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What It Looks Like

By Matthew J. Metzger


Chapter 1

Rob Hawkes was a god.

That was Eli’s first coherent thought of the
morning, and largely for the way Rob was inelegantly sprawled in
the bed, the sheets twisted around his waist and the morning sun
pooling gold over his skin. His physique—those hard lines of
muscle, the breadth of his shoulders and the narrow taper down to
flat abs to his hips—was nothing short of mythological
divinity.

And fuck, Eli wanted him.

But Eli was loathe to disturb him when he
looked so peaceful. Rob didn’t look peaceful, as a rule. He had a
hard face with scowling brows and a tense jaw; to see those harsh
angles softened was a treat, and one Eli wanted to enjoy for a
little longer.

Carefully, biting his lip for fear of
disturbing the sleeping dragon, Eli twitched the sheets down.

Rob mumbled, but didn’t stir, and Eli sat up
against the pillows to drink in the sight of the sleeping, naked
body. Long legs with taut thighs smattered with dark hair, large
but narrow feet hanging at strange angles from thick ankles and
calves like concrete. Even relaxed, there was nothing but muscle
there. The left leg was covered from hip to toe in dark, intense
tattoos, not an inch of skin left naked from the ink, even if the
whole body was naked from clothes. A chain coiled around the ankle,
buried in the skin and created out of ink instead of iron. Eli
wished fervently he were able to get a real chain, tether Rob to
the bed, and never let him leave.

The tattoos rose beyond the hips, but less
crowded—a serpent hissed along the ribs, a mechanical heart beat
over a breast and rose and fell gently with Rob’s breathing, and a
galaxy, vivid purples and reds on a space-scape of black, disguised
one powerful shoulder. His arms, one slung across the mattress
towards Eli and the other tucked under the pillow, were as coated
as his left leg in crowded sleeves, fire and skulls jostling for
attention, the faces of loved ones immortalised in ink, dates and
quotes hiding between leaves and eagles. Across his back, Eli knew
more, but the sheets and mattress hid them from the morning.

For now.

Miles of inked skin stretched out in the sun
like this was too much to resist. Eli sighed in disappointment at
his own weakness, even as he bent low and dragged a dry, tempting
kiss across slightly-parted lips. They were still swollen from the
night before, the scar at the corner puckering the bottom lip a
fraction. Eli buried his teeth around that fleck of white damage,
and tugged.

Rob’s groan was primal.

“Morning,” Eli whispered, bracing himself
with arms either side of Rob’s head. He nudged his nose against
Rob’s face, pressing plucking, nipping kisses against the man’s
chin and cheeks, nuzzling the harsh rasp of stubble and smelling
the stale remnants of lager and wet leaves. Eli ached in memory,
but the soreness was a welcome reminder. He dropped a hand down the
bed to find idle, sated flesh and squeeze it.

That got Rob to open his eyes.

Just a crack, mind, but open was open.
Eli—girly as it was—loved Rob’s eyes. The rest of the man was a
hulking wall of dark, brooding temper. The body could have been cut
from a men’s fitness magazine, but the eyes…

Rob’s eyes were so startlingly pale the
contrast against his pupils was almost violent. The grey irises
were barely a shade darker than the whites, and it made his gaze
ferociously intense, no matter the mood he was actually in. It made
him look dangerous, like a feral animal or a predator on the hunt.
Made him look alert and watchful even when he wasn’t, and never
failed to get attention from whoever was near him.

And, like every other time those incredible
eyes fixed on him, Eli felt a jolt in his stomach, and leaned
fractionally towards them, as though falling blindly—and
uncaringly—into some abyss.

He caught himself—almost literally, splaying
his fingers across the broad muscles below the gentle curve of
collarbones under skin. A lazy blink and lazier smirk served to
promote Rob from merely a sleeping god to one of the arrogant
overlords of ancient Greco-Roman mythology.

“You look,” Eli whispered, “like Zeus. A
beautiful, powerful, arrogant fuck.”

He did—even lying down, Rob had so much
physical power that it could almost be smelt on him. The idle way
those eyes tracked Eli’s movements spoke of someone who knew his
own ability to control the situation; the rough thumb that came up
to rub at the corner of Eli’s mouth and push demandingly past his
lips and teeth showed his quiet arrogance.

And God, was it fucking true. Eli
would—did, had—bend over and grab his ankles for this man at just
the twitch of an eyebrow.

The watery warmth of the sun on Rob’s skin,
the almost imperceptible ebb and flow of blood under the flesh, and
the way he simply lay and waited, as though knowing what Eli would
do before Eli himself…

It brought a smile to Eli’s face as he pulled
away from Rob’s intruding thumb, a kiss to be placed over Rob’s
heart just shy of the nipple, and made him drop his hand from where
it had idled on Rob’s inner thigh to more important places. Rob’s
cock was soft, warm in Eli’s hand when he took it, and pale against
the dark bruise Eli had bitten into Rob’s thigh the previous
morning.

“You want me?” Eli whispered, even as he
shifted away from Rob’s heavy hands and blew gently over the
head.

Rob was uncut, and it had been one of Eli’s
favourite afternoons, quite literally tying Rob to the bed and
thoroughly exploring him.

But not this time. This morning, Eli wanted
one thing and one thing only—he shifted to throw his leg over Rob’s
shin and settle over his legs, bracing both hands on those narrow
hips and taking the swelling cock in his mouth.

