legs are perfect for designer jeans. The bald head might put paid to your modeling career though."

"Skinny legs. The fuck you say? I do not have skinny legs."

"Yes, you do."

"No, I don't."

They wrestled playfully. Brother and sister. The sister he'd never had.

If he was like other boys, then maybe Nigel wouldn't have targeted him. He couldn't pretend the thought had never crossed his mind. If I was like them. If I was straight.

But it was a thought that left him cold.

If I was straight, I wouldn't be me, innit?

"I'll tell them you went to Orlando," Morgan said. She kissed him on the side of the mouth. "You can rely on me."

"I know I can, mate." He hugged her briefly, quickly. He didn't want to start crying again.

Again?

He'd never started crying.

He'd deny he cried until the day he died.

♥♥♥
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HIS MOTHER LET OUT a startled scream when Kyle waltzed in a few minutes before midnight.

"Scared you then, mum?"

"Your beautiful hair. I didn't know you."

"I'm a man now, mum. I need to look like a man." The shaved scalp did make him look older. He was confident of that much.

Nigel was frowning at the telly. "It's more teenage rebellion, mum," he said. "Best to take no notice of it."

Mum? Nigel was calling his intended "mum?" 

Ewwwwww.

♥♥♥
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KYLE'S ATTENDANCE AT school was sporadic at best. He wasn't ready to face his class with his new look.

He decided to walk to the next village over. There was a new coffee shop with free wi-fi. The staff didn't know yet that he'd buy one coffee and hang out all day.
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