Eli was still a little unused to this—the
sharp taste, the odd angle of his jaw, and the trick of trying to
anticipate Rob’s movements. But at the same time, Eli enjoyed it,
the way Rob’s smell would surround him, the guttural groan Rob
would make deep in the back of his throat, the way his hand
would—

Fingers fisted in Eli’s hair as he rasped his
tongue up the hardening shaft and rubbed his lips around the head.
He rolled his throat, deliberately lathing Rob in as much spit as
possible, because Eli had designs on more than just opening his
throat for the god in his bed. He was going to get that cock as
deep as he could, so deep it fucking hurt, and if Rob wasn’t
going to move, then Eli could fuck his own brains out on him
anyway.

With a last parting suck, Eli pulled off and
rose from the bed to drop his boxers without fanfare or finesse.
Rob was watching, eyes raking Eli’s body with something
unfathomable in the ice-white gaze. Eli smiled, biting his lip in
the way he knew Rob liked best.

“You look,” he whispered, trailing a single
finger up the wet shaft jutting out from Rob’s still-prone form,
“like you’re just waiting to be served. Like you’re the
master of some decadent Roman villa and you’re just waiting for
some flexible slave to come and finish you off.”

A smirk pulled at that stern mouth, and Eli
grinned, bending over Rob’s face to kiss him with open lips and a
demanding tongue.

Rob would be able to taste himself, Eli knew,
and the return of a fist to clutch at his hair was no surprise.

“You want to fuck me?” he whispered in a
breathy tone. “I want to feel you. I can still feel you from last
night, but it’s fading. I’m still loose, but it’s going to sting,
just how I like it—”

The fist tightened, and then Rob was sitting
up. His gaze was feral, and then both hands were around Eli’s head
and his jaw was being forced open by something that could have been
termed a kiss, or a plundering. He smiled around it, hands fumbling
for purchase on Rob’s broad shoulders, closing the kiss into
something softer when one huge paw let go. Eli loved this, the
aggressive attraction in Rob’s movements, the way he left no
fucking doubt as to his opinion of Eli’s body…

Something crinkled, and Eli groaned.

“Oh, Rob, c’mon…”

Rob’s face was stern, and the condom packet
cool against Eli’s fingers.

“We don’t need it,” Eli coaxed. Rob’s
expression didn’t so much as flicker. “Oh c’mon, Rob, the test
would have come back with something by now, surely?”

Not a twitch. And Eli knew the rules—question
too much, push too hard, and the opportunity was taken away. And
this morning…fuck, this morning…

“Fine,” he grumped, and took the packet. He
tore it open with his teeth, and got his lip bitten for his efforts
before the lube was handed over. “You know my bedside drawers too
well.”

The grin was nothing short of lecherous, and
Eli kissed it away before perching on the edge of the bed and
wrapped his hand absently around Rob’s cock. He hadn’t softened in
the slightest.

Eli sighed.

“I want to feel this,” he breathed,
“properly.”

Rob raised a dark eyebrow, then tensed and
closed his eyes entirely when Eli rolled the condom on. He gave a
sadistic squeeze at the base of the shaft before reaching for the
lubricant, silently willing next month—and next month’s test
results—to hurry the fuck up already.

But for now…

“There,” Eli breathed, pushing Rob back into
the pillows, straddling his waist with fluid ease. “Stay. I didn’t
get to see a thing last night—you were too busy shoving me into
alley walls and fucking me raw—”

Rob’s chest tensed and pushed against his
arms; Eli gave a little shove to make his point, and carried on
blithely.

“—and last night and all the lager, that was
good for a seedy fuck, but this morning…God, I woke up and you
looked like a fucking god, like something completely out of this
world, so you—”

He shifted up on his hips and wrapped a hand
around Rob’s cock beneath him. This was going to sting. Loose was
loose, but Eli’s plan required something a little more involved.
And Rob was going to kill him. Later.

“—are going to lie there and let a mere
mortal worship you.”

In one motion, Eli pressed down onto Rob’s
cock. It wasn’t graceful; it wasn’t even seamless. The stretch
burned, the edge of pain distinct, and Rob’s hiss and jerk didn’t
help, his hands suddenly like vices on Eli’s thighs and his head
thrown back in an arch of muscle and sinew. His sheathed cock was
slick, but Eli was not, and even the vague catch hurt. The ache
from the previous night exploded anew—and yet it was also ecstasy,
the sensation of being completely filled, of taking Rob so deep Eli
felt as though he’d been seized by the back of the neck and was
being held in a choking, possessing grip.

“Oh my God,” he groaned, his little speech
forgotten. “Oh fuck. Rob, fuck…”

Rob’s hands cupped his hips. Eli took deep
lungfuls of cool air before opening his eyes—and when had he closed
those?—and taking in the messy hair, piercing gaze, and heaving
chest. His thighs were clamped around Rob’s waist, and Eli watched
in near-distant fascination as he tensed them and felt rather than
saw Rob’s grunt of too-close, too-intense satisfaction.

“You feel amazing,” Eli blurted out, and
rolled his hips. The slick slide of the condom was unpleasant, but
the heavy push of Rob’s cock as Eli sank back down onto it again
was dizzying and quite literally breathtaking. “Fuck, Rob, I could
fuck you every day and it wouldn’t be enough. I want to feel you
proper, I want those fucking test results, I want you to hold me
down and just fuck me open with nothing between, I want—”

Rob moved so fast it was a blur—his arm was
suddenly tight around Eli’s back, the room was spinning, and then
Eli hit the mattress. Rob drove into him so hard Eli saw stars. He
yelled, digging his nails into Rob’s shoulders like claws, arching
under the thrust until it felt like he could take Rob to the root,
until the headboard smashed against the wall with deafening force,
until—

Someone shouted downstairs. Rob’s grin was
feral in Eli’s neck before he bit down. The mattress was shaking
with the force of those powerful, painful, driving thrusts.

Eli didn’t give a fuck.

* * * *

Rob was already dressed when Eli snuck back
in from the shower. Sitting on the edge of Eli’s bed, he was
shrugging into the T-shirt he’d worn to the pub the previous night,
probably still stinking of beer and barbecue chicken wings.

“You could start leaving clothes here,
you know,” Eli chided, kissing the top of his head before rummaging
for his own clothes.

Rob’s answer was to resoundly smack his arse.
The blow stung, and Eli bit his lip against the jolt of red-hot
pleasure.

“Hey!”

Rob rolled his eyes and leaned back on his
hands. He openly watched Eli dress, the scrutiny both a little
embarrassing, and a lot arousing.

“That’s not fair,” Eli grumbled. “You can
fucking turn me on by looking at me, and I can’t even walk
straight.”

Rob offered him a toothy grin.

Eli huffed.

“Mean,” he whispered, bending to kiss the
smile away.

“Eli!” a voice bellowed up the stairs. “I
want that—vehicle moved!”

Eli rolled his eyes.Rob guffawed. “Fucking
coppers,” he rasped.

Rob had a very deep, very hoarse voice, like
the rumble of a gravelly engine, and it drove Eli crazy. If Rob was
a voice actor, Eli wouldn’t be able to watch any of his films for
fear of having a fucking orgasm in the cinema. As it was, he seized
Rob’s face and kissed him hungrily, tugging Rob’s bottom lip
between his teeth in a vicious bite until the tang of blood warned
him off.

“I suppose you have to go?” he whispered.

“Uh-huh,” Rob said, both hands clasping the
very tops and backs of Eli’s thighs, right under his arse. It was
oddly more intimate than if Rob had just groped a cheek and been
done with it. “Shit to do.”

“See you later? Or tomorrow maybe?”

“Eli!”

“Tell him to fuck off,” Rob grumbled, and
stood.

Eli didn’t back up, and ended up draped over
Rob’s front.

“Mm, no.” He kissed Rob’s stubbled jaw before
stepping away and shrugging on a T-shirt. “Okay, okay. Come on,
then, out the door.”

Rob cut a huge and rough-edged figure in
Eli’s family home. The house was all white carpets, white walls,
and expensive decorations of no use but a lot of worth scattered on
various shelves. They had doilies, for goodness’ sake—a man wearing
yesterday’s clothes, hair on end, and smelling like the floor of a
dive bar didn’t fit in.

Especially not under the glower of the man
standing at the bottom of the stairs, in full, gleaming
uniform.

“Dad,” Eli said warningly. Then, as an
afterthought: “Rob.”

Both ignored him.

“What?” Rob demanded aggressively.

Chief Inspector Samuel Bell’s lips
tightened.

“Your…car…is blocking the end of my
driveway,” he said coldly.

“Musta been when I drunk-parked it,” Rob
returned flippantly.

Eli huffed and gave Rob a shove in the back
towards the front door.

“Lay off, Dad,” he ordered, shoving Rob
outside. “And don’t antagonise him.”

“Bloke’s a fucking twat,” Rob grumbled, but
rolled his eyes and softened under Eli’s scowl. “Alright, alright.
Jesus.”

“Get yourself gone,” Eli scolded, walking Rob
to his battered old 4x4. It was a Suzuki Jimny from the late
nineties, and about as respectable on their tidy suburban street as
Rob himself. Eli loved that car.

“Alright,” Rob said, swinging himself into
the driver’s seat. It took two goes to slam the door, then he wound
the window down and caught Eli’s chin in one huge hand to kiss him
soundly. “You still up for coming to Scotland for Christmas with me
and Danny?”

“Yep,” Eli said, smiling against the press of
Rob’s finger and thumb. He darted back in for another kiss.

“Tart. You’ve scratched holes in my
shoulders.”

“You love it.”

“I fucking do an’ all,” Rob agreed, and that
belligerent face eased into a wide, crooked grin. “Call you later,
babe.”

Eli smacked his hand. “Babe? Fuck off,
savage.”

Rob laughed and started the engine. The
Suzuki jerked and rolled backwards a little before realising it had
an accelerator, and then it and Rob were gone in a clattering
cacophony of metal and smoke. Eli stood at the end of the drive,
one hand absently rubbing at the deep bite-mark Rob had left in his
neck, and smiling like a fool.

“Eli! I need to go to work.”

Eli sighed, and moved aside to let his
father’s BMW out of the drive. Not that his father had even gotten
into the thing yet—he was still standing, brass and all, in the
open doorway.

“I don’t like that man,” Dad said firmly as
Eli approached.

Eli didn’t much care. He’d heard it all
before, and right now, his priority was going back to bed for a few
hours before getting up and going to work for the afternoon. So his
response was as flippant as Rob’s, though not—quite—as rude.

“Tough,” he said. “Because I do.”

* * * *


Chapter 2

Eli firmly believed that whole ‘how you were
raised’ stuff was a load of crap. And the reason for that was
Jenny. Sitting on the wall by the shopping centre entrance and
watching his sister carelessly swinging her gleaming Audi into a
too-narrow space, Eli idly wondered—as he had often—how they’d
turned out so different.

They looked like peas in a pod.
Similar height, same slender build, same waviness to their
hair—although Jenny’s was nearly black like Dad’s, and Eli’s a
sandy blond like Mum’s. They even had the same ears and jaw. But
while Eli was all baggy T-shirts and heavy jeans, hunched shoulders
and hiding behind sunglasses whenever the weather was warm enough
to allow it, Jenny was…

“Eli!”

Well. Jenny.

“Hey, Jen.”

She flung her arms around his neck in a
stranglehold, and her handbag hit him in the back. Because this was
where Eli and Jenny had nothing in common—Jenny was all
about looking good, and Eli…wasn’t.

It had been that way growing up, and it
hadn’t changed now they were adults. Jenny had always preened. She
was only a year younger than Eli, but Eli could remember her
caterwauling even at five when Mum hadn’t done her hair
exactly the way Jenny wanted it. She’d been getting in rows
with Dad about make-up and heels when she was just twelve. And
she’d nearly given him a coronary when she was fifteen, marched
into the kitchen, slammed a pregnancy test kit down, and announced
that Mum and Dad were going to be grandparents. God, that
had been a bad Christmas. Eli had been tempted, for the next eight
months, to ask his grandmother if he could live with her. He’d have
taken the smell of cat piss and church incense over the toxic
atmosphere in the house any day.

“How’s my favey bro?”

“Favey?”

“Favourite, idiot.”

“I’m your only.”

She snorted and kissed his cheek. “Same
diff.”

Still, despite their differences, Eli didn’t
much mind Jenny. She was self-centred and vain, yes, but she was
also…nice. She loved him. She’d never really had a problem with
him—oh, she didn’t understand him, but she also hadn’t had a
problem with him. She hadn’t questioned every last thing about him
the way Mum and Dad had.

“How’s the folks?” she asked, tucking her arm
into his and leading him towards the shops. Christmas shopping,
Eli’s least favourite thing.

“Mad at me again.”

“Why, what’d you do?”

“Who says I did anything?”

“Um, they’re mad at you? Ergo, you did
something!”

Eli rolled his eyes and complained at her
judgement; Jenny laughed at him, and demanded to know what he’d
done. It had been that way growing up, too. Eli had been the—not
problem child, exactly, he hadn’t been a bad kid, not like Rob must
have been for his parents—but the difficult one. The complicated
one. Jenny was easy, Jenny was just a tart swanning her way through
school and boys.

Secretly, given as how Jenny was twenty and
had a four-year-old daughter, Eli suspected it was that Jenny was
just smarter than he was, and kept her complicated-ness away from
Mum and Dad.

“Rob came over last night,” he admitted
finally.

Jenny groaned.

“What? I’m allowed to have my boyfriend
over!”

“When your boyfriend gives Dad a heart
attack, you might want to rethink that,” Jenny said snottily.

Eli rolled his eyes as they wandered into
Mum’s favourite shop for their usual Christmas present, an
expensive angora jumper in some sickly pastel colour. Despite Mum
being even harder than Dad work-wise—he was a chief inspector and
sat in an office making strategic decisions; Mum was head of
forensics and had been shot by a drug dealer at a crime scene when
Eli was six years old—she was dead mumsy at home. Jumpers, nice
necklaces, and chocolate were the automatic gifts for Mum.

Dad was harder though, and Eli said as much
as they found a pink jumper in Mum’s size and took it to the
counter.

“Dump your boyfriend, that’ll make his
Christmas and next birthday,” Jenny said, then pursed her
lips. “God, is Dad fifty next birthday?”

“Forty-nine,” Eli corrected. “And I’m not
dumping my boyfriend because Dad doesn’t like him.”

“Oh, thank God, I won’t have the cash by
February for a big five-oh,” Jenny grumbled, then rolled her eyes.
“I’m just saying it would be good timing. It won’t be as special if
you dump him in March.”

“I’m not dumping him at all!” Eli said
hotly.

Jenny pulled a face. “Thanks,” she added to
the shop assistant, taking the bag and steering Eli out by the
arm.

“I’m serious,” Eli said coolly. “Dad can
shove it. Rob’s not a—”

“Rob’s a criminal,” Jenny said firmly. “And
that—”

“Oh come on, Jen, you know better than to
look at things like that. Being a criminal just means…it just means
you broke the law, it doesn’t make you bad.”

“Bad people break the law.”

“Rob’s not bad…”

“He’s been to prison, Eli!”

“Yeah, for—”

“For?”

Eli stopped, and bit his lip. In truth…in
truth, he didn’t actually know. He could guess—both parents in the
police gave you a pretty decent grasp of what got people sent to
prison and for how long, and he knew Rob had long been what Mum
would call a petty offender. Eli privately suspected he’d burgled
one-too-many houses, or been caught for the twentieth time with a
spliff.

But he didn’t know. He’d only found out
because Rob admitted to having developed an affinity for
weight-lifting ‘inside’ and Eli had asked what he meant by that.
Three years in prison, from when Rob was twenty. He’d only been out
six months when Eli had met him, so it was about a year now.

“Whatever it was can’t have been that
bad, he only got three years.”

“Got, or served?”

“Got,” Eli said firmly. “I know that
much.”

“That’s still three years in prison, Eli—I
mean, can’t you see why Dad’s worried?”

“He’s not worried, he’s being a dick.”

“He’s worried,” Jenny insisted, and
squeezed Eli’s arm as they wandered into an odds-and-ends,
sort-of-joke-shop construction that had been slung up in the space
left by the independent bakery closing down. “And can’t you see
why?”

Eli swallowed. “Rob’s not like Greg,” he said
eventually.

Jenny snorted at the name of her on-again,
off-again boyfriend. Currently off, after he’d punched her in the
stomach at finding out she was pregnant. Dad had hit the roof. “Rob
probably knows Greg. Seriously, ask him. They probably shoot
pool together.”

“Rob’s not like that,” Eli insisted. “For
fuck’s sake, Jenny, don’t you think I’d know?”

“After six months with him? No,” she said
flatly. “He’s still reeling you in.”

“You’re being paranoid and ridiculous.”

“Am I? Come on, Eli, where’s your evidence?
Where’s your proof he’s such a nice guy, eh? He’s aggressive, we’ve
both seen the way he starts for Dad, and one day—look, Eli, that’s
all we’re worried about. That one day he’s gonna turn that on
you.”

Eli swallowed. He had proof, but he
couldn’t offer it. He couldn’t exactly explain their sex life to
Jenny, could he? The way Rob was so accepting of what Eli wanted,
even though he didn’t get it. The way Rob was accepting of
Eli, even when Eli was way outside of Rob’s experience zone.
The way Rob was turned on by Eli taking control—the way that Eli
could dominate Rob, could cuff him and make him crawl on the floor,
could collar him and order him around, could tie him down and fuck
him with fingers and toys until Rob shattered—

He couldn’t explain any of that to Jenny,
vanilla Jenny, who’d gone into fits of giggles when there’d been an
off-screen blowjob on Game of Thrones and called it kinky.
She’d be horrified if she knew what Rob and Eli did, and the way
round they did it.

Rob had called Eli a switch once. Eli just
knew he liked to fuck and be fucked, and when he did the fucking,
it was all about control. And he knew, with just as much certainty,
Rob seriously got off on that.

How was that guy going to turn abusive? When
it was Eli handcuffing him to the bedframe and beating him with a
belt when he got out of line?

“Can we just accept,” Eli said quietly, “that
I’m not stupid?”

Jenny’s face tightened; her hand dropped to
her swollen stomach, pushing insistently at the confines of her
dress.

“You don’t have to be stupid,” she said
quietly.

Eli winced, held up a T-shirt with a rude
slogan, and tried to change the subject. “How about this for Uncle
Harry?”

* * * *

“You can’t!”

“But it’s perfect!”

“Oh my God, Dad’ll murder you!”

“But Rob’ll love it!”

“And he’ll wear it round the house and Dad’ll
kill the both of you and bury you under the patio!”

Despite her protests, Jenny was bright red in
the face and giggling. The sombre mood had lifted after buying for
all the family and having lunch. Now they were working on
friends—and Eli and Jenny had a similarly sadistic sense of humour
when it came to friends and other halves. Nice presents were
for family and fusty old aunties. Totally inappropriate presents
were for friends.

And Eli had found the perfect T-shirt
for Rob. Fuck the police in bold white letters on the front
of a black T-shirt…and then because who doesn’t like a man in
uniform? on the back.

“It’s,” Eli insisted, “perfect.” He put the
T-shirt back and started rummaging for one in a large. The short
sleeves were clingy, too, so there was a totally selfish element to
it. Big biceps and tight black T-shirts? Yes. Just yes.

“You’re dead. You’re so dead.”

“It’s worth it,” Eli insisted, finding the
right size and beaming at his sister. “Come on, help me find one
for his brother.”

“What’s his brother like?”

“Like Rob but a stoner,” Eli said.

Jenny winced.

“Give over, Jen. Help me look.”

She started to pick reluctantly through the
rails. “Should I…should I get Greg something?”

“Not unless it’s a restraining order,” Eli
said firmly. “You don’t need that guy in Flora’s life or yours. Or
Baby’s. Are you going to tell me if it’s a boy or a girl yet?”

“I don’t know,” Jenny said. “And
anyway, why do you care? I would have thought—”

“Because I want to think up names,” Eli
interrupted.

“Well, I want a surprise,” Jenny said.
“Though I’m hoping for another girl, because Greg’s not interested
at all in Flora and I reckon he won’t be interested in a
daughter.”

“Greg’s a shit. What about names?”

“Oh, Rose if it’s a girl, but I don’t know
about a boy,” Jenny said, waving a hand airily. “You know, you
would be a great—”

“No, Jen.”

“You’d make a great father,” Jenny insisted.
“Eli, seriously, don’t blow it off! You could find a nice guy,
and—”

“Already did.”

“Not Rob, someone like—”

“I want Rob,” Eli snapped. “Jenny,
seriously, drop it. You don’t know Rob. You—”

“I know enough.”

“You sound like Dad.”

Jenny scowled and dropped the sleeve of a
T-shirt she was reading. “Grow up, Eli.”

“I’m not the one who—” Eli started, then
thought better of it.

“Who what?”

“I just don’t get why everyone’s ragging on
at me for Rob, because he’s got a bit of a history—”

“A bit?”

“—and he looks…okay, like he looks—and
nobody’s putting, you know, two and two together to make four and
remembering that you were dating that good-looking, successful,
totally average guy who turned out to be a girlfriend-beater? I
mean, come on,” Eli implored. “People aren’t what they seem.
Aren’t I evidence enough of that?”

Jenny was quiet for a long time, staring
absently at the shirts. Her face was vacant, her eyes seeing
something in the middle-distance.

Eli moved away to peer at more shirts. He
hated having to say it. He really did, but it was true. They
were all so paranoid about Rob, and yet Mum and Dad had
loved Greg until the first time Jenny had turned up on the
doorstep with Flora, both in their pyjamas and Jenny with a huge
shiner covering most of her face.

Eli just wanted them to know better
this time. Rob wasn’t perfect, Rob was nowhere close to perfect,
but Eli loved the fuck out of him and he knew Rob. He was
soft and sleepy first thing in the morning, he would break your arm
for suggesting he cuddled but he did cuddle, he kept white
bread in his cupboard for Eli’s morning toast even though he
couldn’t stand it…

Jenny shrieked. A pair of arms slammed around
Eli’s shoulders and chest, seizing him in a bear hug, one huge hand
coming to grip his throat and a wall of muscle smashing into his
back so he was left pinned and helpless in the hold.

“Eli fucking Bell,” a deep voice snarled in
his ear, “fancy seeing you here, you fucking bender!”

* * * *


Chapter 3

Then the voice laughed.

“Danny, let go!” Eli protested. The hands
slackened, and he shook them off, only to be spun by the shoulder
and bear-hugged from the front instead. “Jesus, and you call
me a bender. Get off me before I catch something.”

Danny Hawkes, Rob’s effusive younger brother,
beamed. It was all Danny did, in Eli’s experience. He had a huge,
stupid smile, chin-length dark hair roughly twisted into the
beginnings of dreadlocks, and calculating dark eyes.

“What’cha gonna catch that you reckon Rob
ain’t got!” Danny jeered, and Eli called him a twat and smacked him
in the shoulder.

Danny simultaneously looked a lot like Rob,
and nothing like him. All his features were recognisably Rob’s, but
subtly shifted—the dark eyebrows were less severe, the mouth
crooked up instead of down, the set of his shoulders slightly
narrower and his build more wiry than purely muscular. He was the
same height, and probably weighed a metric ton due to the fact that
Eli knew perfectly well both Hawkes brothers were all muscle and
bone. He wasn’t tattooed, as far as Eli knew, but metal glinted in
his eyebrow and from the ring in the side of his nose.

It was when Danny moved—or talked, or
laughed, or frowned—that he became Rob’s twin. Their mannerisms
were near-identical. They had the same huffing way of laughing,
where the noise emerged before the smile. They had the same way of
smiling, ducking the head before letting the mouth move. They had
the same way of stilling right before getting angry, that momentary
freeze when a calculating stare would be levelled on the enemy.

And they lounged on Eli the same, Danny
draping an arm across Eli’s shoulders and pressing his weight down,
grinning at a still-startled Jenny. “Who’s the bird?” he asked.
“Don’t tell me a pouf like you pulled a pussy?”

Jenny drew herself up. “I’m his
sister,” she snarled.

“Oh right, yeah, same bitchface,” Danny
snorted, and stepped back, shaking Eli’s shoulder. “What you doing,
eh? Didn’t think to see you out ‘ere.”

“Same to you—shoplifting?”

“Working, y’berk,” Danny said, and
smirked. “Though if you fancy a smoke, I got a bit here
somewhere…”

“Explains the smell,” Eli said dryly. “And I
don’t do weed, you know that.”

“Suit yoursel’. How about you, miss?”

Jenny’s answer was to give him a withering
look.

Danny chortled.

“Ne’er mind, then.”

“You work?” Eli asked, trying to distract
him. “Where?”

“Christmas job at the cinema,” Danny said,
shrugging. “I owe Rob rent and weed money so figured I needed to go
legit for a while.”

Eli rolled his eyes. Rob was an extremely
casual dealer—if he had a bit extra, or was in need of a bit of
cash, he sold weed. Danny, on the other hand, Eli was fairly sure
was growing the damn stuff. He constantly smelled of it, and had
way too much money for someone who had a different job every
month.

“Speaking of our Rob, what’ve you done, eh,
he was selling the last of his last night and said he weren’t gonna
be buying any more!”

“Good,” Eli said. “I told him I don’t like
the drugs.”

“It’s just weed, t’ain’t chang or—”

“I don’t care,” Eli said flatly. “I don’t
want him smoking it.” Danny’s words warmed him though—because he’d
mentioned it to Rob rather than tried to get him to quit proper. He
hadn’t wanted to push his luck, or make Rob think only six months
in that Eli was trying to change him. And it was just
weed—Eli was more afraid Rob was rubbing shoulders with proper
druggies, proper smackheads and the like, and would get drawn into
it. Weed Eli could tolerate. Harder stuff…no.

Danny snorted again and cuffed Eli lightly
around the head. “You’re a good influence, an’ that’s a bad
influence. You’ll have him getting a proper job next, or doing some
course!”

“I’d prefer it,” Eli admitted, and ducked the
next cuff. “Sod off, you great oaf!”

“Watch it, midget, I could wipe the floor wi’
you.” Danny smirked.

“Nah, ‘cause then Rob’d kick your arse,” Eli
mock-grumbled.

Danny’s face lit up in a laugh.

“Prob’ly right,” he admitted.

“What do you want, anyway?” Danny had seen
him around plenty in the city centre—Danny was a noticeable guy,
with the short dreads and the spliff-smell—and didn’t typically do
much more than bellow Eli’s name and wave.

“Need you to stash this,” Danny said,
producing a box from within his jacket.

Jenny audibly sucked in her breath.

“What is it?” Eli asked warily.

“Rob’s present,” Danny said, then rolled his
eyes. “It’s legal, you twat. Open it if you want. Only I’m
shit at wrapping stuff so tape it back together if you do. Guy’s
like a fucking bloodhound for shit he ain’t meant to find, so I
want it out the way, yeah?”

Eli shook it gingerly. It rattled. “What’s in
it?”

“New watch,” Danny said, shrugging. “Like I
said, look f’you want. Just keep it hidden.”

Eli nodded, shoving it in his backpack
haphazardly.

“So,” Danny said, the ear-to-ear grin
reappearing. “What you getting him, then? Something fucking
disgusting, I bet.”

“No, actually. Something he’ll enjoy for a
bit longer than a half hour in his room.”

“Half an hour my arse, way he walks after
you’re done with him!”

Jenny went a funny shade of pink.

Eli decided not to dignify Danny’s jeer with
an answer, and showed him the T-shirt.

“Nice,” Danny said approvingly. “But
give me a bird in a sexy nurse outfit any day.”

“The tragedy of being straight,” Eli quipped.
Danny sniggered. Then—to Eli’s horror—he dropped the bomb.

“Still coming up to Scotland for Christmas,
then? Rob’s been tellin’ our Stella all about you.”

Jenny stiffened. “What.” Her voice was like
ice, and suddenly—where she had been lurking five or six feet
away—she was right by Eli’s elbow.

Eli groaned.

“Eli’s coming to our Aunt Stella’s with us
for Christmas,” Danny said cheerily, then side-eyed Eli
suspiciously. “You are, right? Don’t you fuckin’ flake out
on us, Bell.”

“Eli,” Jenny said.

“Yes,” Eli replied—to Danny. He avoided
looking at his sister. “Yes, I’m still coming.” Danny’s face lit
up, and he started chattering about how good it was going to be—and
only then did Eli dare raise his eyes to his sister’s face.

His sister’s cold, shuttered face.

Because—well…he hadn’t actually told his
family yet.

* * * *

“What!” Mum said.

She looked almost comical, the horrified
expression topping her flowery apron and her arms wrist-deep in a
bowl of dough. Her gaze was piercing though, and Eli squirmed
uncomfortably against the counter.

“Thanks, Jenny,” he said sourly, and Jenny
glowered at him.

“Oh, fuck off,” she said coarsely.

“Jennifer!”

“He’s going to spend Christmas with
them!” Jenny cried, and it was almost in a wail. “Christmas
is for family, and—”

“And Rob hasn’t got much family, so it’s the
perfect opportunity for me to meet them,” Eli said coldly.

“In Scotland?”

“That’s where his aunt and uncle live. He’s
my boyfriend, it’s perfectly normal to spend Christmas with your
b—”

“What about his parents?” Mum demanded.

Eli swallowed and ground his teeth. “I don’t
know.”

“Right,” she said. “So you’re going to spend
Christmas with this boyfriend that you know so very well—”

“I’m going. I’m an adult, I can decide
where I spend my time!”

“And we are all adults and can voice our
disagreement!” Mum snapped. “Eli, for goodness’ sake, you’re going
to the other end of the country—no, a different
country—with…with a…”

“A what?”

The kitchen door banged. “What the hell is
going on here?” Dad. Of course. It was the weekend, and he’d been
gardening.

“Eli’s spending Christmas with Rob in
Scotland!” Jenny blurted out before Eli could stop her.

“Jen!”

“What?”

Dad’s boom was identical to Mum’s aside from
the pitch of it, and Eli groaned.

“Eli, for God’s sake, you’re not—” Dad
started.

“Yes I am,” Eli said firmly. “Rob is my
boyfriend and—”

“Of six months, and quite frankly, I
am not happy about my—my son going God only knows where with
someone like Hawkes!”

Eli ground his teeth and hunched his
shoulders, feeling the usual sting when Dad stuttered over
son. How many years did he need?

“I know it’s your first Christmas and it
feels special,” Mum said, a bit more diplomatically, “but you and
Rob haven’t been together all that long, and—”

“And I’m going.”

“No you’re bloody well not,” Dad snarled.

“What you gonna do, arrest me?” Eli demanded,
jutting his chin out. “I’m not a child, I’m not mentally retarded,
I can make my own fucking decisions and when Rob asked if I’d like
to go, my decision was yes! And it’s still yes, so you can
all—”

“Don’t use that tone in my house!”

“Don’t talk smack about my boyfriend all the
fucking time!”

“Eli!” Mum scolded.

“I’m sick of this!” Eli exploded,
throwing his hands up. “I’m sick of it, all you ever do is rag on
him and tell me to leave him and how he’s bad news, you all freak
out if I have him here overnight or I stay at his flat, you don’t
want me going anywhere with him, and you don’t even know
him, you don’t—”

“I know enough,” Dad snarled.

“You know a record on a computer screen,” Eli
snapped. “You know rumours and hearsay around your stations—and if
you did look up Rob’s criminal record, that’s a total
violation, you had no—what is it, no policing purpose?—no good
reason to.”

Dad went scarlet. “Are you accusing me
of—”

“Should I be?”

“Stop it, both of you!” Mum shouted, banging
the bowl of dough on the counter loudly to get their attention.
“Now calm down. Everyone just calm down.”

Eli stared at the oven, and willed it to
explode.

“Right,” Mum said, rinsing her hands off.
“Eli, you must understand why we’re upset. Christmas is a time for
family, and we don’t feel you’ve known Rob long enough for him to
be family…”

“Because you won’t let him be!”

“Quiet!” Mum barked.

Eli curled his lip.

“Christmas is for family,” Mum repeated into
the ensuing silence. “And yes, Eli, I would prefer you were home
with us. At the end of the day, we don’t trust Rob yet. No,
quiet! But we also have to accept that you are an adult and
free to make your own choices, however much we disagree with
them.”

“Louise!” Dad protested.

“No, Samuel, that’s the truth,” Mum snapped.
“Eli, we aren’t happy about it, but of course you can do what you
feel is best for Christmas. Just…think hard about it, yes?”

“I have,” Eli said coldly. “I know Rob better
than any of you. I want to go, I’m thrilled he’s asked me, and I’m
going. End of story.”

“For how long?” Dad demanded. “Scotland’s not
exactly the other side of Huddersfield!”

“For a week,” Eli said, and bit back an angry
retort when Dad visibly swelled. “We’re staying with his aunt and
uncle and cousins. His brother’s coming, too, so you don’t have to
worry about him beating me up in the car on the way there,” he
added viciously.

“Eli, stop it,” Mum scolded.

“No. You fucking—”

“Eli!”

“—stop it, all of you! Rob is a nice guy.
Yeah, he’s a bit rough around the edges—”

“Oh, right, yeah, a bit,” Jenny said
acidly.

“—but he’s good to me, really good to
me, he’s good as gold and he’s kind and supportive and funny, and
he—he supports me, he really does, he’s really accepting of
me, and if you’d just…just stop judging him on the other stuff
and—”

“The other stuff? Eli, that includes
violence. He’s a drug addict and a—”

“He’s not an addict, he smokes the odd spliff
now and then, that’s it,” Eli snapped. “And he’s never once even
threatened me—” He didn’t think it would be a good time to mention
that Rob had threatened him, in the bedroom while playing
their sex games, and Eli had enjoyed the fuck out of it. “—and if
you would just stop staring at his police record and actually get
to know him, get to see how he is with me—”

“Then let us.”

Eli was brought up short by his mother’s
words. “What?”

“Let us,” she said. “Invite him to dinner.
Let’s meet him properly, as a family, instead of you smuggling him
in and out like stolen goods and getting at your father’s throat
about it.”

“That’s not my fault, I—”

“I have had enough of arguing about this,
Eli!” Mum said sharply. “You keep insisting we’re wrong about him,
so let’s see the proof. Have him over, and let’s actually sit down
and talk to him.”

Eli nodded jerkily, mind already spinning.
“Fine,” he bit out. But it wasn’t, because there was no way Rob was
going to agree to this. Eli was going to have to force him, or
manipulate him. Maybe give the order in a scene, or promise a scene
after the dinner. Or—

He turned on his heel and headed for the
door.

“Eli!”

“I’m going to Rob’s,” he said.

“Oh for God’s sake—”

“How else am I meant to tell him he’s coming
over?” Eli shouted over his shoulder, jogging upstairs. His brain
was turning it over in earnest. He’d need time, that was the big
thing—he’d need to get Rob well and truly under control before
telling him to come to this dinner, or Rob would throw the idea
right out.

He tossed his overnight bag onto his bed and
started to stuff it, sending only a perfunctory text to Rob as
warning, without a single emoticon, kiss, or explanation. Just the
bare bones fact—and that should be enough to warn Rob all on its
own.

Coming over.

* * * *


Chapter 4

Rob lived clear across the city in a run-down
area of Parson Cross, in a grubby but spacious flat he shared with
his brother Danny. The drive was unpleasantly long, in Eli’s
esteemed opinion, but Rob had a reputation locally, and, by daring
to block his Suzuki in, Eli could label his car as belonging to
someone in Rob Hawkes’ social circle. So at least he’d have all his
tyres and glass intact when he came back to it.

The flat was on the top floor, up a narrow
and dirty stairwell that usually stank of piss and weed. Eli hated
the jog up, for the risk of some druggie thinking he’d have cash,
or the local fucknut kids hanging about by the bins at the
bottom—but the early evening created an odd lull at this time, and
he was undisturbed.

Except by the music blaring from behind the
door, the brass number nine—hanging by a single nail, and
upside-down—shaking with the force of it.

Eli sighed, and hammered his fist on the
wood. Repeatedly. And as loudly as possible. “Rob!” he shouted, in
feeble hope Rob would do that thing of hearing your own name across
a noisy, crowded room, but not convinced he would.

“Oi!”

Eli rolled his eyes and turned as the door to
number ten flew open.

“‘E’s been playin’ tha’ fuckin’ crap all
fuckin’ day!” the neighbour shrieked. She was a woman in her
mid-forties, perhaps early fifties
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